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Mountain Lion Sightings Increase at Osborne by Jenna K. Pollock, Director 

     The 2018 visitor season kicked off with the intro-

duction of a new member to the Native Wildlife Ex-

hibit at Osborne.  A three and half year old female 

cougar was welcomed to Osborne on May 3rd.  After a 

few weeks of inoculation, the announcement was 

made that the exhibit had grown by four paws and the 

Clayton County Register helped us launch a naming 

contest.  The cougar now goes by the name of Cora, 

aptly named by four-year old Decorah native Mira. 

The intended consequences of the newest animal  

attainment continue to play out.   

     As Cora meets more and more visitors to  

Osborne Park, more and more questions come to light. 

Cora came to us from a Wildlife Foundation in  

northern Minnesota.  She was born in captivity and 

will remain in captivity at Osborne. As many readers 

can imagine, and most probably hope, acquiring new 

animals for the captive exhibit is no “walk in the 

park.” The Native Wildlife Exhibit at Osborne Park is 

heavily monitored and permitted by the Iowa  

Department of Natural Resources along with the  

United States Department of Agriculture.  Annual  

certifications, visits and inspections are part of the 

routine to ensure animal welfare takes top priority at 

the facility. Along with veterinary check-ups,  

inspections and expecting the same from other captive 

wildlife exhibits that we inquire with for acquisitions.  

     There are intended consequences for  

maintaining a Native Wildlife Exhibit, particularly 

when housing animals that are considered dangerous  

mammals, like the number of questions that come to 

light.  There are unintended consequences as well, like 

informing Osborne Park neighbors that there may be 

more noise coming from the exhibit around the  

full moon.   

     “No, there’s no mur-

der being committed at 

the park… no woman 

screaming… that’s just 

the cougar.”  

     Big cats get a lot of 

attention in Iowa,  

particularly the biggest 

cat, the Mountain Lion 

(also referred to as a  

cougar, puma, panther, 

etc). Legislation from 

2007 prohibits dangerous 

wild animals, like the Mountain Lion, from being 

owned by private individuals.  Historically, the Iowa 

Department of Natural Resources receives reports of 

cat sightings on a weekly basis, but confirmed  

sightings or evidence in the form of tracks are quite 

rare. In the last twenty-three years, there’s been an  

average of one confirmed sighting per year.    

Confirmation method can vary from sightings, tracks, 

pictures, shot and road kill. Many reports end up being 

confirmed dogs rather than cats. 

     Those cats that do track through Iowa are usually 

Continued on page 2...  

 

 

Cora keeps the high ground in 

her new habitat.  
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males traveling in from Southeast South Dakota,  

Minnesota, Wisconsin, Illinois, Missouri, Kansas, and 

Nebraska. Those states have also reported an increase 

in sightings over the last 15 years. DNA testing is used 

to track the origin of deceased 

Mountain Lions. DNA proves  

informative on whether the  

deceased are North American  

natives or illegal pets that were 

released, often originating from 

South American DNA strands.  

     With the scarcity of  

confirmed sightings, it’s not too 

surprising that there have been no 

reports of Mountain Lion attacks.  

Mountain Lion behavior tends  

toward shyness, and staying out of sight, as can be 

witnessed when visiting the Native Wildlife Exhibit at 

Osborne.   

     Cora grew up in a captive setting, but still holds to 

her natural inclination to hide out of 

sight. On hot summer days, she’s 

fond of resting atop her viewing 

platform, twitching her tail when 

“predators” draw near her  

enclosure.  We encourage visitors 

to stop by for an opportunity to 

view one of Iowa’s big cats.  Please  

remember your wildlife exhibit  

etiquette; while it’s outside we still 

ask everyone to use indoor voices 

around the animal enclosures.   

Motor Mill Tours every other  

weekend, ending Oct. 13-14 

Tours from 12-5 P.M. 

Updates from the Clayton County Conservation Board 

     2017 has been a year of change for the  

Clayton County Conservation Board, with many more 

projects and developments coming in the year ahead.  

     Perhaps most significantly, Operations Supervisor 

Marty Mulford retired after 31 years of dedicated 

service to conservation, and the citizens of Clayton 

County. His contributions to the operation cannot be 

overstated. Marty worked tirelessly to provide a safe, 

quality experience at Conservation Board properties 

for everyone from campers to paddlers to field trip 

groups. He is missed by both the staff, and the  

animals which he kept healthy and happy for decades. 

The CCCB wishes him all the best in his retirement 

life, and are happy to know he’s already had time to 

get out and explore the country with his wife Deb.  

     And yet, the show must go on, and so it shall. 

Some of the most visible change for passers-by is the  

renovation of the Osborne Pond. The pond has  

already been drained, and the nearby gully grubbed of 

trees and replanted with prairie seed courtesy of 

Pheasants Forever. Ethan Koehn Construction has  

also created a retention basin above the  pond in the 

hopes of slowing sedimentation of the pond, allowing 

it to once again flourish as a fishing hole  stocked by 

the Iowa DNR.  

     The CCCB is also wrapping up its  

renovations of the Osborne Nature Center, funded 

by a generous grant from the Upper Mississippi  

Gaming Corporation. An Augmented Reality  

Sandbox gives visitors a  hands-on look at watershed 

dynamics, a two-sided exhibit illuminates seasonal 

ecology and Clayton County’s human history, and a 

new “cave” introduces visitors to Clayton County’s 

karst topography. With assistance from the Clayton 

County Foundation for the Future, and funds raised by 

the Motor Motor 5K, new turtle tanks have been  

constructed to better meet the space requirements of 

Osborne’s resident turtles.  

     These updates only scratch the surface of the last 

year’s accomplishments, as well as those planned for 

the years ahead.. In conservation, the only constant is 

change, and with the right kind of planning, the 

CCCB strives to ensure that change is always for the 

better.   

 

Leave a Legacy;  

Give at 

www.DBQfounda

tion.org/clayton-

county-

foundation-future 

Mountain Lion Sightings Increase at Osborne (continued from page 1) 

Mountain lion sightings in Iowa, courtesy of 

the Iowa DNR. Note that this map only  

includes data up to the year 2014.  
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Owl Prowl 

Friday, January  25th, 6:00 PM 

Come for a night hike and learn about these secretive 

nocturnal animals.  Visitors will meet live owls in the 

animal exhibit and then look for wild owls and owl pellets 

along the trail while we try to call owls in. This fun hike 

will last about an hour and a half.  Remember to bring a 

flashlight and dress for the weather!    
 

Snowfest 

February TBA 

Osborne Park, Elkader, IA 

Shake off the cabin fever and stretch your legs with 

naturalists from Clayton and Fayette counties. Attendees 

will have the chance to learn to use snowshoes and cross 

country skis at this clinic. Reservations required. 

Snowshoes come free; skiing will cost all of $1.  

 

Bluebird House Building Workshop 

Saturday, March 2nd, 9:00 AM 

Osborne Park, Elkader, IA 

Bluebirds have long been a welcome sign of Spring in 

Iowa. As timber became crop lands, their population 

declined dramatically. But when one tree cavity closes, a 

nest box opens! Be a part of one of conservation’s great 

success stories with this CCCB staple program. $5 covers 

the cost of the workshop, and gets you a nest box to take 

home.   

 

Motor Motor 5K trail run 

Saturday, March 16th, 9:00 AM 

Motor Mill Historic Site, Elkader, IA 

Test your mettle and enjoy the scenery with this trail race 

on the rugged bluffs surrounding the Motor Mill Historic 

Site.  

 

National Public Lands Day Hike 

Saturday, September 29th 10:00 AM 

McGregor, Iowa 

Public Lands come in all shapes and sizes! Come celebrate 

an innovative use of a small, beautiful piece of public forest 

between Center Street & Cemetery street in McGregor, 

Iowa. The hike is approximately 1 mile each way, with 

roughly 300’ of elevation on a primitive hiking trail, so plan 

accordingly! Call the Osborne Nature Center for details. 

 

Heritage Days 

Saturday & Sunday, October 13th-14th, 10:00-4:00 

Osborne Park, Elkader, IA 

Go back in time to the small community of Osborne to 

glimpse the pioneer era.  Enjoy exhibits, demonstrations, 

pioneer church service, food and much more.  This year’s 

festival also feature live music, kiddie train rides, and a 

wide array of traditional arts & crafts.  

 

Holiday Walk: Let It Snow 

Thursday, December 6th 6:00 PM 

Osborne Park, Elkader, IA 

It’s just not the Holidays without a little snow. This year’s 

fun, family-friendly walk will be all about snow, as well as 

the people and animals who love  it—or least tolerate it.  

 

Friend’s Group Formation Workshop 

Wednesday, January 16th, 6:30-8:00 PM 

Osborne Nature Center 

Are you a recreationist looking to share your hobby with 

other like-minded people? Consider joining or creating a 

club! This workshop will feature representatives from area 

recreational clubs and seeks to help fellow hobbyists find 

each other and plan new adventures. Hosted with the Turkey 

River Recreational Corridor.   

 

Clayton County Conservation Board’s 

Upcoming Events & Programs 

For more information on any of these programs, call 563-245-1516,  or visit www.claytoncountyconservation.org 
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     One of the most beautiful flowers in the prairie is 

the blazing star. There are several members of this ge-

nus, a part of the Sunflower family, native to North 

America (Canada, U.S.A., Mexico, and the Bahamas). 

The flowers are known for their feathery purple spikes 

that are a Monarch butterfly magnet. Also called  

Gayfeather or Liatris, this late summer bloomer is well 

worth the wait.  

     There are many  

varieties of Blazingstar in 

the United States. The most 

well-known Blazingstar is  

Prairie Blazingstar or Liatris  

pycnostachya. This  

Blazingstar has been widely 

cultivated as a garden  

perennial and as a cut flower 

for floral arrangements.  

     Commercially, this plant 

usually goes by its Latin 

name, Liatris. Another  

favorite species of  

Blazingstar is Rough  

Blazing Star or Liatris 

aspera.  This Blazingstar 

has alternating button-like flower heads scattered up 

the flower spike unlike the more solid mass of flowers 

covering the spike of the Prairie Blazingstar.  Other 

Blazingstar in Iowa include Cylindrical Blazingstar-  

Liatris cylinracea, Marsh Blazingstar- Liatris spicata, 

Meadow Blazingstar- Liatris ligulistylis, and Scaly 

Blazingstar - Liatris squarrosa. 

     Blazingstars grow 2-4 feet tall and are a  

strikingly beautiful fall flower. Often found singly or 

in small patches, when discovered in larger patches 

they create a beautiful sight. The bloom season is  

several weeks and reaches peak bloom in late August.  

While Blazingstar is one of the best fall nectar plants 

for attracting Monarchs, many other species benefit 

from the nectar of this flower too.  Swallowtails,  

Sulphurs, Hairstreaks, Fritillaries, Painted Lady, Red 

Admiral, Hummingbirds, and other pollinators are all  

attracted to this stunning perennial flower. 

     Make Blazingstar an addition to your flower garden 

and you will not be disappointed. Cultivars of this 

plant can be found at most garden centers and are of-

ten available at a discount in the fall. The native  

varieties can be located at nurseries that specialize in 

prairie species and are found in a large range of 

heights, shapes, and soil preferences. Many will  

survive winter as a 

corm; a swollen  

underground stem used 

to store energy and re-

turn in the next growing 

season. Be careful each 

spring not to accidently 

weed out the spring 

growth when  

Blazingstar looks  

surprisingly like grass. 

A light mid-vein helps 

identify this plant  

before its showy  

blossoms appear.  

     Blazingstar is a must

-have for any  

native flower garden, so 

make this perennial part 

of yours. 

Prairie Spotlight: Blazing Star by Abbey Harkrader, Naturalist 

Reptile Reality by Abbey Harkrader, Naturalist 

Liatris pycnostachya  

rises above the prairie 

A Monarch butterfly nectaring on 

Liatris aspera 

     Snakes… some people love these fascinating crea-

tures, but most people fear or dislike them. One third 

of the 27 snake species in Iowa have become threat-

ened or endangered. Their low numbers are due to a 

variety of factors including habitat loss, climate 

change, and being actively targeted by humans. Even 

successfully crossing a road is a challenge! 

     Snakes, like other reptiles, continue to grow their 

entire lives and must shed their skin every few weeks.  

How often depends on how much they eat, their size, 

and their age.  Prey includes rodents, insects,  

amphibians and even other snakes. A specialized 

forked tongue picks up chemicals in the air and places 

them in two holes in the roof of the mouth called  

Jacobson organs. Once it locates and captures its prey 

it can swallow it immediately, squeeze it by  

constricting, or use venom if it has any.  

Continued on page 5... 
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A snake can swallow things much wider than their 

own head because of a divided lower jaw and loose 

mouth joints. 

     Snake courtship happens in the fall or in the 

spring depending on the species. Breeding balls 

sometimes form as multiple males struggle to mate 

with a female in a courting frenzy.  Snakes eggs are 

laid in June or July in a protected location such as 

under decaying logs or leaf-litter.  Some species, 

like garter snakes and rattlesnakes, actually bear live 

young.  Groups of baby snakes the size of a pencil 

often confuse people each fall who do not realize 

snakes are born at the end of summer in August and 

September.  

     As fall progresses, snakes must find a place to 

hibernate and often go back to the same  

hibernaculum their ancestors used for generations. A 

hibernaculum must be below the frost line, and may 

be used by many different snakes.  Migrating to and 

from their hibernaculum leaves snakes very  

vulnerable as they cross roads and concentrate  

together during courtship. 

     Whether you like snakes or not, these  

fascinating creatures often get a bad rap. Fear also 

breeds myth and misconception, so here are a few 

myths to debunk: 

Reptile Reality (continued) 

Hiss! You gotta watch out for Water Moccassins 

when you’re on the river. 

 

 

 

 

 

Hiss! If a snake is rattling it’s tail, watch out! 

It’s a rattlesnake. 

 

 

 

 

 

Hiss! Snakes can freeze solid in the  

winter and spring back to life. 

 

 

Hiss! Snakes will chase you out of the woods. 

 

 

 

Hiss! Female snakes carry their young in their 

mouth. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Hiss! If you see a snake on your property, you’re  

allowed to kill it. 

 

Busted Iowa does not have any cottonmouth/water 

moccasin. All snakes are good swimmers but the 

harmless water snake is often confused with  

cottonmouth because of its wide head and aggressive 

nature. Their range only extends to southern Missouri; 

Iowa winters are far too cold.. 

 

Busted A snake rattling its tail is rarely a rattlesnake. 

It is most often a harmless species mimicking a  

rattlesnake warning. There are 4 venomous species in 

Iowa, the Timber rattlesnake, prairie rattlesnake,  

Massasaugua rattlesnake, and the copperhead. Three 

of these 4 are extremely rare. 

 

Busted No, a snake cannot come back alive from  

being completely frozen. 

 

 

Busted Iowa snakes do not chase people. Unfortunate 

people often have bad luck and pick the same escape 

path as the snake, fueling this myth.  

 

Busted Female snakes do not protect their young in 

their mouth. Mother snakes leave their young shortly 

after birth.  A couple species like rattlesnakes and 

garter snakes have live birth and sometimes mother 

snakes eat weak offspring.  A hissing mother easily 

could have been seen with a tail or two sticking out of 

its mouth creating this myth. 

 

Busted Garter snakes are our only non-protected 

snake species in Clayton county, it is illegal to kill or 

collect any other species here. 

Hiss-Busters: Busting Snake Myths  

     Like many creatures, when it comes to snakes 

the facts are just as amazing as the fiction.  But if a 

snake tale sounds unbelievable, it probably is. 

Snakes play an important role in the environment by 

controlling small animals like rodents.  If you see a 

snake, please leave it be and simply observe. Per-

haps you too can learn to appreciate these  

fascinating creatures. 
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Part and Parcel with Parts of Parcels by Kenny Slocum, Naturalist 

     It is mid-July and I am standing at the Motor Mill 

Historic Site’s Grau Memorial Savanna with five  

college students. They are all studying natural  

resources in some capacity, which has driven them to 

spend a summer with the Conservation Corps of Iowa. 

Dappled sunlight filters through the canopy, twinkling 

on the dew covering the lush undergrowth. The scent 

of sawdust & bar oil mixes with the aroma of Bee 

Balm blooming at the forest’s edge. Gregg Pattison, 

manager of the Partner’s Program for the U.S. Fish & 

Wildlife Service, explains the goals of our project and 

the ecological principles behind them with youthful 

enthusiasm.  

     “…So right here is your classic edge habitat, a 

hard boundary between the forest and the prairie. You 

want to blend into the savanna back here. You’d be 

amazed at how quick birds will start using the area 

once you open it up a bit.”  

     “Bobolinks?” asks one of the bird nerds from the 

corps.  

     “Well, see a Bobolink is going to need a much 

larger space. I think it’s something like 500 feet from 

an edge before it’s really good nesting area for them.” 

Indeed, studies indicate the Bobolink prefers a contin-

uous grassy area 1000 feet in diameter for breeding 

habitat. The five crew members and I are locked in to 

the crash course with rapt attention.  

     Conservation in Iowa is an art of confined spaces. 

Maximizing the ecological value of the meager  

portions of natural land left requires constant vigi-

lance. It is an unending battle of Spartan proportions, 

maintaining a few acres here and a few acres there 

against a tide of unnatural acreage numbering in the 

millions. The Grau savanna has room to expand, but 

with limited manpower today, we will focus on just a 

part of the greater parcel. 

     Pattison would go on to tell tales of his recent 

dives into the historical literature on Iowa’s wide-

spread savanna and grassland habitats. He recounts 

investigations into the early surveys of Iowa in prepa-

ration for settlement. Surveyors would use trees to 

mark area boundaries, starting at an obvious tree and 

traveling in a straight line for miles, documenting the 

terrain features and ecosystems along the way.  

     “The starting tree,” Gregg explains, “was  

almost always an Oak. Then, over the next mile, 

they’d maybe encounter 1 or 2 more trees, also Oaks. 

Almost no Ash, no Cherry, no Box Elder, none of 

that. And they never used the word ‘Forest,’ it was 

always open woodland, oak opening, grassland…” 

     Pattison hypothesizes that regularly occurring fires 

sweeping across the landscape – maybe as often as 

annually, for thousands of years  – suppressed other 

tree species from all but the darkest, dampest ravines. 

He also shares the widely-supported stance that Io-

wa’s fire-adapted ecosystems, including prairies and 

savanna, developed largely due to human activity. 

Early Native Americans utilized fire as game and  

habitat management. Fires started near an encamp-

ment would travel perhaps for miles before they met 

some natural boundary or ran out of fuel. 

     It begs the question of what we should do  

today to conserve natural habitat. In the purest sense, 

a hands-off approach and letting ecological succession 

roll on without intervention might seem the most 

“natural.” continued on page 7...  

Before & After: The CCCB worked with crews from the Conservation Corps of Iowa & Minnesota to restore a remnant 

savanna on the south side of the Motor Mill Historic Site. Sun shines once again on the forest floor after removing  

dozens of small ironwood and maple trees.  
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     But, as Gregg points out, those pre-settlement  

ecosystems did not have invasive plants threatening 

from the periphery. They were essentially large 

enough to sustain themselves. Human-caused or not, 

those fires occurred often enough on a long enough 

time scale to define the greater biotic community of 

Iowa. If the goal of conservation is to maintain the 

ecological function and historic biodiversity of our 

“natural” spaces, then habitat managers must do a lot 

of cutting, pulling, burning, and yes, sometimes 

spraying – or at least treating.  

     In the month that Clayton County Conservation 

enjoyed the help of those wonderful young  

conservationists from the Iowa Corps, we had a lot of 

time to think about how the human element fits into 

our responsibility to the land and its resources.  

Human history and natural history are intertwined in 

Iowa’s past, present, and future. It is a point further 

driven home during a project cutting large trees off of 

a tailed effigy mound at one of our properties. What is 

the timber value of the old trees, and how can it  

possibly compare to the value of this irreplaceable 

piece of human history? The mounds have been a 

place of worship for thousands of years, constructed 

by many of the same people who in essence construct-

ed Iowa by setting fires, hunting game, and planting 

early crops. Without fires, trees on the mound may 

grow large, uproot, and destroy this amazing piece of 

the past.  

     When we are done, the effect is awe-inspiring. Pre-

viously the effigy was barely visible under a dense 

cover of saplings, gooseberry, and nettles. Now, with 

the brush and canopy removed, the sun shines through 

an opening in the forest like a spotlight on this ancient 

feat of human engineering.  

     The mound also speaks to another challenge in 

conservation: how do we decide what a landscape 

“should” look like? For an ancient mound, it’s  

easy. A mound of earth would not have been  

constructed around the trunks of trees, so the trees 

must not have been there. But for “natural” areas, it’s 

trickier.  

     To identify remnant savannas, land managers look 

for “open-grown oaks,” those mighty Quercus with 

huge limbs low on their trunks, indicating an  

early life  free of competition, with space to grow as 

wide or wider than they are tall.  

     For the immediate history, we can look to  

historic  

photographs. 

The Iowa 

DNR’s Historic 

Aerial  

Photography 

project provides 

imagery going 

back to 1930.      

But to  

reconstruct  

earlier habitats, 

we must look to 

the heady  

science of  

sediment core 

sampling. The 

mucky  

sediment  

beneath still 

waters, or  

ancient flood 

deposits along a 

riverbank, hold pollen from hundreds or thousands of 

years ago. With the aid of a microscope, researchers 

can use that pollen to determine what kinds of plant 

communities lived in the surrounding landscape  

centuries before.  

     Working in conservation, our impact is not always 

immediately obvious. We live for the  

moments when it is; when we see the lightbulb go on 

as a student grasps a difficult concept or the smile 

when a young angler catches his first fish. We chase 

those moments. We work in conservation because we 

want to make an impact.  

     Stepping away from a day’s work restoring  

remnant savanna, sweaty from cutting and hauling 

endless piles of Ironwood and Maple away from the 

sprawling Oaks, the impact is obvious. The buzz of 

chainsaws fades away, replaced by rustling leaves and 

singing birds. It feels more natural, despite all the 

work it took to get there. To gaze upon an oak open-

ing is to gaze into Iowa’s deep time, and to feel a  

kinship with the thousands of years where humans 

were, as Thoreau said, “part and parcel” of nature. It 

may take a lot of work, and it may just be a few acres, 

but like a single flame sparking a massive prairie 

burn, it’s a start.  

(continued) Part and Parcel with Parts of Parcels  

After & Before: the above image shows 

the south side of Motor Mill in 2016. 

Below, the same area in 1930.  Photos 

courtesy of Google Earth (left) and the 

Iowa DNR’s Historic Aerial Photo-

graph Project.  
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The Clayton County Conservation Board does not discriminate against anyone on 

the basis of race, color, sex, creed, national origin, age or handicap.  If anyone be-

lieves he or she has been subjected to such discrimination, he or she may file a 

complaint alleging discrimination with either the Clayton County Conservation Board 

or the Office of Equal Opportunity, U.S. Dept. of Interior, Washington, D.C. 20240 

 
Clayton County Conservation 

Osborne Conservation Center 

29862 Osborne Rd, Elkader,  IA  52043 

(563) 245-1516 

Conservation Board Members: 
 

Gary Kregel, Garber……………..............Chair 

Daryl Landsgard, St. Olaf..………...Vice Chair 

Larry Stone, Elkader……...………….Secretary  

Marilyn Lenth, Postville………..…….Member 

Pam Vaske, Strawberry Point………...Member 

 

 

Staff 
Jenna Pollock……………...………....Director 

Tucker Anderson……...Operations Supervisor 

Jay Farmer………….Operations/Maintenance 

Abbey Harkrader….…..……….…...Naturalist 

Kenny Slocum…Naturalist/Resource Manager 

Molly Scherf………......……..Office Manager 

Tammie Kraus…….…..…..…Office Assistant 

Deron Hakert...………..…...…....Maintenance  

The mission of the Clayton County Conservation Board is to promote the health and general welfare of 

the people and to encourage preservation, conservation, education, and recreation through responsible 

use and appreciation of our natural resources and cultural heritage. 

 

 
 

 

                   Monday-Saturday 

           8:00am - 4:00pm 

            Sunday 

       Closed 
  

 Native Wildlife Exhibit Hours 

                        Everyday 10-4:00 

 

Clayton County Conservation Board meetings are the 

second Tuesday of every month at 6:00pm in the  

Osborne Center Auditorium. 

Meetings are open to the public. 

Visit: 
www.claytoncountyconservation.org 

and LIKE us on Facebook! 


