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“Big Plant”
at Hillside Prairie
On a cold and rainy December Saturday, 11 volunteers participated in an historic event—re-seeding
native prairie species to an area once covered with
prairie at what is known as the “Hillside Prairie”
on the state-managed portion of Badger, the Sauk
Prairie State Recreation Area.
Here is the personal account of that morning by
Alliance president, Mimi Wuest.

Alliance president Mimi Wuest rakes
the freshly sown seed into the thatch.

By the end of the morning, we were all soaked and stratified.
Just like the seeds we were planting on the Badger prairie, we
were cold and wet! The wind blew, the sleet stung our faces
and clung to my glasses. I wondered seriously what in the world
I was doing, standing with wet feet on the half-frozen hillside,
staggering around with a rake.
But eleven cold, wet people were not just planting prairie seeds,
we were making history. After years of cutting and pulling and
whacking and poisoning the invasive alien species that are trying
to claim the old prairie as their own, we were finally taking a positive step. We were planting the future!

Simultaneously, we have waged years of war on the invasives.
Valiant volunteers have put in hours and hours removing autumn
olive, honeysuckle, burdock, garlic mustard, wild parsnips, buckthorn and multiflora rose. That battle will be unending, but now
we are entering a new era on the prairie.
It is fortunate that the land is very patient. The last twenty years
are but a flash and a blink to the Earth. After all, the Badger
prairie has seen mammoths and native civilizations and glaciers;
it has learned patience over eons. Little does the land care that
we humans now call it The Sauk Prairie State Recreation Area. It
waits quietly for the return of the meadowlarks in the spring.

We came with buckets of precious prairie seeds, collected over
the last two years from all around Sauk County. Tiny aster seeds,
milkweed with its fluffy parachutes, Indian grass, big bluestem,
coneflowers and countless others. The little seeds clung to our
gloves and our pants and our boots. We became walking prairie
gardens until at last we shook and stamped and brushed all
those seeds back onto the land.!
While we worked in all that inclemency, the earth beneath us
was smiling. Finally, we were making good on the promise we
had made to the battered old prairie more than twenty years
ago. We in the Sauk Prairie Conservation Alliance have been
dedicated to restoring the prairie for years, but much of our time
has been spent in attending meetings and writing recommendations and making maps.

Seeds collected over two seasons,
2017 and 2018, are mixed in bins
prior to spreading on site.
PHOTO: Amy Chamberlin
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Badger’s Small Mammals
Snapshot of a Dynamic Community

by Mike Mossman
Small mammals like mice, voles, shrews and
ground squirrels represent important strands in
the ecological web of a grassland. They feed on
insects, disperse seeds, create tunnels that are
used by reptiles and amphibians, and serve as
food for predatory birds and mammals. Several
grassland species have become rare in Wisconsin, apparently due to the same sorts of habitat
loss that have threatened grassland birds over
the past 70 years: conversion of grass hay,
pasture and weedy cropland to “clean” cropland, row crops, alfalfa, urban sprawl and woody
succession.

These secretive and rather look-alike critters
are not well known to us, and suffer from long
discrimination as “vermin,” a distinction better
applied to their introduced cousins the house
mouse and Norway rat. Some folks even fear
mice, no matter what the species. Unlike birds,
which benefit from the attention and familiarity
afforded by flight, showy plumage and song,
small mammals typically receive little consideration, even when it comes to conservation. But
that does not make them less important in the
grand scheme of ecosystem health.
Among Badger’s small mammals are three rare
grassland species. The prairie vole (Microtus
ochrogaster) looks similar to the abundant meadow vole (M. pennsylvanicus). Once widespread,
it has become nearly restricted to native and
non-native grassland remnants, usually on dry,
sandy sites. The prairie deer mouse (Peromyscus maniculatus bairdii) is almost indistinguishable from the common white-footed mouse (P.
leucopus), but has a shorter tail, foot and ear.
Unlike the woodland-loving white-footed mouse,
it inhabits grasslands and sometimes croplands,
and has disappeared from most of the rural land-

A prairie deer mouse
captured in the soy field
with its tail conspicuously
marked with red dye
Researchers Mike Mossman
and Lisa Hartman with
a deer mouse in their
soybean field plot
Small mammals are
surveyed using humane
box-traps that allow us to
capture, mark and then
release live animals.
Mortality is very low using
these traps.
ALL PHOTOS:
Mike Mossman
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scape. The harvest mouse (Reithrodontomys
megalotis) seems to be adapted to ephemeral,
weedy grasslands, like the initial stages of prairie
restorations. It tends to wander widely, and to
reproduce quickly when it finds suitable habitat.

of white-footed mice is not a surprise. How do
the two species coexist in it? Perhaps the more
arboreal white-footed mouse lives more in the
bean “canopy” while the deer mouse stays
more on the ground.

In August 2018, Ho-Chunk Nation biologists and
I began a long-term monitoring study of small
mammal populations on HCN Sacred Earth
grasslands slated for conversion to native prairie,
with the help of volunteers and funding from HoChunk Nation. Previous surveys provided some
background information on the abundance and
distribution of species present at Badger, but we
wanted to determine the effect of restoration
and all its various phases and management options, on this important community of animals,
especially on species of conservation need, similar to work being done here for birds. Along with
monitoring of plants, other animals, and features
such as soil health, this information can measure
the success of our restorations and help guide
our future work, at Badger and elsewhere.

Certainly, soybeans can provide for fairly high
populations of the two species of Peromyscus
mice—but not nearly as high as the white-footed
mouse populations that characterize most of
southern Wisconsin forests, woodlots, shrubby areas and houses. It would be interesting
to compare small mammal populations in this
soybean field, with others that are isolated and
distant from grassland habitat (which may serve
as a source of animals to populate it within the
few months of its existence). Also, to compare
it with others that are not so extremely tall and
lush as this field, or others that are cultivated
rather than no-till. One advantage of the soybean
fields, once they are mature and dense like this
one, is that avian predation must be nil. I wonder
what has happened to these populations now
that the field has been recently harvested.

We set three, 50-station traplines to be checked
twice daily over a 5-day period, and each year for
8 years. Our goal is to document small mammal
numbers from all stages of prairie restoration:
existing grassland dominated by European
pasture grasses (typical of formerly grazed areas
of Badger); 3 years of no-till row-cropping (corn,
corn, soybeans) to remove seed and roots of
competing grasses and weeds; planting of native
prairie, the gradual development of native prairie,
including an early weedy phase and cycles of
prescribed fire.
So, what did we find this first year? Well, very
little in the two grasslands we trapped. This was
a surprise, since our previous surveys had much
better trap success, even in some of the same
fields. But grassland mammal populations, especially of voles, can be extremely cyclic. Other
studies in our region indicated the vole populations are low this year. This is one reason for
extending these surveys over multiple years. We
did catch a 13-lined ground squirrel (Spermophilus tridecemlineatus), a prairie deer mouse and a
white-footed mouse.
The third trapline was in a very tall and lush field
of soybeans slated as the first tract to be planted
to prairie this fall. Wow, in comparison, it had
a lot of prairie deer mice (8) and white-footed
mice (14). I had found the former in bean and
weedy pea fields elsewhere, but never many
white-footed mice. Considering the structure of
this bean field, with its lush, 4-ft tall plants and
a ground layer with considerable corn detritus
after two years of no-till cropping, the number

Charlie’s
Corner
By Charlie Luthin,
Executive Director

Wow, what a year
we’ve had! We started
and ended the year by
planting prairie seeds in
the snow at the Hillside
Savanna/Prairie—a
fitting beginning and
end. In between, we
completed two powerful videos, hosted
our 20th Anniversary
Celebration, conducted
8 volunteer stewardship days, hosted eight
“We Are Sauk Prairie”
lectures, coordinated
or participated in 14
tours at Badger, and
ultimately touched almost 1,200 individuals
with our programs and
events.

These trap results may seem to show that
soybeans are better small-mammal habitat than
grassland. But vole populations appear to be at
a cyclic low. The repeated prescribed fires over
the past 2 years may have also helped depress,
temporarily, small mammal populations in the
grasslands. All the more reason to monitor these We set the bar high in
traplines at multiple sites and for several years,
2018! However, 2019
to sample through these population and manwill be a full year, as
agement cycles.
well. In January, we enter an unknown arena
All very interesting, these dynamics, but often
by being challengers
confusing when we take just a snapshot of it. I
in a contested case
am looking forward to next year. The work will
hearing against DNR
continue with support from the Natural Rewhere we continue to
sources Foundation’s CD Besadny small grant
challenge the incluprogram.
sion of “high impact”
recreation and activities
(off-road motorcycles,
dog training & trialing,
military helicopter
training) in the property’s Master Plan
approved in December
2016. We’re planning
and will conduct many
more tours at Badger,
at prairie remnants and
restoration areas, and
we’ll naturally continue
offering our ever-popular “We Are Sauk Prairie” lecture series in
fall, winter and spring.
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Great Sauk
State Trail Open
through Badger!

The Ho-Chunk Nation singers/
drummer opened the ribbon-cutting
event with a series of songs.

Alliance director Charlie Luthin (blue jacket and cap) participated in the ribbon-cutting
event. The Trail would not have been possible were it not for the Alliance’s extensive
involvement in the “greening” of Badger over the past 20 years.

State Senator Jon Erpenbach (l) and State Representative Dave Considine
(r) provided congratulatory
remarks at the ribbon-cutting ceremony.

Sauk-Prairie Mountain Bike Club members take a ride on
the newly opened trail.

In October, a large
gathering of citizens
from the area met on a
beautiful day at Badger
to celebrate a very
historic moment—the
official opening of
the 6-mile segment
of the Great Sauk
State Trail now running through Badger
that complements
“Phase I,” the original 6-mile segment
completed in 2017.
What a special event!
The Ho-Chunk Nation
singers/drummers
opened the event
with some beautiful
drumming. Congratulatory opening remarks
were offered by Kristin
White-Eagle of the HoChunk Nation, State
Senator Jon Erpenbach, State Representative Dave Considine
and Mark Aquino from
WDNR. The Friends
of the Great Sauk Trail
provided the county
with a “big check”
for $500,000, and
Marty Krueger, Sauk

County Board member and chair of the
Great Sauk State Trail
Commission, thanked
the many supporters
and individuals who
made this happen. As
a finale, members of
the local mountain bike
club road back to Prairie du Sac on the new
segment of trail.
The Great Sauk State
Trail now spans 12
miles. It starts at the
former rail bridge in
Sauk City, passes
through Sauk City, then
follows the Wisconsin
River through Prairie
du Sac and then to and
through the Badger
Lands, ending about a
mile northeast of Badger. The Trail connects
with the 12 miles of
hiking and biking trails
developed and marked
by the Alliance at Badger in 2017. A biker or
hiker can now spend
a whole day on the
Great Sauk State Trail
and on trails at Badger!

Friends of The Great Sauk State Trail, represented by
Friends President Jeff Wright (right of center, holding
check), presented a “big check” for $500,000 to Sauk
County, represented by Marty Krueger (left of center),
Sauk County Board supervisor and Chair, Great Sauk Trail
Commission. Between them is Tywana German, SaukPrairie Area Chamber of Commerce Executive Director.
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WHAT

YOU
THOUGHT!
2018 Bluebird Report
By Donna and Bill Stehling
Bluebird season begins with “house maintenance” projects in early March before the male
bluebirds arrive and stake claim to the houses.
We clear brush from around bluebird houses,
clean and sanitize the insides and generally
prep the sites for the new season. This year we
increased our bluebird house count by replacing
three old house with new houses along Highway
12 on the east edge of the Kindschi Prairie. We
now run a weekly “Bluebird Trail” from spring
through late summer with a total of 70 houses
spanning over 20 miles on the Badger Lands.
It was a strange season. We went out in March
to check houses and cut brush from around
houses. We learned that male bluebirds slept
in the houses at night. Later we found a dead
bluebird pair in their house because a late season
snow covered all the vegetation with ice and
they starved to death. In addition, one clutch of
five young hatched in March died from the cold.
• 42 of 70 boxes were used by Bluebirds
• There were 376 bluebird eggs laid from
which 215 hatched.
• A total of 125 Bluebirds fledged.
• In addition, 13 tree swallows and 39
house wrens fledged from our houses.
The Badger Bluebird Trail began long ago when
a Badger guard, John Schubring, helped set up
a wildlife study to determine the impacts of contaminants on bluebirds. John kept checking and
maintaining the boxes even after the study was
discontinued. In 2004, at his encouragement, we
took over management of 45 of his houses. When
he retired, we “adopted” and expanded his bluebird trail, currently at 70 nest boxes.

Sauk Prairie Conservation Alliance

Member Survey Results

In late summer-fall, we circulated a survey to members
electronically and in the newsletter. We asked members
what Alliance activities they’ve been involved with in the
past, what they’ve liked and what they see as priorities for
our future. We also generated some demographic data on
our membership. We’re pleased that we received 82 survey responses. Here is a summary:
What members have participated in:
73% general or specialized tours at Badger
64% Alliance educational programs
60% advocacy for Badger Lands (e.g., attending hearings,
writing letters, etc.)
36% volunteer activities
What members like best about the Alliance: overwhelming
support for our public tours and educational programs; collaboration
with Badger landowners; volunteer ecological restoration projects at
Badger; Badger Apple Corps
Alliance priorities according to our members:
#1 Prairie restoration (small and large scale)
#2 Advocacy (be certain the Badger Reuse Committee Report
is adhered to by all landowners)
#3 Public tours at Badger (general and specialized)
#4 Research and conservation (birds, mammals, Badger apples,
pollinators)
New versus long-standing members. We see an inverse bellcurve for our membership, with 48% being relatively new (<4 years),
only 15% being members for 5–10 years, and 37% being active members for more than 10 years.
Our typical member: The average member of the Alliance is over
60 years of age (67%, with 30% over 70) and holds a college degree
(42%) or an advanced degree (52%). Only 9% of members are under
age 40.
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2018 in Review
This past year has been a really good year for outreach and engagement by the Alliance. We conducted
or participated in 52 programs, presentations, events, tours and other activities. We connected with over
1,200 people through our monthly lecture series, monthly volunteer stewardship days, our 20th anniversary event and tours. Here is a glimpse of 2018 through images.
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1 Alliance volunteers help

throughout the season
with the removal of exotic
invasive species at the
Hillside Prairie and Savanna,
including garlic mustard
(pictured here).

2 During a work day this

past spring, two off-road
motorcyclists drove down
the public road then onto
the sensitive Hillside Prairie,
causing damage. Alliance
volunteers chased them off
the prairie and contacted
the DNR property manager.

3 Jeff Elsoffer and Kurt

Wenger from Drop Frame
Productions receive a “big
check” from the Alliance
at the Alliance’s 20th
Anniversary Celebration in
May for production costs
of the video documentary
completed in May.

7

4 A monarch butterfly caterpillar on a milkweed leaf.
PHOTO: Amy Chamberlin

5 Landowners at Badger

shared a team of AmeriCorps volunteers this past
summer. Here, Alliance
members join landowner
representatives in providing a tour of Badger to the
AmeriCorps team.

8

6 Denny Connor (l) and

Brandon Mann (r) share
the podium at the December “We Are Sauk Prairie”
program. They presented
the story of restoration at
two remnants of the Sauk
Prairie, Schluckebier and
Moely Prairies.

7 Staff of McFarlanes

Manufacturing in Sauk City
joined Alliance leaders Curt
Meine and Charlie Luthin for
a tour of Badger, including
the apple nursery on Dairy
Forage Research Center.

10
10

8 DNR fire boss and

wildlife biologist, Nancy
Frost, greets Alliance tour
participants on the day of a
prescribed burn at Badger.

Amy Chamberlin, the
newest Alliance board
member, joined other
volunteers for the “Big
Plant” on December 1. Her
husband Rick dubbed Amy
the “Milkweed Fairy” as
milkweed down stuck to
her wet jacket. Photo: Rick
Chamberlin

9 Former Ho-Chunk Nation

11 Alliance volunteers

president Jon Greendeer
is interviewed for the Alliance’s video documentary
that shares the 20-year
story of the transformation
of Badger Army Ammunition Plant.

during a stewardship day in
April at the Hillside Prairie
at Badger.
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Sauk Prairie Conservation Alliance
PO Box 403, Baraboo, WI 53913
THANKS to all of our Generous Donors!
ALLIANCE MEMBERS RON & PAULETTE
SMITH offered me a challenge—they would
pledge to match, dollar-for-dollar, every donation
we received until November 30th up to $10,000.
That challenge paid dividends—we generated 85
new donations for a total of over $17,300
to match and exceed this challenge. And, these
efforts yielded 19 new members! The Smiths
wrote, “We’re thrilled with the success of your
fundraising efforts and with the strong response
from the Alliance’s supportive members who
answered the call. Also, we’re delighted that the
Alliance’s membership base is growing as a result. It’s reaffirming to know that so many people
continue to care about the Badger Lands, their
exciting future, and the Alliance’s critical role.”
THANK YOU Alliance members, and best
wishes for the holidays!
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KEEPERS of the VISION
The Alliance has had a long and very successful 20 years, thanks to the wonderful talent,
dedication, volunteerism and financial support from our countless members and allies.
THANK YOU to all who have played a part in
our historic successes. We now ask that you
become a vital PART of our FUTURE, as well!

We have much yet to accomplish at Badger—
ongoing public education; planning and facilitating large-scale PRAIRIE RESTORATION; and,
advocating for a magnificent VISITOR CENTER at
Badger where the stories of all past inhabitants
can be told, from the Ho-Chunk to the first farmers to the Army, and where natural, geological
and cultural history can be interpreted.

We have a new initiative that we call, “Keepers
of the Vision.” We are seeking loyal members and supporters who are willing to make
an annual financial commitment for the next
three years to help ensure our financial stability
for the next 20 years. Please use this form to
make your pledge! THANK YOU.

YES!

Count me in as a KEEPER OF THE VISION! Here is my 3-year pledge to the Alliance.
NAME______________________________________________________________________________________________________
ADDRESS______________________________________________________________________________________________________
PHONE ______________________________________________________________________________________________________
E-MAIL ______________________________________________________________________________________________________
PLEDGE AMOUNT (per year over 3 years):

o $5,000
o

$250

		

o $1,000
o $100

o $500
		

o $50

Please return this form to:
Sauk Prairie Conservation Alliance, PO Box 403, Baraboo, WI 53913
Those who pledge $500/year or more will receive special opportunities,
tours and invitations in the coming months and years.

Make a donation or
JOIN the ALLIANCE online at

saukprairievision.org

