
Sabbatical
During the 
production 
of this news-
letter, West 
Wisconsin 
Land Trust 
Executive 
Director 
Richard 
Gauger was 
on a month-
long sabbatical, 
participating 
in a Southern 
Transconti-
nental bike tour 
of the United 
States. His 
newsletter col-
umn will return 
in the next 
issue.

Welcome New Staff
Outdoor Education Coordinator: 
Gretchen Yonko

Gretchen came to West Wisconsin 
Land Trust in June 2008, after spending 
several years in the mountains out West 
where she taught and coached in public 
schools. Gretchen worked for Outward 
Bound in the summer, and taught snow-
boarding and coached Mites hockey in 
winter. Now, happily back in her home 
state of Wisconsin, she enjoys more 
subdued ventures such as walks around 
town, and Friday night mommy/daughter 
campouts in the back yard. 
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Noteworthy E N D  P I E C E S

Earth Movers: 
Water, Weather, and People

November 2, 10 a.m. to noon

Little Ones Play Group: 
Winter’s Coming

November 6, 10 to 11:30 a.m.

America Recycles Day
November 11

Little Ones Play Group
December 4, 10 to 11:30 a.m.

Winter in the Woods:
Wild Romp

December 6, 10 to 11:30 a.m.

Winter in the Woods:
Hibernation, Tracking, and 

Ecology
December 30, 1:30 to 3:00 p.m.

For locations and more information,  
please go to our website:  

www.wwlt.org

Correction
The Summer 2008 issue of Open Spaces stated on page 12 that Big Island was gifted 

to the Little Sissabagama Shoreowners Association in the early 1900s. The correct date 
is the early 1990s. We regret the error.

U P C O M I N G  E V E N T S

West Wisconsin Land Trust 
Receives River Valley 
Stewardship Award

On August 25th, Darrell Anderson, 
mayor of the City of St. Croix Falls, 
presented the City’s annual River Valley 
Stewardship Award to West Wisconsin 
Land Trust Executive Director Richard 
Gauger, “for distinguished leadership 
and devoted service in preserving the 
heritage and protecting the pristine 
beauty of the St. Croix River.”

“The West Wisconsin Land Trust 
has done a great service to our com-
munity in helping to preserve the lands 
now known as the Wert Family Nature 
Preserve. As a boy, I tromped around 
in those woods, and I know person-
ally the special nature of those lands. 
Because of the West Wisconsin Land 
Trust, these blufflands will forever be 
preserved,” said Mayor Anderson.

The River Valley Stewardship 
Award recognizes individuals or orga-
nizations for dedicated efforts to pre-
serve the scenic river valley.

Peregrine Falcon Banding
On Sunday, June 8th, Bob 

Anderson, director of the Raptor 
Resource Project, and several of his 
crew were atop Maiden Rock Bluff for 
the annual peregrine falcon banding. 
Anderson bravely rappelled over the 
side of the cliff, to the shrill screeching 
cries of the parent falcons that were 
swooping overhead. Only one female 
falcon chick, called an eyass, remained 
in the eyrie. Anderson brought her up 
to the top of the bluff in a pet carrier, 
where she was efficiently banded with 
two metal ankle bands, and promptly 
returned to the nest. He pronounced 
the eyass to be approximately 18 days 
old, and noted that the gender could be 
identified by the pitch of the cry and 
the size of the feet. The state-endan-
gered peregrine falcons have been nest-
ing on Maiden Rock Bluff ’s limestone 
cliff face overlooking the Mississippi 
River since 2001. 

e-newsletterDo you want to hear more about West Wisconsin Land 
Trust’s projects and upcoming events? Sign up for our 
e-newsletter online at wwlt.org or by calling (715) 235-8850.
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Backyard Bioblitz        By Gretchen Yonko

West Wisconsin Land Trust’s 
bioblitz at the Wert Family Nature 
Preserve on August 9th was a rous-
ing success. But if you couldn’t attend, 
you can still create your own backyard 
bioblitz. If you don’t have a backyard, 
some outdoor potted plants or a nearby 
park will do. Your bioblitz can be done 
alone, with family members, or even as 
a party event. What a splendid reason 
to bring friends together! Now, as the 
seasons are changing, is a great time to 
get into action.

The basic reason for a having a 
bioblitz is to find out what lives within 
or travels through a designated area. 
One benefit of living in our part of 
Wisconsin is seasonal change. The 
birds migrate, some frogs and mam-
mals hibernate, the insects have hatch 
events and create galls, snow covers 
the landscape in winter, and rains wash 
through in the spring. This means that 
you can do your bioblitz over and over, 
and get a fresh view of the same plot 
of land each time.

Select your site and decide what you 
want to do. You can spend an hour or a 
full 24 hours. 

You can section off your area into 
smaller plots for more precise analysis 
or you can be a hands-off observer. I 
recommend getting down and dirty, 
but that is up to you. Drawing a site 
map will be helpful. Make a key. Your 
map can include insect mounds, rock 
formations, beehives, trees, worms, 
flower gardens, terrain changes, snake 
holes, critter sightings, nut debris piles, 
the picnic table, fungus rings, funky 
smells, and anything else you feel, see, 
smell, or hear (be careful with “taste” 
unless you are sure it is safe). 

Creating a survey page will help 
standardize your data. Include your 
site location (city, state, latitude, and 
longitude if you can) and any other 
descriptive details that would make 
it easy to find your site in the future. 
Also include the date, time, tempera-
ture, weather, and the names of people 
who helped. In addition, you can create 
a species inventory page broken down 
by categories such as birds, plants, 
insects, mammals, reptiles, amphibians, 
and fish (if your site has water). Leave 
space under each heading for listing all 
that you find. Maybe you’d like to write 

species name and notes on each critter, 
and create a sketch of each. 

Remember, this is your bioblitz. 
Depending on how specific you want 
to get, you can do this bioblitz infor-
mally with one piece of paper and 
a pencil, or you can pull out field 
guides, magnifying glasses, bug nets, 
measuring sticks, binoculars, micro-
scopes, sling psychrometers, cameras, 
or any other tool you can dream up. 
Preparation is half the fun, so go wild.

Once you have all your data col-
lected, a scrapbook might be in order. 
Some of you may want to start a web 
page. If you found something unique 
or endangered, you may want to 
contact the Department of Natural 
Resources or other species databases to 
see if sightings are being documented 
for study. 

No matter what you find, keep me 
in mind. I’d like to hear how your 
bioblitz went! I hope to see you at a 
Land Trust education program. If you 
have program ideas, please contact me 
at 715-235-8850 ext. 16, or e-mail 
gyonko@wwlt.org. 

Dylan showing his 
homemade insect-
capturing cups

In Sawyer County, to the northwest of 
the Donohue property, another family—the 
Stockmans—helped “put the pieces together” to 
protect a wild lake. 

Deer Lake is a rich collage of landscapes and 
ecosystems. The lake stretches through a low 
valley, flanked by long ridges of forest. Small 
islands, with towering white pines, punctuate 
the surface of the water. The lakeshore is fringed 
with an unbroken stand of northern hardwood 
forest: sugar maple, yellow birch, and hemlock. 
A bog near the center of the lake is filled with 
sphagnum moss and black spruce. 

Although the southern half of the lake is pro-
tected as Sawyer County Forest Land, the rest 
of the land surrounding the lake is under private 
ownership.

In 1972, Bill Stockman and his father pur-
chased 320 acres of land on the eastern shores of 
Deer Lake. The land had nearly a mile of shore-
line and extended to the wooded uplands over-
looking the water. Over time, as the Stockman 
family grew in size, portions of the property 
were split up and deeded to the children and 
grandchildren.

Years later, the Stockman family was faced 
with the need to sell a portion of their property. 
After placing it for sale, Bill received a phone 
call from Tom McMillin, a neighboring land-
owner on Deer Lake. Back in 2003, McMillin 

had protected his own lakefront property with 
West Wisconsin Land Trust. He suggested that 
Bill contact the Land Trust to explore conserva-
tion opportunities for his property. 

After discussing land protection options with 
the Stockmans, West Wisconsin Land Trust’s 
Land Program staff worked cooperatively with 
the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources 
Lake Protection Grant program to procure the 
funds to acquire development rights to the prop-
erty through a conservation easement. In doing 
so, West Wisconsin Land Trust permanently 
protected 75 acres of land and nearly a half-mile 
of shoreline along Deer Lake, while allowing the 
Stockmans to retain ownership.

“We are always excited to have multiple proj-
ects protecting an excellent resource like Deer 
Lake,” Remington said, “especially as it lies in 
the context of nearby county land. Together, the 
Stockman and McMillin properties encompass 
outstanding biological diversity, containing an 
active eagle’s nest, a floating sphagnum bog, 
northern hardwood forests, and lakeshore fish 
habitat.”

The protection of Deer Lake is the cumulative 
result of many different people coming together: 
individual neighbors, county government, and 
the Land Trust. Once again, demonstrating that 
partnerships are an effective way to preserve our 
precious wild lakes. 

D
eer Lake
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Each summer, West Wisconsin Land Trust hires college students to assist with program 
areas such as habitat restoration, land conservation, education, and communications. 

Stephen Gauger: Restoration
The three projects I focused on this summer took place at Maiden Rock Bluff, 

Pine Creek, and the Devil’s Punchbowl, properties all owned by West Wisconsin 
Land Trust. 

At Maiden Rock Bluff, I cut down invasive vegetation, such as box elder  
and thistle, from the prairie. The prairie will eventually reclaim the newly  
cleared land. 

Pine Creek was one of the most exciting projects. I worked with the 
Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources on stream restoration activities 
during volunteer work nights. Our restoration efforts included building lunker 
structures, scarring the soil, planting erosion-control seed mix, and spreading 
straw over the top. 

We also began restoring the prairie at the Devil’s Punchbowl, which was 
slowly being overtaken by invasive species. The focus was to eliminate invasive 
species while preparing the native seedbed for fall planting. The end result will be 
a stronger, more diverse prairie ecosystem. 

Restoration is a rewarding activity because it’s a chance to return a piece of 
land to its natural state.

Stephen is a sophomore at Northland College in Ashland, Wisconsin. He is pictured 
with his supervisor, West Wisconsin Land Trust Stewardship Manager Bill Hogseth. 

Sara Randle: Land Program
I began my Capstone internship at West Wisconsin Land Trust with two 

expectations: one for myself to whole-heartedly contribute my skills, and one 
for the organization to include me in their preservation efforts by utilizing my 
abilities. I learned a lot on professional, educational, and personal levels.

West Wisconsin Land Trust’s preservation work affects today–but it also 
connects the past with the future, and most importantly, considers the bigger 
picture. The Land Trust’s work vibrates across larger systems, and reminds us that 
current trends of development are just one of many factors that will shape this 
era’s impact on the biosphere.

On a personal level, my supervisor Rick Remington–who is dedicated, 
passionate, and caring, yet amazingly realistic–has inspired me. 

I have learned to be intentional with my work. I will make my influence on 
this earth positive by channeling energy into meaningful and tangible action, and 
by envisioning the possibilities, which will fuel my ambition to continue in the 
environmental field.

Sara is a senior at the University of Wisconsin-Eau Claire, and is graduating in 
December 2008 with a degree in Geography: Resource Management.

Jeanna Kadlec: Communications Program
My main assignments included writing, editing, photography, research, cre-

ating promotional materials, and helping to coordinate the Land Trust’s 20th 
anniversary event. Over the summer, my supervisor, Jane Tappen, taught me a lot 
about fundraising, branding, and West Wisconsin Land Trust’s many marketing 
and communications tools.

Jeanna is a junior at Cornell College in Mt. Vernon, Iowa, where she is pursuing  
a triple major in English, Politics, and Women’s Studies. Look for two of her articles  
in this issue. 

Meet the Interns

Since purchasing his property twenty-five 
years ago, Tom Donohue has seen many new 
homes appear throughout the rural Jump 
River region in Taylor County. Over time, the 
landscape has taken on a more fragmented 
appearance as farms and forests are subdivided 
and sold to multiple landowners. Some of that 
development has occurred right next to the 
Donohue property.

The densely forested property has offered 
Donohue and his family a place to relax and  
recreate. The family enjoys exploring Levitt 
Creek, which runs through the middle of the 
property, meandering beneath the deep shade  
of hemlock and balsam fir. The upland hardwood 
forest consists of sugar maple, basswood, yellow 
birch, and aspen trees. Deer hunting is a favorite 
family activity, and that led Donohue to consider 
the benefits of land conservation. 

Donohue was concerned that the increas-
ing development would threaten the integrity 
of wildlife populations. When the chance arose 
to purchase his neighbor’s property, which was 
entirely forested, Donohue seized the oppor-
tunity to add onto his property. In doing so, he 
unified two small blocks of forestland into a 
larger single parcel totaling 360 acres. This is a 
welcome change to the kind of fragmentation 
that has taken place in Wisconsin over the past 
five decades. Since 1950, the number of woodlot 
landowners in Wisconsin has doubled, while the 
average individual parcel has dwindled in size to 
a mere 45 acres. 

Large-scale blocks of connected forestland are 
important for many reasons. They provide habi-
tat for sensitive species that require large home 

ranges (such as the Canada lynx) and interior 
forest conditions (such as the Cerulean warbler). 
Large forests can better survive a hit from a cat-
astrophic disturbance, such as a 100-year wind-
storm, as they can effectively re-colonize in a 
process called “internal ecological rescue effects.”

With nearly 60% of Wisconsin’s woodlands 
in private ownership, there are tremendous 
conservation opportunities for protection. The 
importance of these opportunities will only 
amplify as industrial forest companies, such as 
Wausau Paper and Plum Creek, begin to shed 
their large land holdings. “In a world of 40-acre 
parcels being split down further and further, the 
Donohue property offered a rare opportunity to 
protect a big chunk of continuous forest,” said 
Rick Remington, land program director for the 
Land Trust. 

After combining the two properties together, 
Donohue took the next important step. In 2007, 
he permanently protected all 360 acres through 
a conservation easement with West Wisconsin 
Land Trust. The land will forever remain unde-
veloped and undivided. “We try to practice 
conservation here. We want what’s best for the 
wildlife,” declared Donohue.

Furthermore, the Donohue property lies 
a half-mile from the Chequamegon-Nicolet 
National Forest (CNNF), Wisconsin’s most 
significant public land holding. The property’s 
conservation values are strengthened by its prox-
imity to such a large core of forestland. Future 
generations are going to look back with gratitude 
on the conservation efforts of landowners like 
Donohue, who decided to help stitch the for-
ested landscape back together. 

Stephen 
Gauger

Sara
Randle

Jeanna 
Kadlec
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Putting the Pieces Back Together 

 By Bill Hogseth
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Forty years ago, Charles and Minerva Makela pur-
chased a 34-acre tract of land south of Superior, in Douglas 
County. Although most of the area was wet pasture and 
marginal farmland at the time, they thought it might have 
future development potential. 

In due time, the Makelas constructed one apartment 
building on the driest part of their property, and watched 
other development follow on nearby land, bringing with it a 
hospital, nursing home, strip mall, and office buildings. This 
well-established development complex now stretches to the 
Superior International Airport, which years earlier had been 
considered “south of town.”

Over time, concern for the area’s wetlands increased. 
After the initial waves of development on its south side, the 
City of Superior took time to “catch its breath,” and imple-
mented special wetland protection rules to help restore and 
preserve the remaining wetlands in the city, such as the one 
on the Makela property. 

The Makela wetland included four acres of alder thicket, 
seasonal open water, and hardwood swamp that was left as 
a buffer and a “place for the water to go” as more pavement 
was poured on the surrounding landscape. 

The wetland is also identified by the Wisconsin 
Department of Natural Resources as a Priority Wetland 
Site of Wisconsin’s Lake Superior Basin. This identification 
allows the wetland complex to receive enhanced protection 
from further development. 

In addition to serving as a storm-water retention area for 
urban runoff, the Makela wetland hosts several rare plant 
species, and serves as headwaters to the Pokegema wetlands 
of the St. Louis River Estuary.

After her husband passed away in 2004, Minerva began 
the process of settling the estate. When Minerva contacted 
West Wisconsin Land Trust in November 2007, she had 

already decided that she wanted to preserve the wetland and 
donate the four acres to the Land Trust.

At the same time, the Superior Middle School, which 
is adjacent to the Makela property, was dealing with some 
wetland issues of its own. 

“Though we have an environmental program in place, the 
cost of bussing students to public wetland sites was becom-
ing more and more of an issue,” explained Richard Flaherty, 
principal of Superior Middle School. 

West Wisconsin Land Trust suggested a transfer of the 
wetland property to the school. This idea was well received 
by Minerva who passed away in March of 2008, shortly 
after the transfer took place. 

The Superior Middle School can now conduct wetland 
learning within walking distance of the classroom. “Mrs. 
Makela’s action came at the right time for our students,” 
Flaherty explained. “What better opportunity than to have 
the students experience the values of the very wetlands that 
serve the school’s runoff waters?”

Wisconsin has lost almost half of its original wetlands, 
and studies show that a large portion of what remains is 
considerably degraded. Today’s children must be sensitive to 
this loss, and learn about environmental stewardship so that 
Wisconsin’s wetlands can be restored. 

Thanks to the Makelas, Superior schoolchildren have the 
opportunity to investigate the diversity of vegetation, soils, 
and water found in their own school’s ecosystem. 

Classroom 
in the 
Wetlands
By Jane Anklam

Last autumn, Virginia Kuehl wrote a letter to her grown 
children, and eloquently explained the reasons why she and 
her husband Jim chose to permanently protect their 100-acre 
farm in Elmwood, Wisconsin, near the Eau Galle River.

“This is productive working land,” she wrote, “a precious 
resource that must be cared for with a stewardship philoso-
phy. We value a clean and green landscape and want to sta-
bilize the surrounding agricultural environment … We hope 
that you have fond memories of growing up on the farm, 
and that your children come to value the scenic beauty of 
our hills and wooded land.”  

The Kuehls have farming in their blood. Jim was raised 
on the farm as a child. He stayed and continued to farm the 
property for 45 years. Over time, strong roots grew as he 
tilled the land, and milked the cows. When he and Virginia, 
who was also a farm child, began raising a family, the chil-
dren joined them in the daily chores and operations. 

Their deep affinity for rural life led the Kuehls to pur-
sue conservation options for their property. “The absolute 
loss of farmland in Wisconsin is now at 30,000 acres per 
year,” Virginia wrote. “If this continues, it will change for-
ever the beauty of our rural landscape.” In November of 
2007, the Kuehls signed a conservation easement with West 
Wisconsin Land Trust, permanently protecting their farm 
from subdivision and development.

The Kuehl farm has prime agricultural soil, known as 

Hersey Silt Loam, which is prized for being very deep and 
moderately well-drained. Their conservation easement fur-
ther protects this resource by ensuring that it will never be 
developed, mined, or degraded.

Conservation activities on upland farms such as the 
Kuehls have reverberating benefits throughout the entire 
watershed, promoting the health of downstream rivers. In 
past years, cold-water trout streams, like the Eau Galle 
River, have suffered due to poor agricultural practices. 
Erosion has caused large floods to drain sediments and soils 
into riverbeds, choking the water flow, depleting oxygen lev-
els, and decreasing water temperatures. Today, many farmers 
such as the Kuehls are working to reverse these effects. 

From the vantage point of the Kuehl farm, on a high 
plateau above the Eau Galle River, one can look across the 
valley and see how the land has been physically carved by 
running water. Sheer bluffs cascade downward to the valley 
floor. The river winds and bends between steeply rising hills. 
It is easy to appreciate the Kuehls’ connection to this place, 
and their passion to protect it. 

“It has been a tough decision to preserve land in perpe-
tuity,” Virginia wrote, “but if no one begins, the idea may 
not catch on. It is our purpose to preserve the conservation 
values and rural character of our property … We were not 
compensated for protecting this land. It is an absolute gift 
for future generations.” 

Letter 
to the 
Future
By Bill Hogseth
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hearing about the pending sale,  
West Wisconsin Land Trust received a 
timely phone call from Hudson native 
Susan Wahl, a local resident who 
offered to assist with the purchase of 
the Rush River property. Wahl’s inter-
est came largely from a desire to see 
the property preserved as a peaceful 
haven where she could take the special 
needs children she works with. 

Wahl had wanted to purchase such 
a property for more than ten years, and 
the timing of the sale and the Land 
Trust’s subsequent interest proved 
serendipitous. 

Wahl views land conservation as 
giving back to the community, and she 
revels in the opportunity that this land 
will provide for her work. The Rush 
River will provide a nurturing environ-
ment beyond what she has been able to 
find in the metro area. 

“Kids get nature,” Wahl said. 

“Grownups lose that connection. Kids 
get frogs and bugs and bees and bun-
nies and running water.”  

With a focus on connecting chil-
dren with the outdoors, Wahl envisions 
using part of the property as a future 
day camp that will offer activities such 
as hiking and fishing, with the goal 
of giving children an opportunity to 
immerse themselves in a safe, private 
place—a natural sanctuary. “Children 
experiencing the dynamics of the back-
water environment along the Rush 
River will not only find healing, but 
will learn to cherish the gentle bends, 
eddies, and pools of this stretch of 
river,” Gauger added. West Wisconsin 
Land Trust staff has determined that 
such activities would not compromise 
the ecology of the property. 

The former Payne parcel, now 
known as the Rush River Fishing 
Preserve, will eventually be open for 

public use, with a focus on  
non-motorized, light recreation, such 
as fishing, hiking, and bird watching. 

Other funding from public-private 
partnerships is expected to help in the 
financing of this property, and mem-
ber gifts earmarked for this project 
are always welcome. “Public-private 
partnerships allow West Wisconsin 
Land Trust to purchase sensitive 
conservation lands such as the Rush 
River,” said Gauger. “Without the 
financial support for our work from 
the McKnight Foundation, the Doris 
Duke Foundation, the Knowles-
Nelson Stewardship Program, Trout 
Unlimited, and private donors like 
Susan Wahl, properties like this would 
become housing developments.” 

To stand on the Rush River Fishing 
Preserve, knowing that it will forever 
remain in its natural state, is to find 
sanctuary at the river’s edge. 

“Skeow, skeow.” The distinctive call 
of a green heron broke the morning 
silence just seconds after I shut off the 
car. Then, a great blue heron erupted 
into flight, followed by a large flock of 
ducks. And I thought I wasn’t going 
to see anything on that wet, drizzly 
morning on the Richey property.

Walter and Paula Richey have 
always cherished the scenic views, 
solitude, rolling farmland, and diverse 
open wetlands of their Polk County 
property. 

Taking steps to permanently con-
serve their 282-acre property with 
West Wisconsin Land Trust was an 
easy decision for them to make. When 

adjacent land was subdivided for 
lakeshore development, the Richeys 
purchased several lots fronting their 
property to further preclude lakeshore 
development.

Walter and Paula are both retired 
attorneys, and understand the favorable 
income tax implications of conserva-
tion easement donation. But the decid-
ing factor in choosing to preserve their 
corner of the world was keeping the 
property intact for their children and 
grandchildren.

The property is located in a part of 
Polk County that is pockmarked by 
small lakes and wetlands, an extension 
of similar habitat found in the Western 

Prairie Pothole region to the south. 
Small agricultural fields on the prop-
erty lay amidst a matrix of wetlands 
and woodlots, creating ideal habitat for 
migrating songbirds, waterfowl, and 
other wildlife.

The Richey’s conservation easement 
brings West Wisconsin Land Trust 
conserved acreage in Polk County to 
over 5,000 acres. With ecological assets 
ranging from prairies and wetland 
potholes to wild lakes and northern 
forests, the protection of this county 
in the St. Croix Valley is among West 
Wisconsin Land Trust’s top priorities. 
Thanks to folks like the Richeys, the 
legacy of land protection continues. 

Heron Habitat Preserved   
By Rick Remington

Claiming Sanctuary, continued from the cover



F A L L  2 0 0 8  O P E N  S P A C E S		   98 	  O pen    s pace    s  F A L L  2 0 0 8

If you read one inspiring book in 2008, it should be the timely and 
significant new volume edited by Donald M. Waller and Thomas P. 
Rooney, entitled The Vanishing Present: Wisconsin’s Changing Lands, 
Waters, and Wildlife. As I read essays from fifty different scientists 
about biotic diversity from lichens to lakes, it was like being inside  
the neck of an hourglass, with the ability to look backward and for-
ward. Just as an hourglass measures the passage of time, The Vanishing 
Present gives the reader an historical understanding of Wisconsin’s 
ecology, and the marked transformation it is presently experiencing as 
well as future impacts. According to the authors, the book’s purpose is 
to help people “glimpse the bigger picture of ecological change” that 
is taking place, and “ponder what these changes portend for our state’s 
and our children’s future.” 

Waller, a professor of botany and environmental studies at the 
University of Wisconsin-Madison, grew up in the Midwest, and has 
spent the last thirty years in Wisconsin. “I’m a botanist,” Waller said 
in a recent interview. “I spend time staring at the ground and the for-
est floor. One of my favorite trees and a species I’m concerned about 
is yellow birch. These beautiful hardwoods were once common in the 
canopy of the Northwoods blanketing a third of our state. Now, both 
mature yellow birch and seedlings and saplings have become rare. This 
decline mirrors declines in many other understory species, and prob-
ably reflects the same cause: overabundant deer.” 

Many factors are driving this biotic impoverishment. Logging, 
development, deforestation, deer, and intensive recreational use of the 
land have all contributed to habitat and native species loss, and the loss 
of conservation value in the Northwoods. The book examines the col-
lective losses in the changing plant communities, waters, and animal 
communities. 

Waller and Rooney first conceived the idea for The Vanishing Present 
in 2004, and funding from The National Science Foundation helped 
bring it to fruition. Waller said that he and Rooney had a hazy notion 
of how the fish, birds, and wetlands had changed. But by assembling 
respected colleagues, they drew from a breadth of knowledge, and a 
much fuller picture of change emerged. All of the biologists, scientists, 
and naturalists who contributed to the book immediately grasped the 
importance of communicating the broad impact of Wisconsin’s bio-
logical change. 

Unless an historical record exists, how will you know that a plant 
ever existed? Wisconsin is fortunate to have a treasury of carefully 
archived data, early to mid-19th century, from the General Land 
Office Survey that describes original vegetation. In addition to this, 
John T. Curtis and his students collected detailed biological data from 
the early to mid-20th century. These historic records were among 

the main sources used to track changes in land use and species shifts. 
Waller said Wisconsin’s patterns of loss are not unusual, but a barom-
eter of the kinds of changes that are underway around the nation and 
the world.

The Vanishing Present gives compelling evidence of how one simple 
change in habitat conditions can permanently alter many species in 
an ecosystem. Wisconsin naturalist John Muir once said that when 
you tug on a single thing in nature, you find it connected to the rest 
of the universe. For example, our natural legacy of lichens depends on 
moisture, forest age, bark diversity, and air quality. The extensive reduc-
tion of forestland and air pollution has made the future of lichens in 
Wisconsin precarious. In essay after essay, the reader discovers fascinat-
ing information about native species, some of which are no longer with 
us. Each chapter unfolds more of Wisconsin’s lush and natural past 
while it gives insight into understanding the interactions between pro-
cess and species, and landscape and species. 

 “A theme in this book has been the creeping, cumulative nature of 
ecological change,” Waller writes. “Because most habitat and species 
losses occur slowly, most of us remain unaware of them … Grassland 
birds and many forest interior songbirds continue to decline in abun-
dance, as do butterfly, moth, and amphibian populations in many 
parts of the state. Deer continue to decimate wildflower populations 
as well as seedling populations of oak, pine, cedar, yellow birch, and 
hemlock … Groundwater depletion, nutrient runoff, and road salt 
threaten too many streams and wetlands. Land use changes across 
the state reveal steady declines in natural habitats and a steady climb 
in roads, towns, and cities.” Waller warns that each incremental change 
seems minor, and we have become used to these changes. 

But all is not lost. Wisconsin has a tradition of conservation. Waller 
is proud of positive achievements such as the sandhill and whooping 
crane reintroduction, and prairie savanna and stream restoration efforts. 
He is particularly gratified by the work of the fifty land trusts across 
Wisconsin, and praised conservation easements. 

“What a land trust does is work on the matrix,” Waller said. 
“Landscapes matter. Scale matters. Research shows that, in order to 
sustain ecological processes, we have to think in terms of landscapes. 
The ability to conserve contiguous property is going to be vitally 
important to be sure Wisconsin hangs onto its diversity in the  
next fifty years.”

It is natural to lament the loss of species and habitats. But Waller 
exhorts us to build on our knowledge, transforming it into actions that 
will “sustain the beauty, diversity, and ecological integrity of our lands, 
waters, and wildlife into future centuries.” Partner with your local land 
trust to protect what remains!
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“What a land trust does is work on the matrix,” Waller said. 
“Landscapes matter. Scale matters… The ability to conserve 

contiguous property is going to be vitally important to be sure 
Wisconsin hangs onto its diversity in the next fifty years.”


