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The Sauk Prairie Conservation Alliance
Creating a Conservation Future for the Badger Lands

BADGER 
APPLES
by Curt Meine

As the spring advances, so do the efforts of the Alliance to con-
serve the historic apple trees of the former Badger Army Ammu-
nition Plant. Since 2014, Alliance volunteers have been working 
to locate and document the Badger apple trees. So far we have 
found more than 150 trees across the property.

We have taken the first steps toward propagating the trees, 
many of which are in a state of advanced decline. That process 
begins with grafting the old trees onto new rootstock. On March 
26 the Alliance hosted a special workshop led by Dan Bussey of 
Seed Savers Exchange in Decorah, Iowa. Dan, one of the coun-
try’s leading heirloom apple experts, has taken a special interest 
in the Badger apples. He guided 26 Alliance volunteers in graft-
ing 200 cuttings from thirty of the Badger trees. These young 
trees are being kept in cold storage until they can be planted into 
a nursery site at Badger later this month.

We are working with Dr. Alison Duff, ecologist with USDA Dairy 
Forage Research Center, on this project. Dairy Forage has gen-
erously offered a small plot of deer-proof fenced-in land on their 
portion of the Badger Lands. Over the next few years, we will 
offer additional “classes” for grafting trees. The ultimate goal of 
the project is to establish an orchard to memorialize the losses 
of the farm families who sacrificed their land for the construction 
of the Badger plant in 1942.

The Alliance thanks all the volunteers who came to the grafting 
workshop, the Ho-Chunk Nation, Wisconsin DNR, and particu-
larly Alison Duff and the Dairy Forage Center and our friend Dan 
Bussey. If you are interested in learning more about the proj-
ect and future volunteer opportunities, contact Charlie Luthin at 
info@SaukPrairieVision.org.

COMING SOON! Visitor Guide to Badger Lands BADGER LANDSSauk PrairieState Recreation Area

SAUK PRAIRIE CONSERVATION ALLIANCE 
VISITOR GUIDE 
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The Visitor Guide was developed by the Sauk Prairie Conservation Alliance with a grant from REI. We hope you enjoy 

your visit to the Sauk Prairie State 

Recreation Area!

For 100 years, McFarlanes’ has 

provided the Sauk Prairie area 

with innovative farm and power 

equipment, authentic parts and 

dedicated service. Three generations 

of the family built the business 

from the ground up, on principles 

like the business’s motto which is:  

McFarlanes’ Where Service is  

a Family Tradition.
The Visitor Guide has also been 

supported by the Norma & Stanley 

DeBoer Quiet Trails Fund of the 

Natural Resources Foundation of 

Wisconsin.

Geology is All Around Us!
The Badger Lands were created by both ancient and recent 

geologic events. The Baraboo Hills at the northern edge of 

the property are comprised of very hard Precambrian (1.6 

billion years old) quartzite that has resisted erosion. Around 

18,000 years ago, the last glacier bumped up against the 

Baraboo Hills, wrapped around the eastern edge, and 

flowed southward. The edge of that glacier ran through 

the middle of the Badger Lands. When the ice melted, a 

terminal moraine, a low ridge comprised of rocks, sand and 

soil, was left behind at the edge of the former glacier. Water 

from the melting glacier created the flat outwash plain to 

the west of the moraine. The outwash plain represented 

the edge of what is now called the Driftless Area, the 

southwest portion of the state never covered by glaciers. 

First People   Not long after the glacier began melting from our area 

some 14,000 years ago, humans began hunting caribou, 

muskox and wooly mammoths in the cold, barren Arctic-

like landscape. These early humans likely established small 

temporary camps. The earliest record of human habitation 

in the area—around 12,000 years ago—is found at the 

Raddatz Rockshelter in Natural Bridge State Park only a 

few miles to the west. Starting around 1,000 years ago, the 

people that comprised what is known as the Woodland 

Culture built earthen effigy mounds throughout southern 

Wisconsin; several mounds are preserved at Devil’s Lake. 

The mound builders were the ancestors of the people 

known today as the Ho-Chunk (formerly Winnebago). For 

several generations in the 1700s this landscape was home 

to the Sauk tribe, who were forced to move from their 

ancestral lands further to the east. The U.S. government 

acquired the land through the 1837 treaty with the Ho-

Chunk Nation. In 2014 a portion of the Badger Lands 

returned to the Ho-Chunk Nation. Full circle!

The Sauk Prairie Tundra-like conditions existed following the melting of the 

glacier 14,000 years ago. As the climate warmed, tundra 

was replaced by conifer forest. About 6,000 years ago, the 

area became much warmer and dryer, and an increase in 

fire on the land (often set by the native peoples) favored a 

grassland ecosystem—prairie. When Europeans first viewed 

this area in the 1700s, they encountered a vast nearly 

treeless landscape—the 14,000 acre Sauk Prairie—abloom 

with millions of wildflowers, thick with native grasses 

and full of prairie wildlife-deer, elk, wolves, badgers and a 

preponderance of grassland birds. The prairie gave way to 

oak openings (savanna) at the base of the Baraboo Hills and 

to the east.

European Settlement
The rich soils laid down under the Sauk Prairie were 

attractive to European settlers moving westward from the 

East in the mid-1800s, eager to establish farmsteads in 

the newly opened “Northwest,” a place called Wisconsin. 

Breaking the dense prairie sod to reap its fertility was very 

hard work, requiring a team of oxen and plowmen working 

day in and day out. But broken the entire Sauk Prairie 

became, and farmers enjoyed—for the most part—a century 

of good crops and prosperity on the Sauk Prairie landscape, 

where they raised their families and livestock, supported 

schools and churches and built a community. 

Badger Army Ammunition Plant

Although plans had already been made earlier to locate 

a munitions factory in Sauk County, the bombing of Pearl 

Harbor in December 1941 brought the U.S. immediately into 

World War II. Thereafter, the construction of the Badger 

Ordnance Works (later Badger Army Ammunition Plant) 

on the Sauk Prairie proceeded at an accelerated pace. 

Within several months, 74 farm families had been forced 

to move off their farmsteads, the farm buildings, churches 

and schools were moved or destroyed, and construction 

of the largest propellant factory in the country began in 

earnest.The Plant eventually encompassed 7,400 acres and 

contained over 1,400 buildings and more than 120 miles of 

road and rail. The facility employed over 12,000 construction 

and production workers during its brief period of operation 

in WWII (1943-1945) and over 5,000 during the Korean War 

(1951-1957) and Vietnam War (1966-1975).  The Plant was 

idled but kept in a state of readiness from 1975 to 1998. 

The Future: Sauk Prairie Restored!

When the Army announced in 1997 that the Badger Plant 

was to be decommissioned, a group of representatives 

from the area’s conservation community came together to  

discuss the opportunity for a “green future” to heal the land 

at Badger. A painting by renowned artist Victor Bahktin, 

“Sauk Prairie Remembered” was commissioned to serve as 

the future vision of the Sauk Prairie Conservation Alliance 

for the land. Following many years of public planning of 

the Badger property, the Alliance’s green vision prevailed. 

Deconstruction of the buildings ensued from 2004 to 2013. 

The various Badger landowners are now committed to 

working together to create a revitalized landscape, where 

prairie and oak savanna are restored, sustainable agriculture 

is practiced, and public recreation can occur. Almost half 

of the Badger property is now the Sauk Prairie State 

Recreation Area, a state-owned property accessible to the 

general public for various types of recreational activities.

A Brief History of the Badger Lands

The mission of the Sauk Prairie Conservation 

Alliance, a regional non-profit organization, 

is to promote cooperative conservation on 

the Badger Lands and in the surrounding 

Sauk Prairie landscape. The Alliance supports 

ecological restoration, public education, 

research and quiet nature-based recreation on 

the Badger LandsThe organization conducts restoration on 

remnant prairie and oak savanna sites at 

Badger, leads educational tours and offers 

public programs. For more information visit 

saukprairievision.org

In 2016, the Alliance re-
ceived a grant from our 
outdoor partner, REI, to 
support development of 
a visitor guide to Bad-
ger. Currently, there 
is no information and 
only a very limited map 
available to visitors at 

Badger, and we want-
ed to change that. Our 
Visitor Guide provides 
a brief historical over-
view of the 7,400-acre 
site, a handful of unde-
veloped trails and inter-
pretation of 22 cultural 
and natural “points of 

interest” at Badger. The 
detailed map differen-
tiates publicly accessi-
ble state-managed land 
from inaccessible land 
owned by the Ho-Chunk 
Nation and USDA Dairy 
Forage Research Center. 
Members of the Alliance 

will receive a copy of the 
Visitor Guide in the mail 
sometime soon, and ad-
ditional copies can be 
requested from the Alli-
ance. The Guide will also 
be available at Badger 
and in various locations 
in Sauk County. 

PHOTO: Anders Gurda
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Volunteer Spotlight: Tom Pier

Meet the Board: Joan Fordham 

Six years ago I saw an ad in the Isthmus newspa-
per seeking volunteers for a conservation project 
at the former Badger plant. I responded to that 
ad and since then, from early spring to late fall, 
a couple of days a month, I find myself upon the 
terminal moraine at Badger helping maintain and 
improve a high quality prairie remnant and an 
adjacent oak savanna. Back then I didn’t realize 
what a rich source of life prairies are and how dif-
ficult a job it is to restore a prairie! 

A couple of years ago I asked my extended fam-
ily to donate to the Alliance in lieu of Christmas 
and birthday presents. I was not expecting the 
overwhelming response to this request. Seven 
family members have become paying members, 
including my siblings, nephews and nieces. So, 
they are providing the funding and I’m doing the 
field work. My extended family is doing its part to 
support conservation work at Badger.

Initially, volunteering was a way for me to get 
outdoors, be active and get involved. Now being 
a member and volunteer leader of the Alliance 
is a significant portion of my retired life. Each 
volunteer event is part of my continuing educa-
tion, spending time with intelligent and knowl-
edgeable people. It is the satisfaction of gaining 
new knowledge and, of course, progress on the 
hillside prairie that keeps me committed. There 
are frequent setbacks in restoration, but with 
each workday we leave the hillside a bit better. 
Over the years, I have learned of the history of 
the Badger land, from the glaciers and the native 
residents, to the family farms, to the Army, and 
now the State Recreation Area. Along with the 
Sauk Prairie Conservation Alliance, I feel I’m now 
a small part of that history, and it is an honor.

My husband, David Fordham, was the Command-
er’s Representative at Badger for more than 30 
years. He encouraged and facilitated largescale 
prairie restoration on unused property at Badger 

in the late 1990s when the ammunition plant was 
moved into “standby” status. When the plant was 
finally “excessed,” David was part of the commu-
nity group that helped determine the future of the 
property, the final result being the Badger Reuse 
Plan (2001). It was only logical that I become a 
part of the group whose mission it was to ensure 
that the Plan was followed. I also brought some 
skills that I think were valuable to the Alliance, 
as I have worked for several decades in admin-
istration of various non-profit organizations. My 
primary responsibilities have been financial man-
agement, helping develop policies, filing reports 
and generally taking care of the “machinery” re-
quired for a non-profit. Charlie Luthin and I work 
closely together to keep all our ducks (or should it 
be meadowlarks) in a row. With the work of many 
others – board members and volunteers – we can 
keep the dream for the future of Badger alive and 
growing.

in her own words

in his own words

Twenty years! Can you 
believe it? The Alliance 
was founded in De-
cember 1997 when the 
Army declared that the 
Badger Army Ammu-
nition Plant was to be 
decommissioned. A 
group of conservation 
leaders met in Bara-
boo that December 
to discuss a possible 
conservation future for 
the Badger property, 
and we have stayed 
faithful to that “green 
vision” ever since. 
First formed as the 
“Community Conser-
vation Coalition for 
the Sauk Prairie,” the 
group morphed into a 
full-fledged non-profit 
organization in 2002 
following completion of 
the Badger Reuse Plan 
(2001). The Alliance is 
focused on preserving 
the core values of the 
Reuse Plan, and we 
exist to help all land-
owners achieve those 
important goals. The 
reason for our recent 
lawsuit against DNR is 
that the agency drifted 
from the tenets of the 
Reuse Plan which they 
signed along with 20 
other stakeholders, 
thereby breaching the 
public’s trust. We’ll 
keep you informed as 
we plan and develop 
20-year anniversary 
events over the course 
of the year. 

Charlie’s 
Corner

By Charlie Luthin, 
Executive Director
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Restoration Season Underway!
By the time you receive this newsletter, we will 
have successfully conducted six volunteer stew-
ardship days at the Hillside Prairie and Oak Sa-
vanna at Badger. Our volunteers have focused on 
eliminating the pervasive and fast-growing gar-
lic mustard, dame’s rocket and invasive shrubs. 
Thanks to a grant from Sauk County (ATC fund-
ing) and a C.D. Besadny Conservation grant (see 
grant article elsewhere), we have hired two sea-
sonal restoration specialists this season. Bob 
Schwartz, a recent graduate of UW-Madison in 
Forestry, serves as our Volunteer Coordinator 

overseeing the Saturday restoration work days at 
Badger. Grace Vosen, a 2016 graduate of North-
land College and native of Sauk City, is our Prai-
rie Restoration Specialist focused on developing 
a restoration plan for the Badger Hillside Prairie 
and coordinating the collection of native seeds for 
planting there and in a native plant nursery on-
site. We welcome Bob and Grace to our team! 
Join us for our bi-monthly volunteer work days 
at Badger. See the schedule elsewhere in this 
newsletter and on our website:
saukprairievision.org 

Over the past several 
months, we have lost 
two long and loyal al-
lies of the Alliance: 
renowned wildlife art-

ist Victor Bahktin and 
global conservationist 
Rob Horwich. We feel 
their absence in our 
ongoing conservation 
efforts at Badger.

Victor Bahktin came to 
Baraboo in 1992 at the 
invitation of the Inter-
national Crane Founda-
tion, where he served 
as artist in residence 
for several years, paint-
ing exquisitely detailed 
murals illustrating the 
world’s cranes and 
their habitats. Victor 
created an enormous 
portfolio of public and 
private paintings, in-
cluding a set of de-
tailed historic murals 
at the UW-Madison 
Arboretum. In 1998, 
Alliance founders Mary 
Yeakel and Virginia 
Metcalf commissioned 

Victor to paint the now 
iconic image that we 
use as our “mascot,” 
Sauk Prairie Remem-
bered: A Vision for the 
Future. That painting, 
now hanging in the 
West Square Building 
in Baraboo, has been 
and continues to be 
the visual depiction of 
the Alliance’s dream 
for the future of the 
Badger Lands. Victor 
died in late November 
2016 at the age of 65.

From the very incep-
tion of the Alliance—
originally named the 
Community Conserva-
tion Coalition for the 
Sauk Prairie—Rob Hor-
wich and his non-profit 
organization, Commu-
nity Conservation Con-
sultants (later, Com-
munity Conservation, 

Inc.), played a vital role 
in our organization’s 
development and activ-
ities. Not only did Rob’s 
group serve as our fis-
cal agent, accepting 
donations on behalf of 
our coalition, but he 
also helped formulate 
various “vision” docu-
ments as planning for 
the decommissioned 
Badger Plant unfolded. 
Rob attended count-
less meetings about 
the future of Badger, 
always offering his 
sage advice to our na-
scent coalition. Rob re-
mained interested and 
involved in Badger until 
his death in February 
2017.

We mark the passing 
of these dear friends 
with sadness and grat-
itude.

Losses: 
Two Giants of 
our Community

Grace Vosen

Bob Schwartz
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In 2016, on 96 occasions I drove the 8½ mile 
route mapped by the Wisconsin Department of 
Natural Resources in the Sauk Prairie Stater Rec-
reation Area at the former Badger Army Ammu-
nition Plant. A survey of all animal sightings were 
run from approximately 9:00am to 10:30am, be-
ginning on March 20 and ending on 17 November.
 
The only animal noted on all the surveys was the 
Song Sparrow, followed by American Robin (91), 
Mourning Dove (77), Blue Jay (75), Crow (73), 
Eastern Meadowlark (70), Flicker (70), Cardinal 
(65), Cowbird (62), and Starling (58). A total of 90 
species of birds were recorded. Twelve mam-
mal species included three species of tree squir-
rels, cottontail rabbit, coyote, and two species of 
shrews. The following amphibians were noted: 
chorus frog, spring peeper, wood frog, leopard 
frog and toad. Included among the twelve butter-
fly species observed were three species of swal-
lowtails, viceroy, monarch and three species of 
sulphurs. One moth, the Virginia Ctenucha, was 
also found.
 
For further information, contact Ken at: 
kilange@charter.net

Bluebird Report
By Donna and Bill Stehling

Together we manage a 20-mile, 67-house Blue-
bird Trail on the Badger Lands. Most of the hous-
es get occupied by Bluebirds, Tree Swallows, 
House Wrens and even mice! Bluebirds prefer 
grassland/meadow for nesting, and we try to site 
the houses in open landscape, relatively free of 
shrub growth. That is getting harder at Badger, as 
shrubs are taking over!

It takes two to three hours to complete the entire 
nest count. Our first visit is in March, when we 
check the houses, evict the mice and clean the in-
teriors. We also make repairs and sometimes re-
locate houses if the site has become too shrubby. 
New houses are added or we replace old hous-
es. Early in the season male Bluebirds are often 
perched on houses. The males come early and 
select several houses which they show to their 
mates when they arrive in April. 

The various species using Badger nest boxes 
may have two or even three clutches in a season. 
For that reason we check every week from April 
through September. Here are the results of our 
2016 bluebird nest survey. 

  Bluebird        Tree Swallow    House Wren
173 hatchlings     74 hatchlings        153 Hatchlings
137 fledglings      35 fledglings           39 fledglings
 

Animal Surveys on the Sauk 
Prairie State Recreation Area: 
A Summary
By Ken Lange

20
16

We must be doing 
something right these 
days; we have been 
successful at securing 
important grant and 
sponsorship funding 
from many sources. 
We are grateful for the 
recent support we have 
received: Sauk County 
ATC Fund ($60,000 for 
ecological restoration 
at Badger along the 

Great Sauk State Trail), 
Sauk County Arts, His-
tory and Humanities 
Grant Program ($5,000 
in support of “phase 
2” of our Visitor Guide, 
an expanded digital 
version focused on 
the cultural history of 
Badger), Alliant Energy 
Foundation ($3,000 in 
support of our ongoing 
presentation and tour 

series, “We Are Sauk 
Prairie”), and a C.D. 
Besadny Conservation 
Grant from the Natural 
Resources Foundation 
of Wisconsin ($1,000 
in support of our res-
toration volunteer co-
ordinator). Support for 
our Visitor Guide to 
the Badger Lands has 
come from REI, Mc-
Farlane’s in Sauk City 

and the Norma and 
Stanley DeBoer Quiet 
Trails Fund of the Nat-
ural Resources Foun-
dation of Wisconsin. In 
addition, the Ho Chunk 

Nation is providing par-
tial support through the 
Alliance for a breeding- 
bird survey on their 
property at Badger .

Grants and More Grants!

PHOTO: Randy Poelma, Ho-Chunk Nation (trail cam)
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LAWSUIT UPDATE

As our members know, the Alliance filed a number of law-
suits in Sauk County against the Wisconsin Department of 
Natural Resources and the Natural Resources Board imme-
diately following the Board’s approval of the Final Master 
Plan for the Sauk Prairie State Recreation Area in December 
2016. We also filed a petition seeking a “stay” or temporary 
injunction against the high impact activities planned by DNR 
at Badger that we feel would do irreparable environmental 
damage if allowed to proceed immediately. Simultaneous-
ly, we filed a complaint in federal court against the National 
Park Service and the General Services Administration, as 
they were complicit in accepting the DNR’s Final Plan in con-
travention of the underlying land transfer deeds and absent 
completion of a thorough Environmental Impact Statement 
(EIS), which is a violation of federal law.

In late February, Sauk County Circuit Court Judge Guy Rey-
nolds heard our case seeking a stay on high impact activities, 
and he made a final determination on March 15th. Unfortu-
nately, the judge denied our request for a stay. However, our 
attorneys feel that the judge may have been unaware of an 
important interpretation of the law, and they have asked the 
judge to reconsider his decision. Furthermore, not counting 
on the judge to change his mind, we have filed an appeal of 
the stay decision in appellate court.

If a state agency is in violation of state law, a complainant can 
request what is called a “contested case hearing” through 
a state administrative judge. Although we had requested 
a contested case hearing on the DNR’s Master Plan, DNR  

denied us that opportunity. Feeling that DNR’s decision was  
arbitrary, we have also asked the circuit court judge to over-
rule DNR and grant us a contested case hearing. 

We expect decisions on our reconsideration motion and  
appeal of the original stay decision within the next month  
or two. 

Confused? It is easy to be! Here is a synopsis:

1) Request for Stay of high impact activities in final plan 
(Denied, but we have asked for reconsideration of that 
decision and have appealed in a different court). Deci-
sions are expected in the next month or two.

2) Request for Contested Case Hearing (Denied by DNR, 
but requested for judge to reverse this DNR decision 
and thereby allow us to receive a contested case 
hearing). Decision expected sometime in the next six 
months. 

3) Lawsuit against WDNR and NRB: This is currently pro-
ceeding through the Sauk County Circuit Court. The 
court will first decide whether DNR should have grant-
ed us a contested case hearing (see #2 above) before 
getting to the merits of our lawsuit. This whole legal 
challenge may take one or more years to finalize.

4) Federal lawsuit against the National Park Service and 
GSA: This is proceeding through federal court. No mo-
tions have yet been filed. This process may take one or 
more years to finalize. 

Where do things stand?
Brian Potts and Danielle Grant-Keane
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For all events at Badger, meet at the main gate (across highway from Citgo 
Station) 15 minutes before start time. 

Thursday, May 18  6:30pm Tripp Museum, Prairie du Sac. If you Plant it, Will 
it Grow?  A 25-year synopsis of prairie restoration at the International Crane 
Foundation. (Jeb Barzen)

Saturday, May 20   9am to 12 noon, Badger.  Volunteer Restoration Day  

Sunday, May 21  2 tours, 1–3pm & 3:30–5:30pm Bluebirds of Badger!  

Thursday, June 8  6:30pm Tripp Museum, Prairie du Sac. A Prairie Bonanza! 
A Photographic Journey through Wisconsin’s Best Prairie Landscapes from 
Spring Thaw to Winter Freeze. (Scott Weber and Muffy Barrett)

Saturday, June 10  9am to 12 noon Badger.  Volunteer Restoration Day  

Sunday, June 11 2 tours, 1–3pm & 3:30–5:30pm Bluebirds of Badger!  

Sunday, June 18  2 tours, 1–3pm & 3:30–5:30pm Bluebirds of Badger!  

Saturday, June 24  9am to 12 noon, Badger.  Volunteer Restoration Day

Badger cultural history. 
Fire ecology. Large-scale 
prairie restoration. Frogs 
and salamanders. These 
are among the topics 
recently presented during 
our “We Are Sauk Prairie” 
monthly program series; 
the very successful series 
is continuing through 

2017. The Alliance has 
hosted monthly programs 
since September 2016, 
sponsored by Alliant  
Energy Foundation.   
Alliant support has been 
renewed for the program 
series through the remain-
der of 2017.  

UPCOMING PROGRAMS
Thursday, May 18 “If 
you Plant it, Will it Grow? 
A 25-year synopsis of 
prairie restoration at 
the International Crane 
Foundation” 

Jeb Barzen, ecologist, Private 
Lands Conservation LLC

Thursday, June 8  “A 
Prairie Bonanza! A Photo-
graphic Journey through 
Wisconsin’s Best Prairie 
Landscapes from Spring 
Thaw to Winter Freeze” 

Scott Weber and  
Muffy Barrett, co-owners,  
Bluestem Farm, Baraboo

The evening programs begin 
at 6:30pm in Tripp Heritage 
Museum, 565 Water Street, 
Prairie du Sac. The programs 
are free and open to the 
public. Refreshments are 
provided.  

Alliance members will receive 
a complete program schedule 
for the remainder of the year. 
Please check our website for 
further details and updates: 
SaukPrairieVision.org

Spring Programs: We Are Sauk Prairie Series Continues

Membership expiring? 
Not a member yet, 
but like what you see? 

Make a donation or  
JOIN the ALLIANCE online at  
saukprairievision.org 
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Alliance Calendar   Membership expiring? 
Not a member yet, 
but like what you see?


