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Imagine a calm day in spring – the wind whispering 

through the upper branches of tall, old oaks and hickories. The 

warmth of the sun streaming through the canopy of branches 

overhead, creating patterns of sunlight on the walking trails. 

Birdsong from warblers, wood thrushes, and scarlet tanagers 

drifts through the trees and underbrush. Without Bur Oak  

Land Trust, this peaceful scene might not exist. 

Tammy Wright, Bur Oak Land Trust executive 

director,  worked for the Johnson County Soil and 

Water Conservation District as its special projects 

coordinator before joining Johnson County Heritage 

Trust as a part-time administrator in 2005. Ten 

years later, under the guidance of Tammy and the 

board of directors, the Trust has grown to have its 

own office and three part-time staff.

Bur Oak Land Trust  
Through the Years 
Driven by the long-term vision of 
protecting, conserving, and restoring the 
natural areas in and around Johnson 
County, local citizens founded Johnson 
County Heritage Trust in 1978.

Founders realized there was a need for 
a private nonprofit land trust that could 
purchase or accept parcels of land when 
public bodies could not immediately 
afford them or when owners did not 
wish to place them in public hands. 
In 2013, the Land Trust Accreditation 
Commission accredited the Johnson 
County Heritage Trust in recognition of its 
excellence in conservation. In 2014, this 
trust became Bur Oak Land Trust.

Mission:
To protect and conserve the 
natural areas of Johnson and 

surrounding counties for  
future generations. 
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The Big Grove and  
     The Big Grove Addition
The Big Grove began as an upland timber forest, sustained naturally by the 
Iowa River to the west and by occasional prairie fires which burned out invading 
underbrush. When it was first settled, the old growth timber was cut down, but 
the Big Grove persevered and renewed itself. As the prairie was plowed and 
prairie fires became less common, the Big Grove changed. New species of 
trees began to grow in the shade of the older timber trees, and the grove was 
fragmented by housing developments and cropland.

To protect one of the last 140-acre remnants of the Big Grove, conservation-
minded neighbors purchased the land, created easements on most of it and set 
aside the best 40 acres as the Big Grove Preserve. The Bur Oak Land Trust has 
been instrumental in conserving the Big Grove since 2004.

The Big Grove Addition will add 40 acres to the Big Grove Preserve, ensuring 
that the ecosystem is protected for the native wildlife and the migrating birds 
and butterflies that pass through the area each year. Increasing the size of the 
preserved area not only protects what is there now, but also increases the 
stability of the ecosystem. Moreover, the property lies in the middle of one of 
the few large areas of deep upland woods left in Johnson County.

“The first thing  
  we do with a 
  new property is 
  assess the remnant   
  native ecosystems.  
  Then we develop 
  and implement 
  a restoration 

management plan to bring 
the native ecosystems back to 
maximum health and diversity.

“The Big Grove Addition is 
mostly native species of timber, 
which I think would respond 
well to restoration management 
strategies, and it is adjacent 
to the Big Grove and other 
properties Bur Oak Land 
Trust holds easements on. So 
acquisition of this property 
creates a larger contiguous 
holding that protects land with 
significant environmental value.” 

—  Wayne Petersen, Bur Oak Land  
Trust co-property steward of Belgum 
Grove Preserve

“I take great pleasure 
in native species, 
and the Big Grove 
Addition has an 
abundance of native 
plants. They are 
especially beautiful 
on the rocky 
outcroppings along 
the stream that runs through the 
property. Most of the bedrock in 
Johnson County is covered in soil, 
so it’s really special in that way.

“My hope is that the Big Grove 
Addition becomes a place  
where people become connected 
to nature.” 

—  Connie Mutel, honorary campaign 
chair and former Bur Oak Land Trust 
board president 

Enjoying the Big Grove
Each year, we welcome the community to 
join us for events showcasing  
the areas protected by the Bur Oak  
Land Trust.

• Prairie Preview

• Spring Family Day

• Music on the Prairie

• Fall Family Day

•  Under a Cider Moon… 
A Celebration of Autumn

We also encourage visitors to enjoy several 
pieces of land cared for by the Trust through 
activities such as:

• Hiking

• Bird watching

• Berry picking

• Cross country skiing

• Mushroom hunting

• Picnicking

•  Volunteering for our conservation efforts
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Campaign Goal—$700,000
Campaign Goal Breakdown
$360,000 Capital campaign to purchase the Big Grove Addition

$340,000  Funds to support the continued stewardship and preservation 
of the Big Grove Addition land and other properties

The Conserve. Protect. Grow. capital campaign 
will do more than ensure the conservation of the 
Big Grove Addition. It will also help Bur Oak Land 
Trust maintain and steward this property and 
others already held in trust, bringing each back to 
their full potential as natural habitat.

While walking the land of the Big Grove Addition, it may feel as though the 

land is already well cared for. But, to the eye of a conservationist, there are 

hints that all is not as well as it could be. Invasive plant species creep through 

the underbrush, choking out the wildflowers and plants native to the region, 

diminishing the habitats for some of Iowa’s native plant species to the point 

of driving those species out of the area, like the uncommon putty root orchid. 

People are not the only ones who will need preserved resources in the 

future, our region’s wildlife will too. By conserving the land of the Big Grove 

Addition, we ensure that the wild spaces of Johnson County thrive and 

provide enjoyable educational opportunities long after we have brought it 

back to its full potential.

By joining the Conserve. Protect. Grow. campaign, you do more than save 40 

acres of land, you save the home of hundreds of plants, trees, flowers, birds, 

and other animals for generations to come.

“ The Bur Oak Land Trust is an organization that takes land and,  
not just buys it and preserves it, but also improves it and brings  
it back to its original state.” 

     —  Dick Schwab, Bur Oak Land Trust treasurer and campaign co-chair

Conservation vs.  
Letting Land “Go natural”

A common misconception about land 
conservation and preservation is that 
lands held in trust or easements are left 
alone to “go natural” without human 
influence. With the advent of fire 
management and land development 
around preserved properties, human 
influence became necessary to maintain 
the integrity of the land. Bur Oak Land 
Trust has made a commitment to actively 
manage the land it holds to ensure the 
health of the land and its inhabitants.  
This includes:

•  Controlled burns – Simulating the  
prairie fires which once kept 
underbrush in check

•  Invasive species control – Eradicating 
non-native plants that endanger  
native species

•  Ecosystem reconstruction – When 
native ecosystems have been invaded 
to the point of nonexistence, we 
eradicate the invasive species and 
reconstruct the native ecosystem 
(prairie, wetlands, timber, etc.)
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Protecting the Big Grove Addition consists of more than establishing  

the property as a preserve to prevent it from becoming developed land.

Protecting the land includes stewardship and protecting the plant life  

and wildlife from invasive species, maintaining the land to encourage healthy, 

new growth and caring for the existing old growth. Bur Oak Land Trust 

ensures that each native species’ habitat is nurtured and maintained while 

removing threats, like garlic mustard, and clearing trash from the property.

Protecting the Big Grove Addition also includes educating the next generation 

who will care for it – and the community around it – about the importance of 

the property. By bringing young families and volunteers to the property and 

teaching them how and why to care for the land, we plant the seeds to grow 

a conservation-minded population who will protect the wild places, whether 

they remain in Johnson County or travel elsewhere.

By supporting the Conserve. Protect. 

Grow. campaign, you make it possible 

to continue the work that will protect 

not only the Big Grove Addition, but 

also more natural spaces like it in  

the future.

“ It is my hope that, thousands of 
years from now, the wildflowers 
will still be blooming here and  
the birds will still be singing  
from the treetops, when I am  
just a memory.”

  —  Don Bolin, property co-steward of 
the Big Grove and campaign steering 
committee member

“ I like that the Bur Oak Land 
Trust manages the land they 
protect for future ecological 
health. Like taking a child on a 
trip to the jungle, you make sure 
the child has his vaccines and 
shots in order before you go – 
the Trust manages and prepares 
the land and species to survive 
possible climate changes.” 

  — Connie Mutel

Think of the height of the tallest oak tree you ever sat underneath. Imagine 

the time it took for that tree to grow as tall as it has. Imagine the storms it 

has weathered and the stories embedded in each growth ring. Imagine the 

countless birds that have built their nests in the crooks of this tree’s branches. 

If we are good stewards of the land, this will be here long after we are gone.

This is how Bur Oak Land Trust differs from many other nonprofit 

organizations. Most nonprofits hope to solve the issues they advocate for 

so that they are no longer needed. Bur Oak Land Trust hopes to conserve, 

protect and grow the natural wild places, so we will always be here. To 

support that goal and continue serving the Trust’s mission, we ask you to help 

us grow an endowment to sustain in perpetuity the Trust’s important work.

Bur Oak Land Trust, founded in 

1978, will soon celebrate its 40th 

anniversary. When you give to the 

Bur Oak Land Trust Conserve. Protect. 

Grow. campaign, you help ensure 

that the wild spaces will always be 

protected and maintained for the 

enjoyment of future generations.

“ We are very impressed by the quality of the Bur Oak Land Trust board, 
its officers, staff and volunteers. They are truly interested in preserving 
natural areas…The more familiar we became with them, the more 
confident we were that the Trust was the best choice for us.

“ We want to keep our land from being turned into a housing 
development, which is happening all around us. We are providing a 
remnant of natural woodlands for people in the future. As our boys 
Nicholas and Daniel loved exploring the woods, we would like other 
people to have the opportunity to enjoy it.” 

         — Janice & Richard Horak, land easement donors

Family Day at Turkey Creek 2015

Family Day at Belgum Grove 2014
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How You Can Help
It will take the support and generosity of many families, friends and 

businesses to acquire and care for the Big Grove Addition. When you’re ready 

to help Bur Oak Land Trust conserve, protect, and grow, there are several 

ways you can give. 

•  Your gift may be made in cash or securities

•  Your gift may include bequests, real estate, life insurance, grain,  
and personal property

•  Your employer or your spouse’s employer may double or even triple 
your contribution through a matching gift

•  Your gift may be made in honor or in memory of someone.  
A letter recognizing your gift will be mailed to the person you are 
honoring or the family of the person you are memorializing

•  Your gift is tax-deductible to the greatest extent of the law

Pledges are encouraged and may be extended over a period of up  

to three years. A reminder will be mailed to you.

Gifts will be accepted according to Bur Oak Land Trust’s gift acceptance 

policies. Please choose the best way for you, and please give generously. 

“ We are here for perpetuity, forever, and we need to build our  
endowment to take care of the properties that we have so they  
will be here for future generations.” 

   — Tammy Wright, Bur Oak Land Trust executive director 

Designating Your Gift
Gifts for the Conserve. Protect. Grow. 
capital campaign should be made 
payable to: 

•  Bur Oak Land Trust

Gifts may also be made payable to 
one of the following Bur Oak Land 
Trust endowment funds, which may be 
eligible for Endow Iowa tax credits:

•  Bur Oak Land Trust Endowment

•  James F. Fluck and Julie K. Scott 
Endowment for Conservation  
Land Stewardship

Thank you for helping us  
Conserve. Protect. Grow. the wild 
spaces of Johnson County! In Recognition of Your Generous Contribution

All contributors to the Conserve. Protect. Grow. campaign will be 
recognized in an issue of the Heritage at the conclusion of the 
campaign, unless you choose to remain anonymous. With donors’ 
permission, all gifts of $1,000 or more will be recognized on a 
permanent recognition display at the Bur Oak Land Trust office.
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The Big Grove area of Johnson County 
contains a last resource for maintaining 
natural areas that have been unspoiled 
for two centuries. Originally the area – 
roughly between Iowa City and Solon – 
was used as a timber resource for building 
settlers’ homes, and firewood for home 
and business. Most areas have been logged 
several times. Yet, the 40-acre area Big 
Grove Addition acquired by Bur Oak 
Land Trust is fundamentally the same as it 
has been since those settlers arrived. It has 
a unique character – including a wooded 
and rough terrain, streams, wildflowers, 
and native birds – all allowing the visitor 
to catch a glimpse of how the area 
originally appeared. 

It is a rare instance when we all have 
an opportunity to do something right. 
Certainly, this is an area we could all 
enjoy today. But, more importantly, it is 
an investment that will pay dividends for 
countless generations to come.  
It is truly a gift to our children,  
their children and for the generations after 
them.

—  David Dierks, Iowa City

It is a typical Iowa winter day. Snow is 
lightly falling as I’m watching deer roam 
in my woods. Squirrels and birds vie for 
food outside my window. While I’m lucky 
to live on wooded acreage to enjoy this 
natural show on a daily basis, this option 
isn’t available to everyone. This is why 
organizations like Bur Oak Land Trust are 
vital and important. As the population of 
Iowa City and Johnson County continues 
to grow, more valuable natural acreage 
needs to be preserved before they are 
developed into residential or commercial 
property. Of course, this takes money. 
Bur Oak Land Trust is embarking on a 
capital campaign and I’m encouraging 
all who enjoy nature to give to Bur Oak 
Land Trust and help reach their goals. No 
amount is too small.

–  Carol Mennenga, Iowa City 

The Trust is managed by local 
professionals who are reliable and will 
do all that they can to accommodate the 
wishes of individuals who are considering 
placing property. Individuals can be 
confident the contributions made to 
Bur Oak Land Trust, whether through 
property or monetary value, will be 
managed and used properly.

–  Pat Harney, Johnson County Supervisor 

Iowa has little land remaining in its 
natural state, and as a consequence, 
wildlife is dwindling, soil and water 
quality are declining, and people are losing 
touch with nature. Efforts to reverse these 
trends are badly needed. Bur Oak Land 
Trust is beginning a campaign to acquire 
40 acres of natural woodland that borders 
the Big Grove Preserve, a property owned 
by the Trust. The properties together 
will forever preserve a rare, 80-acre 
conservation area. The organization has 
strong and committed leadership. It is 
ready to move to the next level. We are 
strong supporters of Bur Oak Land Trust  
and its work!

—  Russell Noyes Jr. and Martha H Noyes,  
Iowa City

The Iowa Native Plant Society strives to 
increase appreciation and conservation 
of Iowa’s native plants and ecological 
communities. We thus wholeheartedly 
support the Bur Oak Land Trust’s vision 
of protecting natural areas with diverse 
native plants and animals, and providing 
sites where people can learn about and 
enjoy native habitats.

–The Board of the Iowa Native Plant Society 

Endorsements
Bur Oak Land Trust  
Board of Directors*

Carter Johnson, President
Steve Schomberg, Secretary
Dick Schwab, Treasurer
David Bright
Ben Dillon
Jeffery Ford
James Fluck
Kendra Lawler
Ken Lowder
Chris Mottinger
Shaun Vecera
Lu Yanecek
Seth Zimmermann
*As of April 2016

Bur Oak Land Trust Staff
Tammy Wright, Executive Director
Seth Somerville, Property 
Stewardship Specialist
Susan Spears, Administrative 
Assistant

Campaign Steering 
Committee
David Bluder, Honorary Chair
Connie Mutel, Honorary Chair
Liz Maas, Campaign Co-chair
Dick Schwab, Campaign Co-chair
Don Bolin
David Dierks
Ben Dillon
Mark Madsen
Maureen Marron
Jane McCune
Steve Schomberg
Larry Weber
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