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FOA Celebrates Sixty Years

Phase 1: Ted Sperry and the Run-Up to
the First FOA Meeting in 1962
By Frank Court, author of Pioneers of Ecological Restoration

This is part 1 of a 3-part series

The Native Plant Sale is back
in the tent for 2022. Mark your
calendars — May 14, 2022. Early
shopping for Friends at 9 a.m.
and general public from 10 a.m.
until plants sell out.
For a list of plants that will be
available, visit foamadison.org

T

he Arboretum was three years old. The day was the 20th of June 1935,
two months before the CCC, the Civilian Conservation Corp, moved a
company of enrollees into the Arboretum which for the next six years would
be known as Camp Madison. On that day in June 1935, Aldo Leopold,
Arboretum co-director in charge of Arboretum research, forwarded an FYI
memo across the UW campus to Norman Fassett, G. William Longenecker,
and Franz Aust, all proponents of a tall grass prairie restoration experiment.
Leopold had discovered what they and other members of the newly formed
University Arboretum Committee including, among others, Colonel Joseph W.
“Bud” Jackson, a key participant in the establishment in 1962 of the Friends of
the Arboretum, had been looking for — a rare species those days — a graduate
prairie ecologist named Theodore “Ted” Sperry who had recently received a
doctorate in botany from the University of Illinois and was now with the U.S.
Forest Service in Southern Illinois.
Leopold’s memo contained a simple bibliographical reference to a condensed
version of Sperry’s doctoral dissertation on prairie plant root systems published
Continued on next page
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in April 1935 in the journal Ecology. On July 18th 1935, a
month before the CCC arrived, Leopold wrote to Sperry
asking if he would be interested in directing CCC enrollees
in the creation of a tall grass prairie on a tract of Arboretum
land. Sperry was interested but an interview was required.
Leopold, however, was going to Germany in late July and
would return in November. Fassett would conduct the
interview. Leopold advised that following the interview
the decision to hire Sperry would be Fassett’s, a decision
he would support. He also noted that incumbent upon the
position was experience managing work crews and the
necessary scientific credentials to “put in a prairie.”
Fassett, following an August interview, recommended
Sperry for the position. But it was a National Park Service
(NPS) position requiring government approval that had
been delayed. When Leopold returned from Germany
in late November 1935, the appointment still was not
approved. An NPS letter advised that the position should go
to someone from inside the state of Wisconsin. Sperry was
from Illinois. The only Wisconsin applicant was Mr. O. M.
Osborne who was endorsed by powerful Wisconsin senator,
“Young Bob,” Robert M. La Follete, Jr. Leopold was having
none of it. Here are excerpts from his reply: “Mr. Osborne…
is a kindly elderly gentleman…with a good botanical
background, but no ecology…As a practical man to move

September 1936: Ted Sperry supervising CCC crew doing transplanting.

dirt…, [Mr. Osborne] might be better than a…scientist
like Sperry. But as a planner of ecological experiments…
he would help not at all…If we take Sperry, we have…
the chance of doing something…of great future import to
conservation….This ‘prairie ecologist’ venture is…serious
and difficult…and now in danger of being sidetracked.”
By February 1936 Sperry had been appointed and was
on his way to Madison. His arrival marked the beginning
of a lengthy experiment in prairie restoration that would
lead to a formal prairie dedication on Sunday, October
14, 1962, that also marked the first official meeting of the
newly formed FOA.

Luncheon-Lectures Series Update
Due to lingering concerns about
COVID, large group meetings and food
service, the FOA Luncheon-Lectures
Committee has decided to finish out
the 2021–2022 series using the virtual
format. The Lunchtime Lectures for April–June are posted on

the FOA web page (foamadison.org) and registration is open
for all of them. You will be happy to learn that we are currently
planning to return to in-person schedule in the fall. Please
look for the announcement of our 2022–2023 schedule and
registration information in future issues of NewsLeaf and our
email newsletter The LEAF.

Wednesday, May 11, 12:00 – 1:15 p.m.
Birds of the Arboretum: Spring Migration and
Citizen Science – Chuck Henrikson

Wednesday, June 8, 12:00 – 1:15 p.m.
Managing Wisconsin Water Resources: Past,
Present and Future – Carl Sinderbrand & Paul Kent

In the depths of winter we look forward to spring and the return
of birds to the Arboretum. There are not many resident bird
species in the Arboretum in the winter months, but during spring
migration the number of bird species jumps dramatically. Some
of the new arrivals stay all summer while others pass through
heading north to find appropriate habitats for both food and
reproductive success. Who are these migrants, where did they
live in the winter and what is their final destination? Chuck will
explore a variety of examples. He will also describe some of his
experiences with eBird, a website that allows citizen scientists
around the world to identify and count the birds they see and
hear, and contribute their information to a single database.

Water is one of those resources we often take for granted here
in Wisconsin. Unlike Western states, which often face water
constraints and shortages, we often have too much water. Yet
there are uses of water in Wisconsin, especially groundwater,
that are not sustainable in terms of both quantity and quality.
Our water resources and the law governing the use of water have
shaped the development of our state. Today we must think about
managing both water quantity and water quality issues for a
sustainable future. Carl Sinderbrand and Paul Kent are attorneys
in the Madison area who have been personally involved in
some of the key legislative and judicial decisions on water law
in Wisconsin. They are also on the Board of the Friends of the
Arboretum. Their talk will review some of the basics of Wisconsin
water law, its history, the need for effective regulations, and the
challenges that lie ahead for managing water quality and quantity
for both surface water and groundwater resources.

Chuck is a Volunteer Steward in the Arboretum, serves on the
Arboretum Board of Visitors and started year round bird walks in
the Arboretum in 2015 that continue to the present.

types of northern and southern
Wisconsin. The most important step
in successful native plant gardening is
matching the plants to your garden or
restoration site, beginning with using
plants native to your region.

Susan Carpenter

Each of us can contribute to land
health and diverse landscapes through
planting and caring for native plants
in our communities. Your experience
and stewardship can inspire others as
you share what you learn. Whether
you are an experienced native plant
gardener, or just getting started, have a
wonderful gardening season. We’ll see
you at the Friends of the Arboretum
plant sale on May 14!
Friends of the Arboretum terrace in the Native Plant Garden, UW–Madison Arboretum

Making an Impact with Native Plants
We seek to create and support
engaged communities fostering
healthy and diverse landscapes.

T

his is the Arboretum’s desired
impact in the world, introduced in
our 2021 strategic plan. To achieve this
impact, our work includes managing
and restoring land, conducting a wide
range of biophysical, ecological, and
cultural research, creating in-depth
learning opportunities for all ages,
engaging volunteers and community
members in monitoring and caring
for land, encouraging sustainable
gardening and landscaping practices at
and beyond the Arboretum, and more.
We encourage everyone to incorporate
native plants into yards, gardens, and
large and small community landscapes.
When native plants are planted and
managed in place of lawn, ornamental
plantings of few species, fallow fields,
or former agricultural plots, they
become the basis of connected and
productive food webs. Insect, bird, and
mammal diversity increases. A diverse
native garden is full of life.
Native plant gardens are sustainable.
Perennial plants may simply grow
in size over years, or produce new
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plants from underground stems and
germinating seeds. The garden itself
can be a source of new plants through
dividing large plants or collecting
seed. Perennial roots stabilize soils and
increase water infiltration into the soil.
The garden persists but also changes
with changing conditions, such as the
amount of shade or plant competition.
These gardens are managed with low
inputs. For example, we do not mow,
fertilize, water, or use pesticides,
especially insecticides. Adapted to
local climate, many native plants are
drought resistant. Others can thrive
in areas with excessive or fluctuating
moisture. Useful and necessary
gardener inputs include identifying
species, monitoring, and weeding or
“editing” if certain species seem to
decrease the diversity (for example,
we try to remove Canada goldenrod
where it has seeded into gardens).
Native plants have evolved over
millennia with native animals, fungi,
soil biota, and more, on local soils and
climate. They are “of” a place, adapted
to soils and climate, belonging to
regional plant communities that
can be recognized by location. For
example, compare native vegetation

—Susan Carpenter,
WI Native Plant Garden Curator,
UW–Madison Arboretum

Your FOA Donations
at Work
Education and outreach programs
have faced steep challenges in the
last two years, but with your support,
we are happy to say that 2022 will
see the return of many of our inperson educational offerings. One
very popular example is the Earth
Focus Day Camp (EFDC), which
has offered summer nature-filled
programs since 1991. After a twoyear hiatus, EFDC is back and very
nearly sold out! Spearheaded by
our Youth & Community Education
Coordinator Jennifer Mitchell, these
week-long sessions for kids aged
5–14 empower children to be a
positive influence on their world
by introducing them to the habitats
and ecosystems of the Arboretum
and helping to nurture a sense of
wonder for nature. Your donation to
Friends of the Arboretum supports
EFDC and much more. Thank you
for sticking with us over the last two
years as both donors and wonderful
Arboretum advocates.
— Erica Lee,
Advancement Manager,
UW–Madison Arboretum
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Where It Really Counts
Just after the first star
blinks into place, she hears it —
Beep, from ground level. Beep.
She is walking out
the firelane, the better to look west
into fading light, and until that moment
all the voices were robins
and song sparrows
and redwings aplenty. She stops
and silently pivots
to face the new sound; she waits,
and a few stars later
comes the reward — the woodcock
soars, twittering,
curving so high that she loses him
against the deepening dusk.
When the next one flies
she is ready, and tracks him with glasses
till he kisses the sky
and plunges earthward. She will stay
through many performances — rich
beyond measure,
alone on the prairie
counting stars
and dark
dancing
shadows.
—Kathy Dodd Miner (1999)

Exploring the UW Arboretum Grady Tract
Thursday, May 19, 9:00 to 11:30 a.m.
$20.00, Limited to 20 people
By popular demand, we return to the
beautiful Grady Tract and Greene Prairie to
see spring’s glory as Michael Hansen, the
Arboretum Land Care Manager, leads us on
an exploration of this much-loved part of
the Arboretum. We’ll learn about the history
of this unique section of the Arboretum,
some of the plants and animals that call
it home, and the recent research and
restoration work being done there…perhaps
we’ll be lucky to see work in progress!

No facilities, some uneven and sloping
terrain on gravel roads and dirt trails.
Trip will go on rain or shine so dress
appropriately, but in the event of a
thunderstorm the back-up date will be
Thursday, May 26. Meet at the Arboretum
Visitor Center parking lot at 8:45 a.m. and
we will car pool the short distance across
the Beltline to the Grady Tract. Please see
registration details at foamadison.org.

Garden & Nature Community Reading Group
Join other garden, plant, and wildlife
enthusiasts to discuss books and ideas
about gardening, plants, nature, and the
environment in the Garden & Nature
Community Reading Group. This
group is a partnership between Olbrich
Botanical Gardens, Steenbock Library,
the UW Arboretum and Schumacher
Farm Park. All discussions are free and
open to the public and participants are
encouraged to read the selected book
prior to participating in the discussion.
All meetings are at Olbrich Botanical
Gardens from 6:30 – 8:00 p.m. on the
dates shown. Books are not supplied
but are available at Schumacher
Library, partner libraries, and the
Madison Public Library system. To
sign up for any of these discussions,
please call (608) 246-5805 or email
olbrichplantinfo@cityofmadison.com
May Discussion: Best Reads
Get ready for summer
and join us for an
open discussion of
favorite gardening

and nature books! We will swap ideas,
talk gardening plans, and share favorite
titles. There is no assigned book for
this discussion — just come and enjoy!
Meeting Date: Thursday, May 5, 2022.
September Read:
Bicycling with
Butterﬂies My
10,201-Mile Journey
Following the
Monarch Migration
by Sara Dykman,
winner of the 2021
National Outdoor
Book Award in
Outdoor Literature. In Bicycling
with Butterﬂies, Dykman recounts her
incredible journey becoming the first
person to bicycle alongside monarch
butterflies on their annual migration — a
round-trip adventure that included
three countries and more than 10,000
miles alone on a bicycle made of
recycled parts. Meeting Date: Tuesday,
September 27, 2022.

