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

SPECIAL 20TH ANNIVERSARY ISSUE

When, in fall of 1997, the Army announced that 
it was going to decommission the Badger Army 
Ammunition Plant constructed on the former Sauk 
Prairie between Baraboo and Sauk City in 1942, 
this stirred the interest of many citizens from the 
area. A group of insightful individuals from the 
region immediately saw an opportunity lying dor-
mant beyond the chain link fence, barbed wire and 
1,400 buildings that comprised Badger. A group of 
over 30 conservationists met at the International 
Crane Foundation’s Ron Sauey Library (Baraboo) in 
mid-December 1997 and began crafting a vision 
for a “green future” for the Badger Plant. These 
conservationists were able to look beyond the 
massive and extensive Badger infrastructure and 
envision the restoration of the former Sauk Prai-
rie grasslands. On that day 20 years ago the Sauk 
Prairie Conservation Alliance was born.

Countless meetings, conversations and commu-
nications ensued. The loose group named itself 
the Community Conservation Coalition for the 
Sauk Prairie in 1998, crafted a vision statement, 
and began recruiting conservation, civic and other 
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Mary Yeakel (l) and Virginia Metcalf (r) confer with artist Victor Bahktin as Alliance’s iconic painting is being completed, 1998.  
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groups from the region to sign onto the Coali-
tion’s vision. That effort was greatly aided when 
two of our founders, Mary Yeakel and Virginia 
Metcalf, commissioned renowned wildlife artist 
Victor Bahktin (conveniently artist-in-residence at 
the Crane Foundation at the time) to paint what 
became the iconic visual depiction of the Coa-
lition’s dream landscape, ‘Sauk Prairie Remem-
bered: A Vision for the Future.” 

Mary and Virginia showed the massive painting 
widely, in lobbies of hotels and banks, at civic 
groups, churches, schools, special events, and 
wherever else they could get an audience. It 
worked! What began as a novel idea became 
a full-scale “citizen movement” as individuals 
began to buy into the “green dream” for the 
7,400-acre Badger property. Over several years 
of educational programs, presentations, lec-
tures and events, the members of the Coalition 
spread their green vision for Badger throughout 
the state. By the time a formal decision-making 
process was finally agreed to—the Badger Re-
use Committee created in 2000—the foundation 
for a green future at Badger had been securely 
laid within the community, and by members of 
the community. 

The Coalition’s vision prevailed, and today, 20 
years later, we are fortunate to have a huge 
green space in southern Wisconsin, half of 
which is public land and much of which is to 
be restored to grassland habitat, attracting a 
diversity of wildlife and offering recreational 
opportunities to citizens for generations to 
come. The Coalition was formally incorporated 
as a non-profit organization—The Sauk Prairie 
Conservation Alliance— in 2002 to carry out the 
vision created with the “Badger Reuse Plan” 
signed by the Committee members in 2001. 

This special issue of our newsletter celebrates 
the hundreds of volunteers who made that 
green vision possible through their dedicated 
efforts, and who have been part of this mag-
nificent transformation of Badger into a green 
space over the past 20 years. 

ALLIANCE HIGHLIGHTS
EDUCATION
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The Alliance has been deeply involved in educational activities about 
and at the Badger lands and the Sauk Prairie area for 20 years

1 PRAIRIE FESTIVALS  
“One pivotal moment 
I remember was the 
Prairie Festival & 
Dave Fordham prairie 
planting along Hwy 
12 in 2004 after Dave 
Fordham died. That 
event seemed like 
the first major public 
event on the property, 
even though we had 
been restoring the 
prairie and leading bus 
tours before.”  Aman-
da Fuller   (photo: 
Curt Meine)  Several 
subsequent “prairie 
festivals” were coordi-
nated by the Alliance. 

2 AGRICULTURE AND 
CONSERVATION 
The Coalition spon-
sored a workshop on 
Agriculture and Con-
servation at Badger in 
January 2001

3 BADGER APPLE 
CORPS The Alliance’s 
“Badger Apple Corps” 
project has included 
mapping, monitoring 
and preserving historic 
(pre-WWII) apple trees 
at Badger. Grafting 
workshops were of-
fered by the Alliance in 
spring 2017 and 2018 
for volunteers to learn 
grafting techniques 
while also successfully 
grafting hundreds of 
Badger apple “scions” 
onto rootstock to pre-
serve these old trees 
in perpetuity. (photo: 
Anders Gurda)

4 LECTURE SERIES 
The Alliance’s first 
major public program 
was the 10-part lecture 
series at the new River 
Arts Center in Prairie 
du Sac in 2000. 

5 SAUK PRAIRIE DAY 
The Alliance attracted 
120 people to “Sauk 
Prairie Day, “ a day of 
programs and explor-
ing remnant prairies 
near Sauk City, includ-
ing at Badger. Rob 
Nurre, then-Alliance 
president, provided 
background on the Alli-
ance’s long restoration 
project at the Badger 
Hillside Prairie. 

6 EDUCATIONAL TOURS  
Since its inception, the 
Alliance has offered 
countless educational 
tours at Badger for 
all age groups, from 
school kids to adults. 
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December 16, 1997 First 
informal meeting of con-
servationists in Baraboo 
to discuss the opportu-
nity presented by the 
Army’s announcement of 
the decommissioning of 
the Badger Army Ammu-
nition Plant.

1998 Formation of the 
Community Conservation 
Coalition for the Sauk 
Prairie; “Sauk Prairie 
Remembered—A Vision 
for the Future” painting 
commissioned to depict 
our “green vision” for 
Badger.

1998–2000 Coalition  
”vision” and proposal 
crafted and signed onto 
by numerous conserva-
tion and civic groups in 
region; extensive com-
munity outreach with 
painting (programs, talks, 
exhibits) throughout 
region and state, to gain 
support for the “green 
vision” for the Badger 
Lands; the Coalition 
fosters and facilitates 
conversations among key 
interested parties, includ-
ing the Ho-Chunk Nation, 
WDRN, and USDA Dairy 
Forage Research Center.

1999 First volunteer res-
toration program by Coa-
lition and UW-Madison at 
Badger Army Plant .

2000  Coalition hosted a 
10-part public Lecture 
Series at new River Arts 
Center in Prairie du Sac 
featuring cultural and 
natural aspects of the 
Sauk Prairie and attracted 
hundreds of interested 
citizens.

2000–2001  communi-
ty-based Badger Reuse 
Committee created to 
find consensus on the fu-
ture of the Badger Plant, 
resulting in final report, 

“Badger Reuse Plan” 
signed by 21 participants 
including the Coalition, 
federal and state (DNR) 
officials, county and 
municipal representatives 
and other stakeholders. 
The Reuse Plan estab-
lished 9 core values for 
the future of Badger.

2001 Coalition organizes 
a workshop on agricul-
ture and conservation at 
Badger.

2002  The loose “Coali-
tion” is formally incor-
porated as a non-profit 
organization—Sauk 

Prairie Conservation Al-
liance—to promote the 
implementation of the 
Badger Reuse Plan. 

2001–present Alliance 
deeply invested in Bad-
ger Intergovernmental 
Group, later to become 
Badger Oversight & 
Management Commis-
sion meetings; contin-
uous public education, 
tours and programs 
around Badger and the 
Sauk Prairie landscape; 
service learning for 
kids; ongoing ecological 
restoration by volun-
teers at Badger. 

ADVOCACY

1 COALITION MEM-
BERS CRAFT A CON-
SERVATION MESSAGE 
Over its 20 years, the 
Alliance volunteers 
attended hundreds of 
formal and informal 
meetings, workshops, 
hearings and other 
public events to share 
their conservation 
vision for Badger, for 
promoting a “green 
future” for the land, 
and to defend the 
Badger Reuse Plan 
that set the foundation 
for future land use at 
Badger.

2 BADGER REUSE PLAN 
The Coalition was one 
of 21 stakeholders 
that participated in the 
9-month long “Badger 
Reuse Committee” in 
2000-2001. The Coali-
tion’s detailed proposal 
for a green future 
at Badger prevailed. 
The final report of the 
Committee, now called 
the “Badger Reuse 
Plan,” details the 9 
core values that guided 
the future land use of 
Badger. All 7,400 acres 
at Badger will remain 
“green” in perpetuity.

3 POLITICAL CARTOONS 
“The landowners 
have ‘Miles to go and 
promises to keep!’ The 
Alliance will remind 
them of Robert Frost’s 
admonition and the 
promises they made 
to the land, each other 
and the community.”   
Gail Lamberty
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ALLIANCE  TIMELINE
HIGHLIGHTS… 
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2004  Alliance coordi-
nates “Sauk Prairie Fes-
tival” where 50+ people 
plant prairie in memory 
of David Fordham along 
Highway 12 at Badger

2005  “Picnic on the 
Prairie” and  2nd annual 
“Sauk Prairie Festival”

2006 3rd annual “Sauk 
Prairie Festival.”

2007  Alliance 10-year 
Anniversary Gala; 4th 
annual “Sauk Prairie 
Festival.”

2009 Coalition sponsored 
Tours of the Pioneer 

Cemeteries for families 
from the area. 

2013  Alliance and BOMC 
develop “Alternative 
4: Conservation/Low 
Impact Recreation 
Emphasis” land use 
scenario for future Sauk 
Prairie Recreation Area 
following DNR’s release 
of three possible alter-
natives, one of which 
allowed for various “high 
impact” activities such 
as ATV trails and a gun 
range. 

2014 Alliance creates a 
conceptual framework 

master plan for the entire 
Badger Property based 
on the Reuse Committee 
Report. Plan presented 
to BOMC land use Com-
mittee. Badger Apple 
Corps project is initiated 
by locating & mapping 
heritage apples at Badger.

2015  “Sauk Prairie 
Day” attracts 120 partic-
ipants for programs and 
prairie tours; new strate-
gic plan and mission

2016 (December) Natural 
Resources Board ap-
proves DNR’s Final Mas-
ter Plan for Sauk Prairie. 

State Recreation Area; 
Alliance hosts monthly 
lecture series, “We Are 
Sauk Prairie;”  produced 
“Volunteer Training 
Handbook” and host-
ed Training Workshop 
to train new volunteer 
leaders.

2017 Alliance files lawsuit 
against DNR and National 
Park Service for including 
“high impact” recreation 
activities in Master Plan 
for Recreation Area; Alli-
ance marks 12 miles of 
NEW hiking and biking 
trails on state land at 
Badger; Alliance publish-

es first “Visitor Guide” 
and map to Badger 
Lands; “Explore Badger 
Day” attracts over 100.

2018 20th Anniversa-
ry!  Alliance completes 
“Badger App,” a digital 
web-based application 
that interprets cultural 
and natural history at 
Badger, to accompany 
“Visitor Guide;” Premier 
of 26-minute documen-
tary on 20-year transfor-
mation of Badger Plant, 
“Restoring the Sauk 
Prairie: A Story of Hope 
and Healing.” 

RECREATION
In 2017, the Alliance produced the “Visitor 
Guide to the Badger Lands” that introduced 
visitors to the new Sauk Prairie State Recreation 
Area, a state-owned property open to the public 
for hiking, biking, horse riding and hunting.  The 
Alliance planned and marked 12 miles of hiking, 
biking and horse trails on the Sauk Prairie State 
Recreation Area in summer 2017, contributing 
over 300 hours of service to the DNR.

BADGER LANDS
Sauk Prairie

State 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 Lands

The 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
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RESTORATION

Since 1999, the Alliance has conducted hundreds of volunteer ecosystem restoration events with a focus on restoring native 
prairie and oak savanna on remnant sites within Badger. A considerable number of stewardship days have helped remove 
invasive species from a rare remnant landscape—Hillside Prairie & Savanna—on state land at Badger.

“Restoring Badger was a hook for me. It kept me in Wisconsin—and when I first heard about it, 
I knew what I wanted to do. I discovered that the idea of restoring Badger captivated a LOT of 
people, not just me.“    

—Amanda Fuller 

While this special newsletter is a retrospective on our 
very successful past twenty years, we are always looking 
and planning ahead. Will the Alliance be relevant into the 
future, having accomplished its most audacious original 
goal—to keep all of Badger green, in perpetuity? Abso-
lutely! All told, the combined lands at Badger represent 
5,000 acres of restorable land—land that will be converted 
from non-native shrubs and grasses to native prairie and 
oak savanna over time. That effort will take decades. The 
Alliance can play a major role in facilitating collaborative 
ecosystem restoration among all landowners by sharing its 
expertise in prairie planning, fund-raising, seed collecting 
and on-site restoration work.  

We are helping create a Memorial Apple Orchard with 
grafted heritage apples from old farmsteads to honor the 
farm families that lost their land in 1942 when the Army 
came knocking. We have a dream of securing support for a 
shared Visitor Center at Badger in which the diverse sto-
ries of past and recent peoples, from the Native Americans 
and European farmers, to the Army, and now the various 
landowners, can be shared and interpreted. A world-class 
visitor center would attract thousands of visitors to the 
Sauk Prairie area. To achieve that dream will require con-
siderable work, education and fund-raising! The Alliance is 
poised to meet that challenge.

THE NEXT 
20 YEARS
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Original Mission:   
The Sauk Prairie Con-
servation Alliance, Inc. 
supports conservation 
activities involving the 
Badger Army Ammuni-
tion Plant lands and the 
surrounding Sauk Prairie 
landscape, through 
education, research, 
ecological restoration 
and community partic-
ipation.”  The primary 
goal of the organization 
has always been and 
continues to be ensuring 
and facilitating imple-
mentation of the Badger 
Reuse Plan.

Current Mission:
The Sauk Prairie 
Conservation Alliance 
promotes cooperative 
conservation on the 
Badger lands and in 
the surrounding Sauk 
Prairie landscape.

Twenty years of CCSP/SPCA history packed with laughter, tears, 
celebrations, and frustrations offers an opportunity for reflection.  
A discussion of shared memories began on Dec. 14 at the final pre-
sentation in the Alliance 2017 speaker series. There is a wealth of 
individual memories that, combined, create an amazing mosaic of a 
significant chapter in the Sauk Prairie story.  Two decades of Badger 
citizen conservation advocacy presents an opportunity to review, 
remember, reflect and reassess.

There are many successes to be celebrated:  bringing people to the 
land, spearheading awareness of the property’s unique landscape, 
creating the Fordham prairie, restoration efforts at the Hillside prai-
rie, marking trails in the DNR recreation area and creating a small 
apple orchard nursery on the Dairy Forage lands. Perhaps the big-
gest and best victory of all:  no large scale commercial development 
on the landscape. In the beginning that was not a guaranteed out-
come, or even likely result. Success comes in many forms. Two de-
cades later an organization faithfully dedicated to the future of that 
abused landscape continues to raise its voice… all accomplished by 
stalwart local citizens who receive no personal gain or advantage 
for those many, many years of dedication.     

—Gail Lamberty

This special newsletter 
was printed courtesy of


