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President’s Column 
by Carter Johnson

we protect the things we value. We, the Bur Oak 
Land Trust, value natural places. These places support 
diverse plant communities, provide habitat for species 
from pollinators to predators, and perform ecosystem 
functions like soil creation and stormwater diversion.

We appreciate opportunities to get out onto the land 
to witness these functions that contribute to the beauty 

of the natural world. These commonly held values are the basis for our ongoing work to 
protect the natural history of Iowa.

Such protection can take a number of forms. Our property stewardship specialist, Seth 
Somerville, along with our Property Stewardship Committee and tireless volunteers work 
year-round to protect our woodlands, streams, and prairies from threatening invasive 
species. In addition to aggressively removing invasive species, this group employs other 
stewardship practices to enhance the resiliency of our native species.

Our Land Acquisition and 
Protection Committee works 
directly with landowners to 
achieve long-term conservation 
goals for their properties. Protec-
tion in the form of conservation 
easements, donations, or other 
transactions defend against the 
fragmentation and development 
that can reduce or wipe out the 
conservation value of the land. 
Bur Oak Land Trust’s purchase of the Big Grove Addition in 2015 is an excellent outcome 
of this committee’s work. This acquisition protected a forty-acre gem of stream bottom 
and upland timber woodland.

In case you’ve missed it, we are currently raising funds to complete the purchase of the 
Big Grove Addition. Our Conserve. Protect. Grow capital campaign goal also includes 
funds to support stewardship and conservation of the Big Grove Addition and other 
properties. You can find more information on our website: buroaklandtrust.org.

Thank you all for your ongoing support. If you want to join us as a volunteer for some 
hands-on work to protect our natural legacy, e-mail me at president@buroaklandtrust.
org or contact our office. Your time and talents will be greatly appreciated. 

fsc green logo
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Executive Director’s 
Report by Tammy Wright

it’s difficult to believe 
that the tenth annual Under a 
Cider Moon . . . A Celebration 
of Autumn is knocking on our 
door. Call today to reserve your 
seat, contribute an auction item, 
or both; I look forward to seeing 

you at the Celebration Barn on Friday, October 21.
To say that it has been a busy and productive 2016 is an un-

derstatement. Highlights included Connie Mutel’s graceful and 
inspiring Prairie Preview talk in March. By bringing climate change 
close to home, into the oak-hickory woodland where she lives, she 
showed us how, in her own words, we can live “more intensely and 
thoughtfully in each moment, while simultaneously considering the 
big picture and distant future of this planet and working to ensure its 
health and vitality.” And speaking of vitality, Family Days at Turkey 
Creek and Belgum Grove are always energizing, as we see the next 
generation of naturalists learning from the outdoors. 

O’Mara-Newport Woods Property Steward Mark Vitosh received 
the Bur Oak Land Trust’s Conservation Award for 2016. Thank you, 
Mark, for your relentless advocacy for the ecological restoration of 
Iowa’s woodlands.

For our third annual Music 
on the Prairie concert at Belgum 
Grove in July, featuring Big Blue 
Sky with Jon “Hawk” Stravers, 
Kristina Marie Castañeda, and 
Dave Moore with the occasional 
bobwhite calling from across 
the road, we couldn’t have had 
better weather or a mellower 
crowd. Allison Ockenfels on 

fiddle opened the event, and the hayrides conducted by Wayne 
Petersen and Dan Black were a hit. With all these events plus much 
more, no wonder we are ready for a spectacular 2017!

Property Steward’s 
Report by Seth Somerville

an americorps national Civil-
ian Community Corps (NCCC) team 
served with Bur Oak Land Trust from 
August 8 to September 1. The Maple 
3 team helped develop and maintain 
Pappy Dickens Preserve, a conser-
vation area adjacent to Hickory Hill 

Park. Ten team members from the North Central Region campus 
of Vinton, Iowa, removed invasive honeysuckle and old fencing, 
litter, and debris; scouted the property and flagged invasive species; 
and developed and marked new hiking trails. They used a GoPro 
camera to capture action shots and time-lapse photos to capture 
areas under maintenance.

Maple 3 also made improvements to Belgum Grove’s pony barn, 
hayrack, stage, and cold storage. They placed geocaches at Big Grove, 
Belgum Grove, and Pappy Dickens. They installed bat boxes at 
Belgum Grove and protection measures around the well cap in the 
parking lot. Thanks to this team’s work on Strub Prairie and the ad-
joining conservation easement, the relationship with that neighbor 
has never been better. The amount of work this team completed is 
hard to fit into one Heritage article: Maple 3 worked more than a 
thousand hours on land trust properties. The team also conducted a 
successful community day at Big Grove. Activities like a forest walk, 
a scavenger hunt, and the removal of invasive species went over well.

NCCC members helped Bur Oak Land Trust preserve the ever-
dwindling natural landscapes in Johnson County as human popula-
tions in the area increase. “As a team, we are excited to be preserving 
natural land with the Bur Oak Land Trust and open up new green 
space for Iowa City residents,” said team member Luke Lauer. “After 
our service work is complete, I hope the land can flourish without 
invasive species and members of the community, now and in the 
future, can get out and enjoy the natural beauty of the preserve.”

AmeriCorps National Civilian Community Corps and its FEMA 
Corps unit engage up to 2,800 young Americans in a full-time, 
ten-month commitment to service each year. AmeriCorps NCCC 
members address critical needs related to natural and other disas-
ters, infrastructure improvement, environmental stewardship and 
conservation, and urban and rural development; FEMA Corps 
members are dedicated to disaster preparedness, mitigation, re-
sponse, and recovery work. The programs are administered by the 
Corporation for National and Community Service.

Thank you, Apples, Damali, Christian, Luke, Ali, Maddie, Bran-
don, Courtney, Erika, Josh, and Jimmy! You provided Bur Oak Land 
Trust and Johnson County with a great service!

Facing page: prairie dock and butterfly milkweed. Above: wild blue indigo 
and eastern tiger swallowtail. Photos by Lain Adkins.



in 2010, we established a conservation easement on our 
rural Iowa City property. What is a conservation easement, and 
why and how did we do this?

We bought our 160 acres in the early 1970s, drawn to the natural 
woodlands, agrarian beauty, and close proximity to Iowa City. 
Neighbors farm about 40 acres on shares in a rotation of soybeans, 
corn, and alfalfa. The remainder is hardwood timber with creeks, 
hiking trails, and abundant wildlife. It was a wonderful place to 
raise our children. Our property is in the heart of one of the larg-
est roadless areas in Johnson County, an important wildlife and 
scenic corridor worthy of protection—in spite of being designated 
by county officials as a development corridor.

After our children left home, we lived in Teton Valley, Idaho, for 
sixteen years. This area was undergoing rampant development and 
land speculation. We became acquainted with the role of the Teton 
Regional Land Trust in preserving thousands of acres through 
conservation easements, which planted the seeds of such a plan 
for our Iowa property.

When we returned to Iowa in 2006, we were disappointed to 
see that urbanization had spread into our neighborhood. After 
we found that developers were interested in acquiring our land, 
we contacted the Iowa Natural Heritage Foundation and were 
referred to the Johnson County Heritage Trust (now, of course, 
the Bur Oak Land Trust).

A conservation easement is a contract that prohibits develop-
ment (or any other undesirable use) of land while affording its 
donors ownership, control, and use of the property in any manner 
not excluded by the terms of the easement. We found the process 
to be relatively simple. The first step was an evaluation by the trust 

to determine whether our property was of interest and worthy of 
protection; the trust also conducted a natural resources assessment 
and developed a management plan.

Next, consulting with our children as heirs, we drafted a contract 
with permitted and prohibited uses to be in effect in perpetuity. We 
then visited our lawyer, who advised us to go home and think about 
it, saying that we were not wealthy enough to give up that much of 
our net worth. After a brief think, in which we weighed the promise 
of a short-term monetary gain against the heartbreaking thought 
of our land carved up into roads and houses, we returned to draft 
the document, which prohibits the construction of roads, houses, 
or other structures while allowing the continuation of farming, 
grazing, and managed timber harvesting as well as operations on 
our private airstrip. After minor tweaking of the contract, we had 
a done deal, pending only a general membership meeting and final 
approval by the trust’s board. The whole process was completed 
within a few months.

The tax benefits, which vary from year to year, define the dona-
tion as the difference in appraisal values between existing market 
value and the value under the terms of the easement. In our case, 
that is the value of potential development. Typically these state and 
federal deductions or credits can be spread over a number of years.

The greatest value to us is the knowledge that our land will be 
preserved and not developed, as we are increasingly seeing in the 
neighborhood. We would encourage anyone who wishes to protect 
a special piece of land from development in perpetuity to seek a 
conservation easement.

Lust conservation easement in spring, photo by Sharon Lust. 
From above, in summer, showing the airstrip, photo by John Tiffany.

The Lust Conservation Easement: What and Why and How? 
by Gary Lust



On April 20, more than 120 lively 
second-graders from Solon Elemen-
tary School gathered in the Big Grove, 
a beautiful forty-acre property north of 
Iowa City. The excitement and enthusiasm 
shown by these kids, not dampened by a 
bit of rain, were energizing. They hiked 
through the woods, learned about the 
importance of conservation, and helped 
plant a tree—an oak, of course.

That day kicked off our Conserve. Protect. Grow capital campaign, which has a goal 
of raising $700,000. These funds will be used both to purchase the Big Grove Addition 
and to support continued stewardship and conservation of this land and other trust 
properties.

What started as an ambitious vision and daunting challenge years ago is now close to 
becoming a reality. More important than simply reaching our goal, though, is what we 
will accomplish. The forty-acre Big Grove Addition contains one of the few remaining 
areas of deep upland woods in Johnson County, where people can hike, pick berries, 
have a picnic, and experience native plants and animals. With the rapid growth of 
nearby communities, the Bur Oak Land Trust saw a unique and urgent opportunity to 
purchase the Big Grove Addition and conserve it for future generations.

The campaign began with the board and staff members, and quickly 100 percent of 
them contributed. As this issue of Heritage goes to press, we are happy to report that we 
have topped $550,000, almost 80 percent of our goal. We salute the great efforts of the 
staff and the Campaign Steering Committee, along with all our volunteers, in helping 
to raise these funds. We also say thank you to those who have already stepped forward 
to support the campaign.

Now it is important to continue this momentum and finish strong. If you haven’t 
already, we invite you to join us in this worthwhile cause. Pledges can be made over 
three years and designated for either land purchase or land stewardship. Unless a donor 
chooses otherwise, all campaign gifts will be recognized in next year’s annual report 
and at our annual meeting.

We have been honored to serve as cochairs of the campaign, and we look forward 
to celebrating its successful completion with you. Enjoy the Big Grove!

Corn Sweat Demystified 
by Steve Hendrix

News articles this sum-
mer introduced Iowans to a 
new phrase: corn sweat. From 
the New York Times: “In the 
Midwest, the heat dome’s 
effects will be compounded 
by an even-more-terrifying-
sounding phenomenon called 
‘corn sweat.’” From USA To-
day: “‘Corn sweat’ adding 
to heat misery in Midwest.” 
From CNN: “High tempera-
tures, ‘corn sweat’ form dan-
gerous heat dome over U.S.” 
And from the Des Moines 
Register: “Why’s it so miser-
ably hot? Blame corn sweat.”

Remember those textbook 
diagrams with all the little ar-
rows showing transpiration 
and evaporation? Corn sweat 
is the result of these basic pro-
cesses. When a growing stalk 
of corn pulls moisture out of 
the soil, some of it enters the atmosphere, 
which is known as transpiration. Due to 
evaporation, water vapor also enters the at-
mosphere. Together these processes make up 
evapotranspiration. During the growing sea-
son, according to the U.S. Geological Survey, 
an acre of corn releases—or sweats—about 
3,000 to 4,000 gallons of water each day, 
which can add significantly to the humidity 
on a hot summer day. Given the 15 million 
or so acres of corn in Iowa, in one day that 
sweat could fill 70,000 Olympic-size pools.

Bur Oak Land Trust supporters can feel 
good about the fact that the trust’s 400-plus 
acres are not contributing to the abysmal heat 
and mugginess generated by fields of corn.

Big Grove Campaign Closing Strong
by Liz Maas and Dick Schwab

Left to right: Jack in the pulpit, white baneberry, 
Virginia waterleaf. Photos by Ed Lorson.
Above: photo by Don Roberts.



From Our Members by Connie Mutel

This spring, I excitedly welcomed three new books to my 
shelves, each of which will help me better recognize and work 
with Iowa’s natural features.

Shrubs and Vines of Iowa, by Peter van 
der Linden and Donald Farrar, is a much-
needed correlate to the same authors’ 
Forest and Shade Trees of Iowa. With this 
new guide, I no longer have an excuse for 
failing to learn more about “those other 
woody plants”: the vines and shrubs 
that are too easy to ignore. This beauti-
ful guide—with its many color photos, 
sketches, glossary, detailed descriptions, 

and comments on plant uses—has already allowed me to put a 
name to species I have casually observed for years. The keys to 
fruits and to winter twigs (in addition to general and species keys) 
will mean I’ll use this in winter as well as summer.

Dave Williams’ The Prairie in Seed: 
Identifying Seed-Bearing Prairie Plants in 
the Upper Midwest invited me to recog-
nize six dozen plants by their reproductive 
structures. Learning to do so, the author 
explains, is a tremendous aid to those 
harvesting seeds for prairie reconstruc-
tions. Dave’s obvious expertise and his 
infectious passion for this task drew me 
into studying his color photos of flowers 

and seedheads and perusing his instructions for collecting and 
processing seeds. Thanks to this book, Dave’s 2010 guide to prairie 
seeds and seedlings, and wildflower guides, we can now recognize 
prairie plants throughout their life cycle.

I read Judy Nauseef ’s Gardening with 
Native Plants in the Upper Midwest: Bring-
ing the Tallgrass Prairie Home in a few 
sittings and with great pleasure, gliding 
through her first-person stories of how 
she—as a landscape designer—came to 
recognize and identify native plants and 
then learned to incorporate them into her 
planting designs. As I read, I gained a new 
appreciation for healing Iowa’s broken 

landscape and increasing its sustainability through garden plant-
ings. Judy suggests specific planting combinations and native-plant 
uses and includes points on planting and maintenance. Perhaps 
most convincing are her numerous color photographs, which dis-
play how beauty, enjoyment, and function can be combined on 
small plots of land.

An Interview with Jennifer Wilson by Holly Carver

No one denies the fact that Iowa’s 
drinking water is heavily polluted with 
nitrates, a problem that affects the health of 
infants, seniors, and everyone in between. 
Des Moines author Jennifer Wilson, whose 
memoir Running Away to Home won an 
American Society of Journalists and Au-
thors Writing Award, has spotlighted this 
problem in an unusual way. In her novel 
Water, she delights and educates us in 

equal measure through the lens of Freja Folsom, a reporter reluc-
tantly and then persistently researching an environmental story. 
An illegal water well leads her down a dramatic path peopled by 
farmers, government workers, citizen-activists, and the hunky head 
of the Des Moines Water Works. If only our science textbooks had 
been this well written!

You did a tremendous amount of research for this book, and you’ve 
received a lot of positive feedback. Besides giving your readers an 
extremely engaging and sympathetic protagonist and story line, what 
was your goal when you decided to write this book? I wanted all 
Iowans to have a basic-understanding vocabulary about what I 
believe is the defining issue in our state. Are we going to embrace 
healthy progress or fight change by fighting among ourselves? You’ll 
notice in the book that things start happening when people talk and 
volley ideas. I believe that to be true in real life, too.

What are your most optimistic hopes and most pessimistic concerns 
regarding the future of water in Iowa? Optimistic: That we use our 
better nature as thoughtful Iowans to become the Facebooks and 
the Googles of the land. We should be the most innovative and 
prosperous ag state—but not at the expense of our land and water. 
We can do this. But it will require openness, change, good science, 
conversation, and education. Pessimistic: That we politicize the issue 
that affects us all. That we spend a lot of time arguing about how we 
get there and never arrive at all. That we fall back on the worst Iowa 
quality—stubbornness—rather than the best one—intelligence.

What’s your main take-away message for Bur Oak Land Trust readers? 
Don’t politicize, educate. Meet people where they are and talk in 
real-life and human terms about the issues that affect us all. Protect 
the land and water as fiercely as you would your children, because 
they are connected. Don’t judge the people on the ground; don’t 
give in to power and fight among yourselves. Follow the money to 
see who benefits when we politicize and fight—and refuse to do it.

Shrubs and Vines of Iowa
p e t e r  j.  va n  de r  l i n de n  a n d  d o n a l d  r .  fa r r a r

A NOVEL BY JENNIFER WILSON
LIMITED PUBLICATION BY RAYGUN

LOVE POLLUTED BY POLITICS 
AND POWER PLAYS! 
THIS SEXY ROMP 
FILTERS THE 
NITRATE WARS 
THROUGH 
THE SOIL OF 
LUST AND LOST IDEALS.



Spring Warbler Walks Update
by Mark Madsen

The Hickory Hill Warbler Walks had another great year. Starting April 28 at 6:30 
AM and continuing every week day until May 25, the walks were again led by Chris Edwards, 
Jason Paulios, Mark Brown, and myself. We routinely had eight to twelve participants with 
as many as eighteen folks on several days. In all, twenty-six birders (and my dog, Bugzie) 
made the effort to get up early to experience the spring migration.

We saw more than seventy species of birds, including twenty-six species of warblers. We 
had good luck with the Connecticut warbler, which was heard on three different occasions 
and was seen at least once. We also got a great view of a hooded warbler and a bay-breasted 
warbler but missed seeing a Cape May warbler. We saw nine species of flycatchers, includ-
ing the olive-sided flycatcher, as well as nine species of thrushes. One unusual sighting for 
the park was a marsh wren, which was calling from the edge of the woods near the dam, 
the so-called Magic Corner. Count on joining us next spring!

Clockwise from upper right: indigo bunting and gray-cheeked thrush, photos by Dan Rose; 
Wilson’s and black-and-white warblers, photos by Jamie McCoy.

Merlins Nesting in Iowa City
by Mark Madsen

Merlins are small falcons, formerly called pigeon hawks, that 
are fierce predators of small birds such as house sparrows. Although their 
migration range includes Iowa, they typically nest in Canada.

The last documented nesting in Iowa was in 1908, so when Dan McRob-
erts noticed a pair of merlins displaying courtship behavior in his Iowa City 
neighborhood this March, it caught his attention. Word quickly spread in 
the birding community that the merlins had occupied a crow nest at the 
top of a tall Norway spruce in the 1100 block of Church Street. Excitement 
grew as it became apparent that the merlins had successfully produced eggs 
and were continuing to tend the nest. Four chicks fledged and had left the 
nest by mid July. Merlins do not usually come back to the same nest, so it 
is likely to be a long time before Iowa City plays host to this falcon again.

Merlin nestling, photo by Jamie McCoy.
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Protect, preserve, restore . . . it’s all about the trust.
 Please share this copy of Heritage with your friends and family!


