
Remembering 

Norman L. Smith 

(July 19, 1925 - December 21, 2011) 

 

     The year was 1993.  A group of people from Albion and Petersburg was 

investigating the possibility of creating a nature preserve on a Boone County 

property that had been bequeathed to several entities by Grant and Berenice 

Olson.  They were looking for a single agency or organization to hold the land.  

Norm and Donna Smith from Albion were prominent members of this group.  

     Now Donna just happened to recall reading something about a couple starting 

an organization based in Aurora that had been written up in the Omaha World-

Herald in the early 1980s.  In fact, she was able to retrieve it from her files.  She 

and Norm re-read the piece and headed for the phone. 

     Norm called the organization‟s director, Bill Whitney, and arranged to meet with 

him, along with then board member Orvin Bontrager.  Norm, Bill and Orvin 

met with several other 

locals at the land in 

question on March 17th.  

At the end of the day, there 

was no doubt in anyone‟s 

mind that it was something for Prairie Plains Resource Institute 

to pursue. 

     Norm became the architect and compiler of a feasibility 

study to document the resources of the property, its history 

and intended uses to convince the beneficiaries of the estate to 

donate part of the land to an entity that could manage it.   

    The rest is history: The Olson Nature Preserve became a 

reality in 1995, one of the finest educational land preserves 

in the state.  It would have never happened without the 

determined effort of Norm Smith and the group that became 

know as the ONP Stewards, including Mitzi Fox, Ted 

Thieman, Mitch Osborn, Tom Dickey and Bob Zoucha.      

Olson Nature Preserve (ONP) in Boone County, Nebraska; December, 2011.   

Prairie Plains staff and volunteers spent several days clearing weed trees 

there - and at Ratzlaff and Griffith Prairies - in November and December. 
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Norm at the ONP dedication 

in June, 2000. 

Norm was honored with the Charles L. Whitney 

Award for Outstanding Service in 2004. Pictured with 

him are his wife, Donna, and Bill and Jan Whitney. 

Bill Whitney 

 



     That did not end Norm‟s association with Prairie 

Plains.  He served on the board of directors for four 

years, 1996-1999.  He and Donna have been true 

champions of the organization, and good friends. 

     Norm passed away at home after battling post-

polio syndrome for the past 20 years.  He had contracted polio at the age of 26.     

    Norm was honored with the Charles L. Whitney Award for Outstanding Service 

in 2004.  From the conclusion of Director Bill Whitney‟s presentation:  “I could go 

on and on about what I know of Norm, among these are his boating adventures as 

a young man in the northwest, his WWII experiences in Europe as a concentration 

camp liberator, as a teacher and counselor, as a community volunteer, as a many-

time driver of the Al-Can highway between Albion and Haines, Alaska in a „55 

Chevy pickup, and as writer and publisher, along with Donna, of a great Christmas 

letter.”   

     Indeed, there is so much more to Norm‟s story.  There is an excellent article about his life in the December 28 

issue of the Juneau Empire, which can be viewed online (Google Juneau Empire, enter Norman L. Smith in search). 
 

     Wayne Mollhoff has penned this most fitting farewell:  “You lived in heroic times.  When your chance came,   

       you stepped forward and played your part in that role.  

       Later, as things grew more adverse, you lived your life as 

       a true warrior; always stepping up to help those that  

       needed a hand, or doing a job that simply needed to  

       be done, whether compensated or not.  Norm, you‟ll be 

       in our hearts.” 

Approaching Events: 

Saturday, January 21st:  Annual meeting of Members 

at the Bremer Community Center in Aurora. Social time 

begins at 8:30 a.m. with meeting beginning at 9:00; 

lunch at 11:30; post-meeting trip to tour the Education 

Center at Griffith Prairie. 

Saturday, January 28th, beginning at 5:00 p.m.: 

Prairie Plains Fundraiser at the UNL East Campus 

Union in Lincoln,  Fabulous dinner featuring local 

foods; entertainment and auction. 

Prairie Plains Resource Institute 

is an educational land trust  

incorporated in 1980 as a non-

profit, 501(c)(3) tax-exempt 

membership organization based 

in Aurora, Nebraska. 
 

MISSION: 

Maintaining and restoring  

Nebraska ecosystems - 

Creating opportunities for  

education, research,  

stewardship and  

community development. 
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THANK YOU to Bob Leach for donating barn siding for the Education Center, and to Michael DeCatur and Titus 

Hattan for assistance with tree clearing. 

Norm delivered the  

Outstanding Service Award 

presentation in 2007, 

honoring Bob Zoucha 

posthumously for  his 

contributions to ONP. 

Dec. 17th - It was a great day for the winter bird hike at 

Bader Park.  Twenty-one hikers participated, sighting a 

Bald Eagle, Red-bellied Woodpeckers, Northern Flickers, a 

Great Blue Heron, Black-capped Chickadees and White

-breasted Nuthatches. 

More winter beauty at ONP, December, 2011. 
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