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Hello BMAP,

We've had a pleasant, albeit muggy
August, and I can feel fall rapidly
approaching.  Plenty of trees are setting
fruit, and seed collecting season is
beginning to ramp up! With seed being
a key tool in our toolbox as land
managers, collecting your own seed or
sharing with your friends and
neighbors can be a simple, cost-
effective way to foster biodiversity.  

We are wrapping up our season
of BMAP events at the end of this
month, but there are plenty of
opportunities to get out and about
before the cool weather comes. Dane
County Parks and The Prairie
Enthusiasts will be hosting volunteer
seed collecting workdays, and
Wisconsin Prescribed Fire Council will
continue to train folks on the safe
implementation of prescribed burning.
Fall is an excellent time to combine
prescribed fire and sowing of native
seed. Sowing seed after a fall burn
maximizes seed-to-soil contact and
allow seeds to naturally stratify all
winter, so a bit of fall planning and
preparation can go a long way!

As the field season winds down, I am
still be able to provide a site visits to
help you plan for next year. If you
would like a consulting visit and site
report tailored to you and your
property, fill out our Site Visit
Questionnaire or email me at
ecologist@bluemounds.org. Otherwise,
Look forward to our announcement of
our Winter Lecture Series, and feel free
to reach out to discuss any land
management topics!

Symphyotricum  - Credit: Sam Anderson

Cardinal Flower (Lobelia cardinalis)- Credit:
Sam Anderson

The energy and support of our BMAP community has been a highlight of the summer.
Every donation, event, and neighborly invitation to join BMAP builds our community and
build a stronger restoration community in southern Wisconsin. Let's keep the momentum
going!

Sam Anderson 
Outreach Ecologist 
ecologist@bluemounds.org 

BMAP Merchandise now available!
A portion of every purchase goes directly to supporting BMAP and our mission. 

BMAP Membership Renewal 

Thank you to all the BMAP members that have renewed their membership for
2026! BMAP is entirely funded by the commitment and generosity of our members,
making every donation and membership extremely important to our organization. If you
are unsure, you can always contact us directly to confirm your membership status.

BMAP has a range of membership options to match your commitment to our mission and
community. Thank you for your continued support.

Desmodium canadense - Credit: Sam Anderson
 

BMAP Summer Events
With the last of our BMAP Summer events at the end of August, we encourage you to
join us on a unique through-hike experience at our namesake! Also keep an eye out
for our upcoming 2027 Winter Lecture Series that will include professionals from

the Wisconsin Prescribed Fire Council, UW Extension, and more!

Walk with a Naturalist - Blue Mounds State Park to Parrish Oak
Savanna

Saturday August 29
12:00 PM – 4:00 PM

Dane County, Moyer Rd, Vermont, WI 53517, USA

A joint BMAP event with The Prairie Enthusiasts, this 5.5mi through-hike starts at Blue
Mounds State Park, moves through Pleasure Valley Conservancy, and ends at the TPE

Parrish Savanna. A great chance to enjoy the end of the growing season!

Upcoming BMAP Events

 
Know of a local event that might be of interest to BMAP Members? Send the information

to ecologist@bluemounds.org

Music on the Prairie
Sunday September 6

3:00pm-6:00pm
4551 Pleasant Valley Rd, Black Earth

Richard and Kelle Anderson were kind enough to extend an invitation to the BMAP
community to join their 6th annual Music on the Prairie.  Bring a snack, a seed, and

some sun protection to enjoy live music in a beautiful setting!

Ice Age Trail Alliance Events & Workdays
If you are looking to get to know the natural communities of southern WI or are hoping to

build skills in land management, the IATA has a weekly hikes and workdays in the Blue
Mounds area throughout April and May.

Dane County Parks Events
Dane county parks has a whole host of educational events and restoration workdays for

folks interested in enjoying and restoring grasslands and woodlands.

The Prairie Enthusiast Workdays
TPE regularly hosts work days throughout Wisconsin, but the Sauk-Empire chapter meets
regularly in our local area!  Join for a day of meeting like-minded volunteers that support

TPE properties

Other SW Wisconsin Events & Resources

Naturalist's Notebook
The season to take a closer look at grasses

 

Big bluestem aka Turkeyfoot (Andropogon gerardii) flowering at Faville Prairie on July
17.

Grasses are integral to grassland ecosystems, oak woodlands, and even forest understories,
but it can be easy to overlook the diversity within family Poaceae. Many grasses look
similar, and key identifying characteristics may only be present for a brief time when
species are flowering. 

But grasses are diverse, beautiful, and can tell us quite a bit about the place we call home.
The flowering and seed set in late summer and early fall make this the best time of year to
observe grasses. As you are out collecting seed or enjoying the gold and purple of the late
summer prairie, consider taking a closer look at the grasses you are undoubtedly walking
through. Here are some photos and vocabulary to help you see our Wisconsin grasses from
a different perspective.

Each spikelet on Bottlebrush grass (Elymus hystrix) has two long awns aid in dispersal.
credit: Sam Anderson

Grass, sedge, or rush?
An old saying begins,

Sedges have edges, rushes are round, and grasses have nodes from the top to the
ground...

Though there are iterations on this phrase, it does a good job of introducing many of us to
our 'grassy' flora. Sedges typically have a triangular stem cross section, as opposed to the
rounded cross sections of grasses and rushes. Sedges are also often most abundant in
wetland ecosystems. Rushes typically prefer wet substrates as well, but their round
unjointed stems typically end with obvious flowers with 6 tepals (petal-like structures), a
notable variation from our grasses.

Waxy, blue nodes on little bluestem (Schizachyrium scoparium). credit: Sam Anderson

Grasses have the distinction of having jointed stems, with enlarged nodes regularly spaces
along the hollow, rounded, stem.  These joints are a great thing to notice, though smaller
sedges, rushes, and grasses can all appear similar in size and stature, especially early in the
growing season. 

Grass stems: early season clues

Before flowering, identifying grasses in the early summer using leaves and stems can be a
tricky feat. But to the trained naturalist, leaf size and texture, habitat, and structures at the
leaf nodes can help us get a positive identification.

The overlapping leaf sheath and pointy auricles of indian grass (Sorghastrum nutans).
credit: Sam Anderson

Grass stems several structures important to identification that can be quickly observed in
the field. Just like a shirt collar, leaf collars come in many different shapes. The leaf collar
wraps around the stem at each leaf node, and it can be open, overlapping, or even fused
(like many of our sedges).  Moving up the leaf, many grasses have little structures that
flare away from the leaf collar. These auricles (from the Latin word for ear), can be
rounded, pointed, or noticeably absent! Finally, tucked in between the leaf blade and the
stem at the base of the leaf, is a structure called a ligule (from the Latin word for tongue).
this ligule can be squared, rounded, papery, hairy, or entirely absent from some grasses. 

a feathery, ciliate ligule on switchgrass (Panicum virgatum); credit: Sam Anderson

Though these traits alone may not give you a species ID, comparing and contrasting
grasses in the field can help you differentiate species before they flower. For example, an
easy way to tell Big Bluestem and Indian grass apart early in the growing season is to look
for auricles: Indian grass has small, sharp auricles, while Big Bluestem has a rounded leaf
base. 

 
Tiny flowers, big takeaways

The general shape of the inflorescence can be important. Big Bluestem is often called
Turkeyfoot by some naturalists due to the shape of the flowering structure. Other species
like Prairie Brome (Bromus kalmii) can be quickly ID'ed due to the drooping shape of the
inflorescence. Grass flowers are some of the smallest in our flora, and grasses like Timothy
grass (Phleum pratense) and cattails producing hundreds of flowers in dense, compact
inflorescences. 

Drooping prairie brome (Bromus kalmii). credit: Sam Anderson 

By and large, many grasses are easier to identify when flowering. Grasses are wind
pollinated, and are exceptionally well adapted for it! A single plant can contain hundreds
of small flowers, and most grasses produce bisexual flowers, meaning they produce pollen-
bearing stamen and receptive ovaries. These stamen dangle and disperse pollen readily,
while feathery stigma catch drifting pollen. Though only visible for a short time, these
flowers can be beautiful!

Spikelets from switchgrass (Panicum virgatum); credit: Sam Anderson

 There are a few structures unique to grass flowers. Each individual grass inflorescence is
called a spikelet. At the base of each spikelet are a pair of glumes, or sterile bracts. Grass
flowers don't have petals, but they do have small bracts call the lemma (the larger, lower
bract) and palea (smaller upper bract) that wrap around the reproductive structures. 
When flowering, the stamens (male) and stigmas (female) parts of the flower push out
from the lemma and palea to disperse/receive pollen. Occasionally, the lemma also
produces a long filament called an awn that can aid in seed dispersal, as seen in
bottlebrush grass (Elymus hystrix) foxtails (Setaria).

A full spikelet from indian grass (Sorghastrum nutans), with a long awn extending from
the lemma. credit: Sam Anderson

A feathery stigma of indian grass (Sorghastrum nutans), adapted to catch pollen; credit:
Sam Anderson

Anthers from indian grass (Sorghastrum nutans); credit: Sam Anderson

Grasses are some of the most abundant native and invasive species in our flora.
Understanding their identification, biology, and the timing of their flowering and seed set
can be important tools for land stewards. Collecting seed can supplement our younger
restorations and promote prescribed fire by producing additional fuel. Catching invasive
or over abundant species like Reed Canary Grass, Phragmites, or non-native cattails
before they set seed can also be key in limiting their establishment and spread. 
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Tightly packed spikelets of prairie cordgrass (Sporobolus michauxianus, formerly
Spartina pectinata). credit: Sam Anderson

If nothing else, grasses are beautiful, and paying attention to their ephemeral flowers and
unique forms adds another layer of texture and diversity to Wisconsin's landscape.

BMAP on Facebook
The Blue Mounds Area Project is a good place to find information about upcoming events,
but it’s a one-way flow of information. We also have the BMAP Group, a great way to
connect with other BMAP members and share land management insights. To facilitate
engagement, we’ll soon begin posting regular conversation starters.

At any time you can also post:

Restoration-related questions

Requests for help with burns

Extra seeds or plants to share

Photos of what’s growing in your prairie or woodland

Anything else that relates to ecological restoration in WI

The group is open to all landowners and allies in the Driftless Area of WI or surrounding
areas who are working to restore native biodiversity and ecosystem health.

The Blue Mounds Area Project is a community-based
organization that seeks to inspire, inform and empower

private landowners in the Southwestern Wisconsin region
to enjoy, protect and restore native biodiversity and

ecosystem health.

Thanks to all our members for your support!
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