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Remarks made at the 25th Anniversary of the establishment of MN Valley 
National Wildlife Refuge. 

Ed Crozier 

The program planners for this anniversary celebration took a bit of a risk, asking 
an ancient guy like myself to talk about the good old days, but no fear, they asked 
me to limit my remarks to what the founders did to get the refuge started so I will 
try to make it short. 

MN Valley NWR is a charmed place, carefully watched over by the river spirits. 
Sure the refuge has its ups and downs, but in the big picture and over the years, 
it has been remarkably successful. 

Twenty five years ago, the Bass Ponds couldn't be found , the ponds were silted 
in, the water control structures were gone, the dikes breached and covered with 
weeds and downed trees. The place was unrecognizable and inaccessible. Now it 
is a excellent environmental education site and a favorite place for visitors to 
hike. 

Then, Cedar Avenue was a dirty, busy commuter road with plenty of unsavory 
people in the area and abandoned refrigerators and cars, that could easily have 
bodies in them. 

No one seem to know then that at Black Dog there was a wonderful native prairie 
or a rare calcareous fen . 

There were two huge city gates on Lyndale Avenue that drunken drivers kept 
hitting when they made the wrong turn out of bars up the Avenue. Now there is a 
very nice refuge trailhead and boat launching area. 

Because of the work of the refuge staff, all of these areas are now wonderful 
nature areas that are very popular with refuge visitors. 

When there was a hearing on the construction of a new runway at the airport, 
people stood up and spoke so eloquently and heartfelt about these areas that you 
would think they were talking about Yosemite or Yellowstone and it nearly 
brought tears to my eyes. 

You can now step out the door of the refuge visitor center and walk along side 
the river from there to Jordan on land set aside for wildlife or wildland recreation 
except for one tiny strip of private land. No where else in the nation is there such 
a long, impressive, green corridor in a major metropolitan area. 

Now let me tell you how the refuge came about. Surprisingly it happened because 
of two failures. One was a personal management technique of a federal agency 
and the other was the failure of a city council to appoint an advisory commission 



on natural resources. 

In the late 1960's , after being the refuge manager of national wildlife refuges in 
Wisconsin, North Dakota, Illinois and Iowa, I was assigned as the master planner 
for the 11 state region of the US Fish and Wildlife Service. After a short time in 
the FWS Regional office a few of us banded together in the office and called 
ourselves the Regional Planning Team. Since it was a multi - disciplinary group 
composed of an architect, a graphic designer, a civil engineer, a writer-editor and 
me the team got noticed in the Washington office of the Service and eventually 
the team was nationalized. We became the national planning team and 
completed refuge plans from San Francisco Bay to the barrier islands on the 
coast of Virginia and Texas coast, Hawaii and Alaska. It was great fun and a 
wonderful job. 

Then we got a new supervisor who wanted the team to move to Washington DC. 
which we didn't want to do. Instead of telling us that our next pay check would be 
sent to Washington, the supervisor took the tack of not communicating and not 
giving us any new work assignments thinking we would get bored and move on to 
other jobs. Now, I like to sit around and read , but not during the day so we came 
up with our own project. I was commuting across the river valley at the time and 
every day was thinking the large marsh areas in the valley should be part of a 
national wildlife refuge so without direction or authorization we developed a 
proposal for a wildlife recreation area in the valley. Since there wasn't any money 
budgeted for this work, the proposal had to be done quietly and on the cheap. 
The final report was produced by xeroxing. 

About this same time there was this guy that kept cross country skiing across the 
lake behind our house in Burnsville. This was in the days when cross country 
skiing was pretty unusual and since our family wanted to start the sport I decided 
to meet this fellow so we hailed him down and invited him in the house. The skier 
was Dick Duerre and meeting him started a long friendship with mutual interests 
of environmentalism, hunting, fishing and golden retrievers. 

We thought Burnsville should have a Natural Resource Advisory Commission like 
Bloomington. Unfortunately, the city council didn't agree so instead, along with the. 
Albrechtson, Oulman, and Sullivan families, we started the Burnsville 
Environmental Council. 

Dick Duerre got the Burnsville Environmental Council established as a nonprofit 
organization all by himself. He got the state charter and the IRS approval all by 
himself in a relatively short time and we proceeded to advise the city council 
whether they liked it or not. 

The group built the first nature interpretation trail in Burnsville and developed a 
proposal for a city-wide trail system that would connect parks, schools, churches, 
neighborhoods and shopping areas using for the most part, existing open spaces 
and rights-of-way. The city further developed the idea into a city bond issue and 
put it to a city wide election and it lost by a few votes. If it had passed it would 



have been a tremendous asset to the city today. Unfortunately, it was the first of 
its kind and too innovative for the time. 

Another major issue for the Burnsville grm.Jp was the renewal of a permit for the 
Freeway Landfill where controversy still exists. Our group was against it but lost 
the battle. We knew that instead of fighting each battle one at a time that another 
approach was needed to preserve the valley and as it happened we had this 
booklet in hand that proposed a national wildlife recreation area in the Minnesota 
River Valley. 

As President of the Burnsville group, Dick Duerre sent the proposal to everyone 
he could think of from congress to the President of the United States. 
Fortunately, Congressman Frenzel took enough interest in the idea to refer it to 
the US Fish and Wildlife Service and he asked the FWS to conduct a feasibility 
study. 

By that time I had moved to a new job and was now the Chief of the Regional 
Refuge Interpretation, Recreation and Planning Section for the FWS and as such, 
I was assigned to do the feasibility study for a proposed refuge in the valley. 

Not surprisingly, the result was favorable and the Regional Office of the Fish and 
Wildlife Service published a report saying that establishing a national wildlife 
refuge in the valley was a possibility. Unfortunately, the Interior Department in 
Washington didn't think it was such a hot idea since up to this time , only the 
National Park Service managed national recreation areas. The project was not 
going anywhere unless there was special legislation passed. 

Dick and i knew that our little Burnsville Environmental Council could not do the 
job, but I knew someone who could do it. We went across the River and asked 
Elaine Mellott, who was then the Chairman of the Bloomington Natural Resource 
Council. I had seen Elaine in action and when she spoke people listened. 
Fortunately, she took on the job of getting public support for the establishment of 
the refuge. Her friend, Marialice Seal joined her in this effort. Marialice was 
married to Dr. Seal, who was doing some blood work on endangered species, so 
Marialice was already involved in conservation , but she was the quintessence of 
a housewife in sneakers fighting for the environment. 

The two of them worked hard for many months going up and down the river 
building support for the proposed refuge. I went along as the Fish and Wildlife 
Service representative. We went to from city council chambers to beer halls. 
You name it and we were probably there. Elaine and Marialice got endorsement 
resolutions for the proposed refuge from city advisory commission and councils, 
service organizations like Rotary clubs and sportsman groups, anyone that would 
listen to our presentation. 

The FWS Regional office developed a two projector slide tape presentation 
explaining the refuge. Unfortunately the Washington office did not approve of its 
use. So to get around that prohibition, the producer sold a copy to Elaine and 



Marialice for a small fee and we used it anyway. The projection equipment was 
special and had to be carted around in two very heavy cases; so heavy I was 
about to give up on using the show. But to show you how the river spirit was 
looking out for the refuge, one night as we were returning home there was a two 
wheeled cart laying in the middle of the road . It must have fallen off a truck, but it 
saved the day from that point on. 

Early on in the process, Elaine, who worked for Control Data Corporation, 
arranged for the use of the CDC Board room for a briefing which indicated there 
was high level corporate support for the project. Senator Mondale attended one 
of these briefings and then took the project on, provided we got enough support 
and had worked out most of the problems. He assigned an aide whose last name 
I have forgotten . Gay was her first name and she worked tirelessly. When anyone 
would voice an objection about the proposal she would work out a compromise. 
Without her, there would not be a refuge. She was a wonderful example of the 
congressional aides that work so hard behind the scenes. Without these aide, 
congress would not get much work done. We should appreciate their efforts. 

Eventually, Senator Mondale visited the proposed refuge with the Chairman of 
the appropriate senate committee, who co-sponsored the legislation with Senator 
Mondale and then they held a field hearing. Jack Hemphill, the Regional Director 
of the FWS was along on the field trip. Jack, who supported the proposal, had a 
tendency to exaggerate a great deal and he told Senator Mondale and the other 
Senator that the area was famous for its large numbers of migratory birds and 
that over a million ducks used the area every fall. Tom Follrath, the regional FWS 
chief of Realty and I looked at each other and wondered how we were ever going 
to support that statement. Fortunately, no one every brought it up again. 

In the US House of Representatives, we had a problem. There was no way the 
committee that handled national recreation areas would accept the idea of a 
wildlife recreation area. Fortunately, Congressman Oberstar was on the 
committee handling national wildlife refuge legislation and he introduced the 
legislation on the house side and it was eventually passed there. He also made a 
trip down from Duluth to testify at the senate hearing. Without Congressman 
Oberstar's help the legislation would not have passed. 

So to finally end this saga, the legislation was passed some 25 years ago and it 
was a marvelous case of wonderful cooperation between private citizens, the 
legislative branch of government, and the executive branch at all levels of 
government. But the real heros were Elaine and Marialice who persevered and 
faced the toughest times in the whole struggle. And they kept up their efforts for 
many years afterward. They kept lobbying for land acquisition funds and 
eventually even amended the original act when they decided to expand the size 
of the area. After I became the first refuge manager, we formalized the citizen 
support group and with a few others, primarily the Conservation Committee of the 
MN Valley Chapter of the Audubon Society, organized the existing Friends of MN 
Valley that are still here and still doing good work. Elaine and Marialice have 
since passed away, but I am sure they are here in spirit celebrating this wonderful 



occasion with us and will be here for the next 25 years of refuge development. 

Note to Editor: I think Marialice Seal's name is spelled as I have it, but it should 
be checked to be sure. We should try to find the full name of Senator Mondale's 
aide that worked so hard on the project. 
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