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President's Message — 
Getting the Right Mix  

Jim Rogala, President

Mhe Prairie Enthusiasts has long taken 
pride in our dedicated volunteers. The most 
obvious volunteers are those doing land 
management in the form of burning, controlling 
unwanted vegetation, collecting and planting 
seed, surveying 昀氀ora and fauna, and doing other 

昀椀eld work on prairies. There are also those who take the time to educate 
others, either one on one, or through leading 昀椀eld trips or helping with 
conference planning. Others support organizational work on our website, 
databases, and land protection projects. And then there are our leaders who 
spend countless hours doing work for the Board, committees, and chapters, 
including attending meetings. The Prairie Enthusiasts relies heavily on 
volunteers! 

The Prairie Enthusiasts’ Board, with Debra as facilitator, has 
completed much of the planning for our organization’s near-term vision. 
One completed product is a 3-yr picture which lays out goals for us to 
work towards. These goals were developed with a vision of having a 
greater impact on prairie conservation in the Midwest. I’m not going 
to sugarcoat this: the goals are very ambitious. The desire to generate 
much growth for the organization will require increased volunteer 
contributions. This is identi昀椀ed as a percent increase in total volunteers 
and a goal to develop a stronger volunteer engagement program. Other 
goals include a variety of growth in our mission components of land 
protection, education, and land management. 

To achieve our goals, we will have to supplement our volunteer 
e昀昀orts with professional sta昀昀. This is the mix that has been skewed 
heavily towards volunteers in the past. It is imperative that we 
strengthen our sta昀昀 to provide support for chapters in this time of 
growth. This is particularly true for the many chapter volunteer hours 
spent on tasks that would be better served by a centralized sta昀昀. 
Personally, I can think of things I volunteered to do that were not my 
expertise, nor did I really have a strong interest in doing them. I’d rather 
be out doing land management rather than sitting at a computer screen!

It’s easy to say that we will increase our sta昀昀, but not always as easy 
to fund such growth. We’ve seen some encouraging increases in giving 
from our very generous members. That will need to continue as we 
build sta昀昀 to provide services to chapters so we can have a larger impact 
on prairie restoration. I’m looking forward to seeing how members 
contribute to this mix through continued volunteer time and 昀椀nancial 
contributions. Thanks for your contribution, in whatever form it is! n
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Our Mission
The Prairie Enthusiasts seek to ensure the 

perpetuation and recovery of prairie, oak savanna 

and other associated ecosystems of the Upper 

Midwest through protection, management, 

restoration and education. In doing so, we 

strive to work openly and cooperatively with 

private landowners and other private and public 

conservation groups.

Officers
President – Jim Rogala 

Immediate Past President – Scott Fulton

Vice President – Alice Mirk

Secretary – Harvey Halvorsen

Treasurer – Jerry Newman

Directors
Chippewa Savannas – Katie Hahn 

Coulee Region – Jon Rigden

Empire-Sauk – Rich Henderson

Glacial Prairie – Jessica Bizub

Many Rivers – Deanna Pomije

Minnesota Driftless – Stephen Winter 

Northwest Illinois – Jay Rutherford

Prairie Blu昀昀 – Jerry Newman
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Southwest Wisconsin – Gary Eldred 

St. Croix Valley – Evanne Hunt

Staff
Executive Director – Debra Behrens

Ecologist – Dan Carter

Leadership Coordinator – Caleb DeWitt

Operations Coordinator – Khris Miller

Operations Assistant – Nate Lee

Mission Advancement Manager – Duncan Schultz

Mission Advancement Coordinator – Sarah Barron 

Editorial Volunteers
Coulee Region – Jim Rogala 

jrogala58@gmail.com

Empire-Sauk – Cate Harrington 

charrington@tnc.org

Glacial Prairie – Alice Mirk  
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Many Rivers – Deanna Pomije 
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Northwest Illinois – Rickie Rachuy 
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Prairie Blu昀昀 – Chris Roberts 

chrisandjeri@tds.net

Prairie Sands – Ray Goehring 

raygoe@yahoo.com

Southwest Wisconsin – Jack Kussmaul  

jack.kussmaul@gmail.com

St. Croix Valley – Evanne Hunt

 evanne.hunt@gmail.com

The Prairie Promoter Editorial Team – Sarah Barron, 

Caleb DeWitt, Parker Forsell 
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Sitting in the second row of Chicago’s Goodman Theatre, I felt 
surprisingly anxious as I waited for the play “Swing State” to begin. I was 
lured to drive into the city from my home in Southeastern Wisconsin by 
the playbill from this highly acclaimed play by Rebecca Gilman. I was nearly 
expecting to see myself on stage. Unsurprisingly, I did. Peg, the main 
character, was recently widowed and spent her long lonely days tending to 
her Wisconsin prairie. She grieved her late husband relentlessly. She was sad, 
lonely, angry and borderline suicidal. She lamented the state of the natural 
world and how the human species had negatively impacted the prairies 
and their inhabitants. She spoke fondly of Henslow’s Sparrows, Indigo 
Buntings and other prairie species. Pale purple cone昀氀owers, shooting stars 
and a multitude of other prairie 昀氀ora swirled and danced in her memories 
of the many hours and days she and her husband lovingly spent protecting 
the prairie. And now he was gone. She was alone. She had no purpose. 
Prairies were doomed as a result of human apathy and exploitation. She was 
immersed in despair. She was preparing to die.

Although the play explored many complicated topics and emotions, the 
underlying theme of native Midwestern prairie along with the birds, insects, 
and mammals that inhabit them was the bedrock for this story, as it has been 
for mine. Peg’s intense grief and longing for her husband permeated my 
being as intensely as her passion for the prairie she so fervently protected. 
Her love and respect for the birds and 昀氀ora touched me at the core of my 
existence. In the end, her prairie was the catalyst for the hope that helped 
her 昀椀nd purpose to carry on.

As the story unfolded, Peg was shocked but uplifted to hear that 
troubled young man, Ryan (her co-star), who had been her neighbor since 
he was a child, was able to articulate the call of the prairie birds and talked 
about how the experiences he had in the prairie were oftentimes a guiding 
light for him. She was surprised to 昀椀nd he understood the importance of the 
seed harvest and how precious each of those seeds were. He often took a 
route through the prairie when coming to visit her, a trip he clearly enjoyed. 

“Ts-lit, ts-lit”, Ryan competently illustrated the call of the Henslow’s 
Sparrow to an attractive and compassionate childhood friend who had 
become a local sheri昀昀. He glowed when he talked about the birds. His gentle 
and caring emotions were in sharp contrast to the curse laden bravado he 
normally portrayed in his interactions with others, including Peg. Clearly the 
prairie and the interactions he had with Peg and her husband over the years 
left lasting impressions on him throughout that time and he found great 
comfort in revisiting his time spent with the prairie inhabitants.

The Work of Prairies
Story and Photographs by Laurie Smaglick Johnson

Continued on Page 14
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Executive Director's Message — Spring 2023
Debra Behrens, Executive Director

Spring is a time to witness 
the rewards of past labors and 
to look ahead. Seeds sown long 
ago emerge, mature and 昀氀ower. 
Areas burned for years delight 
with ephemerals in bloom. 

In this moment, I am feeling 
the glow from our annual 
conference where this year we 
celebrated our reverence for 
the land alongside the Prairie 
Island Indian Community in 

Minnesota. Mdewakanton means “those who were born 
of the waters” and the tribe’s seat near the Mississippi 
and Vermillion Rivers has long been a spiritual gathering 
place for their people. This resonated as we came together 
for our 昀椀rst in-person conference since the pandemic 
started. I want to applaud the e昀昀orts of our Minnesota 
Driftless Chapter, who after three years 昀椀nally got to see 
their plans realized. Their e昀昀orts created a deeper sense of 
connectedness for all involved. One of the storytellers they 
invited, Barry Hand, wove a story he described as “making 
medicine.” He reminded us that the prairie is a community. 
Beneath the surface, its roots are intertwined, creating 
a diverse network of relationships. What happens to one 
member of this community is felt by all. It was a powerful 
metaphor for our own community and a poignant 
reminder, that as stewards, we are part of these places and 
the ancient memories they hold. 

This caused me to re昀氀ect on how interconnected 
my own roots within our community have become since 
joining in 2016 and especially since becoming Executive 
Director in 2020. One of my earliest connections, 
unbeknownst to them, was with Tom and Kathie Brock. 
Their journey restoring oak savanna and the lessons 
they shared gave me hope, inspiration, and practical 
knowledge. By the time I started with The Prairie 
Enthusiasts, Tom’s health was failing, and we lost him 
before I could meet and personally thank him. We named 
the bur oak closest to our home Tom in his honor, and 
each time I see it, I am reminded of what can be achieved 
through devoted stewardship. 

Last fall, I 昀椀nally made my pilgrimage to Pleasant Valley 
Conservancy and got to meet Kathie. It was a joy-昀椀lled day 
that deepened my sense of connection with their e昀昀orts, 
celebrated with a photo by their own big bur oak. 

One of the things I love about our community is that 
the function of my role and of the Chapter Support team 
I lead is in service to a complex system that includes 
our chapters, committees, Board, volunteers, and 
members. As we look to the future, our shared vision 
for The Prairie Enthusiasts is that we are all growing 
stronger – 昀椀rst by feeding our roots, then by expanding 
our community. In this 昀椀rst year of executing toward our 
vision, the work will be practical as we build systems, 
tools, and resources. As we gain strength, we will also 
build momentum and ultimately thrive. I believe we can 
achieve this vision together and will devote myself to 
supporting your aspirations. But I am just one member of 
an interconnected prairie community. What we become is 
about how each of us connects and contributes. Thank you 
for being a part of this community! n

It was a powerful metaphor for our own 
community and a poignant reminder that as 
stewards, we are part of these places and the 

ancient memories they hold.

Debra Behrens paying her pilgrimage to Pleasant Valley Conservancy 
and connecting with Kathie Brock (photo by Debra Behrens)
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A Prairie Ode to Joy
By Greg Hoch

Our shadows stretch to the west as the morning sun 
crests the horizon. It’s April in northwest Minnesota. It's 
tundra cold this morning, but the top layers of clothing will 
be coming o昀昀 in an hour or so. Everyone is o昀케cially ready to 
declare the long, cold, miserable northern winter over.

There are arbitrary dates that anyone can 昀椀nd on a 
calendar, but there are two true signs of springtime on the 
prairie. In the botanical world, the 昀椀rst white to pale lavender 
blooms of pasque昀氀ower appear on hilltop prairies. They hug the 
ground and hide in the grass to avoid the prairie winds. By mid-
summer, their gray tasseled seedheads dot these same hilltops. 
By mid to late summer, when the prairie is in its full blooming 
glory, they will be almost invisible to all but the most careful 
observer. 

The second sign is a brown, striped bird, who also remains 
hidden for most of the year. Herbert Quick described them as a 
“child of the sullen winter grasses.”  But at this time of year, the 
deep resonant booming of the prairie-chicken echoes across 
the landscape and can be heard from two miles or more. There 
is nothing subtle about an April prairie-chicken.  

This particular lek, or booming ground, is over a rise on 
some public land. While the pup and I survey most grounds 
from the truck, some require a morning hike. Both of us prefer 
hiking than sitting. As we get closer, we can see them out in the 
昀椀eld. The white rump feathers show up easily in the half-light of 
dawn. The neck sacs and combs over their eyes don’t reach their 
full 昀氀uorescent glory until the sun clears the horizon. As those 
sacs expand and contract, they make as stunning of a visual 
exhibition as the auditory display we’ve been listening to for the 
past several minutes. 

The pioneer literature is full of somber descriptions of 
these displays. John Madson, one of the poet laureates of 
the prairie, stated that “It is a lonely wild sound made by a 
lonely wild bird... In all of modern America, there is no more 
lost, plaintive, old-time sound than the booming of the native 
prairie chicken.” Other writers describe the sound as “dirge-like 
strains” or “a long, loud, mournful note”.  Paul Johnsgard, who 
has written more about prairie birds than anyone else, said the 
sound reminds him of the “melancholic aspect of some lost soul 
seeking forgiveness.”

Hamlin Garland was one of the few members of the pioneer 
generation that took a di昀昀erent view of the prairie-chicken. To 
him, “at the mellow boom, boom, boom of the prairie cock our 
hearts quickened, for this, we were told, was the certain sign of 
spring.”  All these colors, sounds, and activities wash any sad or 
mournful thoughts from our minds. Indeed, these may be the 
only birds that accompany the fourth movement of Beethoven’s 
9th Symphony.  

For much of the morning the activity is relatively subdued. 
When a hen shows up, the 昀椀ghting, whooping, cackling, all 
increase dramatically. While some see or hear sadness or joy, 
this is very serious business for all the birds involved. Hens must 
select the best male, and the hormone charged males must 
prove their superiority over all other suitors. The future of the 
next generation is on the line and none of these birds take that 
responsibility lightly.

In recent years, heavy breaking plows have been gouging 
into the earth, 昀氀ipping the remaining native prairie and other 

grassland root side up at rates we haven’t seen in decades. We 

have more room for king corn and less room for prairie-
chickens, pheasants, quail, mallards, blue-wings, meadowlarks, 
bobolinks, and the hundreds of pollinating insects that call the 
prairies home. Some of us take those wounds personally. Those 
losses are painful.

Aldo Leopold said that “one of the penalties of an 
ecological education is that one lives alone in a world of 
wounds.” There is no more wounded landscape on the 
American continent than the Midwestern tallgrass prairie. 

Frederick Hamerstrom, a student of Leopold and one of 
America’s foremost prairie chicken researchers, once said that 
the good deeds of conservation do not need to be done in a 
sepulchral atmosphere. All too often, it’s easy to get down 
when doing conservation work. 

That tension between living in a wounded world but not 
doing it in the sepulchral atmosphere of the graveside is never 
more evident than on these mornings. Although we’ve seen a 
lot of habitat lost and prairie wildlife numbers decline in recent 
years, there are still prairie-chickens in the 昀椀eld in front of us. 
There are fewer birds than there could or should be, and every 
year we lose another booming ground or two in our survey 
area. But some birds are still hanging on. The birds are still 
holding out hope, because they don’t know what else to do on 
a spring morning. As Emily Dickinson told us, “hope is a thing 
with feathers.” 

If you ever need an uplifting experience or a sense of 
renewal, ever need something to revitalize the will to continue 
the 昀椀ght for these habitats and all of the birds that call these 
grassland home, spend a morning watching prairie-chickens, in 
the words of Leopold, “booming from the mists of nowhere.” 
If they haven’t given up, if they still have faith for future 
generations, then we should have that same faith. I have to 
keep 昀椀ghting for these birds and their habitat, because, like 
them, I don’t know what else to do. And if there happens to be 
a pasque昀氀ower blooming by your foot, all the better.   

 As my Grandma’s King James says in the thirtieth chapter 
of Psalms, “joy cometh in the morning.” n

Editor’s note: An earlier version of this essay appeared in the 
Spring 2017 issue of Upland Almanac. A version also appeared in 
Greg’s latest book from Bur Oak Press, To Find a Pasque昀氀ower. To 
昀椀nd out more about prairie chickens, see his earlier book Booming 
from the Mists of Nowhere. 

Pasque昀氀ower (photo by Sarah Barron)
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For the most part, grand prairie vistas are things we imagine and 
project over 昀椀elds and pastures or tell little lies about with deceptive 
framing in our photography. The prairie world is literally and tragically 
small. However, as bounded as our walks may be, the prairie is deep. 

Lately I 昀椀nd myself sitting down among the chiggers and looking 
under and between blades and stalks. In that intersection where soil 
meets sun and wind, there is — in places — a complex and textured 
surface called biological soil crust. Biological soil crust, also called 
cryptobiotic or cryptogamic soil crust (hereafter crusts), consists of a 
thin layer of living material formed at and very near the soil surface. This 
layer may consist of various combinations of cyanobacteria, terrestrial 
algae, lichens, and bryophytes (e.g., mosses, liverworts, and hornworts). 
I have seen them for decades on the prairie, but I have not thought 
much about them until recently. Crusts are most widely studied and 
appreciated in the context of arid ecosystems. In North America, almost 
all study of crusts has occurred in the arid west, though McCampbell 
and Maricle (2018) studied crusts as far east as the Flint Hills of eastern 
Kansas. Their work, and that of Warren et al. (2021) are both good 
sources for natural history and review. Many important processes are 
mediated by crusts, including nutrient cycling (nitrogen 昀椀xing organisms 
typically reside in crusts), energy 昀氀ow (crusts 昀椀x carbon through 
photosynthesis), soil stability (for example, cyanobacteria exude 
polysaccharides that essentially glue soil particles together), water 
in昀椀ltration, and seed germination (facilitative or inhibitory depending 
on species involved). Crusts can also be components of habitat for 
other organisms. For example, they are a critical habitat element for the 
endangered Quino checkerspot butter昀氀y in southern California. 

In relatively productive Midwestern ecosystems, crusts are certainly 
more conspicuous where conditions are dry or nutrient poor and 
vegetation sparse — barrens and the very driest portions of dry sand 
and gravel prairies. In those settings, regardless of whether 昀椀re occurs 
frequently, large interstitial areas between vascular plants remain 
litter-free and exposed enough to support crusts. There, crusts may 
consist of luxuriant carpets of Cladonia lichens and mosses. However, 
in the all-too-rare cases of dry, dry-mesic, and perhaps even mesic or 
wetter prairies that are burned regularly, soil biological crusts may 
also be present. Even oak woodlands support localized areas where 
mosses and lichens are prominent, especially where excessive leaf litter 
accumulation is prevented by the interaction of topography, trees, and 
wind. Crusts occur on planted prairies too. The 昀椀rst prairie planting I 
was involved with back in the 1990’s was on an aeolian sand deposit 
in central Iowa, and within a few years the general structure of the 
planting was discrete bunchgrasses with an intervening soil crust. In 
fact, crusts of varying complexity will form in a wide range of contexts 
where smothering litter/thatch are minimal and soil disturbance is 
minimal or at long interval such as hay 昀椀elds, abandoned quarries, trail 
edges, lightly used athletic 昀椀elds — even along the driveway at our 
home. In the arid west, trampling from livestock and o昀昀road vehicle 
use are major threats that physically break up and destroy crusts. The 
same is probably true here, but I suspect litter and thatch are also very 
important limiting factors.

So how much importance should we ascribe to crusts on sites we 
manage? I really have no idea! I do know that they are often present — 
or would develop with reduced thatch. Crusts are often present where 
minimal thatch also allows the spring vascular 昀氀ora to thrive. There is 
little reason to believe crusts’ ecological roles would not mirror arid 

Landowner Services Update 
Story and Photographs by Dan Carter, Ecologist

Crust with a charismatic lichen, perhaps Peltigera, 
among mosses in an area of oak woodland where 
topography causes most leaf litter to be exported 

by wind.
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systems, but their relative importance certainly could di昀昀er. 
For a start, I encourage people to keep an eye out for crusts when out on the prairie or savanna. Below is a smattering of 
questions from my experience. 

• Very simply, what types of prairie support crusts? This is complicated by how few exceptional sites there are that do 
not experience chronic excessive litter accumulation. 

• What is the relationship between 昀椀re frequency and seasonality, and crust presence and composition? Anecdotally, 
frequent 昀椀re (or at least biomass removal without soil disturbance) is requisite for crusts at all but the driest or 
most nutrient-poor prairie sites, but crusts on burned sites seem to be relatively more comprised of cyanobacteria, 
terrestrial algae, and low mosses versus upright mosses and lichens. 

• How quickly do crusts recover from disturbance, and does this di昀昀er between relatively wet and arid climates?
• Are the e昀昀ects of fenced grazers on crusts in the Midwest similar to those documented in more arid climates? Putting 

other facets of that issue aside, remnant prairies are being grazed with fenced goats, cattle, and bison in the Midwest. 
This very likely a昀昀ects crusts. 

• Are crusts associated with seedling recruitment of prairie- or savanna-associated vascular plants? Invasive species? 
Work elsewhere shows both inhibitive and facilitative interactions.

• Is the physical structure created by crusts important for prairie invertebrates (e.g., overwintering, pupation, micro-
refugia from 昀椀re, thermoregulation)? 

• Are crusts associated with increased or decreased nutrient availability? 

Yes, just a few questions! n 

A crust of lichens (Cladonia) and mosses in oak barrens 
(needles from nearby planted pines). 

Crust developing along the relatively undisturbed 
margins of the driveway at our home.

An extremely well-developed rolling to pinnacled crust on the north knoll at Black 
Earth Rettenmund Prairie shortly after a prescribed burn in spring, 2021.

A well-developed �at to rugose crust in a recently burned area at the Smith-Reiner 
Drumlin Prairies taken in early summer, 2022. Here, bryophytes are already 
recovering where singed.

Close-up of the crust that occurs in the “understory” 
through much of the Smith-Reiner Drumlin Prairies.

Rock spikemoss (Selaginella rupestris), a vascular plant often associated with 
crusts on barrens and sand prairies. I suspect that the interstitial spaces in 
sandy settings that it prefers would be insu�ciently stable without crusts. 
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The following are notes and observations from acres of 
woodlot in Sheboygan County, southeastern Wisconsin. 

The woodland is divided between two contrasting areas. 
The smaller is more mature and dominated by large sugar 
maples. The larger area is dominated by aspen and shagbark 
hickory, but also has a good number of white oaks and a 

couple of Iowa crabapples along the edges. 
About six years ago I started working on the latter area, 

seeking to thin the aspens and release the white oaks. For 
two springs I girdled aspen. Results were slow, and so I 
adopted the approach of drilling holes into to their trunks 
and applying herbicide (Glyphosate) into the holes. Some 
dead trees were dropped, but most left in place for wildlife 
bene昀椀ts. 

After two summers a tornado came through, vastly 
accelerating the process of opening things up. The tornado 
昀氀attened some areas completely and blew down larger trees 
here and there through the remainder of the woodlot. As 
they fell, these larger trees took yet more trees with them. 
Aspen were the biggest victims of the storm.

A rough cleanup of the woodlot followed the storm, 
which left in its wake several openings where sunlight 
could now reach the ground for several hours or more each 
day. This new reality prompted me to decide upon a new 
direction. To prevent the new openings from succeeding 
to aspen, I decided to manage the area as a more open 
woodland canopy and a ground layer of grasses, sedges, and 
forbs suited to dappled light. The dominant trees would be 
shagbark hickory and white oak. To achieve this, I decided to 
continue thinning, use 昀椀re, inter-seed, and add plugs.

I started using annual early spring burns in conjunction 

A Sheboygan County 
Woodland Restoration
Story and photographs by Dirk Denzin Mayapple and Pennsylvania Sedge (photo by Dirk Denzin)

Iowa Crabapple
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with selective thinning to let through dappled light and 
release oaks. I also found that areas of dense sugar maple 
seedlings were killed by 昀椀re. I followed burning in some areas 
with raking and spring seeding. I continued my treatment of 
aspen in the summer, and in late summer I worked clearing 
and treating unwanted brush and brambles with Glyphosate. 
Unlike the seedling sugar maples, 昀椀re alone won’t control 
these. In late fall the resulting brush piles were burned, I 
did additional raking in seeding within the cleared areas. 
I would drop small trees in seeded areas as a deterrent 
against turkeys scratching at the fresh seed. Results from fall 
seeding were better, which provided strati昀椀cation for the 
species that need it. Seeding results are similar to what you 
would expect from a prairie seeding. I generally see minimal 
growth in the 昀椀rst year. By the second year there is good 
growth, and most areas can carry a decent 昀椀re after two to 
four years—slower in the spring seedings. After that, new 
plants show themselves every year. I planted plugs of species 
more di昀케cult to start from seeds in both spring and fall, with 
fall planting preferred.

The existing, remnant ground cover that becomes 
more apparent after clearing contains several species 
indicative of oak woodlands. Among these are Carolina vetch 
(Vicia caroliniana), pale vetchling (Lathyrus ochroleucus), 

Labrador violet (Viola labradorica), shining bedstraw (Galium 
boncinnum), wild licorice (Galium circaezans), and broad-
leaved panic-grass (Dichanthelium latifolium). Pennsylvania 
sedge (Carex pensylvanica), wild geranium (Geranium 
maculatum), and white trillium (Trillium grandi昀氀orum) are 
abundant. Some species that were rare and more light 
loving started showing up in many new places once the sun 
started getting to the ground. Other plants remain rare but 
hopefully can be encouraged to spread. New species that 
have not been seeded continue to crop up. 

The most prevalent invasive species, though they are 
nowhere dominant, are bush honeysuckle (Lonicera sp.), 
common buckthorn (Rhamnus cathartica), and garlic mustard 
(Alliaria petiolata). Targeting of the woody invasives has 

made a big di昀昀erence and they are declining. Garlic mustard 
is tougher. The seed bank keeps them coming back after 
picking. Hopefully burning will also have an e昀昀ect on them 
over time.

Going forward, I plan to thin trees when the ground is 
frozen to prevent soil compaction and damage to existing 
vegetation. I will continue treating aspen, clearing brush for 
fall seeding, and planting plugs. I also hope to transition to 
fall burning to minimize damage to the early spring 昀氀ora and 
eliminate the need for raking prior to seeding. Some areas 
are fairly open and do not get a lot of leaf litter, so burning 
may not work until more vegetation is established. 

I am experimenting with Virginia wild rye (Elymus 
virginicus), in an e昀昀ort to increase fuels where leaf litter and 
existing vegetation are insu昀케cient to carry 昀椀re. I sowed seed 
in the spring of 2022 and hope to know the results in the fall 
of 2023.

I work on 1-2 additional acres every year. The biggest 
limitation is labor, with primarily a one-man workforce. 
Seeds and plugs are expensive, so the cost is being spread 
out over the years. I hope that eventually enough seed may 
be harvested to reduce need for purchased seed. Some 
clonal plants will also be divided to produce transplants once 

they start taking o昀昀, which will reduce costs. n

Editor’s note: Mature/stressed aspen clones may be 
controlled with a wider range of techniques than 
younger or more vigorous clones, which often tend to 
re-sprout vigorously if the entire clone is not girdled or 
double cut.

Broad-Leaved Panic Grass

An area before work.

Pale Vetchling
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“Mowed lawns shall be permitted but not 
encouraged, as it is the intent of the  

Declarants to maintain as much of the land  
as possible in its natural state.”

We are lucky to have this clause in our homeowner’s 
association declaration of covenants. Not only did it declare 
the developer’s intent to create a natural environment 
when the subdivision was designed almost 30 years ago, 
but it helped promote and maintain the environment as 
owners and times changed. While searching for a new home 
seven years ago, we drove for the 昀椀rst time through this 
beautiful neighborhood in昀氀uenced by Frank Lloyd Wright’s 
architecture. In addition to the Prairie School-style home 
designs, the lots had large open spaces, many of which had 
native prairies. As we admired the beautiful surroundings, 
we agreed that we had found our home. The following 
year a house came on market and we became part of this 
wonderful neighborhood. 

Our 20-year-old home already had a prairie at the rear of 
the property, but the front and side yards were turf. Three 
years ago we embarked on a journey to convert a large 

portion of the remaining lawn to a native prairie planting. 
The result was a ring of lawn surrounding the house (for 
昀椀re and critter protection), with the bulk of the property 
made up of native grasses and forbs. The expanded prairie 
exceeded expectations with new growth coming in quickly, 
adding a diverse set of native plants. 

There were only a few (albeit large) steps to establishing 
the new prairie. The 昀椀rst was to kill existing lawn; this was 
accomplished in late summer. The area was then seeded with 
a native prairie mix in early winter, timed such that snow 
covered the seeds. By the next spring, we already saw new 
vegetation. As you would expect in a disturbed area, much of 
the initial growth was invasives. Over the next two seasons, 
the careful culling of invasives allowed the prairie to explode 
in a barrage of native plants. 

We received invaluable assistance creating the new 
prairie, through soliciting advice from other prairie owners 
and experts, and having most of the work completed 
by a dedicated prairie restoration 昀椀rm, an organization 
focused solely on prairie establishment and maintenance. 
They eliminated the existing turf, seeded, and currently 
maintain the prairie. They do the heavy lifting, but every 

Converting Turf to Prairie
Story and Photos by Nancy and Rainer Dronzek Beebalm
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few weeks we roam the prairie and handle “easy” invasives 
— it’s a great way to be immersed in the prairie and see 
the constant changes up close — new 昀氀owers, colors, and 
textures. Regular prairie burns help keep invasives at bay and 
encourage new growth. 

There is a myriad of bene昀椀ts for converting turf to 
prairie. The most basic is returning the land to a condition 
more like its original state. The prairie originally covered 
one third of North America, was an enormous ecosystem, 
and supported a massive number of plants and animals. 
Prairies protect water resources, purify water and air, and 
are drought and temperature resistant. Prairie grasses are 
extremely e昀케cient at capturing carbon and storing it in their 
deep root systems. Native prairies are fabulous habitats for 
pollinators, birds, and other animals. Aesthetically, a prairie 
provides a wide variety of color and diversity through all 
seasons.

From a purely pragmatic homeowner stance, native 
prairie plantings are relatively low maintenance once 
established — they do not require mowing, watering, 
or feeding. There are no frustrating sections of brown 
or dormant lawn during summer peak. Environmental 
impact of lawn fertilizers and herbicides is reduced. We still 
need to weed (remove invasives), but over time we have 
found the prairie somewhat self-regulates and requires 
less maintenance. The native plants are attractive and 
interesting, and, unlike turf lawns, they create a “dynamic 
sense of place.” And when was the last time guests were 
interested in touring your lawn? 

When we amble our prairie, we immerse ourselves 
in nature’s constant change. Prairies naturally select and 
evolve each year and each season puts its spin on the sights 
and sounds of the prairie. In the spring we search for the 
昀椀rst signs of plants emerging and for migrating Bluebirds, 
Swallows, and Hummingbirds returning to the bird houses, 
feeders, and baths that dot the prairie perimeter. In early 
summer newborn birds learn to 昀氀y and critters learn to 
walk among the maturing plants and colors begin to morph 
into a natural kaleidoscope. Even hourly it’s possible to 
observe prairie changes, like the Spiderwort, blooming in 

the morning and 
retiring before 
the day warms. In 
summer’s heat, early 
wild昀氀owers give way 
to beautiful plants 
that embrace hot 
and dry conditions. 
In the fall, golds 
and browns of the 
grasses become 
the focus, with Big 
and Little Bluestem 
dominating sections 
of the prairie and 
making it challenging 
to walk the paths 
that were passable 
only a few weeks 
before. Even winter 
provides magni昀椀cent 
views – shoots 
peeking through the 
snow and animals 
foraging in the warming sun. 

If you would like to learn more about converting 
turf to native prairie, The Prairie Enthusiasts website has 
many references, including FAQs, blog posts, and links to 
other sites. A broader on-line search provides many other 
resources, including one we found very informative, Five 
Steps to Successful Prairie Establishment. Do the prairie 
project yourself or work with a local prairie restoration 
service. Frank Lloyd Wright believed that creating harmony 
in one’s surroundings was important to a sense of well-
being. By establishing a native prairie planting, you will 
be creating change that’s good for nature and future 

generations, and most of all, good for the soul. n

Left to right: Anise Hyssop, Rattlesnake Master, and Pale Indian Plantain

Bluebirds in the prairie.
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 Burning Away in Years Past
By Marilyn Klinkner

Frost still in the soil, mowed paths, so it goes easy.
Fire moves down the hill against steady wind — 7mph.
On blackened space, spines of scat burn, transform to furls of smoke.
We relax this year, 昀氀ames in three directions, wind reliable and
carrying the 昀椀re like waves across the land.

Walk on ice with 昀椀re in your eye and enter the crunch of duality.
Be unattached to either, free to enjoy the contrast.
It is the agent, who must change strategy yet never take a side. 
Beyond rigidity, 昀椀re and wind move in perfect choreography.
Small actions like lighting a match and raking a barrier
amidst the grass create accomplishment with little e昀昀ort.

It is neither hero, nor victim who pits herself against 
forces she has unleashed of her own volition.
A simple man or woman does not seek to invent 
something but seeks vigor and happiness by 
understanding that which already exists. 

12 The Prairie Promoter

Photo credit: Jerry Newman
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Annual Conference Picture Contest Winners

Grand Prize Winner
Fauna – Gary Shackelford

Flora – Rob Baller

Landscape – Addie Theis People – Angela Merchan

Seasons – Melissa Richards
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With this, I immediately envisioned my niece Penelope 
who has been my prairie helper and enthusiast for most of 
her seven years. She has helped me harvest and spread the 
seeds from my prairie since she was able to walk. She knows 
the birds that nest there. She knows their calls. She knows 
the “good plants” and the “bad plants”. 

At 昀椀ve years old Penelope was able to give a competent 
prairie tour to visitors and talk about the native grasses 

Penelope looking at 

Butter昀氀y weed

and 昀氀owers, birds and insects that made it their home. 
She accurately and repeatedly explained the cycle of the 
Monarch butter昀氀y to visitors during a Wisconsin Wetlands 
Tour of my wet prairies when she was four. She squeals with 
delight when she makes the connection between a bird’s 
call and our attempts to turn it into a memorable phrase. 
Whispering excitedly at dawn one morning she woke me to 
tell me she could hear the “drink your tea” call of the Eastern 
Towhee out the open window, a call she had just learned 
the night before in the margins of the prairie along the 
encroaching forest.

After witnessing the accuracy evident in the play with 
respect to the conversations around the birds and plant 
species, I was certain an expert had a hand in the writing 
of the script. So it came as no surprise when I learned 
that the playwright, Rebecca Gilman, in addition to being 
a Pulitzer Prize playwright 昀椀nalist, is an avid birdwatcher, 
board member and Secretary for the Wisconsin Society 
for Ornithology, and a passionate conservationist who is 
a regular volunteer with the Prairie-Blu昀昀 Chapter of The 
Prairie Enthusiasts. She owes her love of and start with birds 
to her mother and grandmother who kept the feeders full 
and knew the calls of the birds she grew up with. She and 
her husband Charles recently contributed to the herculean 
e昀昀ort of completion of the 昀椀eld portion of the second 
comprehensive Wisconsin Breeding Bird Atlas.

In the end, I realized that where I would have always 
thought of my aching body when I heard the words ‘prairie’ 
and ‘work’ in the same sentence, I now think about ‘hope’ 
when those words are used together. Native prairies really 
do represent hope in many respects – hope for birds, hope 
for insects, and hope for human beings. Perhaps the hope 
a昀昀orded me from my prairies will get me through the 
horrendous loss I am now enduring, and that may end up 

being the most important work of the prairie yet. n

The Work of Prairies...continued from page 3
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Thrush Haven Prairie

Thrush Haven Prairie

Left to right: Eastern Kingbird, Eastern Meadowlark, and Henslow Sparrows
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Restoring Prairie, Woods, and Pond: How A Small Trail 
Can Make a Big Difference
By Author, Laurie Lawlor

As a writer for the past 40 years, prairies as ecosystems have had an abiding fascination for me. My 
昀椀rst book, an historical novel published in 1986, Addie Across the Prairie, was inspired by my great 
grandparents’ Dakota Territory homesteading experience in the vast prairies east of the Missouri 
River. I was intrigued by what it must have been like for a young girl to adapt to this new, totally foreign 
environment — an enormous, complex landscape called “the Land of Begin Again” that once stretched 
from horizon to horizon.  

My most recent book, Restoring Prairie, Woods, and Pond: How a Small Trail Can Make a Big Di昀昀erence (Holiday House, April 
2023), full-color non昀椀ction for readers age 10-14, provided me with another opportunity to investigate this marvelous, mysterious 
environment. This time my research took me to Wisconsin where prairies once thrived before the early 19th century.  

I originally discovered the idea for this book thanks to a friend and fellow environmental activist who suggested that I visit 
Eagle Nature Trail. This remarkable conservation project in the small village of Eagle, WI has restored and maintained native prairie 
and two other ecosystems: an ephemeral pond and woods, on what had once been an overgrown, garbage-strewn eight-acre lot.  
With only a bare-bones budget, local volunteers managed to create an outdoor classroom and community resource that highlights 
native heritage environments.  

The 昀椀rst time I walked the trail, which connects the local elementary school and the public library, I was immediately smitten. 
What impressed me was the spontaneous joy of a group of third graders with clipboards, paper, and pencils who sat cross-legged 
on the ground beside the prairie sketching towering cone昀氀owers. 

I became even more intrigued when I heard about the restoration project’s early turning point in spring 2010. A few hardy 
volunteers trekked through the abandoned lot’s thick buckthorn and other invasives and discovered something remarkable: native 
hoary vervain. Frog song revealed another hidden gem: an almost inaccessible ephemeral pond—a rare wetland. A few struggling 
woodland natives provided evidence of original forest. 

The forgotten wilderness wasn’t a dead zone after all. 
 I spent months interviewing early trail project organizers, teachers, volunteers, and local folks—everyone from librarians 

and early residents to volunteer 昀椀remen and business owners.  Primary source detective work took me to local historical societies 
and university libraries, where I did a deep dive into early letters, diaries, newspapers, maps, photographs, original surveyor 
journals, and research compiled about early Indigenous peoples who made this part of Wisconsin their home. Prairie Enthusiasts 
Landowner Services Coordinator Dan Carter was essential in helping direct me to the last remaining unplowed remnant of the 
enormous Eagle Prairie that once covered this part of Waukesha County.  

I was privileged over the course of a year — despite the challenges of Covid-19 — to witness and take part in visits to the trail 
with students from pre-K through 昀椀fth grade at Eagle Elementary.  Their spontaneous comments, poetry, and stories about being 
outdoors are an essential part of the book. 

My goal has always been to 昀椀nd ways to inspire kids (and grown-ups) to understand and love the land where they live so that 
they will help protect it. I was especially pleased by a starred review from Kirkus that captures so well the description of Restoring 
Prairie, Woods, and Pond: How a Small Trail Can Make a Big Di昀昀erence: “This is activism at its most accessible: the beautiful 
struggles of a region and community to make a large di昀昀erence in a small world. A magical and timely story of ecosystems restored 
to their former glory.” 

Book Reviews

A Walk Through the Year 
By Edwin Way Teale

Reviewed by Chuck Wemstrom

Spring. Spring is right around the corner.
Edwin Way Teale writes in A Walk Through the Year that from mid-February to early March we 

become more and more impatient. By St. Patrick’s Day, we can hardly wait. And then a warm sunny day 
with a lovely gentle breeze from the south arrives unannounced. Spring, 昀椀nally, just shows up. And then, 
no, wait! The next day is cold, wet, foggy, raining on and o昀昀 all day. The chilly wind seems like winter all 
over again.

But it’s only a day or two, and then it really is spring. The red-winged blackbirds are back. First, there were just a couple 
and then dozens — no hundreds — up and down all the backroads. At 昀椀rst, they’re friendly and congenial, mixing in with their 

Hear From the Author
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Book Reviews

To Find a Pasqueflower 
By Greg Hoch

Reviewed by Scott Fulton

Many people who are new to prairies and savannas and/or the practice of restoration and 
conservation would like some kind of overview guide to the 昀椀eld. I know I certainly did when I was a 
“prairie newbie” 20 years ago. At that time several people recommended that I read John Madson’s 
1982 classic Where the Sky Began, and I have made that recommendation to others since. Now I 
would make a di昀昀erent suggestion – Greg Hoch’s recently published book To Find a Pasque昀氀ower 
(2022, University of Iowa Press). 

Greg Hoch is a prairie habitat supervisor for the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources. Previously he has written 
three wonderful books on the natural history of some iconic birds (prairie chickens, woodcocks, and wood ducks). His newest 
book is a more general and comprehensive look at prairies, including our evolving understanding of how prairies function 
and how to restore them, as well as how people have interacted with them over the centuries. Woven skillfully throughout is 
the author’s moving personal account of how his own discovery of and career work in studying and conserving prairies has 
impacted his life.

illustrating how di昀昀erent people have seen various aspects of prairies and how those perspectives have changed over time. 
Prairies have inspired a rather remarkable literature (ranging from the scienti昀椀c to the artistic), and Hoch makes brilliant use of 
this huge literature to paint a detailed picture using other people’s words.

Another great aspect is Hoch’s emphasis on the questions that still persist about the science of prairies and how best 
to bring them back to life. Some of the deepest questions in ecology arose from the study of prairies, including the ongoing 
debate that started a century ago between Francis Clements and Henry Gleason about nature and relative roles of succession, 
disturbance, equilibrium, and diversity in plant communities. The book delves into many current issues as well – for example, 
what is the proper use of 昀椀re as a management tool when it might harm rare insect populations? Hoch presents both historic 
and very recent research about these questions (including work on the latter issue done by members of The Prairie Enthusiasts) 
in clear, understandable language. The many questions Hoch raises leave the strong impression that prairies are remarkably 
complex and still very mysterious – one of the aspects that many of us (including me) 昀椀nd most fascinating about them.

While I would wholeheartedly recommend this book to any “prairie newbie,” I would also highly recommend it to anyone 
reading the Prairie Promoter. I learned a great deal from reading it and became reinspired in the process. n

neighbors. But wait! The females are coming. It’s time to pick a spot, establish a territory and get ready to 昀椀nd a mate. And 
then all at once the robins are back with their lovely song, and the killdeer are hopping around looking for a place to nest. With 
luck, they’ll 昀椀nd a place safe from the tractors. It’s hard to keep up. The ducks and shorebirds are back, everything from coots 
to the great white egrets, herons, and pelicans.

At the same time, the woodland wild昀氀owers are in bloom. The woods are full of bluebells, trillium, ferns, and a long list of 
everyone’s favorites.

And of course, the trees. Teale loves the red maple, especially in the spring. And no matter what people say, secretly they 
all love the cottonwood for two or three weeks in April and May.

Edwin Way Teale describes how he and his wife, Nellie, went for a walk in the country every day for a year, usually on his 
150-plus acre farm cut up into seven trails that surround their home. He took a notepad and every day he took notes. He’d 
write about the birds, especially the robins, but also the cottontail, the squirrels, the red fox, even the neighbor’s cat and dogs. 
He’d stop by the brook and study the aquatic life.

I never knew that so much happens in the water and along the banks of a creek. Teale doesn’t say it, but I know we’d all be 
better o昀昀 if we took a walk every day, and, like him, took just a few notes. He couldn’t always do his walk in the morning but he 
squeezed it in somehow during the day. His wife also always found time every day to go for a walk.

One thing he emphasizes is that every walk is di昀昀erent: the plants, the insects, even the trees are changing day by day. And 
to really appreciate nature, one has to go out every day and observe the small changes.

He tells many fascinating little vignettes. One day in late spring, a mother robin kicks the 昀氀edglings out of the nest and 
tries to get them to eat on their own. She brings worms and sets them down in the grass, close to the young birds. Soon one 
of the babies is gobbling up all the worms she brings. Then she brings a beetle. The baby is not interested. She brings another. 
Still no luck. She tries over and over. Finally, the baby grabs the beetle, swallows, and looks around for more.

Teale wrote that it was only through luck that he saw this event. He’s positive that if he had gone out only two or three 
days a week, he would have missed this scene and so many others.

Right now, my goal is to sit and read an entry a day for the next year, and now that spring is here, not only go for a walk, 
but look around and pay attention. n
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They will take me home
the spirits,

the thunders and wind,
They will take me home.

Excerpt from unattributed Native 
American song recorded in the Bureau 

of American Ethnology bulletins

2023 Annual Conference 
Recap

Reverence for the Land
Story and Photos by Sarah Barron

This year was the long-awaited return to our 
in-person conference, and we could tell that everyone was 
passionate to connect with one another again. Our burn 
school 昀椀lled attendance capacity quickly after launching 
registration, and we had a record number of in-person 
attendees — 320 of you! 

This year, our Minnesota Driftless planning 
committee was devoted to providing a platform for 
speakers who embody reverence for the land. We heard stewardship success 
stories, various restoration techniques, and we listened deeply to the wisdom of 
indigenous community members.  

The range of speakers and quality of information provided is consistently 
celebrated by attendees in a post-conference survey. We’ve also heard how much 
attendees valued connecting with other prairie enthusiasts, and the desire to have 
more connection in the future. This feeling was palpable in the sessions, hallways, 
and dinner tables where new and old friends built upon their relationships, sharing 
knowledge and laughter. 

We are grateful to all of our attendees, presenters, volunteers, sponsors and 
exhibitors — all of whom created an enlivening experience. As we look to the 
future, we strive to maintain that sense of inspiration, while providing connection 
of a di昀昀erent sort. Next year, we will return to a virtual conference and hope that 
those challenged with the prospect of long travels and working schedules can join 
us again. Until then, may you share your own reverence for the land through action 
and inspiration. n

Tom Hunter Winning a Silent 
Auction Item

Minnesota Driftless Board Member, Stephen Winter along with 
Keynote Speaker, Heather Holm
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Thank You Sponsors!

Gold Level

Silver Level

Brozen Level
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Smolenski Park Prairie
Story and Photos by Dave Giordano

Root-Pike Watershed Initiative Network (Root-Pike 
WIN) and the Village of Mount Pleasant, WI are in their third 
year of an ongoing partnership to restore 15-acres of prairie 
within Smolenski Park. The goals for the project include 
the reduction of stormwater runo昀昀 into neighboring urban 
areas, mitigation of pollutant loads into the Pike River, an 
increase in habitat for native pollinators, and additional 
access to native natural lands through a newly created 
community trail system. As the prairie matures, this project 
will aid in educating the local community regarding water 
quality, native pollinators, invasive species, and public-
private partnerships. 

Restoring areas in and around Smolenski Park are 
recommended as “High Priority Green Infrastructure'' 
in the EPA/DNR-approved Nine Key Element Pike River 
Watershed Restoration Plan. Root-Pike WIN has secured 
$68,000 in grant funds through Fund for Lake Michigan 
and U.S. Fish and Wildlife to complete the restoration 
work. This, along with site preparation, seeding, and 
continual maintenance implemented by Tallgrass 
Restoration, are cohesively working together to turn the 

previously low diversity, fallow farmland back to a highly 
diverse native prairie. 

The Smolenski Park Prairie has undergone substantial 
restoration, including site preparation, seeding of 
over 35 native plant varieties, herbicide treatments 
to remove invasives, and ongoing maintenance and 

Monarch Butter昀氀y
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status reporting. A prescribed burn is planned to reduce 
repopulation of invasives, and a new trail system will be 
added to increase public access to this newly restored 
prairie. Additionally, the agreement includes 昀椀ve-years of 
continual maintenance to e昀昀ectively establish habitat self-
su昀케ciency by 2024. 

Rehabilitating this portion of the park creates 
crucial habitat and food sources for prairie nesting birds, 
butter昀氀ies, bees, and other pollinators. The new prairie 
will also absorb more nutrients that negatively impact 
nearby waterways and reduce Village maintenance.

“This prairie restoration represents the Village’s 
ongoing commitment to water quality, 昀氀ood mitigation, 
habitat improvements, and passive recreation,” said Dave 
Giordano, Root-Pike WIN’s Executive Director. “Mount 

Pleasant continues to be a leader in the restoration of our 
impaired watersheds.” 

Smolenski Park is located at 438 S Stuart Rd in 
Mount Pleasant, Wisconsin. This 72-acre community park 
provides a rentable pavilion, playground equipment, 
various recreational amenities, and includes bathrooms 
and parking on site. It also o昀昀ers hiking trails that include 
a large pond, woodlands and wetlands.

Root-Pike Watershed Initiative Network Inc. is a 
501(c)3 non-pro昀椀t that restores, protects and sustains 
the Root-Pike basin by building partnerships, 昀椀nding 
funding, and managing projects to improve some of the 
most impaired Lake Michigan tributaries in the state of 
Wisconsin. n

Volunteer to be a The Prairie Enthusiasts Site Monitor with 
The Prairie Enthusiasts
By Scott Fulton

Do you like to go for hikes on beautiful 
prairie and savanna remnants? Do you enjoy 
seeing how these natural gems change 
from year to year? What if those hikes 
could contribute in a very important 
way to The Prairie Enthusiasts’ mission? 
If this description 昀椀ts you, consider 
becoming a volunteer site monitor!

The Prairie Enthusiasts is 
a land trust — an organization 
that has taken on responsibility for 
protecting important natural sites and 
their conservation values in perpetuity. 
We are accredited by a national organization 
called the Land Trust Alliance, and one of the critical 
accreditation requirements is to annually monitor all our 
preserves and the conservation easements we hold on 
private properties. Monitoring involves hiking around 
the property and taking pictures, looking in particular 
for evidence of damage to the site, improper use, and/or 
encroachment by neighbors. Once the monitoring visit is 
complete, the monitor is also responsible for preparing a 
written report, using special software designed for this 

purpose that makes the task quick and easy.
The Prairie Enthusiasts currently has 

a total of 49 properties and easements 
that each require an annual monitoring 

visit and report. For many land trusts 
this is a sta昀昀 responsibility, but we 
utilize volunteers for virtually all our 
monitoring. At the moment we have 
19 volunteer site monitors across the 
organization, who have just recently 

completed the 2022 monitoring visits 
and reports (many, many thanks!!!). As 

with any volunteer program, we have some 
turnover each year. Also, we are continually 

adding protected sites to our portfolio — at this 
time we have over half a dozen exciting new protection 
projects in various stages of development. Thus, we 
are always looking for new volunteers who might be 
interested in becoming site monitors, either now or in the 
future.

If this sounds like it could be a job for you, please 
contact me at sfulton@theprairieenthusiasts.org. I look 
forward to hearing from you! n

Prescribed Burn at Smolenski Park
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Visit our website for the latest and most comprehensive list of our events! 
ThePrairieEnthusiasts.org/events-calendar

Brush Clearning
Glacial Prairie

March 25  (9:00-12:00)
Location: Benedict Prairie

Remove dense brush on this iconic and rare mesic prairie. 

Brush Clearning
Empire-Sauk

April 1  (9:00-Noon)
Location: Whitford Creek-Sylvan Conservation Area

Take part in clearing box elders and honeysuckle. At the end 
of the day, explore the spectacular Dodge Branch Creek. 

Regenerative Poultry Farming 
Discussion 
Many Rivers

April 11  (7:00-8:30)
Location: Minnesota State University, Mankato

Internationally renowned farming pioneer Reginaldo Haslett-
Marroquin will share his model for regenerative poultry 
farming.

Open Air Train Ride 
Chippewa Savannas

May 20th (7:45-Noon)
Location: Ti昀昀any Wildlife Area

Join us for an open-air mini train ride through the remote 
areas of the 13,000 acre Ti昀昀any Wildlife Area! 

Southwest Wisconsin Tour
June 24
Location: Marty Grell restoration near Lone Rock

The Prairie Enthusiasts Annual 
Meeting & Picnic
July 16 (Details to come) 
The Many Rivers chapter will host The Prairie Enthusiasts 
2023 Annual Meeting and Picnic this July. Mark your calendar 
and stay tuned for more details!

Southwest Wisconsin Tour
July 22
Location: Loren Wagner & Al Slavik restorations near Gays 

Mills 

Upcoming Events
Photo by Jessica Salesman
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Coulee Region  
By Justin Nooker

Greetings from the Coulee Region 
Chapter! A fall and winter of 2022–23 
highlight was a chapter meeting hosted by 
Justin Trails Resort. Attendees walked oak woodlands 
and a small prairie remnant that Justin Trails Resort 
is working to restore. Fall brought dry conditions for 
some prescribed burning including a private land prairie 
burn near Viroqua and a burn on Zoerb prairie in Hixon 
Forest — with refugia! We also paired with Friends of 
the Blu昀툀ands for a work party on Mathy Blu昀昀 Prairie in 
Hixon Forest of La Crosse. Coullee Region Chapter is looking 
forward to some winter burns on our south facing blu昀昀s to 
come in 2023.  

For spring and summer of 2023, we hope members 
will join us at a chapter meeting hosted at Royal Oaks near 
Sparta in May and a tour of spring ephemerals at Eureka 
Maple Woods SNA led by Jon Rigden also in May. Summer 
昀椀eld trips to look forward to include some brand-new 
hikes including a “Barrens Sampler” trip in Jackson County, 
“Barren Birds” 昀椀eld trip to river terrace prairies at North 
Bend Bottoms Wildlife Management Area, speci昀椀cally 
looking for rare barrens adapted birds, along with another 
昀椀eld trip exploring the river terrace prairies of Van Loon 
Wildlife Area. Look for more detailed information regarding 
these and additional 昀椀eld trips on The Prairie Enthusiasts’ 
calendar, via email, and our chapter Facebook page. n

Chapter 
Updates

Coulee Region Chapter members ambitiously controlling brush at 
Mathy Blu昀昀 Prairie in La Crosse. (photo by Justin Nooker)

The aftermath of a victorious battle versus the tyranny of trees 
and brush. (photo by Justin Nooker)

A sampling of Coulee Region billy goats present at our fall 
Chapter meeting. (photo by Dawn Justin)
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Prairie
By Eric Preston

Restoration work at our Agaski Blu昀昀 Prairie near Arena, 
WI, is coming along nicely. We were able to get a spring 
burn done on half of the eastern remnant in 2022, thanks to 
many volunteers who removed cedar and brush and helped 
burn. We've made excellent progress on the other half of 
the eastern remnant and hope to have all the cedar o昀昀 this 
winter, snow permitting, and burn that half this spring.

We received a state Landowner Incentive Program (LIP) 
grant to work on clearing around the western remnant, 
which is adjacent to the Shooting Star Prairie at The Prairie 
Enthusiasts’ Swenson Blu昀昀 Preserve. That work has started, 
and we should have about an acre or two cleared by the 
end of the winter. We probably won't be able to burn that in 
2023, but plan to do it in 2024.

My wife Kim and I and many volunteers helped collect 
seed locally, and we spread that on the cleared areas this 
winter.

Empire-Sauk 

Restoration Continues Apace at Agaski Bluff 

We enrolled our upper 6.5 acres, which have been in 
row crops for years, into the Federal Conservation Reserve 
Program (CRP). On January 1st, I planted all 6.5 acres 
with the prescribed seed, along with a number of species 
collected within a 20-mile radius. We planted 24 species of 
grasses and forbs, and we are looking forward to beautiful 
results, along with erosion control, in the next few years.

It was a good year for the state-endangered Agalinis 
skinneriana (Pale False Foxglove) on our property. n

Hanley Winter Walnuts
Story and Photos by RS Baller 

This winter 2022–23, orange-hatted volunteers have 
been descending onto parts of the newly-purchased Hanley 
Farm in Iowa County, WI. Hanley is a 260-acre addition 
to The Prairie Enthusiast’s now 830-acre Mounds View 
Grassland Preserve. One frozen solid Sunday, January 9, I 
rested from our walnut dragging to photograph the change 
in landscape. Here are four photos from the same vantage. 
This was three hours work, and shows a fraction of the 
prairie remnant we cleared. We now have fewer walnuts, 
mad squirrels, and a little more prairie at Mounds View.

Orange hats o昀昀 to volunteers Ted Cochrane, Sue 
Eisele,Kathy & Rich Henderson, Jan Ketelle, Kevin McKown, 
Uriah Miller, Mike Molitor, Ross Shrago, and Jacob 
Valentine. n

Pale false foxglove at Agaski 
Blu昀昀 Prairie in August.

(photo by Eric Preston)
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Empire Solstice Pyre Resumes
Story and Photos by RS Baller 

Wednesday evening, December 21, I met some friends 
at their house and we carpooled in the 5° F cold, two hours 
before the fearful Christmas 2022 winter storm. Post-covid, 
this was our 昀椀rst resumption of the annual Mounds View 
Solstice bon昀椀re. Two years without winter 昀椀re friends. We 
soon warmed ourselves at the expertly-stacked, blazing, and 
car-sized pyre just northwest of the barn. It was built over 
the summer by Empire-Sauk laureate volunteer Rex Sohn. 
Twenty or so suspects new and old attended. We roasted 
brats with 10-ft long metal curtain rods with skewer forks on 
the ends. We stu昀昀ed our faces with potluck goodies brought 
by volunteers; brats and buns were donated as always by 
Rich and Kathy Henderson. We chattered and rotisseried 
ourselves about the 昀椀re for two hours. Then with 昀氀akes 
gently glittering down, we left the radiant logs alone with 
the snow. What a great evening. Thank you, Empire-Sauk 
chapter. It was a good night not to be a chicken. n

Glacial Prairie  
By Alice Mirk

The Glacial Prairie Chapter has had a busy six months 
with an average of 昀椀ve work days a month on the sites 
we help manage. We continue to develop relationships 
with private landowners who are interested in restoring 
and improving their oak savannas, wetlands, and prairies. 
Thanks to Dan Carter, we have been introduced to several 
landowners with amazing restorations going on. These 
include a wetland adjacent to Genesee Oak Opening and 
Fen SNA, a remarkable oak woodland that needs rescuing 
near Waterville, and an oak savanna just waiting to be 
reconstructed under amazing open grown oaks. 

Our relationships with other organizations also 
continue to grow. Not only do we have relationships with 
UW-Milwaukee, UW-Milwaukee at Waukesha, and the 
Urban Ecology Center, but January marked our 昀椀rst work 
day at Dorothy Carnes Park, which is part of the Je昀昀erson 
County Parks natural parks system. In the last several years 
Je昀昀erson County has been moving to parks where the 
natural vegetation of the area can be fostered and where 
Je昀昀erson County citizens can experience the beauty of 
native species growing in natural settings.

On March 18th we had an in-person burn school at the 
UW-Milwaukee-Waukesha Field Station, taught by Rob Baller 
and Scott Fulton. Participants will have their names put on 
a list and can be contacted when there are potential burns 
available so that they can complete the required number 
of mentored burns before participating in regular burns in 
Spring and Fall.

We have a new Board member representing the Glacial 
Prairie Chapter, as Alice Mirk steps down. Her name is 
Jessica Bizub. Jessica is a researcher at the UW-Milwaukee 
Center for Urban Population Health. She has provided 

Empire gnome o�ers buckthorn to the Solstice gods

Empire gnome o昀昀ers buckthorn to the Solstice gods
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research, evaluation, and technical assistance to nonpro昀椀ts 
and government agencies for 15 years, specializing in 
program theories of change. She has experience evaluating 
environmental education programs, including programs 
by the Urban Ecology Center, Riveredge Nature Center, 
and Wehr Nature Center. She has years of nonpro昀椀t board 
experience and brief, but intense, experience as a nonpro昀椀t 
executive. Jessica is Chair in Waiting for the Glacial Prairie 
Chapter. She takes over from Alice as Chapter Chair in July. 
Jessica has already volunteered for Chair of The Prairie 
Enthusiasts’ Education Committee so stay tuned for all 
manner of valuable ideas. n

February by James Schultz

Prairie Sands 
By Mary Ray Goehring

Prairie Sands Chapter ended 2022 with a luncheon 
and seed exchange at the West昀椀eld Library. The Prairie 
Enthusiasts Executive Director, Debra Behrens, attended and 
spoke to our gathering about future plans for The Prairie 
Enthusiasts and its e昀昀orts to support our chapter. She will 
be setting up a virtual meeting with The Prairie Enthusiasts 
President Jim Rogala along with chapter leaders sometime 
during 昀椀rst quarter of this year, which will be followed up 
with a chapter-wide meeting later this year. Thank you, 
Shelley Hamel, for arranging this gathering and delivering 
sub sandwiches, which were paid for by the chapter. Books 
and other items from the Martin Schultz estate were sold 
and the remainder will be part of our chapter's Silent Auction 
donation during The Prairie Enthusiasts Annual Conference. 
Once again, Jill Schuettpelz volunteered to deliver our Silent 
Auction items to the conference. Thanks Jill!

Jen and Jay Mulder have been acting as chapter 
Membership Coordinators — sending welcoming emails to 
new members. They have also volunteered to be the chapter 
contact person for Prairie Sands on The Prairie Enthusiasts 
website. Thank you Jen and Jay!

Yatzeck's Fen and Genesee Creek with tufted hairgrass (Deschampsia cespitosa). 
(photo by Dan Carter)

Alison Reinho昀昀er busting buckthorn at Yatzeck Fen.  
(photo by Jessica Bizub)
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Chapter member, Dan Stapleton, invites everyone to 
check out his Instagram postings of the native plants he 
is discovering on his Wood Lake Tree Farm located on the 
border of Marquette and Waushara Counties. He is preparing 
to seed prairie there this year.

Follow him at: instagram.com/woodlaketreefarmwi/
Speaking of photos, chapter member James Schultz has 

been producing beautiful calendars each year with photos 
from his Weed Eden Prairie in Clintonville. Check out our 
chapter Facebook page at the beginning of every month 
to see his monthly photo for 2023. Search for The Prairie 
Enthusiasts – Prairie Sands Chapter on Facebook. 

Upcoming Events:
Bogs, Frogs and Hot Dogs in early spring. Date to be 

announced around April 1st, but interested parties should 
RSVP now.

Shelley and David Hamel have a small prairie relic in 
Marquette County that, in "early spring," has blooming 
pasque昀氀owers, prairie smoke, round-leaf buttercup, bird-
foot violet, and hoary puccoon. They want to invite the 
Prairie Enthusiasts to a short bird and 昀氀ower walk, hot dog 
roast, and concert by the spring peepers, boreal chorus 

frogs, and — maybe — wood frogs. The Hamel's call it "Bog, 
Frogs, and Hot Dogs." We will gather at N8973 4th Ave, 
West昀椀eld, WI at 5:30 pm. Hot dogs, salads, cookies, well 
water, and beers will be provided on paper plates. Bring your 
own special dietary needs.

Predicting a date and good weather for the "early 
spring" bloom is not possible until April 1st. We will try to 
announce the date at least one week in advance. Interested 
members should RSVP now to conservationsellers@gmail.
com if they want to receive the last-minute update email 
when a date has been determined. We are planning for the 
maximum possible group, so no matter your con昀椀dence in 
attending, we encourage you to inform us of your interest. n

Southwest Wisconsin
By Martha Querin-Schultz and Jack Kussmaul

Our Southwest Chapter is very proud to have completed 
our 2022 scholarship program. This scholarship was 
established to provide 昀椀nancial assistance to individuals 
studying within our chapter area who are interested in or 
currently pursuing higher education in the conservation or 
environmental 昀椀elds. 

Two University of Wisconsin-Platteville students, Sheri 
Blossom Ramos of McHenry, Illinois and Grace Trenkamp of 
Preston, Iowa, were the recipients. Trenkamp and Ramos 
were among thirteen candidates who applied for our 
scholarship. 

The fall semester has been completed, transcripts of our 
two scholarship winners were received, and their checks for 
$1,000 have been mailed. 

Grace Trenkamp graduated from UW-Platteville with 
a degree in Environmental Science and Conservation in 
December of 2022. Trenkamp studied abroad January 
3rd-19th in Ecuador. She will now be moving to Utah to start 
work as a Geographer for the US Bureau of Reclamation. 
        Sheri Blossom Ramos plans to graduate in May of 
2023, also with a degree in Environmental Science and 
Conservation. 

Bottle Gentian (photo by Dan Stapleton)

Hamel Bog (photos by D Owen)
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We are so very proud of these two scholars and all they 
have accomplished. We are even more excited to see what 
they will do with their futures.  

The Southwest Chapter is pleased to be o昀昀ering the 
scholarships again for 2023. Watch for announcements 
coming in March. 

After a two-year hiatus due to Covid, 23 members of the 
Southwest Chapter gathered on January 24th for our annual 
holiday dinner at the Castle Rock Inn, in rural Muscoda. It 
was wonderful to be able to get back to this tradition. 

Plans are underway for the burn season. A portion of 
Eldred Drive will be burned by Adaptive Restoration. Site 
stewards are planning burns at Sylvan Road and Thomas Wet 
Prairie. A group met with Dan Wallace following a work party 
at Eldred on January 7th to start work on burn plans for Iris 
Drive and Borah Creek. We all appreciate Dan's willingness to 
make the multiple trips out from Madison to lead burns for 
our chapter. 

Tom Hunt, who has been site steward at Sylvan Road for 
only a little over a year, has engaged the Madison chapter 
of Trout Unlimited with work on the site. They will be 
scheduling a work party there this spring. Collaborations like 
this are invaluable. 

All chapter members are encouraged to join us for 
the annual chapter picnic and membership meeting. This 
will take place at the Borah Creek Preserve on Sunday, 
September 17th. Details will be provided as the date gets 
closer. Stay tuned as well for notices of future work parties 
and other events. n

St. Croix Valley 
By Evanne Hunt

In 2022, our chapter volunteers spent over 847 hours 
ensuring our prairies and savannas remain healthy! THANK 
YOU to everyone in our chapter for your help — 昀椀nancially 
and physically! Your support is crucial to managing, 
protecting, and preserving the precious prairies and 
savannas in our area.

UW-River Falls Student Scholarship
Using chapter general funds, we created a $1,000 

scholarship at UW-River Falls for the 2023 year. This 
scholarship supports a student majoring in Conservation and 
Environmental Planning. The student must be a sophomore, 
junior or senior and preference will be given to a student 
with the Restoration Management emphasis. 

We plan to continue this scholarship into the future. 
If you would like to donate to the fund, indicate that your 
donation is for the "Scholarship Fund." The bookkeeper will 
ensure that it is a restricted donation to the scholarship. 
Please make your donations before October 1 of each year. n

Collaboration with City of River Falls
Bob Marquis and Evanne met with River Falls Public 

Works employees in 2022 to discuss creating a pollinator 
corridor from the Foster Conservation area through Rocky 
Branch savanna up to County Road F in River Falls. Until 
Spring, The Prairie Enthusiasts is clearing buckthorn along 
the Kinnikinnic River Trail. The City provides herbicide, 
loppers, a chainsaw, snacks and beverages. As a result of our 
outreach, several people have joined the chapter. n

UW-Platteville students, Grace Trenkamp (left) and Sheri Blossom 
Ramos (right) were the recipients of the 2022 scholarship program.

Southwest Chapter's Holiday Party. (photo by Martha Q-S) Nicholas Scare (photo by Evanne Hunt)



Spring 2023 29 

Earth Day 2023
The chapter will again have a table at the Earth Fest 2023 

event on Saturday, April 22 from 12:00 to 4:00 PM at Glen 
Park in River Falls, WI. If you can help for one or two hours, 
please contact Evanne at evanne.hunt@gmail.com. 

Over 1,000 people attended Earth Fest in 2022! The 
2023 event is free to attendees and will feature free food, 
music, children and family activities, and a Sustainability and 
Wellness Fair! The Prairie Enthusiasts provides educational 
information about the local savannas and prairies as well as 
membership information. n

Spring Prescribed Burns
If you are not on our chapter burn crew list, contact 

Evanne as soon as possible. Remember, to be a crew 
member, you must have formal basic training or be 
otherwise certi昀椀ed. Requirements are spelled out in The 
Prairie Enthusiasts Burn Policy available on our website.

Burning depends on the weather so we cannot 
announce the dates ahead of time. Typically, an email is sent 
to the burn crew 2-3 days before we plan to burn, with a go/
no-go email the night before. n

Chapter burn crew (photo by Greg Korman)
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Hear my song of the seasons:
how the 昀椀rst frost comes ,
touches the bright purple asters,
changes them completely.

How the white blanket of snow
shelters the indigo seed and folds
down the proud compass stalks.

How the cold rains of April slowly
thaw the frozen surface, 
change the ground.

How the lush moonlight of June
greets the 昀椀rst blooms of little bluestem,
how the sun and birds compete to touch
the growing all around them.

I am Prairie.
See the images of my past:
how the meadowlark, lost in the midst
of tilled acres of corn, now returns
to perch on the tall turkey foot grass.

How the bluebird calls across
the penstemon, content with July.

How the deer bed down in
six foot high grasses,
hidden among the tish tish lullaby.

Your grandparents took to the plow 
as if it was their dearest friend,
let me go without a backward glance.

Now you set aside small parcels,
labor over 昀氀ame and gather seed slowly,
handful by handful,
hope I will come back,
forgive their carelessness.

 I am Prairie
By Susan Stevens Chambers 
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Photo credit: Eric Preston



Prairie Enthusiasts Remembered
Memorial gifts dedicated between October 20, 2022 

and March 5, 2023 

In memory of

George R. Barry
Remembered by Kathleen Lyngaas

Ed Brick
Remembered by Mark Fredisdorf

Kandy Brouchoud
Remembered by Jon Brouchoud

Caroljean Coventree
Remembered by 
 Carolyn Carr
 Deanna Pomije

Clarence Leonard Davis
Remembered by Linda Davis

Brennan Peter DeLap
Remembered by Russel D DeLap

Robert Lyle Eaton
Remembered by Paul Smith

Tom Ganfield
Remembered by Alice Mirk

Hal Gardner
Remembered by Rosemarie Parker

Kathy Kirk
Remembered by Doug Kirk

Linda Lynch
Remembered by 
 Thomas C. Hunt
 Jan Ketelle

Susan Connell-Magee
Remembered by Laura Kearney

Karen Mlinar
Remembered by Karen Mlinar  
       Family Fund

Robert W. Richardson
Remembered by 
 Rosemary Forcade
 Dave Herrewig
 Kathryn Richardson

Larry Sheaffer
Remembered by 
 Anonymous (x2) 
 Marilyn Diehl
 Kenneth McClurg
 Stan Seavey
 Douglas Steege

Phyllis Reiner Smith
Remembered by Glenn Smith

Joan Thomson
Remembered by Patrick Handrick

Harold and Crescent Vale
Remembered by Elaine Vale

Doug & Dorothy Wade
Remembered by Ned Gatzke

Bill Weege
Remembered by The David and Paula  
       Kraemer Fund

Gene Woehler
Remembered by Mark Martin

Ken Wood
Remembered by Levi Wood

They will take me home
the spirits,

the thunders and wind,
They will take me home.

Excerpt from unattributed Native 
American song recorded in the Bureau 

of American Ethnology bulletins
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