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Getting to Know Walking Stick Adventures
By Maria Koschmeder, Naturalist at Walking Stick Adventures
Have you ever met a teacher or coach who was just really great
at their job? Someone whose instincts were so in tune with
their chosen career path that you just knew that person would
follow that path? There are a lucky few who love what they do
at their job and are fortunate enough to make a career out of
it. Many naturalists and teachers I know would fit into this
category, including me. I love doing my job.
I worked for the National Park Service for three summers and
found my passion in teaching outdoors. Then I moved into a
county conservation board position and stayed until 2009. In
2010 I started my own business now called Walking Stick
Adventures.
Walking Stick Adventures is a private, seasonal business that
manages a tipi camping rental property, provides guided hikes
and programs and offers nature summer camps. I think it is
safe to say that my philosophy about outdoor education has
evolved. I believe in encouraging people to learn by doing, to

experience outdoor places and find simple daily
adventures. Our programs encourage free play, taking risks
and getting dirty. These are experiences I had growing up
and I assumed it would continue that way. Unfortunately,
they are missing for so many people today, especially
children. Our goal is to promote this kind adventure again.
When people stay in my tipi or attend summer camps and
leave dirty, disheveled, relaxed and happy, I know I have
done my job.
We bought our 10-acre farm in the fall of 2006 and started
to restore it. We planted trees, prairie, restored and
stocked the pond, removed buildings, removed concrete
and planted more trees. My husband put in a water line
and electricity to the pond. He build an outhouse with a
front porch where campers can use an outdoor shower and
hand washing station. There is always something that needs
to be fixed, weeded or planted. Our farm is now “naturally”
beautiful and it turns out that our visitors love it.
Our visitors also tell us they love staying in the tipi. Many
have it on their “bucket list”. Who doesn’t want to sleep in
a tipi or an igloo? Our tipi camp sits at the 4-acre north end
of our farmstead. It is separated from our home site by a
windbreak. There is a small pond with a beach, fishing jetty,
canoe entry and trails. Around that is our restored prairie,
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trails, climbing trees and logs. There is enough space to let kids run without losing sight of them. It is quiet, private and somewhat
primitive. There is an 18’ diameter Sioux style tipi, complete with liner, floor, central fire ring and rain protection.
We try to make it convenient. Visitors may not have the time to do more than one night or a weekend. They get to use all of our
paddling and cooking equipment, grills, firewood, etc. It is very user friendly in that people only have to bring their food and
sleeping bags. They are directed to a website list of everything we have so they can pack what they want.
I thought it might be a great way to offer outdoor skills programs like Dutch oven cooking or paddling basics but they are not
interested. After some time, I realized it is
important that they are unguided here. I believe
it gives them the privacy to try new things or
nothing new at all. Maybe they just want to
relax... outside, enjoying nature... unguided.
Our nature summer camps include some entry
level day camps for 1st and 2nd graders and
some citizen science camps for 3rd and
4th graders. I try to keep to small groups
and provide some unguided nature time
in these as well. I have found it takes
time for kids to get used to the idea that
they can play by themselves and that
they don’t need a schedule. This
becomes very obvious during our 5th and
6th grade overnight camps but most of
my campers have been coming here for several years and they know what to expect
and look forward to that free time. I make sure the pond equipment is available for them as well.
This month I launched my first Experience on Airbnb. I have been working with Airbnb for five years. I like the way their platform
is set up. I am offering a guided hike in the Amana Colonies. Our hike winds through a beautiful timber and into a creek, filled with
geology, history, plants, animals and lots of cool rocks. We will take this hike at Summer IAN. This is a guided hike and therefore,
we will see if it works. My job will be to convince a few that it is worth the time and extra money to seek what they are missing
without a guide. If not, we will try something new next year.
We will be hosting Summer IAN and Summer ICEC here at the farm July 30 through August 2. We are working on extra tipis so
everyone can have that unique experience. (Contact us if you want to help with this!) We hope people can come and relax and
laugh and maybe learn something from each other. We want everyone to have an adventurous experience and then I will know
that I have done my job.

Grapevine News
Michael Maas, Naturalist at Buchanan County Conservation, is excited to announce that he
and his wife are expecting their second child, a girl in July.

Katie Struss, Naturalist in Buena Vista County, and her husband welcomed
their first child on January 11. Her name is Violet Ann Struss.
Liz Schramm from Nahant Marsh has accepted a new, full-time position as Administrative
Assistant/Naturalist.
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$10,000 Idea: Re-branded and Ready to Launch!
By Lilly Jensen, Winneshiek County Conservation
I am excited to announce that the IAN $10,000 idea is ready to launch! It features a
new name— Common Ground: Stories of the Land—to reflect not only the literal
common ground under our feet, but the shared experiences that allow us to find
common ground in working to protect our natural resources.
Common Ground will help people from across Iowa and of all generations, ages,
backgrounds, knowledge bases, and political persuasions give voice to the important
role the natural world plays in their lives. I hope the project will help people
acknowledge their own connections to the natural world AND build relationships with
others who feel the same. Ultimately, it is our common (though unique) experiences in
nature that are fertile ground for coming together to work toward a collective good: the protection of our natural resources
Now, the project needs YOU to succeed! Common Ground will need participants that will sit for and/or conduct interviews
and community facilitators that will bring the program to their communities so that others can share their stories. We have
pulled together resources for all steps of the project, everything from the release forms participants will need to sign, to ideas
for recruiting participants, to a guide to help prepare interview questions. More will come soon, including sample interviews.
To help community facilitators get the project off the ground in your areas, we are offering a limited number of $100 stipends
for you to use in whatever way you need. Use the money to print off materials, buy radio ads, purchase recording equipment,
buy snacks for recording sessions, or however you think will help.
Common Ground is housed on the IAN website: www.iowanaturalists.org/commonground. Please visit it, check out the project
resources, and explore how you might become involved in spreading Common Ground around Iowa, bringing voice to the
amazing stories, amazing people, and amazing natural resources of our state.
Questions, comments, or concerns? Contact Lilly Jensen at education@winneshiekwild.com or (563) 534-7145.

Nature Craft: Fox Cup
The fox cup cozy is a great craft for those older students or coffee loving adults. This is not my idea or design, so for those of us
who are a bit less artsy you can download a free template for your personal use like I did at Good Housekeeping.
Materials:
-Fox cozy pattern or make your own template
-Felt (orange, reddish brown or gray, white, black)
-Quick dry tacky glue
-Fabric Scissors
-Straight pins or you can trace the template using a pencil
-16 oz. cup
Instructions:
This is a super easy craft. Simply cut out all the felt pieces using the template or make
your own design. I highly recommend fabric scissors for cutting the felt. Glue on the felt
pieces. Don't worry if the white felt doesn't completely line up, you can trim as needed
after the glue has dried. Once the glue is dry enjoy your foxy coffee.
Suggestions:
After making the fox cozy I thought it might be a good idea to attach a piece of Velcro
rather than gluing it together for ease in taking it on and off the cup. This craft was super
simple and would make a great thank you gift for volunteers or guest speakers with a reusable cup and cocoa or treats inside.

3

Announcements
STICK IT with an IAN Sticker! We still have some new IAN logo stickers, and they will be at the workshop
available for purchase! Each sticker is $3. If you would like a sticker, but are not attending the workshop you can
contact Mary Bulger at mbulger@co.iowa.ia.us for details on how to get one.

Upcoming Workshops
June 20 - June 21 - Teaching Outdoor Skills: Archery and Bowfishing
July 24 - July 25 - Teaching Outdoor Skills: An Introduction to Basic Outdoor Skills
July 29 - July 30 - Teaching Outdoor Skills: Fish Iowa! Basic Fishing
July 31 - August 3 - Nature-Based Early Learning Conference
July 31- August 2 - Summer IAN: Walking Stick Adventures and Iowa
County
October 3-5 - MEEC: Access Nature – Promoting Inclusion
and Diversity in Environmental Education
November 6-8 - Fall IAN: Hamilton County Conservation

Call for Presenters
Do you have a project or skill you want to share? Or do
you know someone who would be a great presenter?
Contact Emily Herring at
eherring@marshallcountyia.gov.

Name that Nature Center
Kudos to Karen from Benton County for correctly guessing Henry County in the previous newsletter!

Submit guesses
to Michelle Berns at
mberns@co.muscatine
.ia.us.
Please use “Name that
Nature Center” as the
subject line. The
sender of the first
correct answer will win
bragging rights in the
next issue of The Web!
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Naturalist Spotlight: Bree Blom

I go by Bree, but my full name is Brianne Blom. I am the naturalist for Clay County Conservation Board. I was born and raised
in a small town in Northwest Iowa. As a young whipper snapper I spent my days exploring my parents property as well as
hunting and fishing with dad. Not a day went by that I wasn’t outside. I was fortunate enough to spend the summers at Lake
Okoboji. So at a very young age, I found a deep love for the outdoors and natural resources. My love of nature shifted (into
4th gear) to the love of speed. I spent my teenage years racing ATV motocross, chasing national championships, and seeing
the United States. One summer alone we put 28,000 miles on the RV and race trailer while having a blast. As with most
teenagers, I thought I was invincible. Eventually, the broken bones caused me to re-think my future and the smell of race
gas in the morning.
I didn’t lose sight of my love of the natural resources. Between ride-alongs with the county DNR officer and a school-to-work
experience at Little Sioux Park, it was a no-brainer that I would pursue a career in natural resources. I received my A.A.S.
degree at Kirkwood Community College. I still didn’t know what exactly I wanted to do. After an internship at Stone State
Park and working for Clay County Conservation as a seasonal natural resource tech, I did know I wanted to work in the
county conservation system somewhere in Iowa. I was a chaperone for Outdoor Journey for Girls one summer and after
seeing that spark in the young girls’ faces, I was hooked. I knew I wanted to be a naturalist. I moved eight hours away from
home to pursue a B.S. in Environmental Education and Interpretation at the University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point. My
summer seasonal work at Dickinson County Conservation was icing on the cake; I knew I wanted to be a county
conservation employee.
After graduating from UWSP, I spent a year as an AmeriCorps Naturalist for the Ogden (Utah) Nature Center. I learned a ton,
went on adventures, and held a bald eagle name Des. My year in Utah quickly came to an end. I packed up and relocated to
Lakefield, Minnesota to become a naturalist at Prairie Ecology Bus Center. It was a blast driving the science bus. I almost felt
like Miss Frizzle from The Magic School Bus. But it didn’t feel like home; I still had that goal in mind to be an employee in the
county conservation system. I finally landed the position I have always dreamed of, a naturalist position in the county
conservation system, and at a conservation board I was pretty familiar with. Now going on my third year at Clay County, I
wouldn’t trade it for the world. I hit the ground running every day knowing I am doing what I love. Crazy busy, yes, but
seeing the kids’ excitement is what keeps me going.
My husband Steve and I live in Lake Park with our black lab, Teddi (named after Theodore Roosevelt, of course). In my
limited spare time, I can be found doing river otter things like sliding down the banks of East Lake Okoboji, fishing, hunting,
and kayaking. (Almost) every morning I am at the CrossFit Gym. I have to keep up with those summer camp kids!
I am excited to be part of Iowa Association of Naturalists and take a more active role. What better way to surround yourself
than with the ones who bring out the best version of you. Inspiring others is like one big party - party on friends!
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Iowa Junior Naturalist Program
Looking for a fun promotional program to inspire and attract area youth and
families?
The Iowa Junior Naturalist Program is a wonderful opportunity for children ages
6-12 to experience (and share with their families) diverse environmental
education events, outdoor recreation, natural resources, conservation, and
historical interpretation.
Offered annually this program encourages children to attend programs offered
by local County Conservation Boards, Iowa Department of Natural Resources
(DNR) state park units, local libraries, nature centers, YMCA camps, 4H, or any
other programs with a nature theme. In addition, it encourages participants to
work on independent recreational natural resource activities in the outdoors.
When all requirements are completed, the participants receive an official Iowa
Junior Naturalist Patch and certificate of achievement.
As a participating program site you are free to use the certificate templates
found on the Iowa Association of Naturalist website at https://
www.iowanaturalists.org/programs/junior-naturalists or you can develop your
own. Participating sites can add their logo and contact information to the
brochure template found on the IAN website.
Partnering sites can order patches by downloading and filling out the order form
found on the IAN website. You choose which patches to order each year. Prices
of patches are now $1 per patch. We hope more counties will partner to offer
this wonderful program!

To order: Contact Michele Olson, Jones County Conservation, 12515 Central Park Rd., Center Junction, IA 52212
E-mail: naturalist@co.jones.ia.us Cell: (319)481-7987 Office Phone: (563)487-3541

6

Like us on Facebook!
Visit us at www.iowanaturalists.org
IAN Executive Committee

President
Karen Johlas-Szalkowski
Warren County Naturalist II
15565 118th Ave
Indianola, IA 50125
515-961-6169, Ext. 206
karenjohlas-szalkowski@warrenccb.org

Secretary
Michelle Berns
Muscatine County Naturalist
PO Box 109
Muscatine, IA 52761
563-264-5922
mberns@co.muscatine.ia.us

Vice President
Amy Loving
Ed Coordinator, Nahant Marsh
4220 Wapello Ave.
Davenport, IA 52802
563-336-3373
aloving@eicc.edu

Treasurer
Emily Ostrander
Lyon County Naturalist
300 S. 4th St. Suite 200
Rock Rapids, IA 51246
712-472-2217
lccbnaturalist@lyoncounty.com

Workshop Coordinator
Emily Herring
Marshall County Naturalist
2349 233rd Street
Marshalltown, IA
614-844-2833
eherring@marshallcountyia.gov

Naturalists
Planting the seed of environmental stewardship by communicating the meanings and
relationships in natural, cultural, and historical resources.
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