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winter gathering 2017
By Joan Van Gorp, Friends' President

 The Friends’ Winter Gathering was held on a beautiful, warm day on Saturday, Febru-
ary 11. Thirty-seven Friends members and Refuge staff spent time visiting with each other 
before a delicious lunch was served. Everyone was especially glad that Neal Smith and 
his family could attend.   
 Joan Van Gorp, president of the Friends of NSNWR, welcomed everyone and intro-
duced the other board members in attendance. She also shared all of the Friends’ 2016 
accomplishments, as well as the 2017 planned activities. The assistance the Friends give  
the Refuge can only occur with the support from our Friends members and all deserve a 
heartfelt “Thank You”!  
 Fellow board member, Sharon Tinker, shared information on the strategic planning ses-
sions the board has been conducting. The flowcharts showing the many goals of the Friends’ 
board were displayed for Friends’ members to review and discuss.   
 Scott Gilje, Refuge Project Leader, shared all the incredible things that happened in the 
past year at the Refuge and with the various programs. Visitor attendance has doubled and 
more people are aware of the Refuge and all it has to offer. 
 Patrick Bryant, coordinator of the People for Pollinators (P4P) program, told of its suc-
cess and what is in store for 2017.  Thousands of plants will be propagated again this year 
and there will also be a lot of seed planted in the various gardens. Plants and seed will be 
distributed at the many outreach events the P4P program will attend.     
 A drawing for several door prizes was held at the end of the meeting. Many Friends 
spent time in the Prairie Point Nature Store and took advantage of the wonderful weather 
by walking on the trails.   The Friends’ Board wants to again thank everyone who attended 
and continues to help the Friends expand what we do for the Refuge in these challenging 
times. 
 Hope to see more Friends at the Winter Gathering in 2018! 
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manager's Corner
By Cheryl Groom, Deputy Refuge Manager

Youth Conservation Corps 2017
By Doreen Van Ryswyk

Greetings from the Prairie!
Every one of the ten years I have been here has brought new 
wonders on the prairie, incredible new events, staff changes, 
interns eager to learn and help with Biology and Visitor 
Services, and, of course, the phenomenal volunteers that 
continue to donate more than 12,000 hours to the Refuge in 
all programs and on all projects.  I and the rest of the staff 
are excited to see what 2017 will bring!

Things we know are going to happen this year at the Refuge:  
•	 Ten new interns (stipends provided by the Friends) 

will assist with the greenhouse, planting, biologi-
cal monitoring, invasive species management and 
visitor services.

•	 Eight special events scheduled through-out the year
•	 Nature’s Notebook training and program start-up 

(volunteers needed)
•	 Host the FWS bison management team meeting.
•	 People for Pollinators Program will continue to grow 

and be staffed. (Congratulations Patrick!)
•	 Over-seeding more than 100 acres to improve bio-

diversity
•	 Invasive species management (We could use your 

assistance with this!)
•	 Biological inventories and monitoring
•	 Working with the Friends' Board on the strategic 

plan for the next three years
•	 Completion of several large rehabilitation projects 

(Visitor Center heating and cooling, entry road 
repaving)

This is not a complete list. I am always happy to talk to you 
about the projects here, future opportunities, and ways you 
can help us accomplish the goals we set.  If you have ques-
tions, comments and/or ideas, please get in touch.  You can 
email me at Cheryl_groom@fws.gov, or call 515-994-3400.

Do you know someone be-
tween the ages of 15 and 18 
that is looking for summer 
employment? The Refuge 
will be hiring four individu-
als to work here this summer. 
Most of the work will be 
outside, weather permit-
ting, from June 12 to August 
4. The hours are Monday 
through Friday from 8:00 
a.m. to 4:30 p.m. The pay is 
$7.25 per hour and will be 
paid bi-weekly. Those hired 

will need to provide their own transportation to and from the 
Refuge. The Refuge will provide boots, gloves, hats, t-shirts 
and safety gear as needed. Some of the duties included are: 
maintaining walking trails, planting seeds, plugging seedlings, 
removing invasive plants, seed collection, repairing and/or 
removing fencing, assisting with facility maintenance, and 
more. Applications must be received by April 21, 2017. Please 
call the Refuge at 515/994-3400 and ask for Richard Hager 
for more information.

People for Pollinators (P4P)
By Patrick Bryant, P4P Coordinator

Sure, roses are associated with February 
and Valentine’s Day, but did you know 
that the Wild Rose is the official state 
flower of Iowa? One such species, the 
Meadow Rose, blooms locally June 
through July, usually in shades of pink. 
The hips (berry-like fruits) are eaten by 
a variety of wildlife species, and have 
been used in traditional and modern 
medicine for their high levels of vitamin 

C. Best of all, Meadow Roses are usually thornless.
It’s been a crazy month, but I’m happy to announce that the 
30,000 plugs we will be growing this season have all been 
reserved. Thanks to everyone who took time to fill out a 
garden application. Plug season officially begins May 15.
Missed out on reserving plants? Don’t worry – I’ve started a 
waiting list for organizations that didn’t get plugs. Occasion-
ally, people reserve more than they can plant, so we some-
times have leftovers. If you would like to be on the waiting 
list, please call 515/994-3400 or email Patrick_bryant@fws.
gov with the approximate square foot area you would like to 
plant. We still have plenty of native seed if you would prefer 
planting your gardens with seed.
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what's happening this winter?
By Doreen Van Ryswyk, Secretary

Nature Tots
Saturday, March 4, Animal Babies
Saturday, April 1, Migrating Birds
Saturday, May 6, Spring Sprouts
Children ages 3-5 are invited to bring 
their favorite adult to join us from 10:30 
a.m. to 11:30 a.m., as we read stories, go 
outside, make nature crafts, and much 
more!  Registration is required. To register, contact Doreen 
Van Ryswyk at 515-994-3400 or Doreen_vanryswyk@fws.
gov.

Second Saturday
Saturday, March 11
Saturday, April 8
Saturday, May 13
Interested in giving back to the en-
vironment and the prairie? Volunteer 
days occur on the Second Saturday of 
each month from 9:00 a.m. to 12:00 
p.m. Call 515-994-3400 or email 
Nancy_Corona@fws.gov if you are 
interested in joining!

Spring Photo Hikes
Sunday, March 19 from 6:30 p.m. to 8:30 p.m.
Saturday, April 15 from 6:30 a.m. - 8:30 a.m.
Sunday, May 21 from 7:00 p.m. - 9:00 p.m.
Photographers of all skill levels and using all camera types 
are invited to photograph the summer prairie on a ranger-
led walk. All photographers will also have the opportunity 
to exhibit their work in our art gallery in November and 
December. Pre-registration is requested. Call 515/994-3400 
or email Doreen_vanryswyk@fws.gov.

Earth Day
Saturday, April 22 from 9:00 a.m. to 12:00 p.m.
In honor of Earth Day, we invite volunteers to help us re-
store prairie and oak savanna ecosystems. During this event, 
volunteers will participate in stewardship activities. Groups 

and individuals are welcome! FREE 
lunch provided by the Friends of 
Neal Smith NWR. Pre-registration 
is required. Please call the Refuge at 
515/994-3400 or email Doreen_van-
ryswyk@fws.gov.

International Migratory Bird Day
Saturday, April 29 from 10:00 a.m. to 2:00 p.m.
Are you interested in birds? Spring is the perfect time to explore 
outside and search for birds! Join us for a ranger-led morning 
bird hike, live raptor programs, crafts and other activities. 
This program is open to the public and all activities are free. 
The annual Iowa Junior Duck Stamp Award Ceremony will 
round out the day at 2:00 p.m. No lunch will be provided, so 
pack your own and stay for the day!

Pedal the Prairie
Saturday, May 20 from 9:00 a.m. to 1:00 p.m.

Join us for a spring bike ride on the 
Prairie Parkway Bike Trail! Ride among 
wildflowers, toss seed bombs, meet live 
animals, and hike the trails, in addition 
to playing games and other activities. 
Prairie Parkway Bike Trail (10 miles) 
and Family Fun Ride (1.5 miles) both 
start at 9:00 a.m. Activities go until 1:00 

p.m. with the Visitor Center open until 4:00 p.m. To register, 
go to the "Neal Smith NWR" Facebook page and click on 
"Going". If you don't have a Facebook account, just show up!

J.N. "Ding" Darling art gallery exhibit
By Doreen Van Ryswyk, Secretary

There is a beautiful ex-
hibit in the Art Gallery 
by nature photographer, 
Gary Hoard, entitled 
“Naturally Iowa”.  The 
exhibit is a collection 
of photographic images 
on metal of Iowa plants, 
birds and animals in 

their natural environments. Also included are some Iowa 
landscapes that evoke the feeling of peace and solitude that 
being ‘close to nature’ brings. Gary has been taking pictures 
for 50 years, always with a special interest in nature. “Look-
ing through the camera and trying to compose an interesting 
shot forces me to be more aware of what is going on around 
me, enhancing the outdoor experience,” Gary says. His art 
will be on display in the Gallery through April 15. The photos 
are available for purchase. More images are available on his 
website, GaryHoardPhotography.com.
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Have you ever wondered . . .? bike expo and Pedal the Prairie
By Richard Hager, 

By Joan Van Gorp, Friends' President
why haven't prairie chickens been reintroduced here?

 The Greater Prairie Chicken has been called “the signature 
bird of the tallgrass prairie”. Prior to European settlement, 
the birds ranged over all of Iowa. In his book “A Country So 
Full of Game”, J.J. Dinsmore recounts the birds were easy 
to trap and hunt, and in Iowa massive numbers of them were 
killed for sport and market hunting and as food for local set-
tlers. In 1864, three train carloads were shipped to Chicago 
from Marshalltown at a price of $2.00 a dozen. 
 Despite extreme hunting, prairie chickens may have sur-
vived in Iowa if suitable habitat had remained. But continued 
expansion of farmland resulted in critical loss of their nest-
ing habitat and winter cover.  Also, their nests were often 
destroyed by spring burning and spring haying.
 An early history of Prairie City tells the story of the first 
settlers driving their wagons through the tall, waving grass, 

high as their horses’ 
backs, as large flocks 
of prairie chickens flew 
before their wagons. 
Samuel and Margaret 
Butters were two of 
the original settlers in 
Prairie City, building a 
log cabin on the north-
east side of the town. 
The stage coach passed 

their home and Mrs. Butters cooked for the stage driver. The 
history recorded that prairie chickens would come into their 
yard and Mrs. Butters would shoot them to feed her family 
and the stage drivers.  
 Prairie chickens were totally gone from Iowa in the 
1950’s. At present, a few leks, areas where the birds gather 
for courtship displays, exist in southern Iowa after extensive 
reintroduction efforts by the Iowa DNR since 1980.  The 
population in southern Iowa has declined and is supported 
only by continuing re-introduction of new birds. Basically, 
the population is too small to provide enough genetic vari-
ability to maintain a viable population.   
 While the plan is to re-introduce the birds to the Refuge 
at some point in the future, it is not currently appropriate. 
Several reasons exist for this decision including too many 
roads, fences, trees, and not enough grassland surrounding 
the Refuge. A sustainable population would require a larger 
area of habitat than the Refuge can provide, and connectivity 
to another population.
 Even though you can’t view these impressive birds at the 
Refuge, in Iowa at the Kellerton Grasslands Bird Conserva-
tion Area in Ringgold County, nearly 2,000 acres of restored 
prairie grasslands host a sizable prairie chicken population 
reintroduced to Iowa from Nebraska. It is worth getting up 
early to see and hear the amazing courtship display.

The Refuge participated in the 2017 Bike Expo at Veterans 
Memorial Auditorium on January 21. Thanks to the Friends, 
we were given space on the front row of the show and it 
was very busy! Staff members Scott, Cheryl and Rick and 
volunteer Cia Hager talked to more than 650 show attendees. 
We shared specific information about the Pedal the Prairie 
bike ride to be held May 20 but also informed many about 
the Refuge, the Friends and future biking opportunities in the 
area. It was a great opportunity to get the word out. Many that 
visited the booth attended last year’s ride and they proved to 
be our best ambassadors as they shared Pedal the Prairie with 
others who were standing close. What a great event it was! 
All visitors were very enthusiastic, took multiple brochures 
and promised to spread the word. 
There is no formal registration for the 2017 Pedal the Prairie 
event. We ask that people go to our Facebook page, select 
Events, then select Pedal the Prairie and click on “Going 
“. After checking the count, there were 864 interested and 
60 going! Our plan and scheduled activities will be based 
on the Facebook responses. As the Refuge and Prairie City 
develop activities to coincide with the ride, Facebook will 
be continually updated. This will be a large event and many 
extra hands will be needed to help with making seed bombs, 
directing visitors, parking and activities. Mark your calendars 
and save the date to participate in the ride or volunteer. Please 
call 515/994-3400 or email Nancy_Corona@fws.gov if you 
would like to volunteer.

Well, winter hours that is! Beginning Sunday, March 5, the 
Prairie Learning Center will again be open on Sundays. The 
hours are 12:00 p.m. to 5:00 p.m. through November. As 
always, the walking trails and the auto tour route are open 
from dawn to dusk every day.

No more winter!



  5

2016 - an outstanding year for the Friends and the refuge
By Joan Van Gorp, Friends' President

 It is always amazing when we look back over a year and see all that has been accomplished. We couldn’t do this 
without the support of the Refuge staff, our members, and our volunteers. 
 
	Sales in the Nature Store increased by $13,000.00.
	Over 8,000 students visited the refuge and the Friends provided funds 

for the transportation for many of these schools.
	The Friends welcomed three new board members: Jim Johnson, 

Sharon Tinker and Daryl Howell. Jonathan Yentis also returned as 
an active board member.  

	55 new Friends members joined in 2016.
	The 2nd annual Winter Gathering/Annual Meeting was held and 36 

Friends members attended. 
	Concert on the Prairie was held in June, with over 100 attendees 

enjoying the music of Max Wellman and the art of Russ Duerksen. 
	Nine grants were submitted for various opportunities and so far we 

have received – 
	NFWF (National Fish and Wildlife Foundation) grant of 

$10,000 for two viewing scopes and a compatible video 
system.

	$1,000 Wells Fargo Foundation grant for seed for the People 
for Pollinators program 

	Another NFWF grant of $87,000 to fund the People for Pol-
linators program for two years. 

	“Sparky” t-shirts were designed by RayGun for the Nature Store 
and to date we have sold 372 of these shirts!               

	Gail Turner became the Nature Store manager and has recruited 
several new volunteers for the store. 

	Lunch and other support provided at five Refuge events and the 
Volunteer Recognition Dinner.

	Funds provided in 2016 for twelve internships. A potluck for the interns was held in July.  
	Continued partnership with the Iowa Natural Heritage Foundation for land acquisitions.
	$1,000 yearly renewable PCM High School scholarship 

was awarded to Emily Hugen. 
	Billboard designed and displayed in the Des Moines 

metro area.
	Over 3700 individuals are following our Facebook page. 

Videos by Linda Frazier, our Facebook administrator, of 
the bison and elk have attracted the attention of the Des 
Moines Register and local television stations.   

What will 2017 bring? Stay tuned!
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The power of a Friends group is its members.  Please support this all volunteer, non-profit organization with your tax-
deductible gift and be a part of the learning, growing and discovery happening at the Neal smith National wildlife refuge 
every day.  Thank you!

____$25 -- big bluestem Friend  ____$50 -- bison buddy    
____$100 -- savanna saver            ____$250 -- Prairie Patron
____other -- $___________         
Be sure to find out if your company will match contributions.     

Name____________________________________________________________________
address__________________________________________________________________              Please circle one -
City_________________________________state______________Zip________________
Phone__________________________________Date______________________________               New member
e-mail___________________________________________________________________                renewal

mail to:  Friends of Neal smith National wildlife refuge, Po box 114, Prairie City, Iowa  50228  

Come grow with us

Prairie Point Nature store
By Gail Turner, Nature Store Manager

We have introduced some new books in the Nature Store for children and adults. 
“A Woodland Counting Book” is a gorgeously illustrated book and helps children 
learn about the woodland family--from one white oak to fifty busy carpenter ants. 
A section of notes at the back of the book provides interesting information about 
all the species in the book so parents can expect to learn something new, too. Old 
and young alike will enjoy whiling away a winter afternoon coloring in our new-
est coloring book “The Wild Midwest”. A new book on our shelves for adults is 
“Iowa’s Archaeological Past”. Did you know Iowa has over 18,000 archaeological 
sites? This volume is full of information and illustrations. 

In addition to new books, we have some beautiful and functional pottery pieces by 
Braunschweig Pottery in Alta, Iowa. Some are made for wall hangings and some 
can be used as trays or serving platters. Stop by and see them!

Be sure to visit the Nature Store often since we have some exciting new items that 
we’ll be introducing in the coming months. The Nature Store is run entirely by 
volunteers which means 100% of the proceeds are used to benefit the Neal Smith 
National Wildlife Refuge. We appreciate your support!
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Just exactly how important are Friends groups to refuges?
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President's message
By Joan Van Gorp
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The Friends’ Board met in January and February for budget and strategic planning 
meetings.  We discussed more extensively what the Friends and its members can 
do to support the Refuge. Internships, outreach and events provide the biggest 
opportunities, but many other avenues are being explored. 

We will also be focusing on recruiting new Friends members, with an emphasis 
on “active” membership of not only new members but our existing members. One 
way our members can be part of this is by participating in the many upcoming 
Refuge events and outreach activities. Volunteers are always needed to help at 
the Refuge with the events. The outreach efforts are at various places in the metro 
Des Moines area, including Farmers' Markets and various festivals. 

The Friends and the Refuge will post any opportunities on their Facebook pages 
and websites. There is also a monthly email that details all the various oppor-
tunities. If you would like to receive this email, contact Nancy Corona, Visitor 
Services Manager, Nancy_Corona@fws.gov.

The Friends welcome any ideas how we can better engage our members and provide 
more opportunities for you to truly experience the wonder of the Refuge. Do you 
have a creative idea or suggestion? Please feel free to call or email me anytime. 
Phone: 515-994-2918/email: j.vangorp@mediacombb.net.


