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Iowa’s Forgotten Game Bird—The Turkey
Many of us will enjoy at least one turkey feast this holiday season. Of course, for most of
us, that turkey was raised domestically and comes to us frozen from the grocery store. So,
we tend to forget that there are actually wild turkeys in our Iowa woodlands and, in fact,
they’re pretty unique birds with an interesting history!
When the first settlers arrived in North America, millions of turkeys inhabited the continent
and they were readily hunted as a convenient source of meat. But, unrestricted hunting and
the conversion of their woodland habitats into agricultural lands greatly affected their
population throughout the 19th century. In fact, by 1900, the turkey had mostly disappeared
from Iowa, with the last known sighting in Lucas County in 1910. By 1920, only 250,000
turkeys remained in the United States, covering only 12% of their original range.
But, by then, people saw what was happening and were beginning to
restore essential turkey habitat that had been lost over the years. They
then began transplanting turkeys to unoccupied habitats and turkey
populations began to grow throughout the country. By 1980, turkey
restoration had become so successful here in Iowa, that we began
trading our turkeys with other states for other species that had
disappeared here in Iowa. Thanks to those efforts, we now have prairie
chickens, ruffed grouse, river otters, and sharp-tailed grouse back in Iowa once again. By
the early 1980’s there were close to two million turkeys in the U.S. Today, there are over
seven million turkeys—not bad for a bird that was at one time on the road to extinction!
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Did You Know?


Turkeys have
expanded their range
northward as the
climate has warmed.

Unlike most other upland birds in Iowa, though, turkeys are basically woodland birds. But
the best turkey habitat is a mix of woodlands and grasslands or agricultural areas. They nest
in the spring on the ground in any area that has a sufficient amount of cover, laying an
average of 11 eggs per clutch. About half of all turkey nests are successful. After about four
weeks, the precocial young hatch out and are able to leave the nest almost immediately. In
fact, within two weeks, they are able to fly up into the trees where turkeys roost at night.



A gobbler’s beard
can grow to be 10”
long.



About 10% of hens
also have beards.

Being primarily woodland birds, turkeys feed mostly upon mast, a variety of
nuts, seeds, and berries. In the winter, though, they are often observed in crop
fields feeding on waste grain. In fact, they will often travel up to two miles in
search of food. And, during the spring and summer, they also consume insects
and green plants; the insect protein is important for the growth of the young
poults. Being such voracious consumers of insects during the warmer months,
turkeys are actually beneficial to farmers.



Native Americans
used turkey spurs for
arrowheads.



Many turkey
feathers are
iridescent; they
change color as the
light changes.



Turkeys now occupy
all major river corridors in Iowa.

Turkeys are, of course, large birds, with males weighing up to 30 pounds and
females weighing in at over 12 pounds. Despite their large size, though, they can run up to
25 m.p.h. and can fly up to 50 m.p.h.! And, they are actually surprisingly graceful flyers!

So, as you’re sitting down to eat your store-bought turkey this holiday season, don’t forget
about the millions of wild turkeys that are scrounging through our woods and fields, trying
to survive another Iowa winter. Their comeback story is one of resilience in the face of a
changing American landscape. And because of that, they deserve our respect and
admiration…not only during the holidays, but throughout the year.
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Emerald Ash Borer Discovered in Winnebago County
It was probably only a matter of time, but the Emerald Ash Borer, or EAB
as it’s commonly known, has been discovered in Winnebago County,
specifically in Forest City. The invasive pest is a small, metallic-green,
wood-boring beetle native to east Asia that attacks and kills ash trees.
Adult beetles live on the outside of trees and feed on the leaves during the
summer months, while the larvae feed on the living plant tissue underneath the bark. The tunneling and feeding activity of the larvae is what
ultimately kills the trees. The EAB attacks ash trees of any size, age, or
stage of health, and trees can die within two years of infestation.

The EAB was first discovered in North America near Detroit, Michigan in 2002. It’s believed to have gotten to
the U.S. on wooden packing material in a cargo ship. Eight years later, it had spread to Iowa, where it was
discovered on an island in the Mississippi River.
Since then, the beetle has moved westward
throughout the state, and new infestations have
been found on an ongoing basis. It has spread
through the transportation of infested firewood,
ash nursery stock, and other ash items. It’s
believed that there are roughly 52 million
woodland ash trees and 3.1 million community
ash trees in Iowa. Since ash is one of the most
commonly planted street trees in the state, the
EAB will have a huge impact on cities and towns
throughout Iowa.
If you’d like more information about the Emerald
Ash Borer, you can check out the Emerald Ash
Borer Information Network at
www.emeraldashborer.info.

Families’ Land Donation Will Benefit New Center
Two families have generously donated two parcels of land to the Friends of Winnebago County Conservation
Foundation! About a year ago, David Christ, and his wife Ruth Elaine Moe Christ, contacted the WCCB and
the FWCCF about the possibility of donating some lots they owned in a subdivision located a mile south of
Lake Mills. David’s sister Carolyn Goddard, along with her husband Bruce Dale Goddard, then agreed to also
donate lots that they owned in the same subdivision.

David and Carolyn’s parents, Edwin and Venita Christ, had developed the Terrace View Subdivision years
ago. As a family, they have always been very conservation-minded and liked the idea of donating them to the
FWCCF. An interesting note about the lots...Former Iowa Governor and Ambassador to China, Terry Branstad,
and his wife Christine, once owned part of
the subdivision back in the 1970’s!
The two parcels of land will be sold off and
the proceeds will go towards the construction
of the new Environmental Education Center.
We want to thank the Christs and the
Goddards for their generous donations and
for their dedication to conservation here in
Winnebago County!

The P rairie C o un try Q uar terl y

A Fall Delight—
Iowa’s Squirrels
One of the classic signs of fall is the sight of squirrels
hopping around among the leaves, gathering food for
the winter. Here in Iowa, we have four distinct species
of tree squirrels. The two most common species are
the fox squirrel and the gray squirrel, both of which
can be found throughout timbered areas across most of
the state. Fox squirrels get their name from their large,
bushy, reddish tail. They also lope along on the
ground much as a fox does. Gray squirrels, on the
other hand, are gray in color, smaller, skinnier, and
have a less bushy tail. The fox squirrel also spends
more time on the ground and the gray squirrel spends
more time in the trees.
But, there are two other species of squirrels that can
also be found in Iowa, although they are much less
common. One is the tiny red squirrel, which is far
more common in Minnesota, but can be found in the
north-central part of Iowa. The red squirrel prefers a
habitat of evergreen trees, but will also inhabit hardwood forests, especially along waterways. They have
a very loud, chattering alarm call which can be heard
for a long distance. That makes them easy to detect,
despite their small size!
The final tree squirrel we see (or
don’t see) in Iowa is the southern
flying squirrel, which is most
commonly found in the southeastern two-thirds of Iowa. It is much
harder to observe because, unlike
other squirrel species, it is
nocturnal. Despite its name,
though, the flying squirrel can’t
actually fly; it can only glide.
All of Iowa’s tree squirrels eat mostly the same things:
nuts, seeds, fungi (including mushrooms), berries, bird
eggs, and pine cone seeds. They will often cache, or
even bury, much of their food for the winter months.
Of course, they don’t always “remember” where they
buried a lot of their food, so they inadvertently help to
spread seeds throughout the forest—seeds that
eventually become trees! They all also tend to nest in
either tree cavities or large leaf nests.
So, this fall, as you watch the antics of your local
squirrels, see if you can identify the different species
we have here in Iowa. Although they have many
similarities, they also have many differences. Those
differences, along with their entertaining behavior,
make them one of the most enjoyable sights of fall!
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An Important Reminder
This is the second to last “hard copy” issue of this
newsletter that we will publish. Beginning with
the Spring, 2022, issue, our newsletter will be
completely digital. That means that a link will be
emailed to you and you will be able to read it
online, in a much more timely manner, in full
color, and with links to more information.
That being said, if you do not have a computer or
internet access, and wish to continue receiving a
hard copy in the mail, please let us know. We will
continue to print a very limited number of
newsletters just for those people. But, the digital
edition will become the default edition.
So, if you wish to continue receiving this
newsletter, you will need to contact us at
lralls@winnebagoccb.com and let us know your
email address. Your email address will not be
shared with anyone else. (If you’re already
receiving a link for the digital copy, you do not
need to do anything.) If you do wish to continue
receiving a hard copy through the mail, though,
please let us know that, as well.

Anyone we do not hear from by February 28th,
2022, will be deleted from our mailing list. This
change in format is being done to save us money
and time, as well as provide you with a better,
more timely, newsletter. If you have any questions
or comments about this transition, please feel free
to contact us!

Iowa Whitetail Deer Facts







As Iowa was settled and became more
agricultural, deer numbers increased.
Almost every Iowa doe produces twin
fawns.
About 8%-12% of Iowa does produce
triplets.
Today, about 3/4 of an Iowa deer’s diet
consists of
agricultural crops.
Iowa ranks #3 in
the nation for
trophy bucks, with
1,330 listed with
Boone and
Crocket.
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Thank You!
A big thank you goes out to
employees from the Part Sales
Department at Winnebago Industries who worked hard this fall to
spruce up Thorpe Park! They
cleared an area below the cabin so
now cabin renters and other park
visitors have a much better view of
Lake Catherine. To all the

Director
Robert Schwartz
(rschwartz@winnebagoccb.com)
Naturalist
Lisa Ralls
(lralls@winnebagoccb.com)
Natural Resource Manager
Rick Lillie
(rlillie@winnebagoccb.com)

volunteers, thank you!

Natural Resource Technician
Nicole Templeton
(ntempleton@winnebagoccb.com)
Board Members
Julie Hagenson, Thompson
Nancy Helm, Forest City
Mike Korth, Forest City
Tim Missal, Forest City
Jeff Schmidt, Leland

From left to right, Jason Kendall,
Michael Isebrand, Shannon Swearingen,
Adam Weiland, and David Leidal.

Enjoy a relaxing stay at the

Open All Year!

Lake Catherine Cabin!
“The Prairie Country Quarterly” is published,
free of charge, four times a year. Please let us
know if you’d like to subscribe to this publication
either through the mail or electronically. The
public is also invited to attend our board meetings which are held at our Thorpe Park office on
the second Monday of each month,
beginning at 8:00 A.M.
The Winnebago County Conservation Board
Thorpe Park
34496 110th Avenue
Forest City, IA 50436
Phone: (641)565-3390
Web Site: www.winnebagoccb.com
The WCCB, in the provision of services and
facilities to the public, does not discriminate
against anyone on the basis of race, color, sex,
creed, national origin, or handicap. If anyone
believes that he or she has been subjected to such
discrimination, he or she may file a complaint
with the WCCB at the address above, or with the
Office of Equal Opportunity, U.S. Department of
the Interior, Washington, D.C., 20240.

$77.00/night on Fri. & Sat.,
$61.00/night during the week.
Reserve your stay at
www.winnebagoccb.com.

Don’t Forget to Check Out Our Website!
We want to remind everyone of our web site! It contains
WCCB news, a listing of all of our parks and wildlife areas, a
listing of upcoming programs, and a lot of other information.
You can even read this newsletter there or download a cabin
reservation form. So, check us out at www.winnebagoccb.com!
(You can use the QR code to access our web site.)
Be sure to also “like” our Facebook page or follow us on
Twitter to keep up with the latest WCCB news!

