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Where we worked in 2018 
West Central  

2 sites impacted 

175 hours worked 

3 acres covered 

2 groups 

Driftless 

3 sites impacted 

155 hours worked 

17 acres covered 

3 groups 

Upper Lake Michigan 

4 sites impacted 

239 hours worked 

7 acres covered 

4 groups 

Central Sands 

5 sites impacted 

222 hours worked 

50 acres covered 

3 groups 
 

Southwest 

19 sites impacted 

2,191 hours worked 

3,075 acres covered 

17 groups 

Southeast 

9 sites impacted 

1,999 hours worked 

143 acres covered 

6 groups 

Northwest 

1 site impacted 

9 hours worked 

1 acre covered 

1 group 
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I am writing this in February with plenty of snow cover. I’m remembering back to January when it was another 

snowless winter in southern Wisconsin and I heard lots of volunteers tell me we need snow! Well it worked, we 

have lots of piles made and now we are burning them. I’m excited to see all the piles of buckthorn, honeysuckle, 

and other invasive brush go up in flames with new native seeds ready to repopulate those areas. If you haven’t 

experienced a winter workday, try it out, you’ll see the results of your work. 

As you’ll see in this report, we have some exciting things happening on State Natural Areas through the work of vol-

unteers. We are growing and harvesting prairie violet seeds to help the endangered regal fritillary butterfly; helping 

people fall in love with the prairie through art; protecting Native American effigy mounds; working with universities 

and school groups; and doing lots and lots of planting and invasive removal. We have great people who are expand-

ing efforts to a few new sites and areas of the state. These great things are happening due to the creativity and pas-

sion of our volunteers.   

Thank you for your ingenuity! Let’s keep doing this together!  

- Jared Urban   

Volunteer Coordinator, SNA Program 

 

Thank you volunteers 

2018 Summary 

43 sites impacted 

5,039 hours worked 

3,296 acres covered 

36 groups 

Photo © Steve Schmieding 
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A dozen years after Ron DeGraff investi-

gated the sound of chainsaws coming 

from a State Natural Area near his prop-

erty, the Janesville man has won a vol-

unteer award for spending hundreds of 

hours behind a chainsaw clearing inva-

sive plants and restoring wildflowers at 

the site.  

“Ron is a determined force,” said Jared 

Urban,  SNA volunteer coordinator. 

“When he has set his mind towards a 

goal he works at a steady pace until it is 

thoroughly completed. 

“As a result, a LOT of autumn olive, ce-

dar, brush, and weeds have been re-

moved in the last 12 years and the prai-

rie is filling in with great native plants. 

The prairie would not be the same with-

out him!”     

DeGraff has spent 700 hours volunteering at State Natu-

ral Areas since 2011 alone, and says he got involved be-

cause he was curious. “The prairie is almost adjacent to 

my property and I was temporarily laid off in 2006 and I 

heard chaw saws one day over there,” he says. “I walked 

over and they were clearing cedar. I met Matt Zine (now 

field operations team leader) over there and he got me 

into this.” 

Now, most days in the prairie he can be found removing 

cedar, autumn olive, and brush. He also has helped re-

move two large trash dumps, offering his tools, equip-

ment, and expertise to help, and has helped coordinate 

firewood sales by connecting with interested local resi-

dents, including providing cedar to the Rock River Thresh-

eree for demonstrations using a steam-powered mill to 

make cedar shingles. 

DeGraff has also conducted rare animal surveys, removed 

weeds, helped install fire breaks, served as a watchdog, 

collected and spread seeds, and burned countless num-

bers of brush piles. He works alongside the Rock County 

conservationists to do work on DNR sites.   

“What I enjoy is the fact it’s close enough I can walk over 

there whenever,” DeGraff says. “It’s amazing to me to see 

the wildflowers that come back after you get rid of the 

invasive species. Flowers like rough blazing star and wild 

indigo.”      

 

Steward of the year 
by Lisa Gaumnitz 

Ron DeGraff receives the Steward of the Year Award from Jared Urban. Photo ©  
Phyllis DeGraff  
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36 Volunteer Groups 5,039 Hours  

 3,296 Acres Covered  126,949 of Value  

Where we worked in 2018 
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Seeds to grow regal fritillary and violet numbers on the hogback  
by Ken Cornish 

The regal fritillary butterfly (Speyeria Idalia, pic-

tured on cover) is endangered in Wisconsin and 

threatened throughout the upper Midwest. One 

of the few places in Wisconsin where this beauty 

is found is the Hogback State Natural Area in 

Crawford County.  

One strange fact about this rare butterfly is the 

feeding habits of its larval stage. Similar to the 

monarch larva, which only eats the leaves of vari-

ous milkweeds, the larva of the regal fritillary 

eats only the leaves of field violets of which prai-

rie violet (Viola pedatifida) is a major species. 

This makes reproduction difficult, not only be-

cause the prairie violet is rare, but also because 

the adult female lays her eggs on other plants near violets. So 

the larva has to find the prairie violet before it can eat.  

Concerned about this quirk of nature and the scarceness of 

the prairie violet and regal fritillary on the Hogback, Armund 

Bartz, Driftless Area Ecologist for the Wisconsin DNR, thought 

of increasing the violet population by cultivating seeds. After 

consulting with a colleague who he knew had some experi-

ence with this, Armund put out an email call for State Natural 

Area volunteers to grow the prairie violets and harvest the 

seeds for future planting.  

The volunteers needed to have a space for growing the vio-

lets and the time to check them every other day all summer 

long so we could harvest the seeds as they matured. There 

were three of us selected who could meet Armund’s needs, 

Juniper Sundance, George Riggin, and myself. We met one 

Saturday morning and Armund provided each of us with eight 

or nine plants. Armund explained to us that the plants would 

need quite a bit of sun and that seed collection would start in 

June and peak in August or early September. His goal was to 

collect ¼ pound of seed. That may not seem like much but as 

tiny as they are, that is a lot of seed. 

We went back home and planted our charges using slightly 

different methods. George and Juniper both planted theirs in 

the ground while I planted in an old whiskey barrel planter.  

 

 

 

Prairie violet (Viola pedatafida).  Photo ©  Ryan O’Connor 

Regal Fritillary (Speyeria Idalia).  Photo © Major Angela  
King-Sweigart 
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 Seeds to grow Regal Fritillary and Violet numbers on the Hogback  
(Cont.) 

About halfway through the season we checked each other’s 

progress. We were all getting a few seeds, however, none of 

us seemed to be happy with the amount of production we 

were getting. Armund suggested we could use some mild fer-

tilizer on our plants to boost our production. George used a 

mild garden fertilizer every few weeks while Juniper, being an 

organic farmer, used a spray of fermented nettle juice. I ap-

plied a timed release garden fertilizer once, as I thought that 

the timed release would cover the remainder of the summer.  

The growing and seed collection process was quite simple. 

The violets produce seed pods independent of the flower 

production. Over the course of the summer I collected many 

seeds but had only about a half dozen flowers from nine 

plants. The seeds are produced in small pea-sized pods that 

are more football-shaped than round. They are first noticea-

ble when they push up through the soil. The pods are curled 

downward from the stems that support them. When they get 

to a height of about 3 inches the pods start to turn upward 

toward the light. As they get to a fully erect position, they will 

start to turn from green to golden brown. This is the time to 

pick the pod. We then put the pods into small  

 

plain brown paper bags for a few days.  

During this time the seed pods dry out somewhat and they 

open up, discharging their seeds. After the seeds have dried 

for another couple days we put them into a plastic food stor-

age bag and keep them to be distributed on the Hogback.  

George and I missed collecting the seed pods before they 

popped and some seed sowed itself. Oh well, a good start on 

next year. 

Juniper was having some challenges. She examined her plants 

faithfully but never saw a mature seed pod. Were they miss-

ing some vital mineral for fertilization? Unfortunately, it turns 

out the local wildlife had noticed this great food source and 

were chomping on the pods before they could mature. With 

no animal tracks, she couldn’t figure that out until one morn-

ing she saw that the leaves from half the plants had been 

completely decimated. 

 

 

 

 

Violet seed pods.  Photo © Juniper Sundance Predated seed pod.  Photo © Juniper Sundance 
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Seeds to grow regal fritillary and violet numbers on the hogback  
(Cont.) 

Fortunately, the roots were strong enough for regrowth. She 

spent the next several months putting up fences only to have 

some animal find a way around. Juniper already had chicken 

wire around the garden, so she added deer netting, then a 

circle of the smallest-holed chicken wire around the violets, 

then a barricade of laths side-by-side and pounded deeper in 

the ground. As fall approached, she realized trying stubbornly 

to grow them outside ‘au naturel’ was just not going to work. 

She was going to have to pot them and hope they’d survive 

over winter inside. She did manage to gather a few seed 

pods.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       

 

 

Juniper isn’t the only person who has had to adapt their tech-

nique to foster rare plants. A recent article on Somme Prairie 

Grove, Northbrook, IL, mentions “volunteers double-cage ... 

The outer cage is tall with larger openings to protect from 

deer, and the shorter, inner cage with smaller openings pro-

tects from voles.”  https://www.environmentalreturn.com/

single-post/2018/10/18/Nature-is-Counting-on-Us Hungry 

herbivores are one of many reasons rare plants are rare. 

 

George wins the honors for the highest production as he has 

an ounce of seed. Juniper had very little seed. However, she 

did show a great deal of creativity and perseverance in the 

project and will have greater success next year. I have about a 

tablespoon of seeds and am looking forward to new plants 

coming up in the planter next spring. Now the seed is sown 

into the ground. Whille we didn’t make Armund’s goal of a 

quarter pound, we do know that the Hogback will be slightly 

more colorful with the addition of over 30,000 seeds we grew 

and hopefully more regal fritillaries.  

 

Violet fortress.  Photo © Juniper Sundance 

8 Photo credit © Armund Bartz 

https://secure-web.cisco.com/1BF0HjcNVrJWq2AJXHx6g8HG2kOEzR_1Flwwyam5QWgZXCXZGI1GxNQdWNH_QwJE1hblxrD39fLUUNdUWi92nrrQm2eAGoZvr0BhYVlK69wB3blYfF0nlWfNwIzgFqq-B23pAI6hzhh1eMbjP_AgeiQLL4dXA7F3GXQ1Z9BBis9qhP2srPzf-X40-oy-DgS3dibtmMmVYCZU1_XTGwHdwU1hRNsjt2w5KxA8e1
https://secure-web.cisco.com/1BF0HjcNVrJWq2AJXHx6g8HG2kOEzR_1Flwwyam5QWgZXCXZGI1GxNQdWNH_QwJE1hblxrD39fLUUNdUWi92nrrQm2eAGoZvr0BhYVlK69wB3blYfF0nlWfNwIzgFqq-B23pAI6hzhh1eMbjP_AgeiQLL4dXA7F3GXQ1Z9BBis9qhP2srPzf-X40-oy-DgS3dibtmMmVYCZU1_XTGwHdwU1hRNsjt2w5KxA8e1
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 Art on the prairie   

by Heidi Hankley 

In the northwest corner of Green County, York Prairie State Nat-
ural Area protects tallgrass prairie remnants amidst the sur-
rounding agricultural land.  Standing on the ridgetop of any of 
York’s three units affords visitors views of the rolling driftless 
landscape, while closer inspection reveals over 100 native prairie 
plant species and resident wildlife. 
 
Jim MacDonald, Jerry Newman, and I all volunteer at the site, 
primarily working to control invasives and collect seeds. Our 
days also include a healthy dose of wandering and soaking in the 
beauty of the place.  I am a printmaker and painter, and Jerry is 
a photographer, and both of us draw significant inspiration from 
nature. So when the Natural Resource Foundation of Wisconsin 
asked about doing a field trip at York Prairie, it presented a great 
opportunity to combine prairie exploration and art. 
 
For the past few years, field trip participants have been wel-
comed to York Prairie by MacD, who shares a wealth of infor-
mation about the site’s history and ecology.  He leads visitors on 
a walk through York’s Marbleseed Unit to see what’s in bloom 
and answer questions. After getting a feel for the site, people 
are invited to either peel off with Jerry if they’re interested in 
photography, or to respond to what they’re seeing with paints 
and brushes.  I set up a plein air studio and provide materials 
and encouragement to get people started. 
 

Last summer, we were fortunate to have artist Gregg Kreutz join 
us as a special guest.  Gregg is a nationally acclaimed painter and 
author who teaches at the Art Students League in New York 
City.  He showed several of his prairie landscape paintings, 
talked a bit about how he approaches painting, and then drifted 
among the participants who were scattered across the prairie 
working on their own paintings. 
 
As artists, we are grateful for the volunteer hours we spend at 
York Prairie because our minds are flooded with the sights and 
sounds of nature as we work.  Field trip participants also seem 
to love the experience of being immersed in the prairie, taking 
time to really look as they create their artwork. The overriding 
value of this experience is expressed in these passages by Rachel 
Carson: 
 
“It is a wholesome and necessary thing for us to turn again to the 
earth and in the contemplation of her beauties to know the sense 
of wonder and humility.” 

 
“The more clearly we can focus our attention on the wonders and 
realities of the universe about us, the less taste we shall have for 

destruction.” 
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A colorful view.  Photo © Jerry Newman 
Heidi Hankley looks over the set up as artists create.   

Photo © Jerry Newman 

Photo credit © Heidi Hankley 
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Our work in 2018 

 

East  Bluff (Devil’s Lake): A partnership be-

tween the Wisconsin Natural Resources 

Foundation and REI turned out 39 volun-

teers for an October workday. We hiked the 

bluff and used our remaining energy to cut 

and treat buckthorn, honeysuckle, and other 

brush along the rare glade plant community 

while learning about local geology and natu-

ral history. We also used the cut brush to 

block some user trails to reduce trampling of 

rare plants. Ben and Kerstyn (see page 12) 

plan to lead monthly workdays in 2019 to 

continue to reduce brush along the trail and 

in the glade. The Wisconsin Climbers Associ-

ation has also been active volunteering here 

by pulling garlic mustard and helping with 

winter workdays.  

Forty-three State Natural Areas benefitted from volunteers’ time and energy in 2018. These are a few highlights that illustrate the 
type of work volunteers do. If you want to volunteer at these or other sites, visit dnr.wi.gov and search “SNA volunteers” to see 
workday dates and to sign up for notices of workdays. Or contact Jared Urban: jared.urban@wisconsin.gov or (608)228-4349.                                                                                                                                    

Genesee Oak Opening (Carroll University):  We 

partnered with Carroll University to put on a prac-

tical restoration course for upper class students 

with an interest in the land management field. 

This course included herbicide certification, chain-

saw safety, site ecology, and using those skills to 

cut, treat, and pile buckthorn. Eight students gave 

up a portion of their spring break to get out in the 

field at the Greene Field Station and see and take 

care of Genesee Oak Opening. They were excel-

lent learners and wiped out glossy buckthorn, re-

vealing plenty of wet mesic prairie still fighting 

underneath.   

 

Carroll University students master brushpile construction at  
Genesee Oak Opening. Photo © Jared Urban 

East Bluff (Devil’s Lake) Workday. Photo © Jared Urban 
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Orion Mussel Beds: Friends of the Lower Wisconsin 
Riverway’s (FLOW) commitment to the protection of 
natural areas along a 90-mile stretch of the Wiscon-
sin Riverway was on display in a number of projects 
during 2018. One is evident at Orion Mussel Beds 
SNA (Twin Lizards) effigy mounds near Muscoda, 
where the contours of the ancient, shoreline site are 
now visible. 

 

Volunteers from FLOW partnered with State Natural 
Areas volunteers to clear the location, where thick 
brambles had overtaken an intricate mound system. 
By cutting and suppressing invasive plants both on 
and around the mounds, we have helped to preserve 
yet another sacred Native American landmark.  

 – Dave Rozelle 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Waubesa Wetlands: The Waubesa Wetlands made a 
lot of friends this year! With the help of the UW-
Water Resources Management Program, the Friends 
of Waubesa Wetlands reached more people than 
ever before. The group started only a couple years 
ago with a few regulars of SNA work parties. In 2018, 
it grew into holding monthly meetings, offering new 
field trips, and having over 90 members on the 
listserve! The Friends of Waubesa are in the process 
of becoming an official 501c3 and looking forward to 
securing grants and resources in 2019 to further the 
conservation of this wetland gem! None of this 
would have been possible without the continued 
support of the SNA Volunteer Program.   

– Alex Wenthe 

 
 

Waubesa Wetlands. Photo © Stephanie Herbst 

Orion Mussel Beds. Photo © Jared Urban 
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Roche-a-Cri Woods:   

Our infatuation with the State Natural Area Program 

began when we became interested in botany and 

conservation as forestry students. For us, Roche-a-

Cri Woods is only ten minutes from home, but offers 

us the chance to see plants we might otherwise have 

to drive an hour to see. Plants such as cuckoo flower, 

false Indian plantain, green dragon, American beech, 

and wild leek are just a handful of the dozens of lo-

cally rare or uncommon species that take advantage 

of the unique microhabitats within the floodplain 

forest of Carter Creek.  

Aside from a few herbaceous species in some of the 

uplands, issues with invasive plants have yet to be-

come widespread. Species such as buckthorn, hon-

eysuckle, and garlic mustard are rare or absent 

throughout the vast majority of the property. When 

we learned about the SNA volunteer program in the 

later part of 2018, we saw an opportunity to help 

keep things this way and we started by scheduling 

two workdays to get started cutting and treating a 

small infestation of buckthorn and honeysuckle that 

was working its way down the floodplain from the 

northeast corner of the property.  

With the help of more than a half dozen volunteers 

in addition to Kerstyn and myself, we were able to 

cut and treat the entire area we were targeting. We 

are grateful to have found the program and for the 

volunteers who offered their time and energy to 

help make our initial efforts both successful and 

rewarding. While the work never ends completely, 

we are excited about the opportunity to continue to 

contribute to the conservation of species and habi-

tats that make Wisconsin unlike any other place in 

the world! 

- Ben Bomkamp and Kerstyn Perrett (new volunteers) 

Why we do what we do (by new volunteers) 

 

Ben Bomkamp (left) and Kerstyn Perrett (middle) at a 
workday. Photo © Jared Urban  

Roche- A– Cri Woods. Photo © Ben Bomkamp 
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Nature is the most important thing to me, and I relish the solitude and peace of independent adventures.  I am 
often out on the trails in my free time, so volunteering is an incredible way to spend my time. However, I recognize 
I can’t do it all alone.  

At SNA work days, there are typically multiple jobs going on at once so I have options to choose from. I enjoy the 

freedom to have as much or as little interaction with the crew as I am comfortable with.  I enjoy seeing the differ-

ence I make: a tangible benefit for my time that my desk job does not provide.  Also, it's a great conversation 

topic when someone asks about my upcoming plans!  I always have something free and fun that I can be a part of, 

and it's an easy way to preserve, promote and protect the treasures of Wisconsin. —Robyn Weis (new volunteer at 

multiple sites) 

As I was making my New Year’s Resolutions for 2018, one of my key focuses was trying to give back more through 
volunteering. As a recent college grad in a new community, I was having trouble finding volunteer opportunities 
that both worked in my schedule and interested me until I came across the SNA Volunteer website. I could not be 
happier that I stumbled across these volunteer opportunities as they’ve given me a chance to explore more of our 
beautiful state, learn about local ecology and land management, enjoy the outdoors while getting a workout, 
and give back some of my time to the public lands I enjoy so often. I look forward to continuing to volunteer on 
SNAs in 2019 and beyond.  —Evan Miller (new volunteer at multiple sites)  

Why we do what we do (by new volunteers) 

Evan Miller at Observatory Hill. Photo ©  Kendra Potter Robyn Weis at Rocky Run. Photo © Jared Urban 
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Maiden Rock Bluff.  Photo © Dean Edlin 

Join us! We are always looking for individuals or groups interested in help-

ing care for Wisconsin’s great natural heritage. If interested please contact:                                                                                                                                                

Jared Urban: jared.urban@wisconsin.gov                                                                                                             

(608)228-4349                                                                                                                                        

3911 Fish Hatchery Rd Fitchburg, WI 53711 

Discover how you can help care for our natural heritage. Go to dnr.wi.gov 

and search “SNA volunteers”  

Kohler Park Dunes. Photo © Jake Koebernick 

The joy of scattering seeds (at Rocky Run). Photo © Jared Urban 


