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President’s Column 
by J. Elizabeth Maas

i had a great summer, and I hope you did, too! 
One of the best weeks was a canoe trip down the Wap-
sipinicon River to pick up trash for the Iowa DNR–
sponsored Project AWARE. In a week, 433 volunteers 
removed 60,156 pounds of trash, 91 percent of which 
was recycled. If you attended the state fair, you might 
have seen the iron gates on the DNR building; much of 

the material to produce those gates came from metal found in rivers cleaned by vol-
unteers. Turning trash into art is a great way to improve water quality and awareness.

Protecting Iowa’s water quality is part of the trust’s mission, too. By protecting land 
in perpetuity, restoring that land, and holding conservation easements, we protect 
portions of watersheds, naturally infiltrate storm water, and help reduce erosion. How-
ever, we are able to protect only islands of land that is still affected by surrounding use. 

Soil is the number 1 pollutant in Iowa’s creeks and streams; each year we lose 3 to 
100 tons per acre of topsoil from our agricultural areas. However, urban development 
is also a place where soil is mistreated. Perhaps you have heard about a new rule that 
sets no minimum requirement for the amount of topsoil to be returned to a construc-
tion site. This replaces an older rule that required preservation of a minimum of 
4 inches. The new rule allows the developer or homebuilder to decide how much top-
soil is retained. Consider that Rainscaping Iowa, a statewide educational campaign, 
recommends not only retaining topsoil on construction sites but incorporating com-
post into the soil to improve infiltration of storm water, reduce lawn chemical runoff, 
and improve success of newly planted lawns. 

Ironically, 2015 is the International Year of Soils, an opportunity to raise awareness 
and promote the sustainability of our limited soil resources. For a state with some of 
the best soil in the world, we definitely need a paradigm shift about how we treat it. 
The erosion of these kinds of regulations continues to reduce protections for water 
quality. Soil like water is a shared resource, with its own vibrant food web, that sus-
tains life on this planet. Stay engaged, and let’s all do our best to respect our soil. 

The Bur Oak Land Trust hosted multiple events this summer that celebrated and 
supported our mission. All were made possible by many hours of volunteer time. A 
big thank-you to those who helped make these events successful. If you are looking 
for ways to support water quality, soil protection, and land conservation, we have 
many opportunities and are always looking for volunteers. You are cordially invited 
to join us for our annual fundraiser, Under a Cider Moon . . . A Celebration of Au-
tumn, on October 24. I look forward to seeing you there!

Front cover: bur oak. Back cover: 
New England aster. Watercolors by 
George Olson.  

Indian pipe. Photo by Claudia McGehee.



Executive Director’s 
Report by Tammy Wright

greetings, Bur Oak Land 
Trust supporters one and all! 
How fortunate we are to live in 
the heartland of America!

Recently Bur Oak Land 
Trust closed on our ninth 
property, bringing our total 

acres owned to more than three hundred. What a milestone! Soon 
we will close on our fourteenth conservation easement. Look for 
details about these important events in your next issue of Heritage. 
Staff and volunteers are buzzing with excitement as we keep it all 
moving forward, thanks to the many ways that you share your time 
and talents with us. I just can’t find words to express how much I 
appreciate your efforts.

In July, we celebrated a lovely evening at Belgum Grove with 
music by the Skipperlings and the Recliners. In September, host-
ing Family Day at Belgum Grove was a wonderful opportunity to 
inspire children of all ages to experience nature. Participating in the 
Pelican Festival at the Hawkeye Wildlife Area provided another op-
portunity. Making a difference in our children’s lives and instilling a 
passion to take care of our environment: can it get any better? Plans 
for our ninth annual Under a Cider Moon . . . A Celebration of Au-
tumn are underway. On Saturday, October 24, the Celebration Barn 
will be alive with activity. Drop off your contributions and make 
your reservations today! And Ride, 630 Iowa Avenue in Iowa City, 
is devoting a Sunday Funday Fundraiser to the trust on November 
8; plan to dine there between 5:00 and 9:00.

On behalf of the Bur Oak Land Trust staff, I would like to thank 
you for sharing your gifts with this great organization as we carry 
out our mission.

for this edition of Heritage I’d 
like to highlight Shimek Ravine, next 
to Shimek Elementary School at 1355 
Grissel Place in Iowa City. Families on 
its west side and students on its east 
side enjoy the serenity this woodland 
offers. The property has come a long 

way since the trust started managing it in 1992. Many of the improve-
ments are due to the support of dedicated volunteers.

Even before we started managing the property, an example of 

this support can be found in a story about Charlie Towers, Shimek’s 
principal for eighteen years. When plans to expand the parking lot 
included the destruction of habitat, Charlie emphasized his desire to 
preserve a particular bur oak tree. Then he got the call he had been 
dreading: the tree was coming down. Charlie said he would chain 
himself to it. The tree stands to this day and maintains near-perfect 
form for a Quercus macrocarpa aka bur oak. 

Shimek Ravine has been the site of many volunteer efforts this 
year thanks to Conservation Corps Iowa, Heritage Land Stewards, 
Cargill, AmeriCorps National Civilian Community Corps, Greek 
society students, Iowa wrestlers, and the 10,000 Hours Show. Many 
citizens have worked with Shimek’s property managers, Ken Lowder, 
Carter Johnson, and Terry Dahms. It takes a community effort to 
maintain thirteen acres of Iowa timber for generations to come. Just 
like that magnificent bur oak on your right as you enter the grounds, 
the natural areas of Iowa only get sweeter with age. As the property 
stewardship specialist tasked with protecting this property, I encour-
age you to contact me at seth@buroaklandtrust.org to get involved. 

 
Shimek Ravine in summer. Photos by Lain Adkins.

Property Steward’s 
Report by Seth Somerville



in july i attended the 2015 Iowa Prairie Conference at the Uni-
versity of Northern Iowa. The theme of “working prairies” meant 
a focus on how prairie restoration makes good economic sense. 
Environmental advocates need to be able to make economic argu-
ments on behalf of conservation. In the case of the prairie, research 
from Iowa’s public universities increasingly shows that it can be 
economically valuable.

ISU’s Lisa Schulte-Moore is part of a project investigating 
whether growing prairie strips along waterways and around 
row-crop fields can lessen erosion. She and her colleagues found 
that strips taking up only 10 percent of the land can reduce runoff 
and soil loss by 90 percent. Extension agronomist Emily Heaton’s 
research showed that farmers generally lose money farming mar-
ginal areas when commodity prices are low, so replacing row crops 
on erosion-prone slopes with prairie plants makes economic sense.

It’s even more sensible when you look at finding alternatives to 
corn in making renewable fuels. Prairie plants can be harvested 
for biomass, though they do not yield as much as monocropped 
miscanthus. Research is ongoing at all three public universities 
to find the most efficient and environmentally friendly crops for 
generating renewable energy. And most of Iowa’s counties are now 
planting prairie along their roadways, enhancing biodiversity while 
reducing costs for mowing and herbicides. 

Scott Moats of the Iowa chapter of the Nature Conservancy 
talked about reintroducing bison to Broken Kettle Grasslands. Re-
search there examined the impact of grazing and controlled burns 
on native species. The upshot seems to be that a combination of the 
two in careful balance works best. Although bison leave prairies 
looking like badly kept lawns, the diversity of native plants does 
not diminish. 

I came away from the conference heartened. It’s true we live 
in discouraging times, with climate change and mass extinctions 
gathering momentum. But prairies in Iowa are rebounding, and a 
lot of smart people are trying to make sure this progress continues. 
Tallgrass Prairie Center director Laura Jackson emphasized part-
nerships. It’s crucial, she said, to demonstrate the benefits of Iowa’s 
native ecosystem so it can enhance our lives now and for genera-
tions to come. Wild bergamot and cup plant by Lain Adkins

The 2015 Iowa Prairie Conference: 
Working Prairies by Catherine Cocks

Bats, Mosquitoes and Dollars by Lon Drake

one day, in the university library 
at Ames, I found a 1925 book: 
Bats, Mosquitoes and Dollars by 
Charles Campbell. Campbell was 
a physician in San Antonio, Texas, 
whose research convinced him 
that the key to controlling malaria 
was a large population of bats. He 
built an immense bat house in 
the most mosquito-infested place 

available, and for over a decade he claimed a conspicuous decline 
in mosquitoes and a betterment of human health. Many others 
bought his plans and also built enormous bat houses.

It is a fascinating book by someone unabashedly in love with 
bats. The doctor was appalled that people would kill bats to re-
move them from human habitation, so he decided to find a more 
humane approach. He reasoned that they must be very sensitive to 
certain sounds, and he wondered whether they could be tormented 
by bad music. He hit the jackpot with “Cascade of Roses” by the 
Mexico City Police Band and thereafter drove a colony from their 
lodging with a full-volume serenade. 

All this was before WWII, when the glorious compound DDT 
took over, making bats seemingly obsolete. But the doctor’s legacy 
outlived him, his structures, and DDT. In 1917, the governor of 
Texas signed a bill protecting bats, part of Campbell’s untiring 
campaign. The August 1995 issue of National Geographic, in a story 
titled “Saving North America’s Bats,” focused on Texas: nursery 
colonies near San Antonio, Austin as the Bat Capital of America, 
bridges designed to accommodate bats, and Bat Conservation In-
ternational. In most states, people got their first clue that bats were 
worth keeping after Earth Day, 1970. Texans got a half-century 
start thanks to Dr. Campbell.

Unfortunately, as Campbell’s activities became widely recog-
nized, so did his exposure to critics. Most damning was research 
that demonstrated that Texas free-tailed bats do not regularly hunt 
mosquitoes. Claims came in that Campbell’s tower was the only 
one densely colonized by bats, and some speculated that this was 
due to vigorous application of “Cascade of Roses” in the neigh-
borhood. When Texas revised its wildlife codes in 1975, the law 
protecting bats was rescinded. However, in 2001, it again became 
illegal to hunt or possess bats in Texas.

Which brings us to where we and the bats ought to be. Other 
species have a right to exist, whether they seem to do us any favors, 
and it’s long past time to quit viewing humans as the center of the 
biological universe, entitled to domesticate every critter in the 
neighborhood. Quality habitat, for us and for them, is still the 
bottom line. Eastern red bat by Ryan Rasmussen



!From Our Members     Mark Müller

no kid i knew was allowed to go down to the river, the Boyer, 
but we all did it all the time, especially to the dam, which used to 
be a lot higher. I’m tickled that kids can still go there but, man, 
what a dangerous playground. The water’s not very deep, but 
where the dam is breached it can really roll you around, and all 
kinds of snags and rebar stick out of the concrete. We even did 
cannonballs off the much higher part. And we could seine for cat-
fish, bullheads, bluegill, chubs, and minnows right along the dam.

I could never figure out how Mom always knew we’d been at 
the river until, years later, she told me that the ring of silt around 
my mouth and the weed seeds in my socks were dead giveaways. 
She always cut me a lot of slack; years later, she just said that she 
thought I was a good kid and she trusted my judgment. Anyway, 
back to the dam. One day when we were swimming, a concrete 
truck pulled in upstream, and the driver washed it out into the 
Boyer. Within minutes all the fish came up to the surface gasping 
for air. I was only nine or ten at the time, but I made the connec-
tion, and I knew it wasn’t right.

Around that time, we went on a school field trip to Bartlett’s 
Pond, which had a reconstructed prairie and wetland, and I 
remember thinking how cool that was. Of course all that went to 
the back of my brain when I discovered sex, drugs, and rock-’n’-
roll. But a decade later I took seminars on prairies from Daryl 
Smith and botany from Larry Eilers, both experts, and that old 
seed planted in 1968 sprouted with a vengeance. I have since illus-
trated many prairie publications, including An Illustrated Guide to 
Iowa Prairie Plants with Paul Christiansen, another prairie giant. 
And we have planted a couple of acres here on the farmlet. One 
should never, ever underestimate the power of a field trip. Leave 
no child inside!

Mark Müller was a boy in Denison, Iowa, in the 1960s. He is the 
author and illustrator of Prairie in Your Pocket and Woodland in 
Your Pocket among many other books, articles, and posters. He 
and his wife, Valerie Cool, live on a reconstructed prairie outside 
of Iowa City.

Refurbished farm building, pond, and reconstructed native prairie 
at the farmlet of Mark Müller and Val Cool

Purple Martin Update 

in our january issue, Cheryl Miller wrote about the Johnson 
County Songbird Project’s purple martin colonies. Now that the 
breeding season is over, we are delighted to report that 2015 was 
an excellent year for purple martins. According to Jim Walters, 
Songbird Project director, 1,041 martins fledged from 265 nests, 
a record since the project began. This is an increase over 2013, 
with 708 fledglings and 197 nests, and 2014, with 873 fledglings 

and 195 nests. The Songbird Project also monitors nests of eastern 
bluebirds, tree swallows, and black-capped chickadees, and 2015 
numbers for these species were also higher than previous years: 
208 bluebirds, 283 tree swallows, and 26 chickadees fledged. Get in 
touch with Jim at 319/466-1134 or jcmwalt@infionline.net if you’d 
like to volunteer next year.



You’ve dedicated your life to working on behalf of the environment 
and social justice. What led you into this? I grew up in a family ac-
tive in social justice issues. The intersection between the environ-
ment and social justice became clear to me as a teenager, when I 
was working in Appalachia. “The abuse of the land always goes 
hand in hand with the abuse of the people,” a labor organizer once 
told me. That adage has been a defining element in my work as a 
community organizer, writer, and radio correspondent. 

Tell me about your work as writer-in-residence in the University 
of Iowa’s Office of Sustainability. After I moved to Iowa City, Liz 
Christiansen—director of UI’s Office of Sustainability—and I, 
among others, asked, What accounts for the gap between science 
and action on climate change, and what can we do to commu-
nicate more effectively and galvanize action? In 2014, I came on 
board as writer-in-residence and created the Climate Narrative 
Project, a media arts initiative. My mission: to train a new genera-
tion of climate storytellers. 

In November, you helped to launch a movement called Iowa City 
Ecopolis. What is it? Last spring, as part of a program sponsored 
by the Office of Sustainability and the City of Iowa City, I per-
formed a series of monologues with the Awful Purdies on envi-
sioning Iowa City as a regenerative city—one that enhances rather 
than undermines our environment. 

The Ecopolis Forum was launched last fall as a community 
initiative that sponsors monthly conversations on creating the 
heartland’s first regenerative city. The forum draws on our town’s 
diverse communities and current sustainability efforts, and it 

features the Ecopolis design—a growing global movement that 
asks city dwellers to rethink the ways we live in an age of increasing 
uncertainty and climate change. 

Iowa City imports nearly 90 percent of its food, weathers record 
drought and flood, and depends on an aging energy grid mainly 
powered by fossil fuels. Ecopolis Forum folks believe it’s time to 
change this, to come together and initiate the best solution. Forum 
meetings are fun events and lively discussions that lead to action! 

The first Ecopolis Forum featured permaculture expert and 
farmer Grant Schultz and highlighted local recycling, food, perma-
culture, and restoration initiatives. The second event focused on 
breakthroughs in solar energy. Upcoming forums will deal with cre-
ating regenerative and permaculture approaches to the Riverfront 
Park, hoop houses and urban farming, and urban bicycling designs. 

How might a conservation organization like the Bur Oak Land Trust 
contribute to creating a regenerative city? In many respects, the work 
of the Bur Oak Land Trust epitomizes a key component of regenera-
tive cities: reconnecting with nature. The trust’s mission of conserv-
ing and reintroducing natural areas in Johnson County is also at the 
heart of the Ecopolis future. 

Jeff Biggers is writer-in-residence in the University of Iowa’s Office of Sustainability. 
Catherine Cocks talked with him about his work.

Remembering Bob Anderson by Lon Drake

bob anderson passed away recently. You youngsters know 
him as the guy who created the Decorah eagle nest cam, while us 
oldsters honor him for bringing the peregrine falcon back to the 
Midwest.

My favorite memory of Bob spins off a 1995 field trip to Paint 
Rock. Billed as an informational gathering, it was actually a show-
down between Bob and his critics. By then Bob had demonstrated 
that he could successfully hack chicks on tall buildings, but once 
imprinted there they did not return to the wild. Bob wanted to 
start hacking them on cliffs like Paint Rock, a historic (pre-DDT) 
aerie. But the biologists claimed great horned owls and raccoons 
would eat them before they fledged, and survivors wouldn’t know 

how to defend their future nests. The breeders didn’t want to risk a 
program failure. But Bob prevailed.

The love of his life became scrambling up and down cliffs along 
the Mississippi River, scouting historic aeries and developing hack-
ing details—the chicks needed protection by night and food by day 
without learning all was managed by humans. No easy assignment 
while crawling along a narrow ledge or dangling from a rope. The 
other half of his life became the search for volunteers and money 
while he lived on peanut butter sandwiches and slept in his car.

His vindication came one day when a young cliff-raised female 
recruited a city male, and they successfully raised a family on her 
ledge. In 2011, Bob’s volunteers tallied twenty-one active nesting 
cliffs along the upper Mississippi, up from zero. Thank you, Bob.



Spring Warbler Walks Update by Mark Madsen

once again a group of birders observed the spring migration 
of warblers and other songbirds at Hickory Hill Park via walks 
sponsored by the Iowa City Bird Club and the Bur Oak Land 
Trust. Like last year, the walks were very well attended; more 
than twenty-five people of all ages and experience levels par-
ticipated throughout the four-week span, and more than fifteen 
showed up for the final walk, which I think is a record.

Because of its size, Hickory Hill is an attractive spot for 
migrating warblers. Early in April it was warmer than usual, and 
we were concerned that the trees would leaf out early. Fortu-
nately, temperatures moderated and leaves were not a major 
issue for the first two weeks. Initially we saw only a handful of 
species, but numbers rapidly increased through mid May to 
nearly twenty species with a gradual decrease to the mid teens 
by the last week. The last day was very good with sixteen war-
blers along with a variety of other migrants.

Every spring migration is unique. This year we saw twenty-
six warbler species, including the beautiful cerulean warbler. We 
did not see the hooded warbler, but the Connecticut was heard 
several times. True to its nature, it was frustratingly hard to find 

even though it stayed in the vicinity for more than ten minutes. 
We did not see any orchard orioles or veeries, but we saw a large 
number of yellow-billed cuckoos along with several of the less 
common black-billed cuckoos. Although we always hear wood 
thrushes, this year we were treated to nice views. 

Altogether we saw more than sixty-five species of woodland 
birds—common yellowthroats, American redstarts, and yellow-
rumped and Tennessee warblers being among the most numer-
ous—along with mallards and wood ducks and other water 
birds that flew over the park such as the great egret and double-
crested cormorant. Please join us next spring! 

Clockwise from upper right: Yellow-billed cuckoo and wood 
thrush by Brandon Caswell. Blue-headed vireo, yellow-rumped 
warbler, and Tennessee warbler by Jim Durbin.



Bur Oak Land Trust
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Protect, preserve, restore . . . it’s all about the trust.
 Please share this copy of Heritage with your friends and family!


