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PAST   

Prairie Preview was originally conceived as part of a response to the county roadside spraying problem.  

In the 1970’s and early 1980’s, the Johnson County roadside vegetation was managed by spraying 

regularly and heavily with Agent Orange, and each year tiny prairie and wetland remnants were being 

destroyed. In the summers of 1983, 1984, and 1985, Project Green sponsored an inventory study of 

Johnson County roadside vegetation, conducted by Barbara Kirchner and Lon Drake. The results included 

locating 46 high-quality sites which were at least partially in the right of way (20 prairie sites, 14 with 

woodland wildflower communities, 2 wetlands, and 10 well established habitats). The response of the 

Johnson County Secondary Roads Department and the Board of Supervisors was “who cares?” 

In a brainstorming session following one of many acrimonious public meetings, Nancy Seiberling and 

Gretchen Harshbarger recognized that this sarcastic question must actually be addressed, and proposed 

that an annual public gathering be organized for three years as a show of public support for preserving 

and enhancing our roadside vegetation. There were more quality prairie sites that any other type turning 

up in the inventory, and prairie was obviously a vegetation community compatible with roadside safety 

and erosion control, which lead to “Prairie Preview” as the name for the proposed meeting. The first 

meeting was held at the Iowa City Public Library auditorium and featured Bill Haywood, who was 

already developing prairie plantings as roadside management in Black Hawk County. The next several 

previews provided an event for a variety of folks with interests spanning natural landscaping to ecosystem 

restoration. 

Nancy and Gretchen were prime movers in doing all the work behind the scenes to make it happen; 

creating mailing lists, negotiating arrangements, and making sure that the county engineer and supervisors 

attended. Unfortunately Gretchen’s health was failing and she did not live long enough to see her efforts 

fully unfold. Around 1985-1986, the Johnson County Extension Service offered the use of Montgomery 

Hall, and the venue then enlarged to also feature displays downstairs and refreshments by the Four 

Seasons Garden Club. 

By the late 1980’s, public interest and pressure led to a moratorium on mass roadside spraying in Johnson 

County. All involved recognized that the brush would continue to grow and spread and something more 

proactive needed to be done.  Eventually, Russ Bennett was hired by the Secondary Roads Department as 

roadside vegetation manager. His feisty and independent attitude was exactly what was needed for him to 

survive in the crossfire between those who saw the world being overtaken by evil brush and trees and 

those who saw benign nature recovering. In the meantime, prairie roadside vegetation began gaining 

respectability across Iowa, and the question gradually shifted from whether we should manage roadsides 

as part of an ecosystem, to how we should do it. Prairie Preview continued to contribute to this growing 

paradigm with speakers on wetlands, prairie butterflies, birds, natural landforms, invasive species, 

savannas, private landowner efforts, legal aspects, etc. (see attached list of topics) 

In 1999, Chris Henze replaced Russ, and with the increasing acceptability of natural areas in the roadside, 

there has also been more support from county administration. Today Chris spends much of his time 

burning roadside prairie and planting prairie in areas dug up during roadway maintenance. A legacy from 

Russ’ era can still be observed here and there along the back roads. We are at the very edge of the natural 



range of prairie dock, or perhaps just beyond it. Russ always included a bit of it in his plantings, and this 

very distinctive plant still marks most of his plantings around Johnson County.   

PRESENT 

Well before the roadside spraying controversy calmed down, Prairie Preview acquired a life of its own, 

having evolved into a networking system for local folks who attended the annual meeting as much to 

renew ties with similar minds as to listen to the speaker. It became a place to drum up volunteers for 

prairie burns, organize private field trips, find a book reviewer, or nab someone to help teach a class. The 

downstairs exhibits in Montgomery Hall became numerous, and catered to about as many people as could 

crowd into the aisles.   

In 2008 the location shifted to Parkview Church, which was much more spacious, and in 2015 we moved 

again, to Dick Schwab’s Celebration Barn. At our meetings there in 2015 and 2016 the place was packed, 

almost difficult to move around, and some folks were networking outdoors. Most of the exhibits still 

feature local green organizations, both public and private, who want to share their experience, recruit 

members, and invite participation in their projects, and we are now at the Bohemian Hotel (formerly the 

Clarion Highlander), which has more space. 

Any non-profit unofficial organization which succeeds for a third of a century obviously has some 

“regulars” who work together each year to make it happen. Dick Baker has served as Master of 

Ceremonies for decades, launching the evening program with his gentle but intense manner. Hours before 

the evening meeting there is a flurry of activity setting up tables and preparing for a crowd of about 300. 

The Four Seasons Garden Club still provides cookies and other treats for the evening. In recent years, 

sponsors who have helped fund the program include Iowa Living Roadway Trust, Iowa Native Plant 

Society, Iowa Natural Heritage Foundation, City of Coralville, Friends of Hickory Hill Park, Impact 7G, 

Western Fraternal, and Iowa Environmental Council. 

After the turn of the century, the Johnson County Heritage Trust (JCHT) became a more visible presence 

at Prairie Preview. In 2005 it accepted management responsibilities, including hiring Tammy Wright as 

their part-time administrator, and the annual meeting continued to be one of her assignments that she had 

when she was at the Johnson County Soil and Water Conservation District. This was a smooth transition 

because the players remained about the same. In 2014 JCHT, under the leadership of Liz Maas, became 

Bur Oak Land Trust, and by then Tammy was a nearly full-time executive director. In 2019, Jason Taylor 

became executive director 

Today, a few of the best quality sites in the original roadside inventory have been preserved, where 

located mostly on private land. The Johnson County Conservation Board now owns and manages the 

“Gun Club Prairie” on the southeast edge of Solon. In 2007 Bur Oak Land Trust (as JCHT) purchased the 

best portion of the tiny “Propane Prairie” between Ely and Solon and developed a management plan. It is 

now renamed Strub Prairie following Bud Strub’s eleventh-hour rescue of it from development. 

 

FUTURE 

And what does the future hold for Prairie Preview? The networking goes on, with younger faces replacing 

those who have passed away or are limited by infirmity: thirty seven years does take its toll. Almost 

everyone agrees that we should keep inspirational speakers as the main event of the evening, especially 

local people sharing things of local interest. Some possibilities include: 



 The Savanna along the Cedar River is still an unknown to most local people, we need to be better 

informed about this. 

 Larry Stone, long an outdoor writer for the Des Moines Register, “retired” to a green lifestyle in 

1997 and surely has a vision and advice to share. 

 Sibylla and Bill Brown manage one of the best savannas in Iowa, and have an amazing story to 

tell if we can arrange Prairie Preview on a date which doesn’t conflict with her burn schedule, 

which is most of March. 

 Erin Irish and Gene Szymkowiak have a nice prairie and savanna restoration underway in Cedar 

County. How is it going? 

 The American Discovery Trail is planned to be a coast-to-coast recreational/nature trail, and 

Iowa, with assorted trail segments already in place, will be in the middle of it. Who can tell us the 

story? 

 Our local rivers continue to deteriorate, whether measured by water quality or mussel species. 

Boy, do we need inspiration here. 

 Ciha Fen, one of the rarest ecosystems in our area, has been studied for decades by local people, 

and is now owned by Johnson County Conservation. Let’s hear about it. 

 Climate change offers us new challenges and new opportunities. Let’s get on the learning curve. 

 Iowa City’s South Sycamore stormwater wetland greenbelt has turned out well. Lon Drake has 

been holding this presentation as a back-up in case a scheduled speaker becomes unavailable at 

the last minute. 

 What are you doing? Should you be on this list? 

New ideas and new faces are invited. If you have suggestions for speakers, creative ideas of implementing 

the program, or want to volunteer with setup or funding, or anything else, contact Jason Taylor at 

jason@buroaklandtrust.org, or 319-338-7030, or Bur Oak Land Trust, PO Box 2523, Iowa City, IA 

52244-2523. 

 

Speakers at Prairie Previews Past 

 

1983  Bill Haywood – Black Hawk County Conservation Board 

  Weed Commissioner and Wildlife Conservationist 

  “Developing Roadside Prairies” 

 

1984  Paul Christiansen – Cornell College “Reconstructing a Prairie” 

  Wendell Simonson – IDNR C.O. “Williams Prairie Slide Show” 

  Lon Drake – University of Iowa “Sources of Information and Seeds” 

 

1985  Dean Roosa – Iowa State University 

  “Prairie Sampler – Endangered Species” 

  Lon Drake – University of Iowa “How to Burn a Prairie” 

 

1986  Carl Kurtz – “Prairie Restoration – Aesthetics and Wildlife” 
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1987   Bernie Hoyer, Groundwater Bureau, IDNR “Iowa’s  

  Groundwater Problems and Solutions:  A Conservation Viewpoint” 

  Bill Haywood – Black Hawk County Conservation Board Weed 

  Commissioner and Wildlife Conservationist “Prairie Resources: A 

  Conservation Approach to Weed Control” 

 

1988  John Madson, Iowa native and author of “Where the Sky Began: Land 

  Of the Tallgrass Prairie” and “Up on the River: An Upper Mississippi  

  Chronicle”, presenting “Toward a Prairie National Park” 

 

1989  Mark Leoschke, IDNR Botanist, Natural Areas Inventory “Fen: A Special Kind of 

  Wetland” 

  Wayne Peterson, NRCS Dist.  Conservationist “Local Prairie and Wetland  

  Projects” 

  Tim Thompson – Iowa Dept. of Nat. Resources Wildlife Biologist “Wetlands  

  What Are They?” 

 

1990  Ray Hamilton “Prairie-Savanna Habitat of Eastern Iowa River Corridors” 

  Doug Fredrick, Johnson County Engineer “Roadside Vegetation Management in  

  Johnson County” 

  Rod Dunlap, Director of the Johnson County Conservation Board and Stacey  

  Snyder-Newbrough, Naturalist 

 

1991  Carl Kurtz, Award Winning Photographer “Wings Over the Prairie” 

 

1992  Richard Bishop, IDNR Wildlife Bureau Chief “The Value of Wetlands” 

 

1993  Dennis Schlicht, Iowa butterfly expert from Center Point “Prairie Paradigms and  

  the Challenge of Managing for Biodiversity” 

1994  James Dinsmore, ISU Dept. of Animal Ecology “A County So Full of Game:  The 

  Story of Wildlife in Iowa” 

 

1995  Guest Panel “So You Want to Plant a Prairie” 

   Shirley Shirley, Author of “Restoring the Tallgrass Prairie” 

   Wayne Peterson, NRCS District Conservationist 

   Chris Rohret, Lucas Elementary School 

   Dr. Paul Christiansen, Cornell College 



   Ann Sawyer, Prairie Enthusiast 

   Russ Bennett, Prairie Roadside Biologist 

 

1996  Jean Prior, Geological Survey Bureau of IDNR “A Geological Look at Iowa’s  

  Landforms” 

 

1997  Pauline Drobney, Walnut Creek National Wildlife Refuge and Prairie Learning  

  Center “When a thousand acres of Silphiums will again tickle the bellies of the  

  buffalo…” (now Neil Smith Wildlife Refuge) 

 

1998  Lois Tiffany, Iowa State University and George Knaphus – “Fungi”. 

 

1999  Bret Rappaport, National President of Wild Ones, “Backyard Wilds” 

 

2000  Rich Patterson, Indian Creek Nature Center, “Prairies Under the Trees” 

 

2001   Paul Johnson, IDNR Director “Painting Our Portraits on the Land” 

 

2002  Lon Drake, University of Iowa “Seeking Sustainability: 30 Years Homesteading” 

 

2003  John Walkowiak, Bureau Chief of Forestry, IDNR “Exotic Species Threats to  

  Iowa’s Natural Resources” 

  Chris Henze, Johnson County Roadside Vegetation Manager “Invasive Plants of  

  Johnson County” 

 

2004  Carl Kurtz, photojournalist, – “The Process of Discovery” 

 

2005  Daryl Smith, University of Northern Iowa, “America’s Lost Landscape. The 

Tallgrass Prairie 

  

2006  Mary Brown, Judy Felder, Barby Buss and Ellen Hartz – “Indiangrass Hills…A  

  Conservation Legacy” (a tribute to Sandy Rhodes and his dedication to   

  conservation) 



 

2007 Dick Baker, University of Iowa, – “Private conservation and restoration – why am 

I so busy when I’m supposed to be retired?” 

 

2008 Connie Mutel, University of Iowa, sharing her research for her new book, 

“Natural History of Iowa” 

 

2009  Bill Zales, Joliet College, – “The Loess Hills Unique Geology and Biology, Both 

Past and Present”  

 

2010 Bill Witt – “Enchantment by Prairie”  

 

2011  Panel:   

Liz Maas, “Our Environmental Opportunities” 

Judy Joyce, “Take a Kid Outdoors” 

 Fred Meyer, “Backyard Abundance” 

 Chant Eicke, “A Neighborhood Rain Garden” 

 Jason Grimm, “Raingardens and Beyond” 

 

2012 John Price, University of Nebraska, “The Personal Prairie”  

 

2013 Thomas Rosburg, Drake University, “How Prairies Work” 

 

2014  Lon Drake, University of Iowa, and Judy Joyce, EarthView Environmental, “The 

Value of Small Conservation Properties” 

 

2015 Jim Kessler, Iowa Valley Community College, “The Importance of Native 

Prairies” 

2016 Connie Mutel, Science Writer, University of Iowa’s IIHR-Hydroscience & 

Engineering, “A Sugar Creek Chronicle:  Coming to Terms with Climate Change” 

 

2017 Steve Hendrix, Professor Emeritus, Department of Biology, University of Iowa, 

“Wild Bees of Iowa: Hidden Diversity in the Service of Conservation” 



2018 Mark Hirsch, author of That Tree, “Shades of Wisdom, Lessons Learned from a 

Lonely Bur Oak” 

 

2019 Dave Conrads, University of Iowa Recreational Services – Outdoor Recreation 

and Education, “UI WILD: Connecting Iowans with the Wild for a Generation.” 

And University of Iowa Wildlife Camps and Macbride Nature Recreation Area 

teachers held a panel question and answer session on this important topic. 

2020 Sarah Nizzi, Xerces Society, “Integrating Nature into our Daily Lives and Why it 

Matters.” 


