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Grasslands are disappearing. 

At Prairie Plains we restore and 

protect grasslands and invite you to 

visit the prairie and help us care for 

these wild places. 

 

Board of Directors: 
 

          Brad Bangs (Aurora) 

          Wayne Mollhoff (Ashland) 

          Brock Wyatt (Aurora) 

          Jessica Piskorski (Ord) 

          Dane Sutherland (Aurora) 

Anniece Friesen (Aurora) 

          Mark Hammer (Wayne) 

          Allison Speicher (Seattle) 

 

Staff: 

Mitchell Lyon, Executive Director 

Amy Jones, Admin. Director 

Mike Bullerman, Restoration Ecologist  

     and GIS Specialist 

Sarah Bailey, Greenhouse Manager 

and Naturalist Educator 

Jeff Gustafson, Land Steward 

Jared Sullivan, Restoration and  

      Stewardship Assistant 

 

Learn more and 

become a member:  

www.prairieplains.org 

(and follow us on Facebook, 

Instagram and Twitter!) 
 

Contact: 

402-694-5535 

contactppri@hamilton.net 

1307 L St. Aurora NE 68818 

Prairie Plains Link 
 

is a publication of 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  newsletter 

Summer Education 2021 

WORTH THE WAIT! 

The Grand Opening of the Charles L. Whitney Education Center at Gjerloff 

Prairie on August 14, 2021, did not disappoint. An estimated 300 people  

attended the open house, enjoying comments by co-founder Bill Whitney 

(pictured left), guided prairie hikes by Prairie Plains staff (pictured lower right), 

delicious food, perfect weather and lots of conversation with friends. 
 

The barn roof structure, donated by Mildred Sands, was moved onsite in early 

2007. With plans and guidance from architect/builder Lee Schriever, the  

building took shape as funding allowed. The generosity of our loyal members 

and supporters, combined with the help of many skilled contractors and  

dedicated volunteers, created a unique, inviting space like no other. Situated 

on an incredible native tallgrass prairie, the Center will allow us to achieve our  

founding vision of creating a place for people to share ideas, learn and spend 

time together on the land.  
 

Named to honor Charles Whitney, Aurora attorney and father of Bill Whitney, 

we believe the building honors its namesake and the organization’s mission 

with its thoughtful,  

detailed design. 
 

 

Photo left: Prairie Plains 

co-founder Jan Whitney 

enjoying the day. Photos 

courtesy of Britton Bailey 

and Jeanne Dill. Email 

contactppri@hamilton.net 

to request a copy of the 

Center history document 

prepared by Jan for the 

event.  

Summer Orientation About Rivers (SOAR) - July 5-17 
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Smaller group sizes spread over four sessions rather than two made for a 

delightful experience for SOAR campers, staff and guest presenters this 

year. Lincoln Creek Prairie and Trail and Gjerloff Prairie offered many  

opportunities to learn new skills and share information.  
 

Sessions at Lincoln Creek included archery, insect netting, insect stories and 

a beautiful insect art project. While at Gjerloff, everyone enjoyed a hike 

through the prairie, a historical hayrack ride - focusing on pioneer life on 

the trails and guided by retired SOAR staffer Bruce Ramsour, a Platte River 

walk led by Bill Whitney and the completion of the art project on the patio 

of the Education Center. 
 

River Day brought us back to Gjerloff Landing for Racoons R Us (a favorite 

SOAR game played in the river), tubing the Platte, sculpting Nebraska’s 

river systems in a sandbar (a group project requiring much teamwork) and 

Fish Find - aquatic netting followed by a discussion of our finds with Bill 

Whitney. Sound fun? See the smiling face with a longnose gar in the jar  

below for proof! Photos by SOAR staff and Britton Bailey. 
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Summer Enrichment at ONP  - June 1-3 
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Young Nebraska Ecologists (YNE) - June 28-30 
Let’s Get the Kids Outside! 

It was great to get back to our summer education programs this year. The campers were ready and so were  

we - with SOAR, the Youth Naturalist Program and the all-new Young Nebraska Ecologists. Throw in Summer 

Enrichment at Olson Nature Preserve (ONP), and the knowledge and fun just kept on coming! 

Youth Naturalist Program (YNP) - June 21-23 

YNP provides middle school-aged campers a great outdoor adventure actively exploring natural areas along the 

Platte River in Hamilton County and nearby. This year’s schedule included aquatic studies lead by retired Prairie 

Plains executive director Bill Whitney - photo top left and top right; an introduction to the Square Meter Project 

(an up-close look at a small area of prairie) with Chris Helzer of the Nature Conservancy - photo bottom left; 

grassland birding and Regal Fritillary conservation and monitoring with Andy Caven of The Crane Trust and YNP 

coordinator Sarah Bailey; and kayaking at Pioneer Trails Recreation Area east of Aurora - photo bottom right. 

Photos by Sarah Bailey and Britton Bailey. 

Made possible by the Albion Education Foundation and 

Boone Central schools, 35 middle school students enjoyed 

an assortment of activities including sessions about  

Nebraska snakes, homesteading and local history, insect 

poetry and rope making. They prepared a pioneer Dutch 

oven lunch, learned to shell and grind corn using antique 

tools and churned ice cream. The final day culminated with 

a swim in Beaver Creek! Presenting to students in the 26th 

year of the program were Bob Coakes, Mark Seier, Chris 

Grundmayer, Michael Volker, Cheri Blocher, Lonnie Zrust, 

Dan Zoucha, Trevor Vandewalle and Cassie Olson. 

Created by YNP coordinator Sarah Bailey, YNE is offered to students in grades 9-12 and provides opportunities to 

gain valuable knowledge about Nebraska ecosystems and outdoor recreation while interacting with professionals 

with careers in ecological science, natural resources, conservation and science communication. This year’s YNE 

participants spent time the first day of the program at Gjerloff Prairie where Chris Helzer and Sarah Bailey led a 

hike focusing on prairie diversity and students conducted a mini BioBlitz (photo top left). The afternoon involved 

collecting data on bumble bees netted on the prairie with Katie Lamke, conservation biologist with The Xerces 

Society (photo lower left). Data was collected for the Nebraska Bumble Bee Atlas, a statewide community science 

project aimed at tracking and conserving Nebraska’s native bumble bees (nebraskabumblebeeatlas.org). Days 2 

and 3 were spent at Indian Cave State Park near Shubert, Nebraska. Oak woodlands along the Missouri River  

provided a stark contrast to the prairies of Hamilton County, and campers enjoyed a woodland ecology hike with 

Krista Lang and Chance Brueggemann, biologists with Northern Prairies Land Trust specializing in woodland  

restoration (photo lower right). After an introduction to backpacking from avid outdoorsman Alex Briner, the 

group loaded their packs and headed off into the hills for a backcountry camping experience (photo top right). 

 

See our  

Facebook page 

for more  

photos of all 

our education 

programs. 
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Wayne State College Students Visit Gjerloff Prairie 

The original vision behind the Education Center was to provide a 

home base for exploring, learning and sharing ideas about the land 

through our own education programs and programs sponsored by 

other entities. In late August, Mark Hammer, Wayne State College 

biology professor and Prairie Plains Board member, brought  

students from his Great Plains Flora class to Gjerloff Prairie to  

identify native prairie plants and learn about grassland  

management and ecological restoration. After instruction time in 

the field and a conversation in the seed barn with Sarah Bailey, 

the group enjoyed the luxury of indoor restrooms and a kitchen! 

Exactly the type of experience the Center was built to support. 


