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The Pandemic
on the Prairie
by
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courtesy of

Jon Andelson

n response to the pandemic the Iowa Board of
Health, like those in the surrounding states,
placed the entire state under quarantine. Public gathering places closed, including schools, theaters, and
churches. Face masks became part of being dressed
appropriately when interacting with others in public
spaces, although some, including public officials, resisted wearing them. Businesses slowed down or shuttered.
People self-consciously stopped shaking hands. Doctors
and nurses felt overwhelmed and often unequipped to
deal with the crisis.
The year was 1918. The pandemic was caused by an
H1N1 virus and became known as the Spanish Influenza, but not because it had come from Spain. Spain was
a neutral country during WWI and, unlike other European countries hit by the disease, had no reason to hide
the truth about the flu’s impact. Historians estimate that
the virus infected about one-third of the world’s population. At least ten percent of those infected died. Worldwide 50 million people or more succumbed to the virus

Jon Andelson

or to secondary infections. In the U.S., the death toll was
about 675,000 people.1* In Iowa, according to Professor
Steffan Schmidt of Iowa State University, an estimated
93,000 people were infected and over 6,000 died.2
Our current experience with the novel coronavirus (COVID-19), 102 years later, shows disquieting
parallels. Because there was/is no medical “cure” for the
viruses, our responses then and now are not that different: travel restrictions, educational campaigns, banning of gatherings, social distancing, face masks, plenty
of hand-washing, traceing contacts, and hospitalization
with oxygen remain the main techniques. Both in 1918
and 2020 some people advocated treatments that were
at best untested and at worst harmful.
Now as then, states and cities varied in their response to the virus. In 1918, the city of Philadelphia did
not implement a timely quarantine, its health director
believing the virus was simply normal flu. Instead, the
city waited until after an annual celebration had passed.
The city of St. Louis did implement a timely quarantine,
and the mortality rate in St. Louis was one-eighth that of
Philadelphia. As the city went, so went the state. Pennsylvania had the highest mortality rate in the country
—880 per 100,000. Nearly 0.9 percent of the population
died.3
In 2020, Iowa has been one of a handful of states
that did not require a shelter-in-place response to the
pandemic. As Rootstalk goes to press, Iowa has recorded
27,197 infected and 695 fatalities. Needless to say, these
numbers are not final. Indeed, it is impossible to know
at this point when the final number will be reached. The
Spanish Influenza pandemic is often considered to have
*References listed in Endnotes
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lasted about fifteen months. Today, experts are widely
predicting a resurgence of the disease in the autumn of
2020. In 1918, when restrictions on social gatherings
were lifted, often 2-8 weeks after they were enacted, the
virus flared up again.4
Another parallel between the pandemics of 1918
and 2020 can be found in their devastating impact on
the economy. We are only at the beginning of this impact today. Of particular interest in Iowa and the prairie
region are the connections between pandemics and our
system of food and agriculture. In 1918, labor shortages
caused by the Spanish Flu resulted in some crops not
getting harvested. This seems unlikely today due to the
highly mechanized nature of Midwest agriculture, but
a counterpart is the high rate of COVID-19 infection
in meat-packing plants in the region and the consequent disruptions to the supply chain. The proximity
of the workers is one of the causes. The ethnic makeup

of those workers explains one of the consequences: a
disproportionately high infection rate among Latinos.
In Iowa, for example, where Latinos constitute six percent of the population but a much higher percentage of
meat-packing plant workers, they are experiencing 23
percent of the diagnosed cases.5 Other factors predisposing this population to higher rates of morbidity are
poor diet, a history of hypertension, and impaired access to medical resources due to low income and a lack
of secure membership in their communities.
Farmers today are facing bottlenecks in food supply chains, preventing them from getting meat, milk,
and crops to market. This has led, in various parts of the
country, to farmers dumping excess milk, burying excess onions, and euthanizing excess hogs—a painfully
ironic tragedy when millions of people face food shortages due to limited supplies or unemployment related
to the coronavirus. According to a recent CNBC News

In 1918, the Iowa State University Fieldhouse was converted
Photo courtesy of the State of Iowa Historical Society and

into a hospital for victims of the
the Annals of Iowa

Spanish Flu.
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analysis, meat shortages are likely to last through the will indicate our character as a nation. And at the deeppandemic.6 It is hard to avoid the conclusion that the est level, the choices the world makes will reveal much
structure of our industrialized food system lies at the about human nature.
heart of these problems. Would the impact of the coronavirus have been different if we had a more localized
food system, with shorter supply chains and less centralized and concentrated production processes?
That is one of many questions the pandemic demands we address. Right now, we are in the midst of
coping with it. When it subsides, the nation and the
world will have an opportunity to rethink how we deliver health care, how we raise food, how we distribute
wealth, how we govern ourselves, and how different
governments and different levels of government should
coordinate with each other. The choices we make will
affect not only the severity of the next pandemic (which
most experts think will not wait another century to
strike us) and how we respond to it, but also the kind of
society in which we live. Beyond even that, the choices
5
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Editor’s Note:
Racism in the
Heartland
by

Mark Baechtel
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Mark Baechtel received his B.A. in print
journalism from The American University
in Washing-ton, DC, and his M.F.A. in fiction-writing from the Iowa Writers’ Workshop, where he was selected as an Iowa Arts
Fellow. He has nearly 30 years of publishing experience, and is author of Shaping
the Story, a textbook guide to short-story
writing (Longman, 2003). He has taught
at the University of Iowa, Grinnell College
and various art centers, as well as working
as a professional book editor. His work has
appeared in numerous newspapers, magazines, journals and anthologies, nationally
and internationally. He is currently polishing the stories in a collection of short fiction,
titled What Moves and What Is Still, and is
at work on a novel titled Renovation.

eorge Floyd died in a Midwestern city, smack
in the middle of the northern prairie. Stop a
moment, and take that in.
White Midwesterners who like me live in rural areas might until recently have been able to indulge in the
fantasy that we are far in geography and mindset from
the hotbeds of racial conflict that became infamous
during the civil rights struggles of the 50s, 60s and 70s.
We’re not (we’ve told ourselves) Montgomery, or Selma,
or Memphis, or Jackson, or any of the other southern
cities or towns where freedom rides, lunch-counter sitins and bus-boycotts took place. There’s no Bull Connor here to set his dogs on peaceful demonstrators, or
night riders burning crosses on the lawns of our black
civic leaders. There are no statues of Confederate generals standing in our public squares. No one has buried workers for social justice in levees here, or left civil rights icons bleeding and dying on motel balconies.
That’s not us.
Except it is. Three of the names that come immediately to mind—George Floyd, Philando Castile, Michael
Brown—are those of men who died under murky circumstances in Midwestern cities, all in encounters with
white police. The worst racial violence in post-Civil War
American history happened on the prairie—in Tulsa,
Oklahoma, where in 1921 over 176 African-American were killed in a spasm of rage that saw the Greenwood neighborhood—then the most prosperous African-American community in the nation—put to the
torch. Over 1,200 houses were burned, and more than
200 more were looted by angry white mobs. Nearly 200
businesses were destroyed, along with a junior high
school, several churches, and the district’s only hospital.1* It was as if an entire small town were effectively
*References listed in Endnotes
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wiped off the map.
We might tell ourselves that we’ve outlived those
days of animus and violence—that the Midwest is better
than that now. But anyone indulging this fantasy should
look at the Southern Poverty Law Center’s Hate Map,2
which shows that there are nearly 200 hate groups in
prairie states, or have a look at a 2019 report Race in
the Heartland: Equity, Opportunity and Public Policy in
the Midwest,3 put out by the University of Iowa and the
Iowa Policy Project.
The report makes for grim reading, but it’s worth
the effort, and worth quoting here in detail: “[T]he
rate of black homeownership [in the Midwest] has not
budged since 1970, and the gap between black and white
homeownership, a consequence of both generational
disadvantages and the persistence of private discrimination in real estate and home finance, is now wider
than it was in 1900. The accumulation of disadvantage
in housing and employment over the last generation has
widened a stark and persistent racial wealth gap. Across
this era, the African American unemployment rate has
remained at nearly double the rate for white workers.
After some progress in the 1960s and 1970s, racial segregation in public schools has steadily increased. African Americans are imprisoned at five times the rate of
white Americans.”
The report goes on to list in dreary detail the many
ways our prairie home place has disadvantaged, disrespected and disenfranchised African-Americans, and
continues to do so. More than merely establishing that
the prairie region is fully participant in the national
malaise of racism, though, the report’s authors cite a recent analysis of racial inequality in all the states. The
report says that Midwestern states (which it identifies
as Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Kansas, Michigan, Minnesota,
Missouri, Nebraska, North Dakota, Ohio, South Dakota, and Wisconsin) “[claim] eight of the bottom ten slots
and [sweep] the bottom five.”
“Simply put,” the report continues, “these stark
racial disparities—and the patterns of segregation and
discrimination which underlie them—create real and
lasting barriers for workers and families of color in the
Midwest. The consequences—for those directly affected
and for our broader aspirations of equity and equal op-
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portunity—are dire.” There are forms of violence which
do not involve police batons, tear gas or bullets, but
which cripple and kill just as effectively. The violence
convulsing our cities as I write is only the most visible
symptom of a much deeper, much more pernicious
problem.
To understand the true effects and extent of racism in the Midwest, it’s also important to look at the
demographics of our urban areas. In the last census,
ten Midwest cities had over 50 percent of their populations made up of people of color. Another ten had over
40 percent of residents who were people of color, and
the percentage of people of color living in the Midwest
overall is 23.4 percent.4 This is why places like Chicago, Detroit, Kansas City, Milwaukee, St. Louis, and the
Twin Cities are areas where people have taken to the
streets to protest George Floyd’s murder in such huge
numbers.
Nor are the cities the only places where the scars
of racism—some old, some like George Floyd’s murder, freshly inflicted—are evident. Today, on the streets
of my small town in Iowa—a state which sent 76,000
troops to the Civil War to fight for the Union, of whom
13,000 died5—there are pickup trucks driving around
emblazoned with Confederate flags. When my neighbors and I put up yard signs several years ago, extending welcome to immigrants in multiple languages, they
were often ripped from the ground, or disappeared entirely in the dark of night. And recently, as COVID-19
took hold in the country, Chinese students attending
the College where I work and teach were subjected to
regular harassment.
And then there is Steve King, one of Iowa’s Representatives to the U.S. Congress, who during his time
in office regularly garnered headlines for saying things
like “White nationalist, white supremacist, Western civilization—how did that language become offensive?”6
King was finally defeated during the recent Republican
primary, but only after his constituents had returned
him to Washington nine times. It is appallingly ironic
that one of King’s committee assignments was the chairmanship of the House’s subcommittee on the Constitution and civil justice.
After we elected Barack Obama as our first black
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president in 2008, I remember there was hopeful speculation in some quarters that we had at last entered a
“post-racial” America. But as we’ve seen amply illustrated, our reports of racism’s demise were sadly exaggerated. George Floyd died in Minneapolis in 2020. This
should be our mantra if ever again we feel tempted to
rest on our laurels, and to say we’ve finished the work of
securing civil rights for every Midwesterner.
We need to be as good as we think we are.

Photo courtesy of the Library of Congress, American Red Cross National Photograph Collection. Tulsa’s
Greenwood neighborhood is referred to here as “Little Africa”

8

Rootstalk | Volume VI, Issue 1, Spring 2020

Associate Editors:
Oswaldo Cortes ‘20
Arunima Fatehpuria ‘21
Caleb Forbes ‘21
Sumin Goh ‘22
Lily Keane ‘22
Hye Sun Kim ‘21
Madeline McCabe ‘22
Emma Schaefer ‘22
Priyank Shah ‘21

9

5

Photograph | Andelson

Photo

by

Jon Andelson

10

Rootstalk | Volume VI, Issue 1, Spring 2020

Contents
In

Untitled Photo
Jon Andelson

Changing with the Changing
74-79
Times: Running A Modern
Dairy on A 150-year-old Farm:
an Interview with Jordan Hansen

order of appearance

Badlands Blue (ceramic)
Tama Smith

Associate Editor Oswaldo Cortes

Cover

Publisher's Note

3-5

Editor’s Note

6-8

Jon Andelson

Mark Baechtel

Associate Editors
Untitled Photos
Jon Andelson

9

10-12

My Integrated Life, Part III (essay)

13-27

The Indoor Prairie (Photography)

28-34

Dartanyan Brown

Sandy Moffett

Rescuing A Threatened Landform: 35-44
An Interview with Harvey Payne
Associate Editor Caleb Forbes
Untitled Photo
Carmon Briggs
Untitled Photo
Harvey Payne
Untitled Photo
Josie Briggs
Untitled Video
Katie Hawk
Untitled Photo
Josie Briggs

36

43

49-53

Health on the Prairie (infographic)

54-55

My Boyhood Days on a Farm,
1943-1961 (memoir)

John Teigland
Untitled Photo
Jon Andelson
A Glimpse into “Little
Mogadishu” (Photo essay)
Rexann Brew
Farm to Fork Tales: An Interview
With Mary Swander
Associate Editor Aru Fatehpuria

11

56-61
61

62-67
68-73

82-83

Thomas Dean

Linda Snouffer

Cairn by Andy Goldsworthy
(Photograph)
Justin Hayworth

Cultivating Musical Excellence in
the Driftless Region
Emma Schaefer
With A Camera in Nature
Carl Kurtz

Wings Over Water (interview)

41

80-81

“Prairie Science Meets Prairie Art”: 84-87
The Botanical Prints of Linda
Snouffer (essay and prints)

39

Silo: Producing a Film in
the Heartland (essay)

Associate Editor Hye Sun Kim

Anna Segner

Prairie Transformation (essay and
photographs)

Prairie Potholes and Their
Importance to Waterfowl (essay)

45-48

Samuel Goldberg

Painting: Carrion at Rock Creek
Lake

37

“Nature and Natural”: A Potter on
the Northern Plains (essay)
Tama Smith

73

88
89-92
93-98
99-100

Steve Adair

100-104
Associate Editor Sumin Goh
interviews Conservationist Charlie Potter
MICA and the Unique Challenge 105-106
of Rural Poverty (essay)
Sarah Beisner

Video Essay

Sam Perez
One of the Stories (short story)
Pasha Buck
Untitled Photos
Jon Andelson
Richard Luftig’s A Grammar
for Snow (review)
Michael Lewis-Beck
Untitled Photos
Jon Andelson
Cindy Crosby and Thomas Dean’s

Tallgrass Conversations: In
Search of the Prairie Spirit

Pauline Drobney
Untitled Photo
Justin Hayworth

Endnotes

107-108
109-111
110-111

112-114
113-114
115-117

117

118-123

By

category

Words

Publisher’s Note

3-5

Editor’s Note

6-8

Jon Andelson

Mark Baechtel

Associate Editors
My Integrated Life, Part III (essay)
Dartanyan Brown

9
13-27

Rescuing A Threatened Landform: 35-44
An Interview with Harvey Payne
Associate Editor Caleb Forbes

“Nature and Natural”: A Potter on

45-48

Silo: Producing a Film in
the Heartland (essay)

49-53

the Northern Plains (essay)
Tama Smith
Samuel Goldberg

My Boyhood Days on a Farm,
1943-1961 (memoir)

John Teigland
Farm to Fork Tales: An Interview
With Mary Swander
Associate Editor Aru Fatehpuria

56-61
68-73

Changing with the Changing
74-79
Times: Running A Modern
Dairy on A 150-year-old Farm:
an Interview with Jordan Hansen
Associate Editor Oswaldo Cortes

Prairie Transformation (essay and
photographs)

82-83

Thomas Dean

Richard Luftig’s A Grammar
for Snow (review)
Michael Lewis-Beck
Cindy Crosby and Thomas
Dean’s Tallgrass Conversations:
Pauline Drobney

Endnotes

Sounds &

118-123

images

Badlands Blue (ceramic)
Tama Smith

Photography: Jon Andelson

10-12
61
73
110-111
113-114

Untitled

29-34

Untitled

36

Untitled

37

Untitled
Untitled

39
43

Photography: Sandy Moffett
Photography: Carmon Briggs
Photography: Harvey Payne
Photography: Josie Briggs
Infographic: Hye Sun Kim
Health on the Prairie

54-55

A Glimpse into “Little Mogadishu”

62-67

Photo essay: Rexann Brew

Cultivating Musical Excellence in
the Driftless Region

89-92

Prints: Linda Snouffer

Prairie Potholes and Their
Importance to Waterfowl (essay)

99-100

Steve Adair

Wings Over Water (interview)

100-104

Associate Editor Sumin Goh
interviews Conservationist Charlie Potter
MICA and the Unique Challenge 105-106
of Rural Poverty (essay)
Sarah Beisner
One of the Stories (short story) 109-111

Cover

Untitled
Untitled
Untitled
Untitled
Untitled

“Prairie Science Meets Prairie Art”: 84-87
The Botanical Prints of Linda
Snouffer (essay and prints)

Emma Schaefer

115-117

In Search of the Prairie Spirit

Painting: Anna Segner
Carrion at Rock Creek Lake
Photography: Thomas Dean

Linda Snouffer

112-114

80-81

Prairie Transformation

82-83

Prairie botanicals

84-87

Photography: Justin Hayworth
Cairn by Andy Goldsworthy
Untitled

Photo essay: Carl Kurtz
With A Camera in Nature

Video essay: Sam Perez
Untitled

88
117
93-98
107-108

12

Rootstalk | Volume VI, Issue 1, Spring 2020

My Integrated Life,
Part III
by

photos courtesy of

Dartanyan Brown

Dartanyan Brown is an Iowa musician,
journalist and educator with a 40-year career in the arts. He is an inductee into the
Iowa Blues, and Rock ‘n Roll Halls Of Fame.
Dartanyan and his late father Ellsworth
Brown are both inductees of the Iowa Jazz
Hall of Fame. He lives in Des Moines, Iowa
with Visual Artist Paula Egan.
Dartanyan Brown began telling his
remarkable story in Volume V, Issue 1 of
Rootstalk. A native Iowan, born at nearly
the exact middle of the 20th Century, he has
been front-and-center for many of American culture’s most defining struggles, particularly the Civil Rights movement and the
advent of revolutions in music and technology. Where many people content themselves
with one career, Brown has had at least four:
in journalism, in musical performance, in
the tech sector and in education.
In the first excerpt of his story, Brown
told of his musician parents, his early years
as a journalist with the Des Moines Regis-
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ter, and his adventures in the burgeoning musical—and
cultural—scenes of the 60s and 70s, when he began playing Rock-n-Roll, blues and jazz with various Midwestern
bands. In the spring of 1973, he hit the big time when he
was called to join Chase, the jazz-fusion band fronted by
seminal trumpet player Bill Chase.
In the story’s second excerpt, published in Volume V,
Issue 2, Brown described the dramatic arc of his personal history, taking him from Des Moines to Chicago, and
then into a grueling schedule of gigs and recording sessions which would last for a single whirlwind year, ending
when Bill Chase and two of Brown’s other band-mates
died in a plane crash on their way to a concert date in
Minnesota. While that was the end of Brown’s adventure
in the front ranks of the 70s jazz-fusion scene, it was far
from the end of his journey. In typical fashion, he picked
up the pieces, returning to Des Moines to begin an entirely new adventure as societal changes reshaped America’s
cultural landscape yet again.

My Integrated Life, Part III | Brown

Dartanyan Brown and tme members of the Drake University Jazz Band in 1974. He is seated front row center
with his bass. Future wife Marcia Miget is at the end of the second row, on the right, holding her saxophone
and flute

W

hen I got back to Des Moines in the Fall of
1974, I saw that many things had changed.
I returned to Drake University, where I found the jazz
band energized by several new young members who
had a lot of enthusiasm. Robert Weast, band director
and now a good friend, introduced me to a freshman
woodwind player named Marcia Miget early in the
1974-75 academic year. Marcia, from Perryville, Missouri, immediately charmed anyone who heard her play
either woodwinds or keyboard. We shared an instinctive musical communication, and before long we were
playing together. Marcia played in an off-campus band
called the Midwest Express. Beside her, the group included Drake student and keyboardist Bobby Parker,
Des Moines resident musicians Danny Nicholson (guitar), Terry Condor (bass), John Grgurich (drums) and

blues shouter Big Mike Edwards, who rounded out the
group. Big Mike brought an intense vocal energy which
really made the band a popular force in town. It was
great to jam with kick-ass players on the local scene
again. No big egos, no high stakes; just play your ass off
and have fun.
I’d really wanted to concentrate on finishing up my
degree and even, possibly, return to reporting. I’d felt
like I’d “been there, done that” as far as music was concerned and I certainly didn’t anticipate having a band as
fun or successful as Chase again soon—if ever.
After a few months at the Des Moines Register,
though, it was clear that the old days were long since
gone. Technology had completely transformed the production of the paper and ownership was in transition.
Frank Eyerly, who had been the paper’s managing editor
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Midwest Express

playing a gig in 1976. From far left, Marcia Miget is on saxophone, with Danny Nicholson
behind her on guitar and Big Mike Edwards next to her at the mic. Dartanyan Brown (against the back wall)
is on bass, John Grguric is on drums, and Bobby Parker is seated at the Keyboard

during my previous tenure there, was gone. The newspaper’s editor was Michael Gartner, a local boy who had
gotten his start at the Register as a janitor in his teens,
and had then gone on to editorial posts at the Wall Street
Journal, USA Today and the Louisville Courier-Journal
before bringing his business acumen back to the Register’s newsroom. His business-friendly approach to journalism seemed at odds with the investigative roots I had
sprouted while I was there from 1967 to ’70. Indeed,
Gartner would eventually leave the newspaper business
entirely, finishing his career as NBC News’s president.
The assignments I was given at the Register were
few and far between, which also sent a message about
what I could expect to achieve in a career there after
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graduation. It wasn’t especially encouraging.
Where I had once hoped for a career in journalism
and writing, I now realized that even if I hadn’t messed
up my own chances at a career, the business of journalism was already showing signs of serious decline. One
former Register editor termed it “our dark period.”
During those dark days of 1975, the paper “All
Iowa Depends On” began a three-decade slide into
what has become the paper “all Iowa descends upon”
with frustration at the paucity of its coverage. The purchase of the organization in 1985 by Al Neuharth and
the Gannett Corporation only seemed to accelerate the
decline. It seems incredible that the flagship newspaper
from a major agricultural state has no Washington bu-
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reau. But, so it is.
married in November 1976. With the band and our
The year I spent as an “intern” at the Des Moines families in attendance, the reception/jam session went
Register upon my return to Drake University was enough on for hours.
for me to know something had really changed. I didn’t
With the birth of our son Jaimeo in January 1978,
realize it in 1975, but technological developments that I reformed the band, expanding the lineup to include
would disrupt our entire culture were well under way in keyboardists Lynn Willard and Sam Salamone, guitarist
the news business and the music business. Typesetting, Rod Chaffee and Latin percussion master Bobby Aguformerly done by well-paid union labor, was now being inga.
performed not in a hot, dangerous environment, but in
In 1979, we produced a very well-regarded boua well-appointed office.
tique-label LP titled Influences. Co-produced by the
Music—formerly composed or played almost band and local radio legend Ron Sorenson, the collection
exclusiveof original Jazz,
ly by hufunk, Latin-jazz
I m ig ht have b e en happy work i ng at t he
man beings
and
Ameriwho played [D es Moines ] Reg i ste r ag ai n i f it ha d b e e n
cana, remains a
real instrusought-after colli ke it was in 1 9 6 7 , but t ho s e d ay s we re
ments—was
lectors’ item in
now increas- gone and 1 9 7 6 w as r i g ht up a he a d.
Europe as well
ingly comas the U.S.
posed and
programmed
It was at
by a new cadre of musicians who could control comput- this time that Marcia and I began trying to pull all the
er-driven instruments to replace the humans formerly threads of our creative and academic lives together. Jazz
employed as studio musicians.
education became the focal point for both of us.
I might have been happy working at the Register
Let me briefly describe how I decided on a new
again if it had been like it was in 1967, but those days direction:
were gone and 1976 was right up ahead.
During my time with Chase, I would sometimes
tag along while Bill Chase did “clinics.” Clinics were
master-class sessions where he would discuss his perCrazy fun
The Midwest Express band was turning out to be sonal journey as a musician and demonstrate examples
crazy fun. With each new rehearsal or show, I lost that of the technical issues inherent in playing brass instrujaded feeling I had gotten from life on the road, and ments.
Hearing Bill describe how musicians worked tofrankly the musicians on the local scene were pretty
gether
reminded me of watching my father practice
awesome.
Each member of the band offered something very with other musicians in our home when I was a kid.
special. Danny Nicholson could soar on guitar, while It struck me how different jazz education was from the
pianist and electronic music enthusiast Bobby Parker relatively sterile music environment I had experienced
was the brain of the band. Classically trained and soul- in high school. I realized that the oral tradition—the
ful as a plate of fried catfish and black-eyed peas, Bobby powerful, but simple method of communicating across
was de facto arranger for the Midwest Express. Marcia, generations—was going to be key in my efforts to create
whose own family performed as a 4-part harmony vocal a fun and challenging Jazz education program.
I started submitting grant applications to the Iowa
group, also brought huge arranging talent to the band.
Soon Marcia’s and my musical friendship blos- Arts Council in 1976 for funding to offer a program of
somed into something much more significant. We were music history, performance and education from the

16

Rootstalk | Volume VI, Issue 1, Spring 2020

Dr. Larry Ridley, the Rutgers University
ists in the Schools program.

professor who

perspective of an African American Jazz musician.
These applications were unsuccessful for several years,
until 1979, when Marcia and I were asked by Iowa Arts
Council director Nan Stillians to meet with A.B. Spellman, a site-director for The National Endowment for
the Arts who was visiting from Washington D.C.
Mr. Spellman, impressed with both our music and
our approach to education, introduced us to Dr. Larry
Ridley, a Rutgers University professor who was himself
an internationally acclaimed jazz bassist. Ridley formed
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the Jazz Artists-in-the-Schools
(JAIS) program, which was
sponsored and endorsed by
The National Endowment for
the Arts.
Marcia and I were selected to participate in the
founding conception and implementation sessions of the
JAIS. They were held at Duke
University in North Carolina,
and the original crew of artists and educators included
the late Dr. David Baker from
Indiana University, teacher
Jamey Abersold, pianist Kenny Barron, clarinetist, the late
Alvin Batiste, guitarist Ted
Dunbar, trumpeter Bill Fielder,
composer Frank Foster, trumpeter Pat Harbison, Thelonius
Monk’s alto saxophone soloist
Charlie Rouse, and drummer
Art Taylor. My old Chicago
friend from five years previous, Arnie Lawrence, was on
the original crew, too. From
our initial sessions in 1979 at
Duke University, JAIS artists
were dedicated to delivering a
more culturally balanced and
founded the Jazz Artrigorous approach to teaching the fundamentals of jazz
improvisation within the k-12
music education curriculum.
Conveying what that meant in practice requires a little
explanation.
Jazz music, like most organic African-American
forms of expression, had to run the gauntlet of acceptance into the American experience. Coming from the
lowest rungs of the social and political hierarchy, African-Americans were caught up in a dichotomy: discriminated against as an ethnic group, some were lionized nonetheless as creators, innovators and heralds of a
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new American voice in the Arts.
ing to wrest a measure of respect from the conservatory
America, naturally, looked at things through that only grudgingly admitted its legitimacy. An imthe lens of its European cultural roots. The wildcard, portant corollary of the civil rights movement was its
though, was the advent of slavery and the introduction, drive to define the Black experience outside of the usual
willing or not, of humans from the African diaspora into American (read: White) perspective of things. To sum
America’s economic and cultural life. The integration of it up in a phrase: we now proclaimed that Black music
European and African cultural expression in America was Beautiful.
produced a new consciousness which expressed itself in
With that being said, jazz—while originating in
music, visual art, theater, dance, and many other fields the African American community—was from its incepof endeavor.
tion a multi-racial and multi-ethnic experience. ClasJazz began stretching music in
sical music, on the other hand, was
two directions from the center—
almost conducted as a high priestever more harmonically intriguing The integration of
hood where African American muwhile at the same time exhibiting a
sicians, while talented enough, often
European
and
African
rhythmically-seductive energy that
found themselves on the outside for
would eventually set the world jitter- cultural expression
“other reasons.”
bugging, bebopping and scat singin’.
Of course, there were notable
in
America
produced
While it may have been recognized
exceptions to this condition. Iowa’s
as a new popular music, though, it a new consciousness
own Simon Estes became an interwas, until the 1980s, viewed as totalnational star as the pre-eminent
which
expressed
itself
ly unworthy of “legitimate” study by
African-American
bass-baritone
most of collegiate music education. in music, visual art,
operatic singer of his time. In fact,
I remember stories of students
Simon, who performed for presitheater, dance, and
in the early 70s in Drake University’s
dents and popes, is credited as one
conservatory-style music program many other fields of
of the first of his generation of black
being in big trouble if they were
artists that opened the way for othendeavor.
“caught playing jazz” in the practice
ers to contribute also. Chicago’s
rooms. This attitude, completely unRichard Davis, the esteemed classiderstandable from the perspective of
cal and jazz bassist (and one of my
the European-Classical ethic, represented a reluctance, early teachers), developed a resumé of accomplishment
or in some cases a refusal, to acknowledge the dawn of in the worlds of live jazz and classical performance,
the new, highly technical form of music which now re- studio recordings and later education as a professor of
quired the player to incorporate her ideas in real-time Jazz and African American studies at the University of
concerning note choice, dynamics, and literally doz- Wisconsin, Madison. Richard performed under the baens of other decisions directly into the performance, ton of Leopold Stokowski with the Chicago Symphony
instead of just interpreting the notes as written. Music during the 1960s, while at the same time recording and
educators’ heretofore-condescending attitude toward performing as one of the premier talents in jazz music.
jazz music began to fray, though, as academics began
As jazz music gained in popularity in academia,
looking under the hood at the innovations that Arm- uninformed, inexperienced teachers began mis-applystrong, Ellington, Parker, and Basie were exhibiting in ing the standards of their classical or marching band
their compositions and the performances that were tak- training to the teaching of jazz music, which often fell
ing place nightly on stages across the world.
short of giving students the true essence of the improviSome African American jazz artists in the 70s re- sation experience.
ferred to their oeuvre as Black Classical Music, attemptThis refusal (or inability) to recognize creative
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the early 1970s, school
jazz programs were a
rarity, but by the mid1980s, jazz programs
were obligatory for any
school professing to offer a complete music
curriculum.
…Now, about the
subject of rigor.
Developing
the
idea of chord/scale relationships (as in: if you
hear that chord, play
this scale) was a pretty
important concept for
study. The Great American Songbook (popular
song standards of the
1920-1950s) provided
Members of the Jazz Artists in the Schools program. standing in the back row,
the material to which
from left to right, they are Kenny Barron, Charlie Rouse, Horace Arnold and Willie
Thomas; seated are (from left to right) Dartanyan Brown, Marcia MIget, Jim Fielder those chord/scale relaand Larry Ridley
tionship studies would
apply.
music rooted in African American culture as legitimate
Rigor, in these terms, meant a number of things. It
was cultural chauvinism, and a negative force. It was, of
course, the legacy of an America where renowned Black meant learning to play your ideas in any of the 12 posartists could command the stage in performance, but sible key signatures. It meant learning to play your ideas
still had to stay in dive hotels or eat in back rooms be- accurately at tempos anywhere from 50 to 150 beats per
cause of America’s deeply ingrained and unrestrained minute. It meant learning to play your ideas in 4/4, 3/4,
or even 7/4 time signatures, spending at least six hours
white supremacist tendencies in those years.
These perspectives might have continued to be a day practicing your instrument, going to jam sessions
seen as valid, if the marching band/symphonic band ex- with the goal of having the best ideas, and memorizing
perience had continued to predominate. In the new jazz as many songs as you possibly could.
The intervening years have seen a blossoming of
era, however, the thorough-composed orchestra was
being replaced by small free-wheeling bands that used jazz education worldwide. It flourishes because it is difsong structure. Rather than allowing this to be a strait ficult and demanding, and it continues to attract lifejacket, artists in these groups used these songs as wings long learners because of its dual role as a balm for the
that enabled them to tell their own stories through the spirit and a spur for the mind.
In maintaining that Oral Tradition, I pass what I
chord changes.
Indiana University professor Dr. David Baker learned from Dr. Larry Ridley, Speck Redd, Bob Weast,
developed a method of breaking out jazz’s harmon- Frank Foster and Dr. David Baker on to new generaic, rhythmic and melodic developments into units for tion of students and musical seekers. Having made that
study. His groundbreaking work greatly enabled jazz explanation, I can return to my experience with the
education’s acceptance into the academic world. In Jazz Artists-in-the-Schools (JAIS) program. Beginning
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with workshops in the Des Moines Public Schools, our
program blossomed to include residencies in Montana,
Arizona, North Carolina, Louisiana and Wisconsin.
We still hear from students today that we mentored as
middle or high school students during that period from
1979 through 1985.

concept to include study of the relationships between
cultures, between generations, or between value systems. Call it my attempt to better illustrate the more durable and the timeless elements that sustain us.
The 1984 election of Ronald Reagan meant a
change of budget priorities for the federal government.
Our Artist-In-Schools Program was scaled back conInspired by artists like John Cage and interdisci- siderably, and by the next year Marcia and I decided to
plinary projects like the Black Mountain College, my return to Des Moines with our now-school-age son Jaifirst conceptual objective was to highlight music’s rela- meo and three-year-old daughter Marisha.
tionship to history, mathematics, creative writing, and,
of course, science. I focused on two prime elements for
I bought my first Apple Macintosh computer in
development: education and learning. In my limited 1984 at Computer Emporium, a Des Moines company
view, education is the yin to the yang of learning. An co-owned by Richard Skeie, Donald Brown and John
inefficient education system may not necessarily foster Kirk. The company sold computers, but more imporlearning in the minds of the students subjected to it.
tantly, it wrote software for them too, an enterprise
Learning is what an individual must do in order which eventually drove the company’s transformation
to gain mastery over a situation. It is most effectively from the Computer Emporium computer store into CE
fostered by two elements: survival and curiosity. Put Software, a software design company that would beanother way, curiosity is the itch that learning must come a major player in the Mac software universe of
scratch.
1984-94.
When education enables playful pursuit of one’s
Don Brown, a Drake actuarial grad, was the comcuriosity, it opens the door to
pany’s lead programmer. Don wrote Sidelifelong learning. Education
kick, the first successful Personal InforI
bought
my
first
Apple
fails when insufficient resources
mation Management utility for the Mac
and inspiration leave curiosity McIntosh computer
platform. That success led to QuickMail,
with no positive outlet. We in
an email application that propelled the
in
1984
at
Computer
education do our students and
tiny West Des Moines company into the
our communities a disservice Emporium... The com- elite of early Mac software houses.
when we forget that students
Richard, Don and I were all Drake
pany
sold
computers,
themselves are ultimately in
University grads, and I had met them becharge of their own learning but more importantly
cause they were fans of my music. Later, I
process. If they are allowed to
would hang around the Computer Empomake decisions and experience it wrote software for
rium geeking out on music and computer
the results of those decisions them too...
possibilities.
sooner rather than later, they
One of our ideas (remember, this
do it just fine.
was 1984) was to create software to reThe concept of freedom-within-structure high- cord musical sounds in the same manner you ‘recorded’
lights a tension inherent in the process of improvisa- words by typing in a word processor. Text and sounds,
tion. In designing our curriculum to aid students and after all, were just ‘data,’ and the computer could be proteachers to examine the nature of that tension, I hoped grammed to handle data, no matter the type.
to encourage discovery of a collaborative framework
In 1986, I was approached about starting a new
that might enable teaching artists and their students recording studio in Des Moines. Entrepreneurs Roger
to explore jazz improvisation, as well as expanding the Hughes, Dr. Jim Skinner, and Chief Engineer Pat Mc-
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Manus were all interested in building a new type of stu- [1967-1987] after high school my friend would call me
dio using computers to augment traditional recording from San Anselmo, California, to cajole me into conmethods.
sidering a trip to San Francisco for the purpose of reI already had experience with digital audio and the cording, performing and basking in New Age wonderMusical Instrument Digital Interface (MIDI), a proto- ful-ness.
col that enabled communication between computers
I flew out in October 1987 to check out the scene,
and electronic musical instruments, so in mid-1986 we arriving late in the evening on a flight from Minneapopened Audio Art Recording Studios just over the 9th olis to SFO. On arrival, Teja and audio engineer Daniel
St. viaduct south of Downtown.
Ryman picked me up at the airport. We glided north
It was an immediate success. Songwriters and on the 280 Freeway, heading toward the Golden Gate
small producers who needed high-quality work with Bridge and Marin County. The full moon was rising
faster turnaround than they could get at the bigger, bus- over the San Francisco Bay to our East as we crossed the
ier studio in town flocked to us. We used cutting-edge Bridge I’d only ever seen before on TV.
digital audio tools for traditional band recording, songWhen I arrived in San Anselmo, my senses became
writer demos and corporate video
aware of two things: a steady, gentle
projects, and before long our work
rain on my face and the aromatic
When
I
arrived
in
San
was being used in local advertising
fragrance of wet redwood bark and
on radio and television stations in Anselmo, my senses
jasmine. These two sensory experiour market. Technology, art, and
ences were my cosmic baptism into
became
aware
of
two
now commerce were all integrating
life in Marin County, the New Age
nicely.
things: a steady, gentle capital of the world at that time,
where hippies with computers and
rain
on
my
face
and
guitars were dedicated to saving the
The California years
I was working at Audio Art the aromatic fragrance world with sound.
Studio in early 1987 when I got a call
of wet redwood bark
Ray Lynch (the creator of Deep
from 2,000 miles to the west. Teja
Breakfast, which in 1989 peaked at
Bell, one of my closest friends and and jasmine
Number Two on Billboard’s “Top
fellow Des Moines native, was on the
New Age Albums” chart) was there.
phone asking me whether I’d consider taking a trip to Northern California. Teja and I had The pioneering synthesizer programmer Suzanne Ciani
been friends since late middle school. He had been one was also in Marin, after moving from NYC. Don Buchof the first of us to actually pick up a guitar and learn to la was building synthesizers in the East Bay. Dr. John
play Beatles songs. This was 1964-68. As the civil rights Chowning, a Stanford University-based researcher, inand anti-war movements spun up, we played folk songs vented Frequency Modulation (FM) synthesis which
from The New Christy Minstrels and protest songs by combined up to six digital oscillators to either emulate
existing instruments or create new, unique sounds. DaPete Seeger in the high school’s student center.
Teja was now making digital music history, writ- vid Wessel (who has since died) was running the Center
ing, performing and producing a critically acclaimed For New Music and Technology (CNMAT) at the Uni(and hot-selling) album entitled Dolphin Smiles. It was versity of California, Berkeley, and inventing new input
noted as one of the best of the new genre dubbed New devices for the music of the future.
While all that was fun, I was soon driven by the
Age, which integrated acoustic music from around the
world with synthesized tones designed to invoke an am- necessity to look beyond music performance to earn
enough to keep body, soul and hungry children togethbience conducive to meditation.
I never would have dreamed that two decades er.
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The Mac Garden

Thanks to my Iowa tech background, I was prepared to grab a job at The Mac Garden, a computer store
located a few blocks from our house in San Rafael. It
was one of the first Mac-only retail stores anywhere, and
its owner, Chet Zdrowski, was looking for a new sales/
tech support person. I was hired, and now I was holding
a mouse instead of a guitar. The mouse was connected
to the Mac, which in turn connected me to an insane
collection of artists, musicians, programmers, visionaries, charlatans, seers and other digital New Age hippies
who gathered in the San Francisco Bay Area between
1989 and 1991.
The staff at the Mac Garden was a crazy crew of
first-generation Mac retail sales zealots. To us, selling
Mac stuff wasn’t selling; it was enabling people to follow
their passions and dreams. Want to write a book? Get a
Mac and a Laser printer. Want to make a movie? Get a
Mac and a camera. Want to identify atomic elements?
Get a Mac and a scope.
In San Rafael, George Lucas’s pioneering special
effects studio, Industrial Light and Magic (ILM), was
where work was conducted on little projects like Star
Wars and Terminator 2. In 1989, George’s guys, including John Knoll, were coming into the Mac Garden,
demoing the beta version of their custom digital image manipulation software that would later be sold to
Adobe Inc. and released as Photoshop!
Stewart Brand, founder of The Whole Earth Catalog, and Howard Rheingold, co-founder with Stewart
Brand of The WELL (Whole Earth ‘Lectronic Link)
both came in. Ted Nelson, the man who coined the term
“hypertext,” became a good friend. I was also thrilled to
work as a computer consultant for the late jazz drummer and composer Tony Williams, who lived in San
Anselmo.
While the experience I was garnering at The Mac
Garden was important, it was Richard Skeie, owner of
Computer Emporium back in Des Moines, who set me
on quite another path into Silicon Valley. In January
1990, I was in San Francisco, attending the MacWorld
Expo—what used to be Apple’s annual haj of the Mac
faithful. While roaming the aisles, I encountered Richard in the CE Software booth. Unbelievably, after a

handshake and a howdy, he hired me on the spot to be
part of his company’s West Coast marketing team.
I traveled the Western region with marketing director Brad Sharek, evangelizing CE products to eager
digital disciples. Presenting at Lawrence Livermore
Labs in Mountain View, California, or in front of the
Portland (Oregon) Macintosh User Group (PMUG)
was a spectacular experience.
Unfortunately, though, the advent of the Internet—great for Apple and Microsoft—by 1993 rang the
death knell for little companies like CE Software. The
company’s business model was eviscerated when Apple
made the decision to rely less on outside developers like
CE, instead writing its own business application software. Since Apple is valued today at a trillion dollars
(give or take), I’d say they had the right idea!

Dartanyan

and family in

Berkeley
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as committed co-parents, but I felt a strong
need to spend much
more time with both
our children. My work
at that time included long periods away
on business which—
while good for my career—was not so good
for the relationship I
needed to maintain
with my children at a
critical period in their
lives.
That was when
I left MacWEEK and
signed on as a computer lab director
Dartanyan Brown demonstrating CE software for Jazz great Herbie Hancock at the
at San Rafael High
MacWorld Expo. Hancock was one of the earliest musicians to explore the intersecSchool, where my son
tion of jazz and technology
was a freshman. This
While still at CE in 1991, I met Henry Norr,
was the dawn of netthe news editor for MacWEEK a Ziff-Davis owned worked-computer labs in education. While I wasn’t a
trade publication that functioned almost like an early certified teacher, my experiences as a tech-savvy artist
WikiLeaks, providing hot tips, product news, and sen- proved to be pretty valuable in that environment. Offersitive information poached from inside Apple which ing new perspectives on problem-solving is the heart of
had some bearing on the nascent Macintosh computer education. I saw time and time again that improvisation
market. Henry hired me away from CE, and the investi- and the sense of adventure inherent in playing jazz were
gative/writing skills I had honed during my time at the also vital ingredients for a fulfilling educational experiRegister now served me well during a 17-month assign- ence.
ment as a staff writer and reporter.
In his 8th grade year at Davidson Middle School,
One highlight of the job was getting to interview Jaimeo won his division of the Marin County Science
the late Steve Jobs while he was in exile from Apple Fair. Our computer could act as an oscilloscope, so we
in 1992 at NeXT Computing. He didn’t allow me very decided to record and display the waveforms of equivmuch time, but as we shared a mordant chuckle regard- alent acoustic and digitized electronic instruments. For
ing Apple, led by then-CEO Michael Spindler, I had a example, Jaimeo sampled his mother’s saxophone and
feeling he was plotting his comeback to Apple, and I was compared it to a synthesized woodwind instrument. He
right.
did the same with my acoustic bass violin, contrasting it
to an electronic version.
Back into the classroom
The project was relatively simple but, of course, not
This was now 1993-94, and as our son Jaimeo was many people were equipped to use computers in such
heading into high school, my marriage to Marcia was a way at that time, so he won on originality and for the
dissolving. Thankfully, we maintained our relationship cool data the project produced.
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It was confirmation
that improvisation, analogy,
and play are all present when
you have a well-thought-out
curriculum, particularly in
grades 6-12.
In 1996, our daughter
Marisha was accepted into
the freshman class at The
Branson School, a 320-student private high school in
Ross, California, which exemplified the rare but critical mix of qualities outlined “Seeing” music thanks to the computer helped Dartanyan Brown’s son Jaimeo to
win honors at the Science fair
above.
Upon Marisha’s accepa fine guitarist, invited me to join the fine arts faculty
tance, I was invited to apply
for the recently opened position of Director of Tech- at Marin Academy in San Rafael. Bob and I spent the
nology. The Branson School (Julia Child’s alma mater, next 10 years designing a performance-oriented music
by the way) was one of the first high schools in the na- program that made it fun to learn the roots of American
tion to have a website. Branson.org was created by the music, earning it a reputation as one of the most challegendary, (at least in the Bay Area tech world) Miko lenging programs in Northern California. I worked at
Matsumura. Upon leaving Branson in 1996 to become a Marin Academy until I left California to return to Iowa,
key member of the team at Sun Microsystems that was in 2016.
Becoming a teaching artist in California had recharged with introducing its new Java computer language to the world, Miko handed me the controls of the connected me to my beginnings as a jazz educator back
in the 70s. My parents and my Grandmother Lettie had
school’s HP9000 mini-computer.
The next four years were an incredible experience taught me that education was one of the things that
for us at TBS. The fact that Marisha’s academic perfor- could free you, but only if you did the hard work it took
mance earned her distinction as valedictorian of her to put what you learned into practice. My Integrated
graduation class (1999) would have been no surprise, Life would not have taken the trajectory it did if I hadn’t
but a source of no little pride, for her ancestors—my fa- been exposed early in life to a variety of experiences,
ther, Ellsworth T. Brown, and my mother, Mary Alice and if my folks hadn’t thought deeply about what kind
Thompson. My mother learned her lessons in mental of life I should be prepared for.
Changing careers in 1993 was a critically importpreparation from my grandmother, Lettie Thompson of
Buxton, Iowa, who received these values from Blanche ant thing to do when my son and daughter needed my
and Ross Johnson, out of Charlottesville, Virginia. Let- physical presence in addition to my emotional support.
tie believed the way to success was through “hard work; I was grateful I had the skill-set and flexibility to make
hard work and plenty of it.” Her ethos was what enabled it work. Once I became a teacher, though, I realized that
my daughter to lead a competitive group of 319 univer- many other kids needed the same level of support. That
sity-bound peers. If Lettie had been there for Marisha’s realization drives me today as I continue being there for
commencement, she would have said: “See, I told you.” students who may need just one more encouragement
(or admonishment) to keep them on a path to attaining
In 2003, Bob Schleeter, a Des Moines native and the goals they set for themselves.
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lic school system from kindergarten to university was ranked
very near the pinnacle of public
education in the U.S. I returned
to find that this is no longer the
case, and that politicians—the
caretakers of our public education dollars—seem to be at war
with the very institutions they’re
tasked with protecting.
Since returning to Iowa in
2007, I have witnessed directly
what we lose here when bright
kids aren’t provided with the parental guidance or community
support they need to follow their
dreams. In my experience, the
Chart from “A Little About the Iowa Economy and State Budget” a presen- most important aspect of learning
tation by Jeffrey Gilbert, at the Urban Education Network (UEN) of Iowa
is exposure—to new ideas, new
Legislative Luncheon on November 18, 2015. Chart supplied by Iowa School
cultures, new music! The sooner
Finance Information Services
a student learns to acknowledge
other cultures, the sooner that
What made My Integrated Life possible?
I was able to surmount the challenges and take student will learn to incorporate the best of what those
advantage of the opportunities My Integrated Life pre- cultures offer into a personal toolkit for success. If we
sented to me because I was well-prepared. Between the deny students those opportunities, we waste their poyears 1949-80, the Iowa legislature provided adequate tential, and our communities are the poorer for it.
funding for the public-school system, making Iowa a
national model of how education funding ought to be
done. As a result, during my childhood and early life
from 1955-67 I benefitted from a solid, universally accepted school curriculum and well-respected (i.e., wellpaid) teachers who were backed up by an administration adept at supporting, not obstructing them. (My
parents also made a pact with my teachers to keep close
watch on me. No goofing off for me.)
My family’s experiences since arriving in Iowa
from Charlottesville, Virginia, in 1895 constitute the
other crucial part of the platform on which I could
build. I saw how these experiences manifested themselves in work, in religion, in education, in art, and in
love. To the family elders who worked themselves half
to death to provide for us, I give ultimate respect and
dedicate this writing to their enduring spirit.
When I left Iowa in 1987, as I remember, our pub-
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In Iowa in 2019, public school teachers, healthcare
workers and public union workers have lost union bargaining rights and respect. They endure attacks by those
whose only purpose seems to be sowing division and
reaping political gain at the expense of our most vulnerable citizens. Sane civic governance seems to be in freefall, with no one currently able to arrest this sad trend.
All of us—parents, school teachers, students,
school administrators, community partners and supporters—share an interest in working more effectively
together for the good of the entire system. Convincing
Iowans to change legislative direction regarding public
education will be hard, and there are challenges, but
the landscape is far from bleak. Thanks to progressive
grassroots organizations, including Iowa Citizens for
Community Improvement (Iowa CCI), I’ve witnessed
rural and urban communities finding their voice and
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building their power to effect change on environmental strated by our immigrant youth—stalwart while being
justice, employment, healthcare, civil and human rights persecuted—reminds me of the values my ancestors
issues.
passed on to me. My efforts for the last decade here in
One such example took place in Mason City, Iowa Iowa have focused on directly engaging students and
a few years ago (covered in Rootstalk in Volume III, Is- teachers to create interdisciplinary arts experiences for
sue 1, Fall 2016). In an all-too-familiar story for Iowans, every middle and high school student we can. In partPrestage Farms, a major corporate food processor based nering with the Des Moines Public Schools, these projin Clinton, North Carolina, came to
ects, often involving student-genMason City offering to build a new
erated original music and sound
Convincing
Iowans
plant and create nearly 1,800 new
elements, have relevance to—and
jobs. Behind closed doors, the city to change legislative
can thus be integrated with—their
council and state leaders brokered a
science, mathematics, history and
direction
regarding
sweetheart deal worth $26 million in
writing classes. Using music as the
tax abatement and other giveaways of public education will
pathway to learning has proven to
public resources.
be a reliable way to communicate
be
hard,
and
there
are
Unveiled in a city council meetwith students who might otherwise
ing with little public scrutiny before- challenges, but the
fail to engage. I carry this message
hand, the deal passed on an initial
to school boards, educational pollandscape is far from
vote of 6-0.
icymakers, parents, PTO groups,
Iowa CCI opposed the deal, bleak...
legislators or anyone else. We often
partnering with community memneed to restate basic foundations in
bers around the guiding concept that,
reminding ourselves of our miswhen there is talk about using public
sion as a community in support of
money, that money should be used for the public, not public education.
to satisfy corporate greed. Over a six-week campaign
In closing this story, I return again in thought to
Iowa CCI began educating rural and urban citizens to my parents, who literally fought for me to have opporthe massive health, education, environmental and la- tunities. Teachers and coaches at school were pivotal,
bor issues they felt were sure to upset the balance the but in the absence of close parental attention, the best
community was seeking. The group highlighted labor, efforts of everyone else may be undermined. Whether
environmental and human rights issues, and in the next we’re talking about affluent private schools or urban
city council meeting enough councilmembers changed public schools, one thing is clear to me after 24 years
their vote to earn a 3-3 deadlock, essentially a rejection of involvement in education: the more cooperation beof the corporation’s overtures.
tween the parents and their children’s schools, the highWork like this is not easy; in fact, it is hard, hard er the level of satisfaction for everyone associated with
work to organize, educate, motivate and then activate the school. Everyone from students through the prina community. I have written here extensively about the cipal can work together to improve the atmosphere for
problems, but I rest easier knowing that a well-ground- learning. A renewed sense of mission involving all of
ed progressive organization like Iowa CCI continues to education’s stakeholders could result in an “idea hive”
provide vision and energy to counterbalance forces that effective enough to influence legislative behavior on iswould exploit our communities.
sues critical to our public education system.
Yes, we have differences between us, but young
In public education, administrators, classroom people seem to understand that our differences are all
teachers, resource workers, coaches and staff perform wrapped up in a common package called humanity.
unseen miracles with our youth. The courage demonHumanity is the trait we all share. Taking that fact
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to heart, I believe, is the first step toward cultivating
communities that are wiser, more progressive, and less
hypocritical. Those who have had a life like mine—in
which they witnessed our culture’s transformation and
the emergence of a more equitable, inclusive world—are
now tasked with keeping the light on for others to follow in the future.
We’re Midwesterners. We plant things. My mission (and I have chosen to accept it) is to plant seeds
of success today knowing that in the not-too-distant
future, there will be a harvest of community, creativi-

ty and achievement as our young people mature. I was
well-prepared by my Iowa teachers, community leaders
and my family. I can do no less than continue to pass
that legacy on to new generations of young people who
will join us in restoring the bonds of trust connecting
our region’s progressive past to a future that features
even stronger communities.

Dartanyan Brown’s parents, Ellsworth T. and Mary
Alice Brown (in the middle of the picture), on their
wedding day in Los Angeles

The
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last time the family Mary and Ellsworth created
was together, in Des Moines, 2010, when Ellsworth
was inducted into the Iowa Jazz Hall of Fame. From
left to right, Dartanyan Brown, Rev. Mary Alice
Brown, Don C. Brown, Ellsworth T. Brown and Kevan
L. Brown
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spends most of his time restoring prairie,
writing songs and stories, performing with
The Too Many String Band, and catering to
the whims of his grandchildren. His writing
has appeared in The Wapsipinicon Almanac, Salt Water Sportsman, Rootstalk, and
other publications.

hen we think of prairie flora, vast fields of
grass sprinkled with clumps of brilliant colors of different prairie species come to mind. But each
of these spots of blue and yellow and red offer their own
individual spectacle, smaller but as intense as the whole.
These individuals can be brought indoors, to tables and
windowsills and, in a subtler way, offer the same thrills
as they do in the outdoors. Completely sustainable they
can provide a never-ending supply of in house pleasure.
Here are some examples. The species, all common
to tallgrass prairies: Baptisia alba (white wild indigo);
Lithospermum canescens (hoary puccoon); Anemone canadensis (meadow anemone); Allium stellatum,
(prairie onion); Tradescantia ohiensis (common spiderwort); Zizia aurea (golden alexanders); and Liatris
aspera (rough blazing star, dried, in late winter).
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Praire

onion

(Allium

stellatum)

These individuals can be brought indoors, to tables and windowsills
and, in a subtler way, offer the same thrills as they do in the outdoors.
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Each of these spots of yellow and blue and red offer their own
individual spectacle, smaller but as intense as the whole.
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Rescuing A “Threatened Landform:” the
Joseph H. Williams
Prairie Preserve
Interview

by

Caleb Forbes

A

photos courtesy of

Harvey Payne

Harvey Payne is a Community Relations Coordinator for The Nature Conservancy’s Joseph H. Williams Tallgrass Prairie Preserve. He has received
awards for his work in advocating for
and establishing the preserve. Payne
is also a Wildlife and Nature Photographer. His photos have appeared in
many newspapers, magazines and
books, as well as a permanent prairie
exhibit at the Smithsonian Institution
in Washington, D. C. Payne has previously been an Attorney and Municipal Judge for Pawhuska, Hominy and
Barnsdall, Oklahoma. He graduated
from Oklahoma State University with
a Bachelor of Science in Business Administration in 1969, and from University of Tulsa College of Law with a
Juris Doctorate in 1972.
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ssociate Editor Caleb Forbes interviewed Harvey Payne to learn about the Joseph H. Williams Prairie Preserve near Foraker, Oklahoma. At 39,650
acres, the preserve is the largest protected remnant of tallgrass prairie left on earth, and is home to a free-roaming
bison herd.

Rootstalk: What can you tell us about the prairie?
Payne: The tallgrass prairie as an ecosystem stretched
from southern Canada down through the central part of the United States all the way to the
Gulf Coast. Most people think it was the largest ecosystem in North America at its apex. It
was shaped by climate, by grazing and primarily
by bison and by fire since the last ice age. The
glaciers extended down to central Kansas. But
after the last ice age, tallgrass prairie evolved.
We’ve done a historical study here, and 20,000
years ago this was a spruce-jack pine forest, it
was much like northern Minnesota is today:
boreal forest. Cooler and wetter than today. Climate change and the burning done by Native
Americans shaped this ecosystem, [so] basically it’s a human induced ecosystem. Without the
fire, what was tallgrass prairie would have been
a forest, and it would be a forest today without
fire. Grazing by ungulates, primarily bison, also
shaped it, and elk, the second most numerous
mammal after bison, played a role as well.

Interview with Harvey Payne | Forbes

Rootstalk: How has prairie management developed?
What is the history behind the sort of prairie
restoration you do today?

with cattle grazing, and then extirpation of the
bison. So, the ecological forces that produced
this landscape ceased to exist except for the
climate. The ecosystem basically died, and so
what we are doing is putting those ecological
forces back into play. We do prescribed burns
that mimic the seasonality of fires that shape the
prairie, and the bison are here for the grazing
influence they provide.

Payne: So, it’s been a goal of the National Park Service and the major conservation organizations
in the country to establish a prairie park since
the 1930s. And those efforts were originally in
the Flint Hills of Kansas. Tallgrass prairie has
become the most threatened landform in the
world. Most people will say less than four per- Rootstalk: How did the Joseph H. Williams Tallgrass
cent remains, but basically it died as an ecosysPrairie Preserve develop?
tem with white settlement and the extirpation of
the bison. The bison were killed out of the tall- Payne: An effort began here in 1984 to establish a tallgrass prairie [though some remained elsewhere,
grass prairie national preserve that would have
on the shortgrass prairie]. The last recorded
been owned and administrated by the National
bison anywhere in the tallgrass ecosystem was
Park Service. A bill was introduced in 1987 in
killed in northern Osage County Oklahoma,
the United States Senate to do that, and in 1988
which is where we are, about 1851. White setthat bill died. But in 1988 you had some unusual
tlement led to fire suppression, and fuel removal
circumstances. High-quality prairie lands, a lot

A small part of the 2,500-head
Photo by Carmon Briggs

bison herd which roams freely over the

Joseph H. Williams Prairie Preserve.
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of them owned by big ranches, were on the mar- Payne: It has since grown; today we own about 39,000
ket. They hadn’t been on the market for a long
acres. We lease about a thousand acres contime, and the reason a lot of them were up for
tained within our boundaries. Plus, we have
sale was because of terrible economic conditions
conservation leases on another 11,700 acres. So,
in the ranching business. Lands that had not
the conservation footprint is well over 50,000
been for sale now were, and value was about half
acres. In 1993, on October 18, we reintroduced
what it had been a few years before. So, in 1988
300 bison onto 5,000 acres. That herd has since
the Mormon Church came and bought 67,000
grown. We do a roundup every year, the first one
acres from the Adams family, including part of
in 1994. But the herd right now is about 1,750
what was to have been in the Tallgrass Prairie
animals and then we will have 5-600 calves born
National Preserve. With the death of the federthis spring, and they’re free-roaming on about
al bill, The Nature Conservancy realized that an
25,000 acres.
opportunity to buy land like this would soon be
lost, and if they didn’t move very quickly, who Rootstalk: Do you have any personal interest in the
knew when they would get another chance? So,
prairie? Have you worked on or given any talks
in 1989 The Nature Conservancy purchased
related to [it]?
the Barnard portion of the Chapman-Barnard
ranch—29,000-plus acres of the best tallgrass Payne: I’ve given talks since 1984. I gave one Wednesprairie in the world—and established the Tallday (chuckles).
grass Prairie Preserve.
Rootstalk: Is there an aspect of the prairie that especialRootstalk: What does the Preserve look like today?
ly interests you?

A cow
Payne
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bison and two young calves—one hers, the other belonging to one of her herd-mates.
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Payne: I was raised on a ranch west of the Tallgrass Praicame from tallgrass prairie. Illinois, nicknamed
rie Preserve. In fact, when I was in high school,
the prairie state, originally had 40,000 square
we ran cattle over on what’s the preserve now.
miles of tallgrass prairie, and now they have less
than four square miles. Less than 1/100th of one
So, my family has been involved in ranching in
percent. That’s alarming. There’s a lot of work
Oklahoma since 1891. My wife and I have our
done in Minnesota, in southwestern Minnesoown farm and ranch, mostly ranch, and I’ve been
ta especially, to try to preserve what little bit of
around it my entire life. What I can tell you is the
more you
tallgrass prailearn about [The prairie is] the most threatened landform in rie you have
left. It’s mostly
the prairie the world. Less than four percent remains and
farmland. And
and everydrive through
thing
that no place else except at this preserve is it porIowa. It’s all
lives
here, trayed as a functioning landscape.
farmland. And
the more you
realize you
Kansas.
It’s
amazing what happened. The prairie was redon’t know. And it’s a very complex self-perpetferred to as the great American Desert until
uating ecosystem if it’s given a chance.
John Deere developed the steel plow, because
a wooden plow could not turn the prairie sod.
Rootstalk: You mentioned the prairie has disappeared
But when John Deere developed the steel plow,
over time. What does it look like today comthings changed really fast. So, in 1836 they depared to how it used it be?
veloped the steel plow, that’s when the demise of
the tallgrass prairie began. And it went at a very
Payne: It is the most threatened landform in the world.
rapid pace.
[As I said] less than four percent remains, and
no place else except at this preserve is it portrayed as a functioning landscape. That’s amaz- Rootstalk: I first learned about this preserve because I
ing. Some great scientists will tell you tallgrass
saw a little news clip on the big roundup of biprairie originally encompassed over 250 million
son that happens every year. I wondered if you
acres. The Nature Conservancy’s official number
wanted to say anything about that whole event.
is 142 million acres. And you have 40,000 acres
left that functions like it did originally. That tells Payne: The annual bison roundup is a pretty exciting
you there is a pretty big problem. We’ve got about
thing. The Bison numbers were kept in check
250 species of birds. And then countless insects,
basically by wolves, originally. They didn’t evolve
reptiles and amphibians. It was a very producgoing through a set of corrals every year, which
tive landscape until white settlers came along
is what we do to keep their numbers down. You
and changed things. You read there were 30 to
read historical accounts by some early travelers
60 million bison in America. Most of those were
through this area which would say the number
on the Great Plains. The first thing you learn
of wolves almost equaled the number of bison.
in science is that “nature abhors a vacuum.” If
I don’t know if that’s true or not, but you read it.
there’s a food source there, something is going
But now the wolves are gone so the bison have
to evolve to consume it. And the tallgrass prairie
no natural predators. Basically, we are the predwas the most productive of any of the prairies. It
ator, and so the purpose of the roundup each
got transformed into America’s breadbasket. The
year is to remove surplus animals. We have a
cereal you ate this morning, if you did, probably
fixed area for them to graze, and a desired num-
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Up

close and personal with one of the preserve’s herd.

ber of bison to graze that area. Each year we sell
a number of bison, older animals generally, that
[approximately equals] the number of calves
we have born that year. We do it to control our
grazing pressure. We also give them inoculations to prevent disease, and it’s basically the
same inoculations that our neighboring rancher
gives their cattle. It’s to keep the herd at a constant level and to maintain a disease prevention
program. It’s also a lot of work.

Rootstalk: Can you say more about that, about the process of the roundup?

Photo

by

Josie Briggs

a lot of places for the bison to hide. We first had
300 bison on the 5,000 acres, that was in ‘93.
Then the range that they occupied grew each
year, and the numbers of bison grew accordingly. We started out trying to round them up using
four wheelers, everybody gets on a four-wheeler and spreads out and pushes them this direction into the corral. Well that turned out not to
work very well, because you’ve got a lot of grass,
you’ve got a lot of rocks, you’ve got a lot of ditches, you’ve got a lot of holes. You can see what’s
going to happen trying to outrun a bison that
can run 30 miles an hour across that. People
were getting hurt and we could see bad things
happening.

Payne: Like I said, the bison are roaming year-round on
almost 25,000 acres. That’s a big chunk of land.
Some of that is forested, but most of it is open Rootstalk: How did you resolve that; did you change
prairie. There are hardwoods too. So, there are
your strategy?
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Payne: So a number of years ago we started using a feedsell the cows when they’re ten and a half. And
er on the back of a couple of pickup trucks. We
we’ll sell some yearling animals too. So, it’s a
would go out and blow the siren like our ranchpretty involved process. It usually takes about 15
ing neighbors do and the bison would hear that
to 18 people to make it work. We keep detailed
a mile or two away. We put out cattle cubes, a
computer records on each animal when they go
pellet of ground-up grain and molasses that
through the scales or go through the working
they love to eat. The bison that had done that
chute. Starting when they are calves, we record
before remembered it, and boy, here they come!
what shots they’re given, so we know quite a bit
We would just drive through with the pickup
about them.
and the feeder and they’d follow it. We have a
One other thing you might be interestnumber of internal fences with the gates open,
ed in, that we did a number of years ago. There’s
and we’d just pull the bison in and close the gate.
a professor at Texas A&M University named
And that’s how we would get them into the corJames Derr, and he’s an internationally known
ral area. And we have some holding traps around
expert on genetics. We pulled tail hairs from the
the corrals. And then to push them actually into
bison. He could do DNA tests on each bison usthe corral per se we would use six pickups. You
ing the hair follicle. This allowed us to look at to
can’t pull them into
what extent cattle
the pipe pens. You
genes were mixed
can pull them into We got down to 541 plains bison in
into our herd.
the pastures with
the little holding North America at one point. They
Rootstalk: Why did you
traps around that were saved by ranchers.
want to know that
with those pickups,
information?
Is
but they don’t want
crossbreeding beto go into those corrals. And we have some spetween cattle and bison common?
cially designed equipment to handle large animals, and it takes about a week to run them all Payne: We got down to 541 plains bison in North Amerthrough.
ica at one point. They were saved by ranchers.
Generally, they were trying to develop a hardier
Rootstalk: And what do you do with the bison once
animal, by crossing cattle with bison to produce
you’ve got them all corralled up?
an animal that you didn’t have to feed in the
winter, could stand hard winters, was tougher,
Payne: We give the bison their inoculations and we
more vigorous. Well that didn’t work, but what
keep detailed records of each animal. We put
happened was cattle genes got introduced into
the bison genetic pool. You’ve got two types of
a transponder in their left ear which identifies
DNA, you’ve got the mitochondrial DNA, that
that animal with the scanner and then we have a
metal tag in the right ear with the serial number.
drives the engines, what makes the animal act
like a bison. Then you’ve got the nuclear DNA,
This makes it so we can identify them through
the transponder, if that works. If it fails, we’ve
that’s much broader. Now mitochondrial DNA
got the metal ear tag with the serial number.
is only passed from females. So, what we did was
If both of those fail or are gone, we also have
we culled out all of the female bison that have
cattle DNA in their mitochondrial DNA, so anbranded the last digit of the year of their birth
imals we are left with are as genetically pure a
on their left hip from when they’re calves. Then
herd as we think we can get. The only herd in
we sell the bulls when they’re six and a half. We
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North America that’s generally considered to be
pure bison, however, is the Yellowstone herd, or
animals that have come from the Yellowstone
herd.

Rootstalk: But your bison herd is pretty close to that, I
would suppose.
Payne: Our bison are as genetically pure as we feel like
we can get them.

Rootstalk: So how does the breeding program work?
You said you sell off a lot of the bison.
Payne: We run about one bull to about eight cows, and
they’re just all mixed up. The bison historically breed in the late summer. Then they’ll have
calves starting here usually mid to late March,

Evening
Hawk
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with the big burst in April and May. Historically, when you had a lot of wolves around, they
were a lot better at picking off the calves than
picking off the adults. So, if you have all of your
calves born at the same time you got a lot better chance for them to make it than if they’re
born throughout the year. So that’s part of the
evolutionary process bison went through. The
breeding is generally done by dominant bulls,
although there have been some studies done,
at Custer State Park in South Dakota, I think,
where young bulls breed about 20 percent of the
cows because the big bulls would be fighting and
the little bulls would swoop in and take care of
business. I was surprised to see that.
We sell bulls when they’re six and a half
years old, generally. We’ve had some go through
the roundup that were nine and a half. But when

falls across the tallgrass as the herd ambles across one of the preserve’s access roads.
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you sell them, you’re supposed to sell them by
about like straw—it has very little nutritional
truck load, and first of all, we don’t always get
value—but that new green stuff that will grow
all of them when we round them up. We miss
during winter is very nutritious and desired by
a few every year. And then sometimes you just
bison, so they will eat that. Now they will eat
don’t have an even truckload, so you leave a few.
some dead grass, but not very much.
Breeding season is pretty amazing. Those bison
bulls, when they’re full of testosterone, they roar Rootstalk: What are the relations with neighboring
like a lion on
ranchers like?
the SerengeI have heard
Breeding
season
is
pretty
amazing.
Those
bison
ti plains. It’s
that somesomething to bulls, when they’re full of testosterone, they roar times
brusee and hear.
can
like a lion on the Serengeti plains. It’s something cellosis
be a problem
Rootstalk: And how to see and hear.
and ranchers
do you providon’t like the
sion the bison?
bison getting
Do you feed them in the winter, or do they fornear their cattle.
age for food?
Payne: That’s exactly right. Right at the beginning there
Payne: No, we don’t feed them. They’re on their own.
was a lot of fear, a lot of fear of the unknown,
We do give them salt and mineral, because hiswhen the Nature Conservancy bought this and
torically they would have roamed a much bigger
announced that we were going to be bringing in
range than 25,000 acres. So, we want to make
bison. A lot of the ranchers thought, “oh my god,
sure they have that, but nobody fed them historhere we go.” Well the herd, the 300 animals that
ically and they got along just fine. They will lose
were given to us to start the herd were certified
weight during the winter, but when green grass
disease free by the Oklahoma State Department
starts popping up, they’re all over it. The other
of Agriculture. Certified disease free. Hardly
thing we’ve learned is that by burning in the late
any cattle herds are certified disease free. That
summer and the fall you remove that thatchy
involves rigorous annual testing. So that allayed
growth. If you look at all the prairie now, where
those concerns, and then we vaccinate the heifer
it wasn’t burned for a while, you see a lot of
calves for brucellosis. And that must be done by
dead grass. That acts as shade from the sunlight.
a licensed veterinarian.
When the prairie is burned in the fall or the late
summer, you don’t get a lot of regrowth because Rootstalk: So, have you had any problems at all with
the bison graze the new growth following a burn
disease?
very intensively, and so that exposed soil will
warm a lot faster. The cool season grasses will Payne: The only disease problem that we’ve had that
come on faster also during the winter by removwould be of concern is probably 10 years ago, a
ing that thatchy growth, the dead warm season
neighboring rancher took their steers to the feed
grasses mostly. You then get cool season grasses
lot and then from the feed lot to the slaughterproliferating, and sedges and rosettes, and those
house, and one of them had tuberculosis. They
are very palatable and nutritious. They all have
probably ran 20-25,000 steers; he really had no
a very high protein content. That dead grass is
idea where it came from, but they said it came

42

Rootstalk | Volume VI, Issue 1, Spring 2020

Bison

calf in early summer.
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from this pasture. They pointed to one right next
to our bison unit. So, we had to test all of our bison for tuberculosis. That can only be done by
the state veterinarian. It can’t be done by a local
licensed veterinarian. We had to run all the animals through the corral so the vet could give
them a shot at the base of the tail, and then run
them through again to see if they reacted.

Rootstalk: That sounds like quite a hassle, how did that
turn out?
Payne: When you run adult bulls with younger animals, they’re going to get trampled, they’re going to get horned, they’re going to get kicked,
they’re going to get killed. We had five bison die
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as a result of running them up
through the corral twice. Our
herd had zero tuberculosis,
none. But we lost five in the
process plus all the trouble and
the expense. You know we had
to hire all the help to do that.
And we told our neighbor, and
he helps us every year with
the roundup and has since the
start. We said, you know if we
have this problem again and
you know that steer came from
a pasture next to ours, fine. But
if you don’t know, please don’t
guess. But that’s the only problem we’ve had.
The concern about
brucellosis is nonexistent.
There’s a lot of fear of the unknown and that’s normal, but
we hire neighboring cowboys
to help us with the roundup.
You know we only have five
guys that work on the preserve
every day, so we have to hire
a lot of extra help, and generally it’s the same guys every
year. And they’re all cowboys,
they’re used to working animals. Of course,
handling bison is different than handling cattle.
You can’t be really loud with bison, because they
accumulate stress and they do weird things if
they get too stressed out. Cattle aren’t nearly as
bothered by the noise. But these guys have done
it, like I said this one guy has done it since the
first roundup in ‘94.
We had one cowboy, and he was a fairly
old fellow, and he helped us every year, and it’s
a big deal, for them. And he had a heart attack,
and I thought, boy there’s no way he’s going to
help us this fall. Well he was there, and he would
have been offended if he hadn’t been invited to
help. We pay them, but it’s still something they
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look forward to. But to answer your question, I
feel like our relations are very good with neighboring ranchers. We’ve done that by being responsible and being engaging.

cial, each season has its own special qualities,
and each season is truly special. In the winter,
the light is the purest and cleanest. The bison in
snow is magical. Bison are descendants of Pleistocene animals; they don’t get stressed by cold
Rootstalk: In closing, are there any stories not being
until it’s a minus 43 degrees. By stressed I mean
told that you’d like people to know about the
alter their metabolism. Then in the springtime
prairie?
the wildflowers start popping out, some of the
flowering trees like red buds and plums start
Payne: Well, to really appreciate the prairie... you know,
blooming, you get neotropical migrants passing
you go to some place like the
through here.
Tetons, you stand there and
One thing that blows my
Well,
[the
prairie
ecolook at those mountains and
mind is the American golden ployou say, “Wow, that is beau- system] is complex...it
ver. It has a 20,000-mile annual mitiful...” The prairies don’t
gratory route, and they will be here
doesn’t
just
jump
out
at
grab you like that. You have
usually the middle of April. But
to invest yourself more in you; you have to invest
they nest in the Arctic and they
the prairie. But once you do
winter the southern tip of South
yourself in it. And by
that you see there is so much
America, in Patagonia. That’s
there, and like I said I’ve that, I mean in differamazing! They refuel on the prailived in a prairie setting baries. Without that refueling, how
ent seasons, because
sically my entire life except
would they make it all the way to
when I was gone for formal every day is going to be
the Arctic? We also get a number
education or military trainof neotropical migrants here. I do a
different
ing. And I realized there’s
lot of wildlife photography. I once
so much I don’t know. But
saw seven species of sandpipers,
there’s so many layers of life
in about a two-hour span on one
on the prairie. Its’ a fascinating thing. But you
little pond or wetland on the preserve. And if it
get out of something what you put into it. You
weren’t for places like that, where would these
have to spend a lot of time getting to know the
migratory birds refuel? Then in the summer the
prairie, I can’t think of the writer’s name that
bison rut is usually July and August. That is recalled it the characteristic American landscape.
ally dramatic. And that’s when the tallgrasses
reach their apex. And then in the fall everything
Rootstalk: Are you saying it’s a complex ecosystem and
is prime, the bison are prime, the tallgrasses are
it’s hard to really grasp it all?
prime. And you get the fall colors. So, every season has a lot of special qualities.
Payne: Well, it is complex, but the point is more that it
doesn’t just jump out at you; you have to invest
yourself in it. And by that, I mean in different
seasons, because every day is different. If you
go to the prairie preserve every day for a year,
every day is going to be different. You’re going
to have different weather conditions; you’re going to see different things. Each season is spe-
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“Nature and Natural:”
A Potter on the
Northern Plains
by

Unless

otherwise noted, photos
courtesy of Tama Smith

T

ama Smith has been a professional potter for
32 years. After completing a year of her MFA
at Michigan State University, the North Dakota native
moved to the small town of Beach, North Dakota, west
of the Missouri River, with her husband and business
partner Jerry DeMartin. Here the land starts rolling up
into hills and buttes toward the Rockies in Montana and
is striped in the colors of red, tan and black by prairie
fires. Here Tama could affordably have her own studio
and business. Her shop, Prairie Fire Pottery, is now 25
years old and attracts thousands of pottery-lovers every
year who are drawn to her pottery, which is inspired by
North Dakota’s badlands and expansive Midwest skies.
When asked about why she primarily draws inspiration from nature for her artwork, Smith said, “Clay
is of the earth and we are of the earth…clay just has a
tactile drawing of your soul. And I really enjoy firing up
the kiln and building up the fireball up to 2400 degrees.
It’s all kind of nature and natural, and I just feel so fortunate to be able to make a living doing what I love.” Smith
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not only uses the prairie as a muse, but also uses glazes
she makes herself to create her pieces, grinding them
from locally available minerals including silica, feldspar, talc, red iron oxide and cobalt. She seems unbothered by the rising popularity of digital photography as
an artform to depict nature and emphasizes, “Art, when
art is good…it grabs you, draws you in and makes you
interact with it. Obviously, there’s beautiful photography, but in terms of tactile-ness…to see something in a
piece, you need the person to interact with the piece to
make that connection between a person and a piece of
art complete, to make that spark, that thing that makes
you engage with it.”
Though some artists may worry about operating
out of a rural setting, Smith claims that a small town is
one of the best places an artist could be . She says, “You
can be whatever you want to be in a little town. I think
you can be swallowed up in a big city. But if someone
drives into Beach, North Dakota, and stops someone on
the street and says, ‘Where is the pottery?’, that person
will say, ‘Oh down there, take a left...’ It’s easier to be
noticed in a small place. I think that’s why I chose to
move back, because I think you can dream big when
there are so few humans.” Her love for the Midwest and
for the artistic value in the prairie is evident. As she puts
it, “People say there’s nothing here, it’s flyover country.
Well, you can make something when you have this vastness to dream big…there’s beauty everywhere and you
can be inspired everywhere.”

A Potter on the Northern Plains | Fatehpuria

Tama Smith’s

Smith’s

shop in

Beach, North Dakota,

work reflects the badlands
locale in which it’s created

in the western part of the state, near the montana line

Smith
to by

at the wheel in her shop.

Billy Black

Pho-
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Smith’s

pottery and the landscape which inspires it,

black by prairie fires”

A
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large platter juxtaposed with grain bins near

“striped

in the colors of red, tan and

Beach, North Dakota

A Potter on the Northern Plains | Fatehpuria

Smith

made this hand-built plate using a

Sage

glaze. here it’s set next to its namesake

Smith grinds her own glazes from locally available minerals. Her primary ingredients include silica, feldspar, talc, red iron oxide and cobalt. This piece is glazed in her “Yellowstone” pattern
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Silo: Producing A
Film in the
Heartland
by

Samuel Goldberg
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Samuel Goldberg is a film, television,
theatre and live events producer from New
York City. He began his career as an actor
and moved into writing and creative producing while studying at the University of
Pennsylvania. Samuel has produced multiple award-winning documentaries including SILO: Edge of the Real World and has
worked with renowned artists such as Jon
Batiste, Shaina Taub and Louis Cato. Most
recently he produced the feature film SILO
about a grain entrapment accident and rescue in a small American farm town. Samuel believes in the power of stories to produce
empathy, and alongside his amazing wife
loves telling tales to their infant daughter.

49

’m writing from Pennsylvania, where I’ve suddenly moved with my wife and daughter during
the COVID-19 crisis. We’re here to learn how to farm
and to enjoy wide open spaces. You see, I grew up in
New York City and lived on the Upper West Side of
Manhattan for nearly my entire life, but I find myself
fleeing what I once called home for the rural landscape
and lifestyle that, over the past four years, has captured
my heart and imagination.
This change started for me in May 2016, my first
time in the Midwest. In Rising Sun, Indiana, a young
farmer explained to me that “growing up, the coolest
thing to do was work on the farm, but now it’s just fewer people, bigger machines.” I was there because I was
working on SILO: Edge of the Real World, a short documentary film that followed the days and lives of Adam
Fox, the aforementioned young farmer, and Clay Althoff, a senior in high school. After a grain entrapment
shocked their small community, both men considered
the risks and rewards of a farmer’s life. During that
film’s one-week production, I became witness to a world
I rarely thought about, and I realized that the stories I
wanted to tell as a film producer were those of American agriculture and, more importantly, the people who
lived its values and traditions.
Before I met and spent time with Adam Fox, I had
no particular image of the American farmer. Most of
what I knew about agriculture came from headlines and
well-intentioned but often uninformed conversations
about rural America’s impact on our environment. Pickup trucks and pesticides were my main associations.
It only took a couple of conversations with Adam
for my preconceived notions to evaporate. Adam and

Producing A Film in the Heartland | Goldberg

Filming

inside one of the

“silo”

sets built free of charge for the movie by

his family were generous, hospitable, courteous, and
forthcoming. They spoke with humility about their successes and with honesty concerning their fears. When
we asked if we could pay them a fee for their time and
for filming on their farm, they refused it. Anything we
needed, they provided, asking nothing in return. They
were by far the kindest people I’d ever encountered. And
they care deeply about their land...after all, it’s been in
their family for over 200 years.
Growing up, I dreamt of attending the Sundance
Film Festival and the Academy Awards with critically
acclaimed films. When SILO: Edge of the Real World
premiered at the TriBeca Film Festival in 2017, I got
a taste of that childhood dream. However, instead of
pursuing more guaranteed red carpet stories, after the
success of the documentary, I longed to return to the
Midwest and the stories I knew were there: farm stories. Entire family legacies were wrapped up in Adam
and Clay’s experiences. Moreover, I began to realize that
film producers and farmers were more alike than different. In both industries, there are few guarantees, and
faith is a necessary ingredient for staying safe and sane.

Sukup Manufacturing Co.

SILO: Edge of the Real World was one of the true
stories that inspired the narrative of SILO, a scripted
feature film that our creative team developed, which
depicted a grain entrapment rescue operation. Like the
documentary that preceded it, SILO follows an 18-yearold boy in a small American farm town. He gets trapped
in a grain bin, and the local volunteer firefighters must
rescue him before he drowns in corn.
Drowns in corn. The first time I heard those words
in 2016, it punched me in the gut. What a metaphor:
farmers drowning in the grain they harvest in order
to feed a growing global demand for food and fuel. At
SILO’s center is a visceral, horrendous accident in the
most dangerous industry in our country. My compulsion to produce this ambitious feature film grew with
each new relationship formed that centered on farm
safety; whether with local volunteer fire chiefs or family
members who had lost loved ones to an accident. Making a scripted, entertaining feature film was my original goal. But what I really wanted to show Americans
in rural and urban landscapes was what I had recently
learned, and what eventually became our film’s tagline:
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feeding the world comes at a cost.
Our planet’s population depends upon farming,
but only a tiny fraction of the people I know outside
of agriculture really understand the human cost of putting food on the table. They don’t know that the average
farmer is 58 years old (10 years above the national average), or that farmers’ livelihoods are dictated by weather,
politics, and fluctuating, unpredictable financial markets. Most consumers are unaware of the pressures on a
grain, ranch, or dairy operation. They don’t know about
corn lung and tractor rollovers, the stresses of dropping
commodity prices and intergenerational farming, and
they certainly don’t know about grain entrapments, accidents that happen over 30 times annually in America
(more than half of them ending in death).
Our film team’s knowledge of these realities inspired our small company of artists to take our 10-minute documentary and evolve it into SILO, the feature.
Production dates were set for summer 2018 on Affinity
Farms in New Haven, Kentucky. There, the values of

Shooting
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on the film took place during the summer of

intergenerational farming and the teamwork of a film
crew went hand-in-hand. The Pottinger family—the
11th generation to live on that very land—opened their
doors to us right before a busy harvest season. The Kentucky Department of Agriculture and the Grain Handling Safety Coalition (a farm safety non-profit) served
as consultants, making sure our script and scenes were
true-to-life and consistent with safety protocols. We
formed alliances within the agricultural industry that
contributed greatly to our success. Our most daring
partnership came when we desperately needed assistance building sets for our grain entrapment scenes.
Along came Sukup Manufacturing Co.—the largest
family-owned grain bin and dryer company in the
world—which stepped in and built them for us, for free.
Throughout this journey, I was and continue to be
humbled by the generosity of those in agriculture. What
we often lack in big cities, rural America has in spades.
When scouting locations in Kentucky, we knocked on
farmer Ryan Bivens’ door. He drove us around for an
hour and gave us a
master class in modern-day
agriculture before casually
mentioning that his
“winter wheat had
frozen over” that
morning; $500,000
worth of his core
winter commodity
down the drain. But
just like Adam Fox
a state over in Indiana, Bivens was a
class act, devoted to
helping others, often
at the expense of his
own more-immediate needs. That’s the
farmer’s way.
Despite some
hiccups typical of
2018
independent film
production, we fin-

Producing A Film in the Heartland | Goldberg

ished post-production
in summer 2019, having
created a film that we
were incredibly proud of.
We carried the communal spirit that had served
us so well into SILO’s
premiere at the largest
outdoor farm equipment
show in the world: the
Farm Progress Show in
Decatur, Illinois.
Our premiere was
unlike anything either
the film or agricultural
industries had ever seen.
Our team flew in from
New York and Los Angeles and traded suits
and dresses for jeans and
flannels; the red carpet
for the hay carpet (yep, A Silo showing in Humboldt, Iowa on a snowy winter night
it was pretty cool). SILO,
with popcorn and drinks
was that the film brought to light intense realities regarddonated by local sponsors, was shown directly to audiing the stresses of modern-day farming. I was astounded
ences most affected by the stresses of agriculture. For
not just by the number of audience members who came
the first time in a long time, high-quality, independent
up afterward to tell us they knew of someone who had
film was brought directly to them.
been caught in a grain bin, but also those who raised
Along with the screenings, a variety of farm
their hands to share their stories about the pressures of
safety organizations joined the events to conduct
keeping the farm financially afloat, of having to care for
thoughtful panan older
el discussions
We carried the communal spirit that had served us so relative
thereafter. Those
with dewho helped sup- well into Silo’s premiere at the largest outdoor farm
mentia,
port the film beequipment show in the world: the Farm Progress Show or debilhind the scenes
itating
proudly stood in Decatur, Illinois
farm-refront and center
lated
to help spread
injuries, and of course, about the epidemic of opioid
its safety message. We learned that SILO, while directly
addiction and suicide that has such a particular stranabout grain entrapment, was also a way to get audiences
glehold on rural America.
to engage in conversations about an oft-taboo subject in
Nonetheless, the spirit of rural America, and the
rural America: mental health.
soul of SILO, is community. Following our unpreceWhat we didn’t realize when we were making SILO
dented film premiere came a one-of-a-kind film dis-
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tribution plan. Throughout the process of developing,
producing and editing the film I had genuinely sought
the assistance of the film industry. To my dismay, SILO
was rejected by over 50 different companies that fund,
produce or distribute independent films. The most
common reason given was that no one knew how to cater to “that market,” aka rural America. Unfortunately,
the traditional coast-based film companies had scant
interest in a story about farmers. I believed then as I do
now that the power of sharing the American farm story
can help unite people by bridging a cultural and political divide in our country, while weakening a growing
barrier between agricultural producer and consumer.
I hope that with SILO and future projects we can help
change that.
Once the industry rejects your project, the options
for a film producer are limited. The most likely scenario is an unheralded digital release, where the film you
poured years of life and millions of dollars into ends up
feeling as disconnected as the person viewing it alone
on their couch. That’s a familiar type of isolation: another version of what’s happening on our country’s farms,
where bigger machines are replacing people in a population that was already shrinking. As my producing
partner Ilan said to me recently: “binge-watching TV
can be like eating food without getting the nutrients.”
Rather than abandoning the values we had so admired in our film subjects—and capitulating to industry standards—we decided to bypass the traditional
film business model and go directly to the consumer. If
farmers’ products can get from the plains of Iowa to the
Upper West Side of Manhattan, then the inverse must
be true, right?
This is how the SILO Community Screening Campaign was born. People who want to watch SILO request
it directly from our company. After paying a licensing
fee, there is only one caveat to their viewing the film:
SILO must be watched in a communal setting. Our
film is fundamentally about a small-town community
banding together to save a life; we wanted it to be distributed with the help of communities just like it. Since
launching on August 27th, 2019, we have had over 700
requests, 250 confirmed events, and over 10,000 individual audience members. All of this came to an abrupt
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halt in March as our country found itself in a very tenuous, sensitive time.
The COVID-19 pandemic has shown us that traditional modes of human consumption —whether that
be content or calories—are obsolete. We have had to rethink how we distribute SILO, and how we can again
transform the way we consume both film and food, always keeping community at the forefront. I know from
making SILO that it’s important to continue shining a
light on rural America to bring people together and
potentially save lives. I look forward to facing the challenges ahead with the same values I learned from telling rural American stories: hard work, selflessness, and
community. It’s clear to me that SILO is just one seed of
a story in rural American filmmaking. Thankfully, its
roots are growing.

Silo

was screened at small venues and in small
towns across the Midwest
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Health on the Prairie
(Infographic)
by

Hye Sun Kim
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Hye Sun Kim is a third-year student at
Grinnell College majoring in biology and
concentrating in neuroscience. She grew
up in South Korea and enjoys traveling
and taking part in community development through her work with the community engagement office. She is specifically
interested in public health and learned
about it through her experiences doing internships in the National Cancer Center
in South Korea and the Charité University
in Berlin. She is pursuing a career as an
epidemiologist and wishes to contribute to
promoting health equity.

hen many of us think of prairie, we think of
a wide, open, grassy place with fresh air that
provides habitats for diverse organisms. Only rarely do
we think of prairie as a place that can have an important influence on people’s lives. If you look into it more
closely, you see that the prairie and public health are intimately intertwined.
Obesity is a disease involving an excessive amount
of body fat and is caused by a combination of factors
including behavior, genetics, environment, and education. According to the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC), the prevalence of adult obesity was
42.4 percent in 2017-2018.1* Additionally, the prevalence of obesity for children and adolescents aged 2-19
years was 18.5 percent in 2015-2016.2 Obesity is a serious concern, as it is associated with reduced quality of
life and increased risk of other diseases.
How does obesity link to prairie reconstruction?
There are multiple ways that people can use prairie reconstruction as a tool to reduce causal factors of obesity.
The infographic at the right illustrates the risk of obesity
to public health and provides examples of how prairie
reconstruction can improve community health.
I made the infographic and drew the icons. The
photo of birds above the lake was taken by Jon Andelson. The other images are from Unsplash users as follows: the photo of the man jogging was taken by Markus
Spiske; the photo of girls playing in the field was taken
by Allison Archer; the photo of soldiers planting was
taken by Dmitry Dreyer; and the photo of tap water was
taken by Jacek Dylag.

*References listed in Endnotes
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How to keep your body healthy by reconstructing a prairie
Obesity in the United States

Obesity Increases the Risk of Various Diseases
- Memory Impairment,
- Sleep Disorders

In 2017-2018,
42.4% of the Adults,
18.5% of the children
were obese

Heart
Disease

Respiratory
Disease

Liver
Disease

In 2008, the estimated medical cost
of obesity in the U.S was $147 billion

- Infertility,
- Various Cancers

Joint
Problems
Gout

Reconstruction of prairie can lower the risk of obesity by...

Increasing
Physical Activites

Improving
Mental Health

Improving
Water Quality

Prairie provides
a place for
various sports
activities, such
as cross-country
skiing, and jogging

Prairie provides a
place for children
to build healthier
body composition
through55
activities
such as climbing
and running.

Deep roots of
native prairie
grasses help to
filter from the
water chemicals
that contribute to
obesity.
Gardening with prairie plants is an important part of prairie reconstruction,
It is also a useful tool for maintaining
good mental health and lowers the risk
of becoming obese. Gardening therapy
is frequently used for veterans, inmates,
and people with eating disorders.

The filtered
water, which
flows into the
river, becomes
drinking water for
both humans and
animals.
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My Boyhood Days on
A Farm (1943-1961)
by

John B. Teigland
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John B. Teigland grew up on a farm on the
Iowa/Minnesota state line. He earned his
elementary education degree from Mankato State University, and was a sixth grade
teacher in Hastings, Minnesota for 33 years.
He then went on to earn his master’s degree
in education from University of Wisconsin,
River Falls. After he retired from teaching in
2000, John worked part-time for Target in
Hastings until the store closed in 2018. John
and his wife, Mary, have been married for
54 years and currently reside in Hastings,
Minnesota. They have three children and
seven grandchildren.

he farm where John Teigland was raised straddled the Iowa/Minnesota stateline gravel road
one mile north of Rake, Iowa. He graduated from Rake
High School in 1961 with a class of thirteen, then went on
to graduate from Waldorf Junior College in Forest City,
Iowa, and Mankato State University in Mankato, Minnesota, where he earned a degree in elementary education.
He taught sixth grade for part of a year in Madelia, Minnesota, and then for 33 years in Hastings, Minnesota. He
spent many summers working for Jacques Seed Company
in Prescott, Wisconsin, and then Mycogen Seeds located
a few miles south of Hastings. John and his sister, Janice,
along with their respective spouses, Mary and Don, still
have the family farm, but all of the buildings are gone
as a result of two separate tornadoes hitting the farm on
April 2, 1967, and early September, 1985. The following
vignettes are a glimpse into his boyhood days on the farm.

Winter

Each season of the year had its unique activities for someone growing up and experiencing rural life
in the Midwest. Winter was one tough season to endure year after year on the farm. There seemed to be
more snowstorms back then, and we could have blizzards which would last two or three days. We would be
snowed-in during this time with the roads blocked by
huge snow drifts. When the blizzard would finally clear,
the only thing we could do would be to wait for the
snowplow to come by and open up the road. You could
often hear the plow before you saw it, because it would
be working hard to plow through the drifts. My wife
Mary’s grandfather, Fred Havnen, drove the Caterpillar
snowplow. The big drifts in the road nearest to the farm
would be just west of the farm buildings. It would not
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be unusual for that area
to have eight to ten foot
high drifts. The plow
would hit the drift and
then back up to hit it
again and again. The
drifts in and around the
farm buildings would be
so hard that you could
walk on top of them
or tunnel into them to
make snow forts. We
had a snow bucket on
the Farmall M for trying
to open up the farmyard.
When the wind blew,
it was a case of not being able to see the barn
as one looked out the
windows of the house. I
would turn on the yard The Farmstead, north of Rake, Iowa, where John Teigland grew up
light to see how bad it
feed, including a feed called “Mormans,” to add nutriwas outside. The question would always be: “I wonder if there will be school ents. Chickens were different. By the chicken house
tomorrow?” The morning after the wind quit blowing there was a smaller building, called a feed house, to
always seemed crystal clear, and it was fun to see what store the chicken feed. We always tried to keep all the
animals and equipment inside some type of building.
nature had created in the white winter wonderland.
I spent winter hours listening to the games of the
Winter was hard on the animals, and they did
not gain a lot of weight during the winter. They ate to Minneapolis Lakers, Minnesota’s only pro sports team,
survive the cold. We had tank heaters to keep the water- on the radio and keeping track of individual statistics
ing troughs open in the various buildings or the outside of the basketball games upstairs in my room during the
tank. When all the animals were in the barn, it was sur- evenings when I was young.
I also spent much time sitting on the kitchen
prisingly warm, as all the animals gave off heat. It was
tough doing chores in the cold. The hay mow was full floor in front of a heat register with my back against the
of hay and straw, and you would throw it down a hay or kitchen stove. It was nice and warm as there was constant
heat coming out of the register from the wood-burning
straw chute in the barn.
Tryg Havnen would bring out his portable feed furnace. We had filled part of the basement with wood,
grinder, which was mounted on a truck, and we would corn cobs, and coal in three separate bins late in the fall.
grind feed, mostly corn. The joke was that Tryg held his The basement was a very good place for mice to have a
grinder together with baling wire, but it never seemed home. We always had mouse traps set!
We also played ice hockey in Rake! Harris Lee,
to break down. Oftentimes the ground corn was stored
in a wagon and you took out what you needed morn- who was the bookkeeper at the Rake elevator, had
ing and evening. The whole ear of corn was ground for moved to Rake from Duluth and had a large family of
the cattle. Pigs would have other things mixed into their boys. Harris had played hockey and always made a large
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outdoor rink, but he also had a dream of building an indoor rink. Eventually, his dream came true with a lot of
volunteer help. The building looked like a large machine
shed and had no seating, but Rake had one of only four
indoor rinks in Iowa at this time. Prior to this, we played
boot hockey on the frozen water in the dredge (small
creek) south of the farm buildings with a rock and a tree
branch shaped something like a hockey
stick. We also played
the game at recess on
the side of the school.
There were many
bruised legs as we
swung tree branches
at our Lee blue jeans.
I don’t think anyone
could get the rock off
the ice. As the winter
winds began to warm,
we always looked forward to spring.

we had milking cows. In the spring you used a tractor
and a loader (a smaller version of the snow bucket) and
loaded the manure up to be hauled out to the fields. You
always checked what direction the wind was blowing
from before you started spreading the manure so you, as
the driver, would not get peppered with manure. The rest
of the manure had to be pitched out of the barn by hand
using a pitchfork. The
barn always looked so
different once all the
manure was cleaned
out. Pitching manure
all day long was no
picnic, and the only
pay was self-satisfaction in getting the job
done. Your clothes
did not smell the
greatest afterward!
There was
something
special
about the grass greening up in the farmyard
in spring. The area we
Spring
did not mow—where
Spring was a
we would turn the
welcomed relief from
sheep onto for their
the long, hard winter.
first taste of green
The warm southern
grass after a winter of
breezes arrived, along
eating hay—was usuwith mud, before the
A
page
from
J
ohn
T
eigland
’
s
memory
book
ally bright in color
ground had a chance
with the fresh green
to dry up from the
melting snow. One of the first things that had to be done grass and yellow dandelions standing out. After these
was to get all the manure hauled out onto the fields. yellow flowers turned to white puffs full of seeds, the
Certain parts of the barn were cleaned regularly, and area looked entirely different. Before the grass turned
the manure was put into a pile on the north side of the green, we had gotten our new baby chicks for the year.
barn. There was a metal track suspended from the barn They were put in a portable breeder house in the middle
ceiling with a rectangular-shaped bucket with straight of the farmyard with a heating unit to keep them warm.
sides and a curved bottom into which the manure was We would move them out to the pasture in late spring
shoveled. When the bucket was full, you pushed it by or very early summer.
The farm crops were planted in the spring. The
hand as it continued along the track. Once you reached
grain
crops
were sown or drilled in as soon as you could
outside the barn, the track was held up by tall poles and
there was room to dump your load of manure by “trip- get into the fields. Corn and soybeans were planted in
ping” the bucket. We especially did this procedure when the first days of May. I remember one year my dad was
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planting corn on the Iowa side. It was early morning, the bridge between spring and summer. School was out,
and my job was to take the pickup (this was before I was so our upcoming summer vacation had started.
old enough to have a driver’s license) and haul feed and
water out to the chicks in the pasture. The young chicks Summer
now had small feathers instead of the peach fuzz they
It seemed like summer was the most relaxing
had when we brought them home from the hatchery season, yet we were very busy with farming activities.
in Bricelyn, Minnesota. On the way back from feeding Thunderstorms were as much a part of summer as blizthe chicks, I pushed the pickup’s accelerator to the floor zards were a part of winter. We had a pasture of about
(kids liked to say “floored it”), where it stuck. I reached five acres on the Iowa side, down by the dredge. Cattle,
down to pull up the accelerator, which was not too smart which were put in the pasture, had no shelter other than
on my part! Boom! The pick-up hit the rotary hoe that the trees by the dredge. After one storm, we went down
was sitting in the pasture by the road, waiting to be used to the pasture the next morning to check on them. Four
when the corn first came poking up through the ground. of the cattle lay on their backs with all four legs sticking
I did not get hurt, but the tire on the pickup was ruined.
straight up
My dad was
into the air.
at the end of The pickup hit the rotary hoe that was sitting in the
They had
the cornfield
been struck
to the east pasture by the road, waiting to be used when the corn
by
lightputting more first came poking up through the ground. I did not get ning. Anseed into the
other one
hurt,
but
the
tire
on
the
pickup
was
ruined...
planter. He
was misscame runing, never
ning and
to be found
was not too happy!
again. Apparently, it was struck by lightning, but it was
After alfalfa had been a hay crop for a few years, not killed. It took off running and the fence could not
it was plowed up and rotated with another crop. Alfalfa hold it in. It might have run itself to death.
had very long roots, and it was very tough to plow the
Sometimes during the summer, if the cattle were
ground. One year, Dean Loge (my sister’s first husband grazing on alfalfa, you had to be careful that they did
who died of cancer at an early age), my dad, and I were not eat too much and end up bloating. A bloated cow
plowing. I was driving a John Deere 50, pulling my dad’s or sheep looked like a balloon with legs. I remember
Farmall M and a 3-bottom plow by using two log chains my dad would stick a piece of wood crossways into an
and an old car tire to give some absorption between the animal’s mouth to bite on, and then he might stick a
two tractors. We set the back tires on the tractors very knife into the high sides of the bloated stomach by the
close together to give the tractor more pulling power. hind legs. Gas and green grass would come shooting out
As my dad and I were turning in the south end of the of the puncture wound from the knife. Sometimes the
field on the town side by the dredge, my tractor’s back animal died if you did not do anything to help the situtire ran over a big rock I did not see hidden in the grass. ation.
My tractor started tipping over slowly. I stood up and
Baling hay and cultivating corn and beans were
jumped and luckily was able to clear the tractor as it big summertime activities. When baling hay, there was
rolled over. We stayed pretty calm, but I remember my always a sense of timing to cut it, let it dry, rake it, and
dad saying, “Don’t tell your mother what happened!” bale it before too much rain fell on it. A little rain did
Amazingly, there was very little damage to the John not hurt after you had it cut, but too much rain almost
Deere.
turned the green hay to a brown color and left no leaves
Memorial Day was May 30th, and it seemed to be on the stalks. After it was baled, you had to move it to
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the barn to be put up into the hay mow. Before we be- teenage girls from Rake to do this work. Mary Ann (my
gan baling hay, we put it into the hay mow as loose hay, eventual wife) was part of this group, and I remember
which always seemed like a less efficient method to me, she would turn “brown as a berry.” By the third week of
even as a youngster. My jobs during haying varied great- August, we all knew school was right around the corner
ly depending on my age, but I remember pulling the big and summer was quickly drawing to a close.
barn rope back after the bundle of hay had been pulled
off the hay wagon and into the barn. When we had rect- Fall
angular-shaped bales, we used an elevator to put the hay
September 1st marked the beginning of fall acbales into the hay mow. There was no better smell than tivities on the farm. Filling the silo was one of the first
freshly mowed hay from the field or in the barn.
tasks on the agenda. Neighbors would help each othI learned to cultivate corn as a young boy (may- er by providing a tractor to pull the wagon loads of sibe about 12). At first, we cultivated the corn two ways lage from the field to the silo blower standing next to
because corn was checked during
the silo. The Hauskins and Jordahls
planting. My first experience was
had all the silo filling equipment. I
cultivating going crossways. This Hoeing out thistles
always enjoyed rushing home from
was usually the second time for culschool to watch the whole operation.
tivating the corn during the summer. could be hard work...
It was a dangerous job. Fritz Jordahl
If the checking had worked properly Once in a while, my
lost an arm during this time on
during planting, it was easy to cultisomeone’s farm. My dad, Ben, had
vate going crossways, but if the corn dad would hire some
all of his clothes twisted off. He had a
stalks did not line up properly, it was teenage girls from
new pair of bib overalls that had not
a nightmare. Cultivating corn usubeen washed yet. The power take-off
ally came to an end the first part of Rake to do this work... between the tractor and the silage
July, and the last time through the Mary Ann (my eventu- wagon had a bolt sticking out of it.
cornfield was called “laying it by.”
The bolt caught in the hammer’s loop
al
wife)
was
part
of
this
The corn should be at least “kneeof my dad’s bib overalls. My dad held
high by the 4th of July.” Trying to group...
onto the front end of the silage wagcultivate the corn after that resulton as his clothes were being twisted in breaking off the corn stalks
ed off, including his underwear. All
near the ground. I learned to cultivate with a two-row Dad had left on were his shoes and shirt collar. No one
mounted cultivator on a Farmall B.
happened to walk by the silage machine, and the tractor
Late summer meant it was time to combine oats made too much noise for anyone to hear my dad yelling
and bale straw from the grain for the upcoming winter to shut off the tractor. He could not let go until all his
months. Levi Loge, who lived 1 ¼ miles north of us, was clothes had twisted off. I remember coming home from
a farmer who exchanged work with my dad during com- school and seeing all the twisted shreds of clothing in
bining and baling. I would go to his place and help by a pile in the pump house. My dad was ok, but he was
hauling the combined oats in a wagon hitched to a trac- severely bruised as a result.
tor. During the late summer, we would also “walk the
In the early fall, the baby chicks, which by now
beans,” hoeing out Canadian thistles, cockleburrs, milk- were young hens, were brought in from the pasture to
weeds, and volunteer corn (corn from last year’s corn become “laying hens” and kept in the chicken house.
crop in that field which had fallen off the corn stalks). This was done at night and the young hens were caught
Hoeing out thistles could be hard work. It was some- by hand as they roosted in an open-air portable buildtimes almost easier to wear leather gloves and pull the ing in the pasture. The man running the hatchery came
thistles out. Once in a while, my dad would hire some and cut off a part of each hen’s upper beak with a spe-
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cial apparatus that had a hot piece of metal. This was
done to prevent the chickens from pecking each other because they were not used to being confined to a
small area after spending the summer roaming in the
pasture. As I look back on this, it seemed rather cruel
to “debeak” each hen, but they could kill each other by
pecking at one another. The hen house always looked
so clean at this time, with ground-up corn cobs on the
floor, and it was disinfected with a white substance on
the walls, ceiling, and floor that left a pungent odor. The
hens were now ready to provide our family with “egg
money” to buy groceries.
My dad and I did not hunt, but I can remember Saturdays in the fall when hunters came from the
Twin Cities or surrounding towns to hunt pheasants.
You could usually tell if the hunters were not from the
immediate area because they did not know which side
of the stateline gravel road that we lived on was Minnesota or Iowa. There were sometimes gunshots from the
wrong side of the road because the hunting season did
not start at the same time in the two states. The hunters
were usually good about asking permission to hunt on
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our land, and we never had a farm animal accidentally
killed in our pasture during hunting season. My sister’s
husband, Dean Loge, had relatives who came from the
Twin Cities and hunted on their farm near Pilot Grove,
Minnesota. They always came with a lot of candy in the
trunk of their car.
During corn-picking time, I had to help unload
the wagon loads of ear corn into the elevator leading
up into the corn crib. I always thought it was a big deal
when a farmer came to our farm with a mounted picker
and was hired to “open up” a cornfield so we could use
our two row New Idea pull-type picker and begin picking corn. My dad eventually bought a mounted picker himself. Picking corn was in high gear around Halloween time. It was special to see the dried corn leaves
blowing around with the tree leaves. The bull thistles
seemed to be standing alone in the pasture as the grass
had been chewed close to the ground by this time. The
bull thistles had survived into the fall. The frosty nights
were accompanied with special sights, especially during
a harvest moon. Winter was just around the corner. The
theater of seasons had made a complete circle.

Glimpse into “Little Mogadishu” | Brew

A Glimpse into “Little
Mogadishu”
by

Rexann Brew

I

photos courtesy of

Rexann Brew

Rexann Brew lives in the western suburbs
of Minneapolis with her husband Greg and
their daughter Anna. Rexann appreciates
art, enjoys diverse cultural experiences (especially foods!), looking for the similarities
in our shared humanity, and is a student of
the way of peacemaking.

n addition to a rich and diverse arts culture, the
Cedar-Riverside neighborhood in Minneapolis
is also home to a diverse immigrant population. One of
the larger, if not largest, parts of that population is Somali. With its colorful artwork and murals, cafes, shops
and store fronts displaying beautiful Arabic signage, it’s
an intriguing and inviting part of the city. It has a culture
quite different from midwest Americana—halal meats;
malls full of beautifully decorated khimars, abayas, and
hijab; small areas with women applying lovely henna
tattoos; and cafes with delicious-smelling dishes. Yet, it
is also very much a part of the Midwest, with people
who experience the same joy and relief over the arrival
of spring after a very long winter, and who are happy
to banter in agreement. Shop owners invite you in to
see their offerings, bolts of fabric waiting to be crafted
by expert tailors into the often-colorful clothing worn
by many here, and who are happy to answer questions
or simply to chitchat. Cedar-Riverside is a small part of
the Twin Cities of Minneapolis/St. Paul, with a big love
for its culture and uniqueness, and for that we are fortunate.
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One

of several high-rise apartment buildings in Cedar-Riverside that is home to a
large part of Minneapolis’s Somali population. The wall mural in the foreground,
with its many flags and depictions of various cultural elements, highlights the area’s diversity
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Cut

The

line for art

mosaic signpost features images from varied cultures and environments
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The

storefronts in these two images reflect the cultures of the surrounding neighborhood
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Indoor

open-stall markets give residents access to goods and services essential to the
cultural life of the community
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A

beautiful young girl in a bright hijab accompanies her mother on errands.

An array of colorful abaya, a style of dress worn by many
wall of this market stall
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Farm to Fork Tales | Fatehpuria

Farm
by

to

Fork Tales

Aru Fatehpuria

M

Photos
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Mary Swander

Mary Swander is the Artistic Director of
Swander Woman Productions , a theater
troupe that performs dramas about agriculture and the wider world environment. She
is also the Executive Director of AgArts, an
organization with a mission to imagine and
promote healthy food systems through the
arts. She currently lives in Kolona, Iowa, in
an old Amish one-room school house and
raises about 90 percent of her own food. She
is a well-published writer, having written
fourteen books along with many plays, articles, poems, and individual essays.

ary Swander’s project, Farm to Fork Tales, is
a performance piece featuring students from
her English as a Second Language (ESL) class at Muscatine Community College. While her students currently
live and work in Iowa, their stories capture experiences
from all around the world. Upon an initial glance, these
stories seem unconnected, separated by geographic location and cultural nuances. Rather than focusing on
these differences, Farm to Fork Tales highlights shared
experiences between students through farming and
traditional food.
Below are excerpts of an interview that our Associate Editor Aru Fatehpuria ‘21 conducted with Mary
Swander, as well as four stories from the Farm to Fork
Tales performance in February of 2020 at Grinnell College.
Swander: We have some really, really pressing issues in
agriculture right now. For example, something
like 25 percent of all greenhouse gas emissions
are from agriculture currently, but we have the
potential to actually sequester that amount of
emissions instead of emitting it—to actually pull
in the carbon dioxide and sequester it in the soil.
And so that’s kind of a hard concept for a lot
of people to understand; they don’t want to go
there with climate change in the first place, and
you know, you can write op-eds and send out
memes on social media, but people really don’t
get it. Most people just buy their food without
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much thought of how it was grown, where it
was grown, how it’s going to affect their health
and how it’s going to affect the community. So, I
think that’s a natural place to start: we all eat, we
all are involved with food in some way or another, so there’s a lot of consciousness-raising that
can be done on just the basic food end of the
scale.
[When developing a performance] I
look for an artist who can actually illustrate
these experiences in some really interesting
way, then I match farmers and artists and get the
farmers talking about agricultural issues and get
the artists illustrating it them to bring the audience to a more imaginative place and help them
understand those concepts so they can see the
full potential of what we could do in the rural
environments.
The version of Farm to Fork Tales we per-

formed at Grinnell College was from Muscatine
Community College, where I was hired as an
English as a Second Language instructor. I was
looking for some new material, and storytelling
now is quite the rage. A lot of people were actually coming to me and saying “Why don’t you
do a storytelling project?” and I thought “Well,
you know, that’s an interesting idea.” [So now]
I’ve done it, and I have this template where I go
into a community and get people to tell their
own stories about food and farming. So, they
sent me into the ESL class, and said “here, have
at it!” Each performance needs a theme, it needs
a focus, and so what arose from [the Muscatine
Community College ESL] group were stories
about traditional foods from their own cultures,
and some of them a little bit weird for the American ear or palette.

Angela (Alex),

from

Togo

My husband went to a Chinese restaurant. He ate a
piece of something—it looked like chicken. He didn’t know.
So, he got some, and he ate it. I mean it was good. So after
he ate it, he went back to take more pieces. That’s where he
saw the sign that says, “Frog legs.”
He didn’t like it because he didn’t mean to eat a frog
leg. It was good, though. It was good. But after that whenever he goes to a Chinese restaurant, he always checks and
double checks the tag to make sure that he doesn’t eat frog
legs anymore.
My mother’s name is Magdaline. She usually went
to the market in Togo and bought her favorite meat. One
day she went to the market and didn’t see her favorite meat seller. Then she asked her neighbor about the
seller. He answered her that it didn’t rain, so there weren’t any earthworms on the farm. She was terrified
to know that she was eating giant earthworms all this time.”
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Marilisa,
from Brasil
My daughter tells this story:
“It was my friend’s son’s first
birthday party. The grandparents
owned a Mexican restaurant, so the
food they served was Mexican style.
So, when you went to the buffet, they
had steak. They had chicken. They
had lamb, plus all the sides. They were
delicious. So after I ate [the food on]
my plate, my husband looked at me
and asked me what was my favorite
dish. And I said, ‘Oh, I really liked the
lamb.’ But everything else was delicious, too.
“So we decided to go for seconds,
and when we got there, I put the lamb
on my plate. My husband grabbed a few other things. And we ate. It was the end of the birthday party,
and we decided to take off. And so we went to say good-bye to the parents, and the kid, and once we got
to the grandparents, we started talking to them, and I said, ‘The lamb was really good.’
“And Grandma goes, ‘Oh, did you like it? That was Linda.’
“So, to back up the story, the kids’ grandparents are the parents’ next door neighbors. And a few days
prior to the birthday party, they shared a picture on Facebook saying that they had gotten the lamb for the
one-year-old.
“So, I shared this with my parents and said, ‘Hey, look, that’s your new neighbor.’ And we were laughing and we were wondering what animals we should bring to the backyard to complement and compete
with the unusual lamb that the grandparents bought.
“The lamb was called Linda, and they decided to make Linda one of the main dishes. And I couldn’t
believe that I had eaten Linda! But Linda was delicious and I went back for seconds!”

The lamb was called Linda, and they decided to make
Linda one of the main dishes. And I couldn’t believe
that I had eaten Linda! But Linda was delicious and I
went back for seconds!
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Ephrain,

from

Mexico

This is a story from when I was a kid, probably seven
to ten years old. My brother was a little older than me. In
Mexico we had a farm. We had a lot of fields. So at one
time, it rained a whole lot, and my brother and I went to
check the fields to see how they were, because we were
growing beans at that time. We wanted to make sure there
wasn’t a lot of water on there, you know, so we could get it
out if we needed to.
But anyway, when we were going to work on the farm,
we usually would take lunch. But that day my mother
wasn’t able to fix us lunch, so we just went on. We took a
pack of tortillas and some hot sauce. That’s it.
So anyway, we went there and we were doing something to get the water away from the field. As we were doing that, we were talking and said, “Well, what are we going
to eat today?” You know, my brother and I.
He said, “Well, I don’t know...”
I said, “We’ll just have tortillas and hot sauce.”
We used to take shovels and machetes and all that. Shovels to dig the water out, and machetes to cut
down whatever. And then we saw this armadillo coming out of the ditch. It wouldn’t move. He was just
there looking at us.
I said, “What do you think?”
My brother said, “Well, why don’t we just go ahead and do it.”
We killed it with the machete. It was because we were really hungry. After you work, of course, you
get really hungry. So anyway, we killed it and then we discussed, “How we going to cook it?”
“Well, we don’t have any dishes, or any pots or frying pans or whatever. So why don’t we just get a lot
of wood and make a bonfire? And we’ll just throw it on there.”
So we did that. For fifteen to twenty minutes we just kept putting more wood on the fire until we
thought it was done. So we got it out. Then we said, “How we going to eat it now? We don’thave any
spoons or anything. So it was hard on the top. So we just turned it upside down, and it was soft on the
bottom. It looked pretty good. But I was doubting. I said, “Well, I don’t know if I should go ahead and try.”
But my brother said, “Oh, come on. Let’s go so that we can finish what we’re doing and we can go
home.”
So we poured the hot sauce on the armadillo. We just mixed everything that was in there. Right in
the shell. We got a stick and we just mixed it with the hot sauce. We just grabbed it with our hands and ate
it with a tortilla. We made armadillo tacos.
It tastes like pork meat. It was really good. We were full and went home. We told my parentsand my
mom said, “Yes, you can go ahead and just eat anything out there.” Rather than fixing us lunch.
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Carolyn, from
the United States
Food so often goes along with a special
occasion. Sometimes food marks those occasions, along with other elements.
My husband and I planned to get married. We’d been away from our childhood
homes for years, and many of our friends lived
all over the country. And, “back in the day,”
as my younger friends would say, we didn’t
have “destination” weddings. We decided to
get married in Chicago, with just our immediate families present—parents, brothers and
sisters, and grandparents. And for our honeymoon, we were going to drive back to NYC,
which we’d just left, to borrow an apartment in

Greenwich Village and hang out with our friends.
But first, we met in Chicago to spend a few days, to be followed by our wedding ceremony.
The night before our wedding, my future father-in-law planned a dinner for our families. His parents
had immigrated from Finland. His father, my future husband’s grandfather, had died in his 20s from black
lung disease—as an immigrant, he’d worked in the mines in Minnesota. His mother eventually remarried,
and he was raised in Massachusetts. His Finnish culture and heritage were a critical part of his identity,
and the identity of my future husband and his sisters.
Our dinner, then, not unexpectedly, was at a Scandinavian Restaurant with a dinner theater. This
time I was correct—I had not eaten Scandinavian cuisine. The buffet was beautiful and delicious, with
many types of fresh fish and Scandinavian dishes.
Following dinner, the theater performance began...with puppets giving the performance. The play
was My Fair Lady. We knew the play, but hardly remembered all the songs. But the one song we did catch
was “I’m Getting Married in the Morning.”
And when that song began, my future husband and I of course looked at each other and grinned—
because we WERE getting married in the morning. And we did!

Our dinner, then, not unexpectedly, was at a Scandinavian Restaurant with a dinner theater. Following
dinner, the theater performance began...with puppets
giving the performance. The play was My Fair Lady
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Swander: There’s identification with traditional foods,
even among different countries. From Carolyn’s piece, you begin to see foods are regional
and what you thought was religious food —you
know, she thought she was eating Jewish food
and it really turned out to be Polish food and
Russian food, and so if you pull back the lens
a little bit, you can see how you’re connected
and interconnected to other people through
food when you might just think it’s your menu,
or other people think their menu is everyone’s
menu. And then you realize, “oh hey, I guess
not.”
A real camaraderie has developed
[among the Muscatine Community College
students] and you know, if you’re on tour in
the van for a lot of hours as we were, you kind
of get to know people’s habits and quirks, and
it was a really fun group. Carolyn is not an
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immigrant; her parents and grandparents were.
She was just a community member in Muscatine, and she said, “I don’t even know what
happened, I intended to audit this course and
just sit in the back and now I’m on stage and
I’m touring across the state!” So, you never
know what’s going to happen with something
like this.
[The beauty of performances like Farm
to Fork Tales is that] the arts touch this creative
place deep inside all of us that not only wants
entertainment but wants an emotional release.
It can be a release that's very poignant and
moving, it can be very sorrowful, but it can also
be a release of humor, playful and fun. And
that’s what you don’t get from an op-ed. Not
that I don’t like op-eds—I certainly read a lot of
them—but the arts bring so much more to an
audience.

Running A Modern Dairy | Cortes

Changing with the
Changing Times: Running a Modern Dairy
on a 150-year-old Farm
Interview

by

Oswaldo Cortes

A
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Jordan Hansen grew up in Decorah,
Iowa, and graduated from Wartburg
College (https://www.wartburg.edu)
in Waverly. She married her husband
Blake Hansen in 2005. She worked
as a graphic designer and copy editor
for the Waterloo/Cedar Falls Courier
newspaper until 2009, when the first of
their two children was born. Daughter
Reese is now 10, and son Beckett is 7.
Jordan now keeps the financial records
and handles the marketing for
Hansen’s Dairy as well as giving tours.

ssistant Editor Oswaldo Cortes ‘20 interviewed
Jordan Hansen of Hansen’s Dairy Farm, located in Hudson, Iowa, to learn about her family’s dairy operation and also about the current condition of the dairy
industry in Iowa. In addition to the farm, Hansen’s Dairy
owns its own stores where it sells the farm’s products,
along with other local goods.

Rootstalk: How would you describe Hansen’s Dairy
Farm?
Hansen: This farm has been in our family for over 150
years. I married into the family. My husband
and his three brothers and their mom and dad
are the owners. They started because he and his
brothers all wanted to come back and work on
the farm. In order to have enough income for
all the families, they decided to start the creamery. That got going in 2004. Each brother has
his own responsibilities. The youngest brother,
Blake, the one I am married to, takes care of the
cow herd. We have about 300 cows on the farm,
all ages, and milk about 120. The next brother is
Blair, and he handles the crops to feed the cows
every day. The next brother is Brad; he is the one
who processes all the products in the creamery.
Brent is the oldest and makes the deliveries and
handles sales. I do book-keeping, marketing
and tours.
Our products include milk, butter,
cheese curds, heavy cream and ice cream, and
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we also raise Holstein and Wagyu-Holstein beef.
We operate two retail stores, one in Waterloo
and one in Cedar Falls, where we sell all of our
dairy products, ice cream treats and local foods.
We also sell our products wholesale to about
40 different vendors, including grocery stores,
restaurants and retirement homes. We also give
hundreds of farm tours each year to teach people how milk gets from the cow to the table.

Rootstalk: That’s very interesting, especially considering
that you started the creamery only recently, at
least in terms of how long the family has had the
farm. What are your current perceptions of the
dairy industry in Iowa?
Hansen: Iowa is not as well-known for dairy as Wisconsin is. We do have our share of dairy farms
here, but there are quite a few people who had
to go out of business or who had to drastically

A

change the way they operate. We feel blessed
that we did this back in the early 2000s. Looking at the state of the industry now, it would be
really hard to survive after the past four or five
years if the creamery had started more recently.
And I would say that it is difficult in this day
and age, even for what we do. Sales of fluid milk
have always been our benchmark for how well
the business is doing, but fluid milk sales have
definitely gone down, especially the last five, six
or seven years.
So, for us, we are trying to keep up with
what customers want. From what I read, people
are drinking less milk, but they are still consuming the same number of pounds per year. It’s just
difficult keeping up with customer preferences,
especially operating on a small scale because
we are not able to make new products as easily
as a larger company that has a bigger research
and development budget and has the ability to

tour about to get underway at the Hansens’ dairy operation in Hudson, Iowa. The trolley
takes visitors around the farm to learn how milk gets from the cow to the table
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change faster than we do at a small scale. It can
thing is that our milk can get to the retail shelf
be difficult to get the supplies that we need in
on the same day it was produced by the cows, so
the quantities that we need to make new prodit’s extremely fresh. Those are the three things
ucts. A lot of times suppliers want gigantic orwe do to differentiate ourselves. Yes, we do have
ders, which would be a ton of inventory for us.
our milk in large grocery stores like Hy-Vee and
It is the same with ingredients and packaging.
Fareway, but we also have stores of our own,
The funny thing is that all this is still true, but
where we sell not only our goods but also other
things have changed even in the past few weeks
local goods, like meats, eggs and bread. We are
with the Coronavirus. Overall, the state of the
often a stop along the way for people grocery
industry is still the same, but currently you are
shopping, and it is important to remind people
seeing less milk on the shelf. People are comto support local businesses along with the other
ing to us because they know that we always have
places they are shopping at.
milk at our stores, and that is not the case for
larger grocery stores. It is very interesting to see Rootstalk: Are there other differences between your
that all of a sudden people are concerned with
farm and a huge corporate farm? What disadgetting their milk. Even though milk is running
vantages and advantages do you think you have?
out at the moment, I doubt
Hansen: I actually
that is going
don’t like the
to change the
term “corporate
prices for the
farm.” I know
better.
what you’re getting at, and I’m
not
blaming
Rootstalk: You touched
you. I think the
on this a bit,
American pubbut have there
lic
definitely
been ways you
has a particular
had to adapt or
view of a big
change in this
corporate farm
industry?
versus a place
like [ours]. I
Hansen: There are three
am even surthings we highprised when I
light that make The Hansens milk about 120 cows out of a herd of 300 on their
farm
am giving tours
our milk differand people will
ent from other
make a comment about our farm, like “My dad
milks on the shelf. One thing is that we don’t
used to milk cows on his farm, but it is not nearhomogenize our milk, which is different from
ly as big as yours.” And to me we are really not
other brands. That means we don’t break down
that big. For having 120 milking cows and being
the fat particles in the milk, so the cream rises to
able to support the five owner- families, and 30
the top and you have to shake it before serving.
extra non-family employees, we are not that big.
Our milk is also single source. Other processing
Like I said before, we feel blessed that we have
plants take milk from many different farms and
blend it all together. The milk we process is only
been able to make this our livelihood. We would
produced by our closed herd of cows. The third
never be able to do that without processing it
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ourselves. One thing that I’ve found while giving
encourage them to drink whatever milk is closagricultural tours is that I never want to speak
est to them. I want to speak well about the dairy
poorly about any agricultural business, because
industry in general.
we are all in this together. If people found that
they can make money milking more cows and Rootstalk: It is very interesting that becoming a “bigger”
farm might come out of necessity. Has there
they have to get bigger to do that, then that is
been any legislation that has hurt or helped the
okay. Statistics show that 98% of farms are still
family owned. We have corporations on our
dairy industry in Iowa?
farm too, for liability purposes and because it is
a business. I understand that there is a difference Hansen: I am not that well-versed in [that subject]. The
only bill I can think of is the raw milk bill. It probetween us and a farm in California with ten or
poses to legalize selling raw milk, which I am not
twenty thousand cows, but again, in this day and
age you really have to make financial decisions
in favor of. In the dairy industry, with the way
to be able to support your family, and if that is
the prices are set, they are very fragile. I think if
on a large-scale farm, then that is what you do.
there is some sort of outbreak that is traced back
to raw milk, it will not be good for the dairy inWe do have some advantages because we
dustry. When there is a very reliable method of
are a small farm. We feel that we have greater
making sure that your milk is safe to drink for a
control over our employees. If you have thirty or
long time with pasteurization, I think it should
forty thousand cows you must hire a large numbe taken adber of employees, mak- I actually don’t like the term “corporate farm”...I
vantage of. I
do not think
ing it harder
the benefits
to keep an think the American public definitely has a parof raw milk
eye on ev- ticular view of a big corporate farm versus a
outweigh the
erything that
place
like
ours
risks. People
is going on.
talk
about
Again, I am
killing the good bacteria when you pasteurize
not speaking poorly about them, we just maymilk, but you have to be smart about it. Even on
be have more of a hometown feeling and family
our own farm, yes, we drink raw milk, but there
atmosphere and stuff like that. And then I just
are risks in it, like you don’t want to keep it in
think, with us, we still invite people out to visit
your refrigerator for too long, and people might
our farm to see how we do dairy farming, and I
not always realize that.
think that is a big advantage to gaining the trust
One thing I am very much in favor of is
of people. There are farms out there that would
keeping the definition of milk as a product of
definitely not let anybody onto their farms, and
lactating animals—to reserve it for animal milk
they may have valid fears about activists and
as opposed to plant beverages like soy or cocosuch. We have been pretty lucky as far as that
nut drinks. But otherwise with regulations, I
goes because we are located in Iowa, which is
am not well versed to talk about those. Personstill mostly rural, and has an economy that deally, on our farm, I haven’t seen much effect of
pends on agriculture. We are geographically in
high-level regulations.
a place where people know agriculture is good
and provides a living for people. When people
come from far away to tour our farm, I don’t like Rootstalk: What do you see in the future for the dairy
industry and for your farm?
to brag about our milk specifically, I just want to
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Running A Modern Dairy | Cortes

Hansen: It’s hard to tell. Again, circling back to the beginning, the fact that people are not drinking as
much fluid milk is kind of a game changer. To be
blunt about it, fluid milk is where it begins, and
any other product is a manufactured product or
a byproduct of that milk. For example, one of
the things we struggle with is having too much
skim milk because we have a larger demand for
higher fat dairy products nowadays, especially
during the summertime, when we are making
ice cream and butter and heavy cream. And
then it extends into the holiday season because
people want to do a lot of baking. So sometimes we run out of butter or are short on ice

During

cream, but we will have all of the skim milk left
over. I just don’t want it to get to the point where
milk is almost the byproduct.
We’ve had to make tough decisions. If
we have a tank of milk and we process it, we may
not have the customers to buy all the fluid milk,
but we can certainly use the cream that is in it to
make ice cream, and that is a product that has a
much longer shelf life and you can build a supply of it. Sometimes that skim milk will go down
the drain because cream products are a much
higher margin. If we have a surplus we do sell
our raw milk once in a while to the co-op. In
the past few years, it has become more of a problem because of the fact that Americans are switching to higher fat
products. In a good way, there have
been studies that say that higher
fat dairy products are not responsible for cardiovascular disease and
heart problems. The consequence
of that is now you are left with all
this skim milk. It’s still the most
popular product of anything we
make but there is an abundance of
it. We do send a lot of it to our local
food bank, which is very much appreciated, so people who need it are
getting highly nutritious, fresh milk
from us. Instead of it sitting on the
shelves for two weeks and then donating, now it’s going straight from
the creamery to the food bank. So
that is one way we have been able
to mitigate the skim milk problem,
but it always remains a challenge.
We wish that cows would produce
instead of three-and-a-half or four
percent milkfat, they would produce 10 percent. That would be
great.

the pandemic, Hansen’s Dairy has been visiting small towns in
the area to sell products directly off the truck

Rootstalk: Is there anything else you
would want people to know
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Introducing

the next generation of Hansen’s customers to the product in the dairy’s
tions like these are one way the Hansens have diversified to stay profitable

about your farm, your family, or the dairy industry in general?
Hansen: I like to remind people that there are a lot of
choices out there for beverages, but milk is such
a powerhouse of nutrients and it’s a smart choice
for people’s families. I feel strongly that kids and
adults who drink only water with their meals
miss out on adding more of those nutrients to
their diets. I don’t know why American perspectives have changed on that. I think it is because
there is so much other information out there.
However, I still maintain that milk is nature’s
most nearly perfect food, and I just hope peo-
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Waterloo

store.

Loca-

ple think about that when making choices about
what their family will drink.

Painting | Segner

Mixed-media Painting:
Carrion at Rock
Creek Lake

A

Photo

courtesy of

Anna Segner

A Minnesota native, Anna Segner , is a
studio artist focused in painting, mixed media and assemblage. In her practice, Segner incorporates critical animal studies and
other research to question the human act of
“toying” with animals and nature. Segner
graduated from Saint Mary’s University of
Minnesota in 2015 with a Bachelor of Arts
in Literature with Writing Emphasis and
Studio Art, and in 2019 earned her MFA
from Iowa State University. Between studies, she worked as a newspaper reporter in
southern Minnesota. She currently teaches
drawing in Iowa State’s Department of Art
and Visual Culture.

nna Segner produced the painting at right
as part of the State of Iowa’s 20 Artists 20
Parks, artist residency and traveling exhibition. As the
program’s title suggests, Segner was one of 20 artists
who were chosen by the Iowa Department of Natural
Resources, Iowa Arts Council, and Iowa State University to visit one of Iowa’s state parks and produce art
based on the experience. For her residency, Segner was
assigned to Rock Creek State Park in Kellog, Iowa.
The program is part of the State of Iowa’s observance of the centennial of its park system, which began
when Backbone State Park was dedicated on May 28,
1920 and which has grown to encompass more than
70 parks and forests across the state. The exhibition
developed from the program had been slated for showings in venues including the Dubuque Museum of Art
(now canceled due to the COVID-19 crisis), Clarinda
Carnegie Art Museum (September-December 2020)
and the Sioux City Public Museum (January-May
2021).
Segner describes the experience that produced
her painting this way: “My visit to Rock Creek State
Park was full of summer light, warmth, and wildflowers, but I also encountered nature’s less cuddly side.
My walks were incomplete without spotting a turkey
vulture jabbing into roadkill with their well-designed
bald heads and their blunt talons. While turkey vultures lack popularity, they are an unsung, important
part of an ecosystem. Their diet of carcasses keeps the
park clean and free of diseases. This piece is meant to
confront the terrible beauty that is nature.”

80

Rootstalk | Volume VI, Issue 1, Spring 2020

Carrion
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at

Rock Creek Lake, Acrylic, 2020

Prairie Botanical Prints | Snouffer

Prairie Transformation

by

Thomas Dean

A

photos courtesy of

Thomas Dean

t every single moment of every single day, the
grasslands are moving through their cycle of
life, death, and resurrection, changing from moment to
moment. As the Earth warms and cools, as the atmosphere provides or withholds its water, the flora grows,
then withers, then reseeds. Throughout the dormant
winter, the soil nurtures roots as microbes provide life
energy to that soil, preparing the prairie for the new
grass shoots and wildflower blossoms that will spring
forth from the old. Prairie is always transforming.

Thomas Dean Ph.D., is Senior Presidential Writer/Editor at the University of Iowa,
where he also teaches interdisciplinary
courses. He has taught writing, literature,
and interdisciplinary subjects at Cardinal
Stritch University, Michigan State University, and Moorhead State University. He currently serves on the Board of Directors of
Humanities Iowa. Dean has published essays in regional and national publications.
His books include The Grace of Grass and
Water: Writing in Honor of Paul Gruchow
(edited collection, 2007); Under a Midland
Sky (memoir/personal essays, 2008); and,
co-authored with Cindy Crosby, a collection
of essays and photographs, Tallgrass Conversations: In Search of the Prairie Spirit
(2019). All three books are published by Ice
Cube Press.
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Amidst this constant change, there’s a star transformer in the prairie firmament: milkweed. As I write,
milkweed is having a special moment in our awareness
thanks, sadly, to the harrowing decline in the monarch
butterfly population. Milkweed’s leaves provide the
monarch caterpillar with its major food source for it
to transform into the now-threatened keystone pollinator. Other creatures partake of milkweed’s bounty as
well. Bees and other insects thrive on its nectar. Even
humans can dine on this generous food source—boiled
and sautéed milkweed pods make for some delicious
vegetables on your summer plate. In fact, humans have
transformed milkweed’s unique gifts into many useful
products for centuries—into sweeteners, cordage, insulation, even oil-spill absorbent.
Summer brings milkweed’s most stunning visual transformation. Some varieties explode from their
large-leafed spring largesse into the heftiest, showiest
flowers on the prairie. They are also some of the most
complex blossoms anywhere, with enormous numbers
of tiny five-petaled flowers hosting multilayered horns
and hoods holding dear to uniquely complex pollen
sacs.
Yet I think I enjoy milkweed the most at the end
of its annual life, when the pods, or follicles, break open
and transform into agents of new life. The plant’s seeds
attach to the white filament within the pod and hitch a
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ride as the silky threads take flight to broadcast milkweed’s renewal far and wide. But first the emergent silk
pauses before embarking on its autumn journey on the
wind. It holds tentatively to its mother plant to dance in
glistening streams of floss amidst the cool breezes before letting go.
In this most fragile and quiet stage of milkweed’s
life, its poetry speaks most beautifully and powerfully to
me, beckoning me to ponder my own possibilities for
transformation.
Gossamer of milkweed
Undressing for winter’s rest.
Will the silken beauty and fragile seed
Carry to new life in another place?
Will the silken beauty and fragile seed
Call back the monarch from its brink?
Will the silken beauty and fragile seed
Help us see the wisdom of quiet, gentle renewal?

cold,

As it flies from grounded host, floats and dances
Through warm autumn air sliding toward winter’s

Where will the gossamer carry me to seed and
transform anew,
To grow again in spring’s reemergence?

Prairie Botanical Prints | Snouffer

“Prairie Science
Meets Prairie Art”:
the Botanical Prints
of Linda Snouffer
by

Linda Snouffer

Photos courtesy of Linda Snouffer. Here
she is standing in front of a vinyl 7’ x 4’
reproduction of Urban Prairie, 2017

Artist Linda Snouffer is based in the
Twin Cities area. She came to botanical
printmaking about a decade ago when she
watched a leaf printing demo and loved the
idea. She made hundreds of cards and small
works of wreaths and other motif designs,
then, when she was looking to build her
landscape composition skills, she connected
with an artist who worked in watercolors,
chalk pastels and a fiber art, who ultimately
served as her mentor for two years.
Snouffer has shown and sold her work at
numerous Twin Cities galleries, art events,
and retail shops. Her commissions have included works for the Women’s Foundation
of Minnesota, the Shoreview Branch of the
Ramsey County Library, and several Metro
Area art collectors.
She is also in the art business, assisting
with exhibit installation in several Twin
Cities galleries, and taking part in program

administration for the St. Paul Art Crawl and Tangletown Art Crawl .
Her work with various non-profit organizations centers on environmental causes and women’s social, political, and academic advancement, and includes hundreds
of hours of volunteerism and dozens of original art donations.
Snouffer also participated in a two-year mentor program with Women’s Art Resources of Minnesota, which
was completed in 2016. For a deeper dive into her process
and work, you can see a brief video here.
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Snouffer with her installation, titled Grass Lake, (botanical printmaking on
pigment-infused tissue paper, 2017) at the Shoreview Branch Library in
Shoreview, MN. It is her largest piece yet, and is named for a nearby prairie

B

otanical printmaking speaks to me and it is the
heart of my landscape compositions: apply ink
to a leaf, lay the inky leaf on a prepared surface, press it
onto the surface; remove the leaf to reveal the ink image
left behind.
Though leaf printing is an uncomplicated process,
the simplicity is made more complex by assimilating
other genres into my work. Using fiber arts, water color,
acrylic paint, and chalk pastel, I am able to create intricate, multifaceted landscapes on tissue paper, organza,
and other textiles.
Grasses are used regularly in my work. There are
dozens of native and cultivar species, sizes ranging
from a few inches to many feet tall. Striking structural
variations in stalks, blades and seed tassels print with
remarkable artistic versatility. They can be used to represent cattails, trees on a shoreline, or a wind-blown
meadow. The backgrounds of my pieces are a melding
of all the skills I learned from teachers and mentors. I
use a wide variety of paper and textile surfaces, including tissue, thin mulberry paper, and heavy cotton rag
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paper. Fabrics include organza (bridal veil material),
cotton muslin, linen, and sturdy raw canvas.
All plant images are made by printing the actual
plants onto the prepared surfaces. That means to print
36” Bluestem grasses, I need to have a surface that is
at least 40-45” long. The biggest piece I have made is
“Grass Lake,” commissioned by a local library which
has a nearby prairie, affectionately known as Grass
Lake. The piece contains prints of several of the grasses,
some of which were five feet in length. The rich history
and ecological importance of prairies beckon to be told
in my art, opening the door to “prairie science meets
prairie art.” Exhibition artist talks are about prairie science just as much as my artistic process.
The short Minnesota growing season means time
is limited to print with green plants. Winter studio time
requires ingenuity and led to developing new printmaking techniques. Fiber arts adaptations, chalk pastel
enhancements, and acrylic overpainting prints to give
texture and definition to winter prints.

Prairie Botanical Prints | Snouffer

Alley Grass (botanical

printmaking on paper with chalk pastel background,

2018)
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Snouffer

at work in her studio

Tanglewood Prairie (botanical
printmaking on pigment-infused
cotton muslin, 2019

The rich history and ecological importance of prairies
beckon to be told in my art, opening the door to
“prairie science meets prairie art”
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Photograph | Hayworth

Cairn installation,
Justin Hayworth

by

Andy Goldsworthy,

at the

Conard Enviironmental Research Area (CERA). Photograph

by
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photos of Pierce Hill courtesy of
and Monika Sutherland

Wyatt

Wyatt and Monika Sutherland founded
Pierce Hill Performing Arts in 2018 out of
a desire to provide opportunities for young
musicians and to expose people in southwestern Wisconsin to artistic excellence.
They met at Indiana University’s School
of Music in Bloomington, Indiana, while
studying with the renowned cellist and pedagogue, Janos Starker, and went on to become professional cellists. Knowing that a
chamber music ensemble can be rich in life
lessons, in 2007 they founded YellowCello
Young Artists, a conductor-less chamber
orchestra program for young string players
centered around leadership, team dynamics, and communication. Wyatt uses many
of the same transformational leadership
techniques with his Fortune 100 clients that
he taught to middle/high-school students in
YellowCello.

Emma Schaefer, from Niwot, Colorado, is
a student at Grinnell College (class of 2022)
where she is studying Multimedia Storytelling. She is on the Cross Country and Track
teams, works in Admissions as a tour guide,
co-hosts open mic nights, and regularly performs as a singer-songwriter.

Photo
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Musical Excellence in the Driftless Region | Schaefer

Cultivating Musical
Excellence in the
Driftless Region
by

Emma Schaefer

P

ierce Hill Performing Arts cultivates artistic
excellence of music in the Driftless Region of
southwestern Wisconsin. A coalescence of music and
community, the non-profit has two main focuses: bringing renowned musicians to perform in rural Wisconsin
and providing music scholarships for young people to
attend music camps. I interviewed the founder, Wyatt
Sutherland, to learn the story behind Pierce Hill.
Pierce Hill’s existence is a testament to many people’s generosity and commitment to music. When Wyatt’s mother moved to the U.S. from Japan before he was
born, her father told her to make sure that her children

An

evening performance in the barn,

Pierce Hill’s

studied music. He insisted that music opens doors to
opportunities in a way that nothing else can. Heeding
this advice, she saw to it that Wyatt and his sister studied music growing up. Though the family lived in poverty, she made sure that this did not prevent her children
from pursuing music. Wyatt’s mother worked three jobs
and was committed to having her children receive quality music instruction. Wyatt took lessons, attended music camps, and developed talent on the cello.
As time went on, friends and strangers stepped in
to financially support Wyatt’s cello endeavors. One person paid for his cello lessons, another for instrument
maintenance, and still others paid for his taxi rides to
cities to attend different music-related events. At one
point, Wyatt had the opportunity to attend a summer
camp, but couldn’t afford it. An anonymous donor came
forward and paid for the camp tuition. After graduating
high school, Wyatt found himself playing a recital in
Oklahoma City. A family asked him what type of cello
he played, and, realizing that it was of low quality, asked
him why he didn’t have a better instrument. When he
told them that his mother already worked three jobs so
he couldn’t afford to get a new one, the family flew him

main performance space
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The Accidentals

giving a concert

to Chicago and paid for a new cello. Wyatt reflects on
how, throughout his life, people have financially supported his pursuit of music.
Inspired by the generosity shown to him, Wyatt
dreamed of creating an organization that would support young musicians in developing their musical abilities. Established in 2018, Pierce Hill Performing Arts
made Wyatt’s dream a reality. Drawing inspiration from
barns converted into performance halls such as Tanglewood in the Berkshire Mountains and The Barns at Wolf
Trap in Washington DC, he and his family built a wooden barn on their property outside of Viroqua, Wisconsin. During the winter, Wyatt keeps farm equipment in
the barn, and in the summer, transforms the barn into a
beautiful performance space. Throughout the summer
months, world-renowned musicians perform there as a
part of Pierce Hill’s summer concert series, and people
come from near and far to attend. Before each concert,
people enjoy a candlelit picnic on the property, and
often food vendors come to sell locally-sourced food.
Per-formers such as The Accidentals, Ickes and Hensley,
Leyla McCalla of the Carolina Chocolate Drops, and
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countless professional chamber musicians
have performed in the
barn.
Wyatt’s
answer
in response to why he
wanted to bring these
concerts to rural Wisconsin illuminates an
interesting aspect of
small
communities.
He noted how much
he respects the people
of his community and
everything they do, but
he has learned over the
years that people who
live in small towns often don’t know what
the wider world is like.
Specifically, the live music they are exposed to
rarely matches the caliber of music in big cities. Because
of this, he wanted to bring renowned musicians to the
community to give people exposure to an excellence of
music that they had never heard before. In May 2018,
after the first concert at Pierce Hill, Wyatt remembers
how people left stunned, having never before witnessed
such musical talent.
Not only is Pierce Hill exposing people to excellent music, it’s giving young people the opportunity to
become excellent musicians. Wyatt notes the difficulty
of finding quality music teachers in smaller towns, as
cities present many more teaching opportunities. When
his four children were growing up, his wife drove them
to Chicago, Madison, and the Twin Cities every weekend for fifteen years for their music lessons. By providing the scholarships for young musicians, Pierce Hill
is helping students to enhance their music abilities beyond their local communities.
These scholarships come from proceeds from the
concert ticket sales. The scholarships are mer-it-based,
and young Wisconsin musicians can apply by submitting a live performance video, along with an essay about

Musical Excellence in the Driftless Region | Schaefer

how the camp will help them. Pierce Hill Performing
Arts funded a scholarship for high school violinist Tiffanie White to attend Indiana University Summer String
Academy in 2019, contributing to her continued development in music. She was honored to have been taught
by Mimi Zweig, professor of music at Indiana University Jacobs School of Music and director of the Summer String Academy, who helped Tiffanie focus on how
she was artistically crafting every piece that she played.
She says, “I was inspired to come out of myself and become an artist by ‘painting a picture’ as I perform.” The
program also taught her how to practice efficiently and
gave her more experience in collaborating with pianists
and chamber groups. A teacher herself, Tiffanie notes,
“I want to help others to be successful on their instrument and learn to love violin like I do.” By attending
the program last summer, she has more of a vision of
the potential each student has to become an excellent
musician.

A

summer storm approaches at

What stands out to me about Pierce Hill is the
exposure it provides to what is possible, not just in
music but in all aspects of life. When people first hear
outstanding music, they may begin to realize that other things in their life also have the potential to become
higher caliber. This recognition of excellence keeps people motivated, invigorated, and enables them to accomplish things they never thought they could. Pierce Hill
serves as a reminder that with time, dedication, and the
support of community, we can all achieve excellence in
whatever we do.

Pierce Hill
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With A Camera
in Nature
by

Carl Kurtz

I

photos courtesy of

Carl Kurtz

Carl Kurtz was born in 1945 on a family
farm near St. Anthony in western Marshall
County, Iowa, and has lived most of his life
on that farm. After graduating from West
Marshall High School in 1963, he attended
St. Ambrose College and Iowa State University, earning a B.S. in Fish and Wildlife
Biology in 1968.
He is a naturalist and prairie seed
farmer, occupations which entail freelance
writing, photography, teaching, tallgrass
prairie reconstruction and prairie seed
sales. During the past 50 years he has given
hundreds of lectures to students and civic
groups on these topics. You can learn more
about his work and his activism here.

93

have been drawn to photographing nature for
more than 50 years. When I began serious photography in the early 1970s as a replacement for hunting
with a gun, I never dreamed it would take me where it
has. It began as a way I could take part of the natural
world I witnessed home with me. In time, it became apparent that photographs shared with others encouraged
them to see the wonder and beauty of nature. The result,
ultimately, has been a body of work which encourages
people to work for the protection of natural areas and
wildlife.
About twenty years ago, digital photography
opened up a whole range of new opportunities. Often
the camera is able to record the appearance and behavior of wildlife with a level of fine detail which even careful observation does not always allow.
The photographs of the tallgrass prairie which appear here represent just a few of the many great moments I have been able to record on our home property,
called Prairie Creek Wildlife Refuge, which is in Marshall County, Iowa.
The only exception is the image of butterfly milkweed, which was taken at Spring Hill Prairie, an 80-acre
section of degraded pasture two-and-a-half miles south
of our home, which we purchased in 1997 and reconstructed with prairie remnants. It’s now owned by the
Iowa Natural Heritage Foundation. I am still actively
involved in its management. Every day is an adventure
when you have a camera in your hand.

With A Camera in Nature | Kurtz

American

goldfinch in a wild plum tree,

May 11, 2008
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Sora

rail in a reconstructed wetland,

Butterfly Milkweed
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at

May 5, 2017		

Spring Hill Prairie, June 21, 2017

With A Camera in Nature | Kurtz

An

evening storm moves in over the open prairie,

May 25, 2018

[Photography] began as a way I could take part of the natural
world I witnessed home with me. In time, it became apparernt
that photographs shared with others encouraged them to see the
wonder and beauty of nature... [and] to work for the protection
of natural areas and wildlife.
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A Lone Burr Oak

on the autumn prairie,

November 19, 2019

About twenty years ago, digital photography opened up
a whole range of new opportunities. Often the camera
is able to record the appearance and behavior of wildlife with a level of fine detail
which even careful observation does not always allow.
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A

thrteen-lined groundsquirrel, a tallgrass prairie resident,

Compass

plants and big bluestem silhouetted at

April 24, 2019

Sunset, June 30, 2018
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Prairie Potholes
and Their
Importance to
Waterfowl
by

Steve Adair

T
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Stephen E. Adair Ph.D. is the National Director for Conservation Strategy for
Ducks Unlimited, Inc. Dr. Adair received
his doctorate in wildlife ecology from
Utah State University, his M.S. in wildlife
management from Texas A&M University
and his B.S. in biology from the University of Texas at Austin. Before assuming his
current national role, he served as the director of operations for DU’s Great Plains
Region for 12 years. Dr. Adair has extensive experience across North America in
conservation program development, implementation, and evaluation. Dr. Adair
lives in Bismarck, North Dakota with his
wife Laura and has two children in college.
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he prairie pothole region of the
north-central United States and
southern Canada was formed 10,000 years ago
when the Wisconsin Glacier retreated from the
North American landscape. This glacier left
behind chunks of ice either on or slightly below the land’s surface. When the ice melted, it
formed millions of small, shallow, depressional
wetlands that are commonly called prairie potholes. There is no other landscape on Earth
with this abundance of wetlands and accompanying diversity of shapes, sizes, and depths.
These pothole wetlands are primarily
freshwater systems, although some at the bottom of watersheds can become brackish over
time. The incredible diversity and number of
pothole wetlands, originally estimated to 25
million, attracted an equally impressive and
abundant number of waterfowl, shorebirds and
songbirds to nest and raise their young in the
prairie pothole region each year. Because most
birds become territorial and spread out during
the breeding season, the vast extent of the pothole region—covering 300,000 square miles—
has provided ideal breeding habitat for these
birds, which number over 100 million ducks
alone every fall.
As society and agriculture expanded
across this region, scientists estimate that about
50 percent of the original prairie pothole wetlands were drained and converted to other uses,
including row crops and industrial and residen-

Prairie Potholes | Adair and Potter

tial developments. This trend of habitat loss has meant conservation is critical to keeping our skies filled with
a historical reduction in the landscape’s ability to sup- birds to mark the changing of the seasons and to keepport bird populations. Fewer potholes has meant few- ing our communities healthy and sustainable.
er birds. With fewer potholes, more chemicals remain
in our drinking water and more water leaves the landscape, contributing to flooding downstream. Wetland

Wings Over
Water
A forthcoming IMAX film
about waterfowl habitat in
the prairie potholes

Photo

courtesy of the

Max McGraw Wildlife Foundation

Many of us have a memory from childhood of pointing at a “V” in the
sky: migratory birds making their journey to find breeding spots in the
spring and warmer climates in the winter.
Wings over Water, a film that’s forthcoming in 2021, will allow
viewers to go along with on a flight the waterfowl take through the
exquisite landscapes of North America’s Prairie Pothole Region. The
film, produced by Dorsey Pictures, Archipelago Films, and SK Films,
has received generous support from many donors, including Ducks
Unlimited and the Max McGraw Wildlife Foundation.
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Charlie Potter
Talks about
Wings Over Water
Interview by Associate Editor Sumin
Goh

A

ssociate Editor Sumin Goh ‘22 interviewed Charlie Potter, President and CEO of the Max McGraw
Wildlife Foundation and the McGraw Center for Conservation Leadership about the importance of the prairie pothold region and why his organization sponsored
Wings Over Water

Photo

courtesy of

Charlie Potter

For over 30 years, Charlie Potter has been
engaged in the conservation/agricultural/
natural resource/outdoor industry nationally. Potter has led major North American conservation organizations and has
been active in large scale agriculture, open
space and recreation property management and transactions. He has served on
numerous national conservation/natural
resource boards and has been a leader in
the outdoor exposition industry and communications field.

Rootstalk: How did this film get started—who came up
with the idea?
Potter
otter:: The giant screen film is the result of a “summit”
held in 2018 at the Max McGraw Wildlife Foundation where several of the leading philanthropists and conservation executives in the waterfowl world gathered. It was agreed that despite
all that has been done to date and the billions
spent, we are not reaching the mainstream public or public policy makers in both the US and
Canada to the extent needed to have them realize the importance of the prairie breeding
grounds and their wetlands.

Rootstalk: Why was it decided to make a film rather
than using other media, such as an exhibition or
a book, to reach out?
Potter
otter:: It is about communicating to the public. Giant
screen movies are the best way to show dramatic
visual footage and to educate. There is no better
format.
Rootstalk: What helped push the film from an idea into
a realization?
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Potter
otter:: We traveled the country meeting with leaders
in waterfowl conservation, and it was agreed Rootstalk: What was the process of getting funding for
we needed to add to our communication efforts
the movie and using it effectively?
with a punch/impact if we were to increase our
Potter
otter:: The funds were raised privately and with Ducks
effectiveness.
Unlimited And Delta Waterfowl’s (https://deltawaterfowl.org) support.
Rootstalk: What do you want viewers to take away from
watching it?
Rootstalk: Did working with the film change the way
Potter
otter:: The North American prairie breeding grounds
you see the prairie potholes or bird migration in
are the lifeblood for birds. If they are lost, so are
any way? If not, do you think working with the
many of our birds. They must be saved, and they
film might have been a transformative experican be, with effective public politics and private
ence for someone else?
sector engagement. The world will realize we
have our own Amazon here in North Ameri- Potter
otter:: Viewing the film will be a transformative expeca, and it is the prairies. We can save them and
rience. People will become knowledgeable and
bring back a billion birds.
emotionally attached. They will call for action.
To communicate effectively is to be informed
Rootstalk: What approach does the film take to deliver
and to have emotion. The film does this.
this message?
Potter
otter:: It is visual and storytelling. The audience becomes emotionally engaged with the land and
its birds.
Rootstalk: Why do you think so many people don’t
know about the potholes, even though they’re
one of the most important ecosystems in the
world?
Potter
otter:: Because few live there. The Everglades are wellknown due to people living there. The prairie
is a place few visit, and it is not a sexy sell. It
has, for these reasons, been forgotten and overlooked. But it is the most important bird ecosystem in North America and [important] also for
water aquifers and purification.
Rootstalk: What have some of the challenges been in
working with the film?
Potter
otter:: Any time you film wild birds and animals, it is
unpredictable. Also, the weather is a key factor.
Bad weather delays or changes schedules.

Filming
of the

with a steadycam. Photo courtesy
Max McGraw Wildlife Foundation
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MICA and the
Unique Challenge
of Rural Poverty
by

Sarah Beisner

“T

Photo

courtesy of

Sarah Beisner

Sarah Beisner, who will graduate with
Grinnell College’s class of 2022, is a Psychology and Spanish double major from
Denton, TX. She has worked at Mid-Iowa
Community Action (MICA) through the
College’s Service Learning Work Study program since August 2018. Beside her work
at MICA, Sarah runs Cross Country and
Track and is involved in the low-income,
first-generation community on campus.
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he truck’s here!” A chorus of volunteers’
voices rings out each Thursday morning
as the truck with deliveries from the Northeast Iowa
Food Bank arrives at the unassuming old fire station on
4th Avenue. There’s a constant hum of activity in the
Mid-Iowa Community Action (MICA) office in Grinnell, Iowa, with phones ringing, people coming in and
out, and volunteers laughing as they sort through donations.
MICA provides services to families and individuals in need across central Iowa. In the Grinnell office,
clients can get bi-monthly food boxes, assistance with
heating costs, rent and gas vouchers, and referrals to
other services. The Grinnell office also has a family development program, which helps families achieve their
goals of self-sufficiency, and a Head Start preschool. Beyond MICA’s own services, the Grinnell office partners
with the Substance Abuse Treatment Unit of Central
Iowa (SATUCI) two days a week, offering services to
recovering addicts. While the Grinnell office provides
clients with a large variety of services, MICA runs even
more programming across central Iowa, such as schoolbased programming, dental clinics, juvenile tracking,
and more.
Poverty in Iowa doesn’t look like poverty in
large metropolitan areas across the country. For the
most part, there aren’t people begging on street corners
or sleeping on park benches. Poverty in Iowa is less visible, which means that low-income Iowans often struggle to access services that might be readily available in
larger urban areas. For example, many Iowans lack access to affordable transportation, preventing them from
accessing both better paying jobs and social services. If
an Iowa family does manage to find transportation, the
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family usually is still unable to find affordable childcare,
forcing them to choose between leaving their children
home alone, spending a large portion of their income
on childcare, or not working at all. Challenges are even
larger for families that cannot afford rent; Iowans often find themselves in doubled-up households, forcing
them to live with multiple people in too small a space
and with the constant threat of homelessness.
The unique challenges of rural poverty in Iowa
require creative solutions, and MICA is just one of
many organizations committed to creating those solutions. Every Thursday, MICA’s office in Grinnell receives donations from the Northeast Iowa Food Bank.
The Northeast Iowa Food Bank provides local food
pantries the opportunity to buy food staples in bulk
quantity for low prices. Besides the food bank, MICA
gets donations from both local and corporate businesses such as Walmart, Hy-Vee, and Fareway, and from private citizens and farmers. During the summer months,
MICA’s shelves are overflowing with produce from local
farmers, and during the winters, they get thousands of
pounds of canned goods from school and office food
drives.
These donations are sorted, organized, and
passed out by a team of passionate volunteers. Volunteers at MICA come from all walks of life—retirees

The Northeast Iowa Food Bank
Thursday to drop off donations
Photo by Sarah Beisner

looking for a way to pass the time, students seeking to
give back to the community, and MICA clients who
want to help others in need. Regardless of the reason,
volunteers devote countless hours to keep MICA running, and to ensure that the needs of the community are
being met.
When I moved to Grinnell in 2018, I was looking for ways to become involved in the broader community and form long-lasting connections. I learned
about a Service Learning Work Study (SLWS) position
at MICA and applied immediately. In the two years that
I’ve worked at MICA, I’ve spent countless hours sorting through and weighing donations, entering client
information in our online database, and tracking produce donations. I’ve also been lucky enough to work
with MICA’s family development and school-based
programming, getting to know our families better while
learning more about MICA’s services. Simultaneously,
I’ve built a family out of the volunteers and staff. One
of my coworkers had me over for dinner with her family and another taught me to drive. Every few weeks,
we have office potlucks for someone’s birthday, and we
all keep up to date with what’s going on in each other’s
lives. Through working at MICA, I’ve done more than
make connections with the community, I’ve become
part of it, and for that, I’ll always be grateful.

truck comes to MICA every
for needy families in Grinnell.
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Video Essay

by
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Sam (Mirzam) Pérez moved from Honduras
to the U.S. to pursue graduate studies. When
she is not teaching Spanish literature at Grinnell College, she enjoys painting, spending time
by the beach, and listening to live music.
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n the Fall of 2017, I participated in a workshop
on video storytelling conducted by StoryCenter
in Berkeley, California. We were tasked with producing
personal narratives in a very short format. Iowa surged
as a story I had to tell, but one I did not know I had
within me. I recorded my voice only once, as I wanted
the story to have a spontaneous quality of self-discovery. For the same reason, I left in place the rough enunciation and the abundant slurring of words throughout
the recording. The soundtrack includes a recording of
Grinnell College’s President, Raynard S. Kington, delivering a Commencement address, along with a recording of a lion at Lincoln Park Zoo in Chicago, recorded
when I visited there with my husband. I also included
music from my adopted city of New Orleans, all layered
with a video shot with my phone while casually driving on I-80 from Grinnell towards Iowa City one sunny
winter day. I pieced together all these random bits and
pieces of sounds and images from my past to tell a story
about home and belonging.

Video Essay | Perez

Video

by

Sam Perez
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One of the Stories

by

Pasha Buck
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Pasha Buck began her career teaching at
the University of Kansas in her last two
years in her native state, helped start and
taught at the Westmoreland County Community College in western Pennsylvania a
dozen years later, and has spent nearly all
her 88 years working in the garden and
writing short stories, articles, poems, and
books. “One of the Stories“ demonstrates
her love for the Flint Hills. One project,
while she was directing a program funded
by the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) was a photo-documentary, Farmers Feed The World:
A Tribute To Women In Agriculture, copies of which are literally all over the world,
especially used by the United Nations Food
and Agriculture Organization (FAO) in Africa. Pasha now lives in Grinnell, Iowa, in
the Mayflower Community, with her husband John.
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was going to sit out on the big front porch, but
that big sign kept banging in the wind. I don’t
know why there’s a “Flint Hills Nursing Home” sign on
my front porch, and I don’t know why anyone let that
woman in! She just sits there and acts like she owns this
place; she bosses everybody, and all she ever wears is
white—even her hat is white!
Today, I started in to read a book called Prairie
Erth that a body should start reading at the beginning of
winter—it’s that thick! But, of course, we’re not exactly
having summer—even if we are up against August—so
mayhap this is the beginning of winter, and I’ve misread
the calendar again.
I’d like to read this book while I still have good
enough eyesight to get clear through it. It’s about here!
The Flint Hills! Even though he calls it “Chase County.”
Course, Chase County is just a wee drive from here, at
least if you’re driving one of those fancy new trucks. So
I guess it’s part of here.
I planned to read outdoors, but that lady said I
should come in before the mosquitos enjoyed their dinner to my disadvantage. She’s a mite bossy—always tries
to think of everything that could go wrong.
Actually, when I got to page three, I got to thinking so much about how it is to be living here all the
time. Maybe you’d be liking to hear that story. My story
spreads out a bit, though, and can’t be boxed in by a neat
map.
Memory pools deep in some spots, like around our
barn and the stone house, but then, in other spots, it
runs thin and wide, and in such a rush that you never
get to smell what it uncovers. Seems memory has a life
of its own—and that’s the way it is with these Flint Hills.
They don’t come to anyone’s call.
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My Emmy used to tell me things like that, but she’s
been dead these thirty-seven years now, and a body
can’t always call back the telling voice.
My Emmy loved these hills and the grasses. She
always said it was like having an English moor and the
ocean all together at your front door. I don’t know how
she could have known that—she was never away from
Kansas in her whole life.
Things has changed a lot since she went. I don’t
suppose I’m the only one to notice, but I don’t talk much
about what I see. The way I work it out, no use upsetting
anyone beyond what’s necessary.
I’m as old as the century, and then I’ve got a good
deal of remembering from before that, from all the stories Grandpap told my mother. He’d stories of the Flint
Hills comin out like breath on a December morning,
she’d say. And then, too, he had all those stories of the
freight wagons going to Santa Fe. I can sit in this chair
and look out to where the dust rises from the wagon
wheel tracks—I can’t quite make them out anymore, but
I know where they are.

Photo

by

Some days, it seems like I just missed seeing
Grandpap go by!
My mother used to say her mother could look out
this window—at least I think it was this window—and
see the wagons coming half a day before they’d pull up.
All I can see, really, is that parking lot and the cars that
come in and out. Maybe my eyes is fixing to quit on me.
Well, when Grandpap would get home from Santa
Fe, there’d be a real family reunion, with Gramdmam
cooking everything he’d ever said he had a hankering
for!
Sittin’ here, I can just feel how she must have been
that last time. When the wagons came by and stopped,
and then the men said her David had got pneumonia
after they left Springer and didn’t live to cross the Cimmarron. They buried him by the trail. She never said a
word.
Ma told me her ma sat by this window and rocked
for three days, her cap off and her hair all unpinned,
and then she got up and pinned up her hair and set her
jaw in that way that warns you not to mention certain

Jon Andelson
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things, and she started in living the second half of her
life.
She was eighteen when she married Grandpap. He
was forty-three and brought her six children to take care
of, the minute she said “I do.” I used to have a picture
of her and him when they got married and another one
that must have been took the year before he died. He
would have been fifty-eight by then, but he still looked
forty-three. But she’d got to be
an old woman in fifteen years.
She was only thirty-four when
he died, and by then she had
seven live younguns to take
care of.
I guess you could say she
ran a hotel out on the trail—
maybe the first. The way I
work it out, she likely did the
mending and laundry and
baked extra for all the men,
as well as Grandpap. The wagons came by every trip after
Grandpap died, and like as not
they brought her meat they
just couldn’t see taking any
further. And no doubt she still
took care of them, just like she
had before Grandpap died on
the trail. I can see that made
them all family.
This is the rocker Photo by Jon Andelson
Grandpap’s family brought
from Scotland a bunch of
years ago, and it’s the one she sat in after he died. It’s
odd-looking for these days, but I like it. That lady at the
desk made a face when I brought it in here, but I ain’t
letting her get her hands on it.
Grandmam never cared to look at another man,
and she didn’t die till after I was born. She wouldn’t go
to live with any of her younguns—said she wasn’t about
to start taking care of another generation. I can’t rightly
remember how old I was when my ma moved us into
Grandmam’s house so she could see Grandmam would
eat proper every day.
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This old house is the best place for stories. You can
even hear the stories grown-ups never thought anyone
was listening to, and you could work out some mighty
interesting things about the neighbors and cousins. I
just can’t see leaving. If my Emmy ever comes back, driving around in one of them fancy pickups, she wouldn’t
know where else to look for me.
Well, the light’s fading, and I suppose someone will
poke her nose in to say “bedtime!” As if I couldn’t work that
out for myself!
Mayhap I’ll wait till tomorrow to read Prairie Erth.
That William HeatMoon’s a
real nice young man. I told him
lots of stories when he came to
see me before he wrote all this
down. I never thought he’d get
so many pages out of what folks
said.
My Emmy would have
liked him. She’d take up with
any stray as long as they liked
the hills. It would have pleasured her to read about us in
this book. It would be kind of
like talking to all the old ones at
a family reunion, and seeing all
the stories mix in and separate,
and then get stirred up all together again.
Sometimes I think that
being old is like having your
own book all jumbled up inside you and no numbers on
the pages. Sometimes things come out in one order, and
sometimes they come out altogether different. I guess
maybe this Heat-Moon book is just him giving all the
pages numbers, so even if we nod off, we don’t have to
discover the order all over again.
Well, it’s so dark I can’t see a dad-burned thing in
here, but I like the dark. It’s too bad all those lights are
out there where we used to see the wheel tracks. Kinda
seems too bad not to let the dark have its own place.
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Book Review
by

Mike Lewis-Beck

Richard Luftig’s A Grammar for
Snow
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Mike Lewis-Beck writes and works in
Iowa City. He has pieces in Alexandria
Quarterly, Apalachee Review, Cortland
Review, Chariton Review, Pure Slush, Pilgrimage, Seminary Ridge Review, Taos
Journal of International Poetry and Art,
Writers’ Café and Wapsipinicon Almanac,
among other venues. He had poems in Volume IV, Issue 1 of Rootstalk, and his short
story, “Delivery in Göteborg,” received a Finalist prize from Chariton Review in 2015.
His essay, “My Cherry Orchard in Iowa,” received recognition as one of the ‘Notable Essays’ in Best American Essays of 2011. He
recently published a book of poetry, Rural
Routes.

Unsolicited Press, 2019
(ISBN: 978-I-947021-95-2).
110 pp., e-book.
Orders at: unsolicitedpress.com
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ichard Luftig’s book, A Grammar for Snow,
offers an extended viewing of the poet’s published work. The title comes from a poem that first appeared in the magazine, Broadkill Review, and here appears on page 32 (rather than as the lead poem). The
title, a metaphor for life on the prairie, does call up,
in the poem itself, the many names applied there for
snow, “A snow that lingers, holds/ on, winter to winter/
year after year, longer than we thought we/ever would.”
The weather theme, not surprisingly, recurs across
the collection, reflected in titles such as “Snow Talk,”
“Drought,” “Solstice,” and “First Signs of Spring.” Generally speaking, the poem titles afford good windows on
the words to follow, and could be grouped into familiar
Midwestern concerns, beside weather; that is: vehicles
(e.g., a ’51 Studebaker, semis), crops (e.g., wild plums,
pruning), topography (e.g., rivers, land, maps), people (the old couple, mall walking), yards (e.g., clothesline, an old ladder, yard butt), places (e.g., Senior Center, farm auction). The weave makes a loving tapestry,
mostly American agrarian and, sometimes, artful in a
painterly sense, e.g., Van Gogh, Monet, Seurat appear,
as does Buddhist Ink and Brush.
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Core Midwestern states—Ohio, Indiana, Illinois,
Iowa, Kansas, South Dakota—provide backdrop. Consider the opening poem: “Compromise County, Illinois”—“a land so flat that one/might get lost,” with men
“moving out/to cities where they never want it to grow
cold.” After we have read the 11 stanzas—each with
four lines, running over two pages—we can feel its farm
life. The next poem, “Old Car Parade” begins with the
aforementioned ’51 Studebaker, and ends with a “‘42
Packard /driven by an old man/playing some old Perry
Como love song/only he can hear.” This reader can begin to hear that song, too.
The sentiments are not always so sweet. In the
poem, “Along the Ohio,” we encounter towns where
“The only occupants/left are bald tires,/rusting oil
drums,/broken bottles of High Life.” While this poem
goes two pages, the lines are shorter (often 2-3 beats),
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and the shortness adds to the sense of time running out
in these places. Time can be running out for some residents, like “The Old Couple” which lets us know “The
old couple down the road/ do not tan in the August/
sun…In the morning, they follow the shade/around the
yard.” I can just see this couple, who remind me of certain relatives back home again in Indiana, a quintessential portrait.
The poem “Speeding through Kansas” takes a
form unlike the others, with very short lines of one or
two beats. The lines speed us: “These semis/are prairie/schooners: sailing west.” But then the reader slows
down, getting into the rhythm of the road, like reading
the old Burma Shave signs: “the towns…/falling in/ fading fast./They hold out/false fronts,/false hopes.” There
is also a mood of rushing in “The Last Clothesline in
South Dakota,” a title so evocative of leaving, abandon-
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ing. “The people here must have been in a hurry, leaving
the stained, stuffed sofa on the front porch.” Further, its
disciplined five or six beats to the line gives it considerable urgency. This poem resonates with Ted Kooser’s
poem, “Abandoned Farmhouse.”
The poem “Returning to Illinois” brings a more
light-hearted (heavy-hearted?) theme—Midwestern
café food: “I need to return to diners where…meatloaf, mashed potatoes,/gravy, creamed corn all touch
the plate.” Here I have to pay homage to the ubiquitous
Hot Beef Sandwich, sometimes known as a Manhattan Sandwich (which I can only conclude refers to the
Kansas town of that name). When I order my Hot Beef,
I follow it with coconut cream pie, at least in Iowa, a
state where Luftig encounters Van Gogh in “Speaking
with Van Gogh at Three a.m. Outside Kellogg, Iowa,”
asking how he “manages to get/his mulberry trees to
explode/…[He] says it is like how/corn manages to
grow/ straight in rows.” Perhaps because of the explicit
incorporation of a famous painter and his painting in
this poem, the rhyme scheme does not compare to the
other poems in the collection. Further, the stanzas don’t
always have the same number of lines (7,6,6,8), whereas
virtually all the other stanzas (poem-by-poem) do. Finally, in the first stanza, the lines are noticeably longer
than the lines in the other stanzas of the poem.
The poem “it is good” talks about the joys of living in a farmhouse: “it is good/to listen in summer/for
the screen door/that shuts with a bang.” Careful craft
shows itself here, with the title linking directly to the
first line. (Also note that the first word of the title is, intentionally, not capitalized, to emphasize its flow to the
opening line). In a prairie farmhouse, one can almost
always find a rocking chair. The poem, “An Old Rocker Comes Up at Auction,” then, concerns itself with
an actual old rocking chair. ‘This old chair saw it all./
These runners cut from cherry’. These two lines serve as
a unique, short stanza in the verse, marking where the
essential turn occurs in the poem.
Sometimes Luftig reminds the reader of another
Midwestern poet, James Hearst. Compare Hearst’s “In
April” to Luftig’s “Waiting for the Parade,” which includes “Five blue-speckled robin eggs appeared/in the
aspen outside my window,/the jays in the pines decid-

ed/that the family of squatter crows/had to go.” One
touted characteristic of Midwesterners involves modesty, much in evidence here in the “ars poetica of Local
Branch”: “Having your book of poems appear /at the
local library branch/is much like being named/Pork
Queen in the festival parade.” Wit surfaces elsewhere
in the collection as well. Observe “The Safest Town in
Indiana,” with “Just 15 crimes per thousand. The state
average is 40…most of us are too tired or old/ to raise
much hell any more.”
These well-crafted, down-to-earth poems, 59 in
all, give pleasure and pain, touching the heart of the
Midwestern experience, as known through living on
its farms and in its small towns. Richard Luftig’s book
should appear on the shelf next to two other fine Midwestern poets, James Hearst and Ted Kooser.

Detail from frieze on the Louis Sullivan “Jewelbox
bank” in Owatonna, MN. Photo by Jon Andelson
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Pauline Drobney has spent her career
working as a wildlife biologist to solve some
of the knotty problems of land management.
As the first Refuge Biologist for Neal Smith
National Wildlife Refuge, Drobney was able
to help develop a new refuge (and its natural landscape) from scratch, an exciting and
challenging process! Born in Iowa’s Prairie
Pothole region in Pocahontas, she grew a
deep appreciation of her farming heritage,
and was introduced to prairie by her farmer grandfather during an unexpected trip to
Kalsow Prairie, and by her hard-working,
fun-loving, artist mother. Drobney’s love of
prairie ecology and native plants took root
in college when she attended Iowa Lakeside
Laboratory and studied plant taxonomy.
Drobney is now “livin’ the dream” with her
husband, Scott Bryant, and her son, Ian, on
30 acres of savanna and prairie just a stone’s
throw from the edge of the Neal Smith Refuge.
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allgrass Conversations: In Search of the Prairie Spirit is like a series of love letters to the
prairies and savannas of the Midwest. This
beautifully illustrated book written by Cindy Crosby
and Thomas Dean features paired essays about “tallgrass” inspired by each of their reactions to a single
word. “Tallgrass” is their shorthand for prairie and savanna. Clearly, each essay in a couplet is written independently, but together, ideas spawned by their unique
perspectives seem almost to dance with one another.
Dean notes how the essays “converse symbiotically,”
creating “…an artistic whole greater than the sum of its
parts.” Crosby goes deeper, hoping to “…connect people’s hearts and minds with our prairie restorations and
remnants and to prevent further loss.” She notes John
T. Price’s warning in The Tallgrass Prairie Reader1* that
a lack of writing about tallgrass has presented “another
kind of extinction.” If writings about prairie and savanna are scarce, few people can know, care or advocate for
these rare, precious places, and they will wither. In Tallgrass Conversations the authors strive to help prevent
this sort of extinction.
The book is organized into five themes, each
theme beginning with “The spirit of…” and ending with
a single word. The words include opening, awareness,
*References listed in Endnotes
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celebration, reflection, and hope. For each theme, there
are four to six “conversations” or pairs of essays, each
pair relating to one of a second set of themes. In these
linked essays, the authors guide us through very personal explorations of tallgrass through the lens of their
own experiences, concerns, and musings. They probe
the meanings of words like home, healing, remnant, joy,
change and persistence to name a few, all in relation to
tallgrass.
Photographs in Tallgrass Conversations add visual backdrops that echo the written theme. Printed on
thick, quality paper, vibrantly colored images adorn every page, and often occupy one or two full pages. You
like red? Check out Crosby’s essay on joy! The expense
of this sort of presentation is rare, in books, and makes
this one even more of a treasure!
Crosby and Dean rightly emphasize the value of remnants. I
share this perspective, as a prairie biologist and land manager of
several decades. Remnants include
the “stuff ” of prairies and savannas and many species, conditions,
and functions that we have not
thought about or discovered. We
cannot truly fathom the complexity or function of remnants fully, particularly because they exist
without the context of the original,
expansive native landscape. These
remnants are rare, so it is urgent to
nurture them. But their rarity and
relatively small size also make it
crucial to observe and study them
so they can be used as models for
critically needed planted examples
Photo courtesy of
of prairie.
The authors embrace these
concepts, but miss one important detail: sometimes
remnants and plantings co-exist. Though the authors
clearly have a deep connection to Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge, Dean mistakenly describes this site
solely as a reconstructed prairie when, in fact, it includes 800 acres of remnant prairie and savanna. When

remnants co-exist with plantings, or are embedded
within a larger planted landscape, the relationship can
be mutually beneficial. Planted prairie can protect remnant edges or increase the overall prairie size, potentially making remnants viable long-term, compared to tiny,
isolated parcels existing in a hostile landscape. On the
other hand, mycorrhizal fungi, or native plants or animals, especially invertebrates harbored in remnant refugia, could begin to populate adjacent plantings making them more remnant-like. In 2019, a rusty-patched
bumble bee, a native species federally listed as endangered, was photographed by a sharp-eyed volunteer on
planted prairie at Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge.
Perhaps this bee or its ancestors originated from one of
those embedded remnants!
Amid the many wonderful
inclusions in this book were some
puzzling ones, like the photo of
the non-native Chinese mantis
in the conversation about home.
The conversation exuberantly
and delightfully describes many
native species emerging in spring,
and this image of an exotic species seems discordant with the
ideas the essay portrays. Though
I understand the loss of native ash
trees to invasive emerald ash borers can have great impact on the
ecosystem, I found it awkward
and peculiar that Crosby chose
to make this story the centerpiece
of her side of the conversation
on diversity. Though ash trees
are native, they are not prairie or
savanna species and are typically
Icecube Press
cut and removed when found in
native grasslands. Why not draw
from the endless possibilities of stories about diversity
inherent in tallgrass?
Finally, though the authors frequently returned to
the theme of tallgrass representing home, some essays
seemed to imply that humans were not part of “nature,”
at least not as it involved prairie or savanna. This is a
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misconception I strive to dispel, even though our species
has wrought such devastating destruction on the natural landscape. People have a place in our native grasslands and have for thousands of years. Native people
influenced the character and composition of grasslands
in the way they lived and certainly by their frequent
use of fire on
the
vast,
flammable
prairies. We
need to retool the way
people now
think about
the world by
elevating the
value of native ecosystems, both
remnant
and planted
versions. I
would argue
that Crosby’s
and Dean’s
Tallgrass
Photo by Justin Hayworth
Conversations is an
excellent vehicle to contribute to that transformation. By
stewarding, nurturing, celebrating, healing, and yes, being
healed by tallgrass, we become part of the prairie just as
certainly as when we repeat the ancient tradition of setting life-giving fires to them.
One of the conversations involved the word “surprise,” but my greatest surprise was the overwhelming
gut reaction I had to Crosby’s essay on persistence. Here
she weaves a story of an autumn-prairie-colored quilt
made by a friend, which she puts on her bed in the fall.
This quilt leads her to ponder the countless efforts of
people to stitch the pieces of our damaged prairies back
together. It is a healing essay. It is about stewards, conservationists, newcomers to prairie, activists, artists,
gardeners, and yes, quilters, all of whose work helps in
healing prairie. For each effort named, there is the itali-
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cized word, stitch, that echoes like a drumbeat throughout the essay. I felt each staccato stitch in my gut as an
affirmation. Tears unexpectedly rolled down my cheek.
It is because of the loss, the hope against hope, and my
soul’s prayer for healing, even knowing prairie is essentially gone. I probably felt this conversation so acutely
because I have
tried so hard in
so many ways
to heal prairie,
and myself in
the process. To
me, this is a pivotal essay in the
book.
To readers I would say,
read this book!
Savor it. Devour
it. Read carefully and study the
photographs.
Make notes if
you will, or look
up new words.
And when you
are done, do as
the authors advise and share this book. Make your own conversations
with tallgrass and with the people of prairie and savanna.
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