
Audubon Riedel Nature Reserve

Arctic Audubon’s stewardship and 
sharing of the Nature Reserve 

during the last 40 years
1984 - 2024



In 1967, the National Audubon 
Society funded a Survey Report 
and Plan for an Alaska Nature 
Center in the Fairbanks North 
Star Borough.

▪The study was funded by National 
Audubon and the FNSB. Contributors to 
the study included FNSB, UAF, ADFG, US 
Soil Conservation Service, and a number 
of Fairbanks’ residents.

▪The Summary Report was written by 
National Audubon Society, Nature 
Centers Division

The idea of a nature center in our 
community began decades ago.



The report presents a Summary 
of Major Recommendations 

1) That the Creamer Dairy Farm be 
purchased by the Alaska Division of 
Fish and Game with federal funds.

2) That one of the four suggested 
approaches for establishing the Alaska 
Nature Center be accepted.

3) That such a center should be a total 
community effort.



Although the Alaska Nature Center did not come to fruition as outlined 
in the report, Elonore Cunningham Riedel’s vision for her homestead off 
Chena Hot Springs Road rekindled the idea of a Nature Center in 
Fairbanks.

Elonore decided to donate her 160-acre homestead to a nonprofit 
organization so the land would remain “free and undeveloped.” First, 
she approached The Nature Conservancy, but they were not interested. 
Next, Elonore contacted Audubon Alaska who embraced the idea and 
put her in touch with Arctic Audubon Society.



Conversations with Elonore 
and husband Charles began 
in early 1984. Arctic Audubon 
organized a Nature Center 
Steering Committee and 
Advisory Board. Pam Worley 
designed the logo for the 
Audubon Riedel Nature 
Center.

And the work began!



On December 31, 1984 Elonore and Charles 
Riedel transferred ownership of the 160-acre 
homestead to Arctic Audubon Society.



Audubon Arboretum Proposal

Larry Mayo, Arctic Audubon Board 
President, presented the “Audubon 
Arboretum Proposal.”

“The FNSB has large land holdings 
adjacent to the Arctic Audubon 
Society-owned land given by Elonore 
Riedel… We propose that about 360 
acres of this land adjoining the 
Audubon Society land be retained by 
the Borough and added to the 
Nature Center… The Arctic Audubon 
Society would manage the land for 
public use as part of the Nature 
Center.”

1984—1986 Making Big Plans!

At the time, the Geophysical Institute and the Air Force were 
engaged in a cooperative program operating the Alaska Long Period 
Array Research Site. Due to the sensitivity of the instruments, an 
arboretum was a compatible use of the land.



On February 5, 1985, the FNSB 
responded to Arctic Audubon’s 
proposal in a staff report.  The 
report concludes: 

“It is recommended that the Borough 
Assembly approve a resolution dedicating the 
above described parcel to public use as an 
Arboretum/Natural Area, and authorizing the 
administration to enter into a lease with the 
Arctic Audubon Society at less than fair market 
value recognizing the benefits derived by the 
public from this action.” 

Regrettably, this proposal was not 
adopted by the FNSB Assembly.



Arctic Audubon Hoped to Purchase the Riedel’s 
Home for a Nature Education Center

When Elonore and Charles said they would like move to the Kenny 
Lake area to be closer to their daughter, Arctic Audubon Society 
thought it would be great to purchase their house to provide access, 
parking, and a Nature Education Center.



Plans were made to remodel the house to accommodate a Nature 
Education Center. After renovations, the house would have class and 
meeting rooms, permanent displays, gift shop, library, laboratory, and 
office. The Nature Center would provide a wide variety of educational 
opportunities for adults and children:

• Self-guided interpretive nature center

• Outdoor programs, classes, and field 
trips

• Teachers and students wishing to 
pursue special projects independently 
would be welcome

• Programs including lectures, 
workshops, and guided nature walks.

• Local clubs—such as beekeepers, 
falconers, wildlife artists, and others—
would be invited to set up 
demonstration projects and give 
classes in their special field.

Elonore Riedel and Dee Daly



By January 1985, Arctic Audubon had a tentative budget for 
acquisition of the Riedel House and Nature Center operations. 
Fundraising began in earnest!



Arctic Audubon Signs a 
Purchase Agreement

Arctic Audubon Society entered 
into a contract with Elonore and 
Charles Riedel to purchase their 
house on 20 acres of land to serve 
as the Education Center and 
caretaker’s residence. A Real 
Estate Purchase Agreement was 
signed March 30, 1985, and on 
May 1, 1985, the first third of the 
down payment was paid with 
loans from two couples. 



In Spring 1985, Arctic Audubon 
Society submitted a “Proposal to 
The Alaska State Legislature for 
Helping to Establish a Nature 
Center in Fairbanks.”

A $30,000 appropriation was 
passed in the legislative 
session’s capital appropriation 
bill, SB 27. 

Steering Committee member 
Peggy Cowan advocated with 
Interior legislators when 
traveling to Juneau for 
business. 

A grant writer was hired to 
find additional funds.



The Grant Proposal included 
a budget for establishing the 
Nature Center and an 
Operating Budget.



A fundraising auction 

was held July 26, 

1985 at the 

Dogmushers Hall. 



Energetic fundraising efforts were productive, but inadequate 
to pursue purchasing the Riedel’s house. An October 1985 
update to the Arctic Audubon membership stated:

“In total, we expect to receive $48,000 this year. We consider this highly 
successful. At the same time, we determined that this was not sufficient to 
proceed with purchasing land and a house for a Visitor Access Site adjacent to 
our 160-acre Nature Preserve. If we receive a major grant in the future—and 
we are still trying—we could again attempt to purchase this desirable site. 
However, it may be sold by then.” 

Without the house, there 
was no physical access to 
the Nature Reserve 
property. So, it was back 
to the drawing boards!



A Beautiful Nature Reserve 
with No Access!

Efforts were redirected toward trying 
to achieve physical access to the 
property which was renamed the 
Audubon Riedel Nature Reserve. An 
extension was negotiated on the 
legislative grant to allow more time for  
planning. It was hoped that this money 
could be spent on physical access to 
Audubon’s land. Multiple access routes 
were researched and analyzed. 



Proposal to Build Parking Lot 
Along Rifle Road
Arctic Audubon approached the 
Riedels, asking to purchase or lease 
one acre of land along Rifle Road to 
construct a parking lot. Negotiations 
were not successful.



Research Alternate Access Routes
Attorney Mason Damrau was hired to research legal status of access along 
Haida Road, Rifle Road, Amanita Road, and Section line 23/24.

• Haida Road was the only somewhat feasible route, and it had 
significant problems. Public easement did not exist along all of Haida 
Road, and the road ended at University land, not the Nature Reserve. 

• Haida Road residents were invited to a public meeting at the nearby 
Bulls-Eye Bar, 4 Mile Chena Hot Springs Road. “They are not overjoyed 
by the prospect of increased use of their little road, but agree that the 
low use by Audubon is better than a subdivision.”



Access Along UAF Land

Negotiations began with the  
University of Alaska Land 
Management Department for a 
land swap or an easement along 
their 40 acres. An easement along 
the southern edge of the 40-acre 
parcel owned by UA would allow 
Arctic Audubon to build a road 
and parking area only if access was 
achieved along Haida Road.

None of these access ideas turned 
out to be workable. 

Time was running out for using the 
legislative grant money.



Remember the 1967 proposal for an Alaska Nature 
Center at Creamer’s Field? Here it comes again!

Arctic Audubon did not want to 
return the Alaska legislative grant 
of $30,000 to the State. Instead, 
the grant was renegotiated in 
1988 to use the money for 
developing a nature education 
center at the Farmhouse Visitor 
Center at Creamer’s Field 
Migratory Waterfowl Refuge. The 
historic Farmhouse was being 
renovated by the Alaska 
Craftsman Home Program to be 
used as a Visitor Center.



Larry Mayo explained the plan in 
a letter to Representative Mike 
Davis dated July 3, 1988 :

“Not to be undone by lack of ready access, 
members of the Arctic Audubon Society 
have a continuing interest in Nature 
Education to help others develop a growing 
appreciation of the ecosystem in which we 
live. Therefore, we are working to devote 
these energies for the next few years at the 
Creamer’s Field Wildlife Refuge, and that is 
beginning to take shape at this time… Thus, 
our Nature Education program that was to 
have developed at a privately-owned 
Nature Center, hopefully will take place 
initially at the Creamer’s Field Wildlife 
Refuge, and later may be transferred to our 
own land when access becomes possible.”



A proposal to amend the $30K legislative grant was submitted to the 
Grants Administration Section of the Department of Community Regional 
Affairs February 3, 1991. A grant amendment was issued March 15, 1991, 
allowing the legislative funds plus interest to be used for a Nature Center 
at Creamer’s Field with work to be completed by June 30, 1994.



It’s A Cooperative Effort!
In Fall 1992, Arctic Audubon signed a 
cooperative agreement with US Fish and 
Wildlife Service, Alaska Department of 
Fish and Game, Ducks Unlimited Inc, 
North Star Flying Lions, and Friends of 
Creamer’s Field. The agreement covered 
two inter-related projects which were 
merged for contract administration to 
reduce overhead costs. The projects:

• Develop interpretive exhibits for the 
Farmhouse Visitor Center

• Construct new nature trails and a 
teaching platform, repair the existing 
trail (including boardwalks), and 
develop/install trailside exhibits.



In this cooperative 
project, Arctic Audubon 

Society agreed to:
1. Provide volunteer 

assistance to develop, 
construct and otherwise 
implement the projects.

2. Provide funding as specified 
in this Agreement for the 
purchase of necessary 
equipment, supplies and 
services.

3. Provide volunteer and 
financial information to the 
Department for interim 
progress and final 
completion reports.

The project was successful, and 
the grant was closed out with 
the State on August 3, 1995.



The Arctic Audubon Society Board may have been a bit 
weary at this point. For the next 20 years or so, the Audubon 
Riedel Nature Reserve remained unchanged. Arctic Audubon 
hosted occasional field trips to walk the trails, and neighbors 
enjoyed the natural landscape.



Driveway Access Along 
Section Line Proposed

In 2016, a neighbor on the 
east side of the Reserve urged 
Arctic Audubon to attempt 
access from Amanita Road 
along the section line 
easement (between sections 
13 and 24) on the north edge 
of the Nature Reserve and of 
his property (lot 6 on the 
diagram).

Due to the steep terrain, the 
driveway would not extend all 
the way to the Audubon 
property. A trail would 
connect the parking area to 
the Audubon Riedel Nature 
Reserve. 



On 5-23-2017, Arctic Audubon was granted a permit from 
the Department of Natural Resources “to construct an 
approximately 750-foot driveway, including a turnaround 
area and passing pullout within a State-managed section 
line easement.” Bids were solicited from three contractors. 



Area Landowners Notified
Arctic Audubon sent a letter dated April 
30, 2017 to ~120 property owners on 
or near Amanita Road to inform them 
of our plan for road construction in the 
summer. The public meeting was well-
attended and brought forth both ideas 
and concerns. 

The Arctic Audubon Board of Directors 
once again altered plans as a result of 
the public meeting. At their 5-16-2017 
meeting, the board adopted a motion 
to “suspend the driveway building 
project while the board researches 
other options to access the Audubon 
Riedel Nature Reserve.” 

Following the meeting, Darla Theisen 
joined the Arctic Audubon Society 
board and became Co-Chair of the 
Audubon Riedel Nature Reserve 
Committee.



Growing the Reserve
Having abandoned the driveway project, 
the Arctic Audubon Society Board decided 
to use available funds to expand the 
Reserve and gain property a little closer to 
a roadway. In Fall 2019, UA Land 
Management offered two 40-acre parcels 
for sale adjacent to the Nature Reserve. 

Arctic Audubon Society and Gail Mayo 
successfully bid on the parcels. Arctic 
Audubon used donated funds, some of 
which was left from fundraising efforts in 
the 1980s. 

The parcel purchased by the Mayo Family 
was gifted to Arctic Audubon Society in 
memory of Larry Mayo, a longtime 
conservationist and Arctic Audubon board 
member who provided vision, passion, 
persistence, and leadership for the 
Audubon Riedel Nature Reserve. 



Another Donation!
The reserve expanded again in 
December 2021 through an 
amazing heartfelt donation from 
the Colleen Herning estate. The 
land is close to the current 
Audubon Riedel Nature Reserve 
and connected by the main trail 
system between Chena Hot 
Springs, Amanita, and Esro 
Roads. 

Colleen’s family honored her 
vision and honored Arctic 
Audubon with the donation of 
eighty acres of her beautiful 
land. This gift stipulates that the 
undeveloped land is to remain in 
its natural state for the 
enjoyment by all people forever.



As 2024 begins, what plans, challenges, 
and dreams do we have for the future 
of the Audubon Riedel Nature Reserve?



Achieve Physical Access with a Parking Area

Both sections of the Audubon 
Riedel Nature Reserve are not 
accessible by public roads. 
Easy access and a parking 
area has been a challenging 
goal since the Reserve was 
established in 1984. 

Leasing or purchasing a 
portion of the FNSB property 
to the north of the main 
Reserve would allow access 
from Amanita Road.



Continue Research Projects at the Reserve

Songbird Song Meter Study Relating To Wildfire Smoke



Research Aquatic Carbon Cycling in Changing Northern Environments



Continue to Offer Field Trips 

Invite people of all ages to enjoy 
and learn about the Audubon 
Riedel Nature Reserve.





Map Trails and Add Signage



Inventory the 
Birds, Mammals, 
and Plants of 
the Audubon 
Riedel Nature 
Reserve





Monitor mining exploration proposals 
near the Nature Reserve and partner 
with Save Our Domes to inform the 
public of potential impacts.

Gold exploration and mining to the west, north and east of 
Fairbanks have accelerated significantly in recent years. 
Unfortunately for property owners, the State of Alaska 
retains subsurface mineral rights for most private land and 
mining can happen anywhere on state land, even adjacent 
to established neighborhoods. Over the past 30 to 40 years 
residential, recreational, and business development within 
the Fairbanks North Star Borough have expanded greatly but 
state law does not necessarily protect these uses because 
97% of Borough land is zoned for "General Use" where 
almost any use is considered acceptable.

The yellow squares represent existing mining 
claims. The red bubbles with white “x” 
indicates location of the Audubon Riedel 
Nature Reserve to the south of the claims.

Residential neighborhoods and gold mining 
are incompatible in the immediate vicinity of 
Fairbanks but increased exploration from 
mining interests is likely to result in conflicts 
between residents and mines.

Save Our Domes seeks to find ways to 
prevent or mitigate these conflicts.



Celebrate and Enjoy the 
Audubon Riedel Nature Reserve
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