
September 7: Aurora Middle School students sweeping for insects and 

spiders during their field day at Gjerloff Prairie. The event, held annually 

since 2008, was originally organized by now-retired life science teacher 

and SOAR co-founder Mike Stewart. Teachers Lana Dummer, Micayla 

Dunn, Scott Phillips and Jeremy Dubas coordinate the program now. Mike 

still leads the prairie hike; Bill Whitney, Sarah Bailey and Jan Whitney also 

lead sessions, along with teachers Lana Dummer and Scott Phillips. Besides 

the prairie hike, students rotate through sessions about plants, insects and 

spiders, cottonwood trees, pioneer-style baseball and a writing exercise. 

We look forward to building on this and other similar events with 

the completion of the Education Center! 
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After last year’s disappointing stormy 

night on what would have been our 

first public star party, it was a great 

relief to have nearly clear skies - ex-

cept for some smoky haze from fires 

north and west - for this summer’s 

event on August 11. There were 

around 70 people there to enjoy ex-

ceptional views of the prairie, tours of 

the Education Center, a tasty taco bar, 

a most entertaining and informative 

presentation by Edgerton Explorit Center’s Senior Educator Dan Glomski - and 

the grand finale sky show. With Dan’s expert guidance and telescopes, we ex-

perienced wonderful views of Mars, Saturn and Jupiter; constellations were 

identified and a good number of meteors were spotted. With 

each “falling star” came a wave of “ooohs & aaahs” from view-

ers on tarps and blankets atop the hill just north of the Center. 

It was a nearly perfect first - and it won’t be the last - star party 

at Gjerloff Prairie! 

Mike Stewart 

Dan the Comet Chef (Dan Glomski, Edgerton 

Explorit Center’s “Mad Scientist”) whips up a 

comet during his Astronomy/Perseids Primer 

before leading the sky watch on the hill. 

Planets, Perseids & Prairie  

SB 

A combined August-September newsletter was not the plan. That was determined by our 12-year-old Ricoh printer. 

She finally bit the dust after all these years of faithful service, churning out her final pages with the first attempt to 

print the August Link. The upgrade has made it possible to deliver this one in relatively good time. We are grateful. 



Congratulations  

to 

Sarah Bailey 

& 

Alex Briner, 

 

wed Saturday, September 22 

at  

Gjerloff Prairie! 

 

Photo by James Dean 

Prairie Plains - Boone Central Greenhouse Class partnership:  We are very excited to announce this joint venture 

to restore an area along Beaver Creek at Olson Nature Preserve. The Boone Central High School greenhouse class, 

instructed by Katie Wilson, will be working with Prairie Plains to grow native plants in their greenhouse. They will use 

these plants to add diversity to the vegetation along Beaver Creek. This particular area has long needed attention as it 

lacks diversity and is dominated by smooth brome in some areas. We will be developing a restoration plan for the area 

that involves setting back the growth of brome 

and other cool season grasses, followed by 

overseeding with a high diversity seed mix. 

Boone Central students will then plug in local 

ecotype seedlings they have grown in their 

greenhouse, both in the spring and fall over 

the next few years. This will enhance species 

diversity and speed up establishment of desirable 

pollinator plants. Prairie Plains will create a 

management plan to assist with the restoration 

process, including prescribed fire and grazing. 

In addition to involving students in the restoration 

process, the project gives them experience in 

land management and stewardship. Students 

will provide input and record data, observing 

plant species diversity in the restoration site 

and noting growth and succession of bur oak 

trees along Beaver Creek.  

 

The ONP Experience: Twenty-one 

5
th
 graders from Boone Central 

and St. Michael’s spent July 31
st
 

and August 2
nd

 at the Olson Nature 

Preserve participating in several 

outdoor enrichment activities 

including GPS cache, un-natural 

trail, predator/prey, insect camouflage, poetry, and 

water critters/games. Activities were taught by 

Boone Central teachers Corey Thome, Tom Dickey, 

and Mitch Osborn. The 5
th
 Grade ONP Experience is 

supported by Boone Central Schools and Albion 

Education Foundation. Thanks to Mitch Osborn for 

photo and information. 

Boone Central greenhouse class students visited Gjerloff Prairie on 

September 25, touring the seed barn and greenhouse to learn about 

the prairie restoration process with Prairie Plains Greenhouse Manager 

Sarah Bailey. They also explored Gjerloff Prairie to learn more about 

prairie ecosystems and native plants, while harvesting common milkweed 

and leadplant seed to be used in their greenhouse. 



Land Stewardship - Tree Work 

Land Steward Jeff Gustafson has been fully occupied since mid-July with tree and shrub clearing work at several 

locations. These include a southern Clay County site along the Little Blue River, and a number of Rainwater Basin 

U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service Waterfowl Production Areas (WPAs) in Hamilton, Clay, Fillmore and Seward Counties.  

Funding for these projects comes from sources such as USDA Farm Bill programs (EQIP) as well as federal and state 

wildlife agencies. The general objective is to prevent grasslands from becoming woodlands of invasive – both native 

and alien – trees and shrubs, thereby improving grazing productivity and wildlife habitat. 

One year ago we made the major decision to take out a large loan for the essential tree-clearing equipment that 

would enable us to be a service provider in this arena. The time was right. Jeff has gained vital experience and 

knowledge about the technical and business aspects of this work. Prairie Plains can now carry out all aspects of 

prairie restoration and stewardship – seed harvesting, planting, tree clearing, fire and grazing management.  

Summer Food Service Program at Lincoln Creek Prairie 
 

Last spring, Kurt Wissenburg, Conference and Curriculum Manager for The Leadership Center (TLC) in Aurora, began 

investigating a program that could potentially be of service to local youth - specifically, the Summer Food Service 

Program (SFSP), administered by the USDA Rural Development Office. 

In Nebraska, the program is managed by the Nebraska Department 

of Education’s Nutrition Services. SFSP provides funding to be used 

to feed youth in areas of the state with an identified need.   
 

TLC, as a nonprofit organization (also capable of providing meals), 

was qualified as an SFSP sponsor, and the Lincoln Creek site (part of 

the Prairie Plains Lincoln Creek preserve) qualified as an identified 

neighborhood of need. When TLC Executive Director Maile Ilac 

Boeder called on Prairie Plains to partner with them in the program 

by allowing use of the site, we responded with an enthusiastic YES! 
 

By late May there were picnic tables in the park-like area just inside 

the McCullough Lane entrance to Lincoln Creek Prairie & Trail. And 

Kurt, assisted by Maile and various volunteers, was serving nutritious 

lunches to neighborhood children in need. The program ran Monday 

through Friday, 11:30-12:30, for nine weeks. And for dessert? Great 

times exploring the trails through the prairie! 
 

To learn more about this program, see Kurt’s blog: http://tlcaurora.org/2018/08/a-summer-of-lunches-and-fun/ 

TLC’s Kurt Wissenburg served up both the 

nutritious lunches and the background music! 

Photo courtesy The Leadership Center. 

The Nebraska Christian High School greenhouse class, instructed by Dee Flynn, returned to Gjerloff Prairie on 

September 11. This is the third year Prairie Plains has partnered with the class in growing native plant seedlings. The students 

are learning about native plants and prairie restoration, growing native wildflowers and some grasses - both for their 

spring plant sale and to return to us to use in our restoration projects. Their visit to Gjerloff Prairie included touring the 

seed barn and greenhouse with Sarah Bailey, exploring the prairie to learn more about the ecosystem, and harvesting 

leadplant seed to be used in their greenhouse. 



Harvesting is our chief occupation in August and September - and it was intense, as so many species were 

maturing later than usual. As Restoration Director Mike Bullerman puts it, “It’s an odd year.” There’s an average 

of 125 seed collecting days each year, when we harvest 225-250 species. We work on our own properties, as well 

as road ditches, and (with permission) other private and public properties all over central and eastern Nebraska.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Over the years, Mike has entered over 9,500 GPS waypoints (set of coordinates for specific locations) identify-

ing seed sources. This critically essential task of manual seed collecting - the foundation of “Prairies Made by 

Hand” - grants us opportunities to observe and enjoy all outdoor Nebraska has to offer - including outstanding 

photo ops. But make no mistake, it is very hard work! There is heat and humidity (and late in the season, cold), 

challenging topography and vegetation, stinging insects, etc. - and frustration when seeds of certain species turn 

out to be no good - not viable. It’s all worth it, though, when one considers the over 12,000 acres of high diver-

sity, local ecotype prairie/wetland restorations accomplished - so far! 
 

A small sample of the results of those photo opportunities while out & about, harvesting (photos by Sarah) . . .  

Sarah Bailey finds plenty of photo opportunities while out harvesting seed or monitoring sites like this prairie 

restoration - a 2007 Prairie Plains planting - at Spring Creek Prairie near Denton.  

Bringing in the Seed 

It was a record year for Sullivant’s milkweed, a Mike Bullerman favorite.  

If only all roadsides could be 

beautiful ribbons of diverse, 

local ecotype prairie! Lancaster Co. 

Enjoying false sunflower - bumblebee, 

crab spider, beetle. Lancaster Co. 

Regal fritillary on thickspike 

gayfeather, Spring Creek 

Prairie. Lancaster Co. 

       Downy gentian. 

       Saunders Co. 

Eastern tailed blue on 

blue lobelia in wet 

meadow. Colfax Co. 

Silver-bordered 

fritillary on Joe Pye 

weed. Merrick Co. 

MB 



Charles L. Whitney Education Center Update 

Considerable progress has been made since the June Link's update, 

including finishing the north deck walkways to the prairie, completing 

the restroom tiling on the lower level, hanging doors, adding door 

trim woodwork, and installing door closures. There was more work 

done on the geothermal heating and cooling system, so there will 

be heat this winter. 

The focus now turns to installing recycled barn wood wainscot, 

window trim, kitchen cabinets and plumbing fixtures. Painting will 

progress on the main floor, as well as prep work for the installation 

of hickory flooring. Electrical work and lights will be completed in 

the lower level. At that time we are hoping for partial occupancy 

status from the Nebraska State Fire Marshal, allowing for program planning for 2019. 

From its inception, the Prairie Plains staff and board of directors have 

committed to making the Center a unique architectural space. We also 

acknowledged the importance of volunteer and staff involvement – to 

have buy-in on the project, to work hand-in-hand with the architect, 

Lee Schriever, in directing and controlling certain technical and design 

details. Contribution of various materials, such as the recycled barn 

wood from Joel Hansen, was a part of the buy-in. In 2006, volunteers 

helped clean out the Mildred Sands barn hay mow in preparation for 

the moving of the roof. Staff and volunteers (including several board 

members), under Lee's direction, built the wooden wall and beam 

foundation for the barn roof; many volunteers, including Scott Jones's 

Industrial Technology class set the insulated concrete forms for part of 

the foundation. 

Amy Jones and Bill Whitney (both 

having carpentry experience/skills) 

spent considerable time in winter months since 2012 on siding, interior framing 

and finish carpentry and painting, as well as material research, complex contracting 

issues, grant writing and administrative tasks. Our rough estimate of staff and 

volunteer time on Center construction is $85,000. We believe the end result – 

visible even now – will testify to our collective commitment to design as well as 

function of the building. It’s all about creating an effective tool for educational 

programs on the Gjerloff and Sherman lands and beyond. 

The last big projects: (1) A three-tiered patio entryway at the south end of the 

building - including an ADA sidewalk leading west to the parking lot, retaining 

walls/benches, and steps leading down to the lower patio on the building's east 

side; (2) upper level restroom tiling; (3) elevator; (4) parking lot and fire truck 

service road; and (5) furnishings. Our final estimate of expense for the final 

phase is in the $300,000 range. 

The fund drive we began at the end of 2017 has yielded $177,000 so far. The 

most challenging round of fundraising is at hand. How can you help? Other 

than contributing (which so many of you have already done - thank you!) please think about who you might 

know that would also value this endeavor, then make the connection! Be aware and share - that the Charles L. 

Whitney Education Center is an essential educational tool that will enhance all Prairie Plains programs. And 

once again - Thank you! 

The Education Center’s north deck was 

a big hit with the star party crowd! It 

offers a place to gather and socialize, as 

well as a grand view of the surrounding 

landscape. 

Mike Stewart 

Pouring concrete for the north 

deck bridge abutment. The 

design allows one to walk 

from the deck right onto a 

prairie trail. 



THANK YOU! - To “Planets, Perseids & Prairie” presenter Dan Glomski, 

assistants Alex Briner and Erin Whitney, caterer Bobbi Jo Sandberg and 

to Mike Stewart and Kim Sosin for sharing photos. 

THANKS ALSO to our harvest helpers - including milkweed pod collectors 

Mike & Diane Stewart, Larry Molczyk, Alan & Dottie Anderson, Lynne & Kelsey 

Nylander, Chad & Dawn Dumas, Deb Miller, Dan Glomski and the Edgerton 

Explorit Center’s after school program students and Tony Sigler’s Aurora 

High School Environmental Ag students. And to 

Laura Whitney-Johnson for a morning of sideoats 

grama gathering! 

   Nebraska Legacy Conference - and an award! 
 

Prairie Plains Director Bill Whitney attended the Nebraska 

Natural Legacy Conference held this year at the Community 

Center in Ainsworth, NE. It was a very informative 

two-day conference with field trips to The Nature 

Conservancy's Niobrara Valley Preserve and to a private 

ranch to see areas showing effects of both wildfire and 

prescribed management fires, as well as grazing and prairie 

restoration plantings. There was a diverse array of 

presentations on the biodiversity of Nebraska, including 

results of a project with the seldom-seen saw-whet owl 

in Nebraska, by Prairie Plains board member Wayne 

Mollhoff.  

One of the keynote presentations was by Dr. Craig Allen, 

leader of the Nebraska Cooperative Fish and Wildlife Research Unit in UNL's 

Institute of Agriculture and Natural Resources. As we have mentioned in previous 

editions of this newsletter, there is an enormous and spreading problem with 

trees and shrubs, and according to Dr. Allen the invasion of woody plants onto 

grasslands is the main cause of grassland destruction in the entire mid-continent 

grassland biome. This has been happening for decades in many places due to 

eastern red cedar invasion, which, within a generation or two from now has the 

potential to cover even the vast Nebraska Sandhills. Cedars are not the only 

problem species, but they can pave the way for dense land cover by deciduous 

species. We are battling mulberry, rough-leaf dogwood, Siberian elm, Russian 

olive, sumac and Osage orange on Prairie Plains properties in central Nebraska. 
  

At one point during the conference, there was an award presentation. The 

Nebraska Natural Legacy Project Award was presented to Bill Whitney, with an 

inscription that says “Thank you for your leadership and dedication to conserving 

Nebraska’s prairies and biodiversity.” Bill insists it’s really for whole staff, and the 

whole staff gives credit to everyone who has supported our work all these years. 

Thank you, and thanks to the Nebraska Natural Legacy Project! 

Preserving, restoring and maintaining 

Nebraska native prairies - 

Creating opportunities for education, 

research, stewardship and place-

based community development. 

 

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. 
 

Board of Directors: 

       Tom Emerton (Cairo) 

       Dwayne Braun (St. Joseph, MO) 

       Kim Sosin (Omaha) 

       Carol Bodeen (Maxwell) 

       Brad Bangs (Aurora) 

       Wayne Mollhoff (Ashland) 
 

Staff: 

William S. Whitney, Exec. Director 

Amy Jones, Admin. Director 

Mike Bullerman, Restoration Director  

     and GIS Specialist 

Sarah Bailey, Greenhouse Manager,  

     Youth Naturalist Program Director  

     and Restoration Assistant 

Jeff Gustafson, Land Steward and 

     Restoration Assistant 

Jan Whitney, Publications Editor and 

     SOAR Coordinator 
 

Learn more and 

become a member:  

www.prairieplains.org 

(and follow us on Facebook, 

Instagram and Twitter!) 
 

Contact: 

402-694-5535 

ppri@hamilton.net 

1307 L St. Aurora NE 68818 

 

Prairie Plains Link 
 

is a publication of 

One of many breathtaking views enjoyed by Aug. 11 

sky watchers -  the peak of the barn/Education Center 

pointing to Mars. Photo by Kim Sosin. 

 

BADER PARK HIKE 

SATURDAY, OCTOBER 13 

9:00 A.M. 

Volunteer Larry Molczyk harvesting milkweed 

at Bader Park. 


