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The March 9 Friends of
the Black River meeting
ended up outdoors for a
special demonstration given by Derek Barkeim of
Seekers Wild.
Barkeim’s program on
wilderness survival attracted outdoor enthusiasts
from outside Jackson
County as well as county
residents and FBR members.
More about the program
and Barkeim’s fire starting
demonstration can be
found on page 4. Photo by
Pat McKnight
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Greetings from the Vice President
FBR President Steve Rake
is on vacation, so Vice President Mitch Wester is providing
the greetings in this issue of
Reading the River.
As spring arrives, things
get busier for the Friends of
the Black River. In honor of
Earth Day on April 23rd, we

have our annual cleanup with
the Jackson County Forestry
Department. We’ll all meet at
the Lake Wazee Park beach area at 8 a.m. to organize cleaning groups for the selected sites.
Pickup trucks are welcome to
haul the trash back to Lake
Greetings, continued on page 2

Vision

The Friends of the Black River is a citizen-led organization that is a wellinformed, respected, active contributor to projects and decision-making
enhancing the river and its watershed.

Mission
The Friends of the Black River will foster community appreciation,
understanding, and sustainable use of the river and its watershed by hosting
educational and enjoyable programs, events and conservation projects and by
promoting wise decision-making when issues affect the health of the Black
River Basin.

Upcoming meeting, programs and events schedule for 2016
April 13—Monthly meeting, wildlife biologist Scott
Roepke will to give a presentation about bears
April 23—Earth Day cleanup, 8 a.m.
May 11—Monthly meeting, informational meeting
about erosion situation on the Black River reservoir, see page 3 for more information
May 14—Spring wildflower walk, 10:30 a.m.
June 8—Monthly meeting, Mark Pfost will talk about
habitat restoration
July 2—Paddle in the Park, paddling opportunity for
the public, Lunda Community Park, 5 p.m.

August 13—Prairie wildflower walk
August 27—Annual river cleanup
September 14—Monthly meeting, topic to be
determined
October 12—Monthly meeting, Alan Stankevitz,
program on bird photography and bird identification during migration
November 9—Monthly meeting, topic to be determined
December 5—Annual holiday party
(Dates and programs subject to change)

Unless otherwise noted, regular monthly meetings will be held at 6:30 p.m. in the lower level community room of the Jackson County Bank.

Other local events of interest
April 30—Cystic Fibrosis Bike/Walk-a-Thon, information and registration forms are available
from Mitch and Sue Wester, BRF School District offices and the Chamber of Commerce.
May 7—5K Fun Run/Walk and Youth 1 Mile fundraiser for the Black River Falls School Forest,
information and registration posted online at
www.brf.org.
May 7—Robinson Creek Preservation Association
roadside cleanup, 9 a.m., start at intersection
of County Highway 0 and State Highway 27 in
Shamrock.

May 20—22—Fur Trader Rendezvous at Lost
Falls Campground, contact the campground at
schapers@lostfalls.com.
June 4—Robinson Creek Preservation Association’s annual breakfast, 8:30 a.m.
July 1–2—Karner Blue Butterfly Festival/Festival
in the Park, information posted on the Black
River Area Chamber of Commerce website.
September 10—GreenLifeXpo, 9 a.m.—4 p.m.,
Jackson County Fair Park, information posted
on Black River Area Chamber of Commerce
website.

Greetings from the vice president, continued from page 1
Wazee, where a dumpster will be located to
dump the trash in.
Separating recyclables is encouraged and
bags and gloves will be provided. A free lunch will
be provided at about noon.
To help with a lunch count, please call Steve
Rake at 715-284-2807. (He will be out of town for
a few weeks but his return by early April is assured.)
Jeff Polzin has organized several weekend
paddles ranging from easy to adventurous. He
can be contacted at 715-896-5534 for the
times and locations.
One of the paddles will be a trip from Hatfield to Halls Creek coming up on April 10 at

2

Reading the River ~ Spring 2016

Membership due postcard

10 a.m. Others include paddles down Morrison and
Robinson Creeks on April 2 and 3rd.
Jeff Polzin and Pat McKnight are going to lead
the Wildflower Hike at 10 a.m. on May 14th. Those
interested in carpooling should meet at the Chamber of Commerce office by 9:30 a.m.
Our group is also helping concerned landowners
living along the upper Black River meet with DNR
representatives and any other interested people
about the wakes created by some boats.
Stakeholders and other concerned about the
erosion situation may attend the April 4
Board of Directors’ meeting. Call Steve
Rake if you are interested in attending.
Smile and enjoy the warmer weather!
~ Mitch Wester

WAVs to prepare for upcoming monitoring season
The Water Action Volunteers will
kick-off this year’s monitoring with a
meeting at Skyline Golf Course Lunda Porch at 6:30 pm on Tuesday,
April 12. Please RSVP by April 10.
WAVs are citizens who monitor
streams in the Black River watershed once a month measuring
stream temperature and flow, water
clarity, bug life and habitat quality.
Monitors enter their data into the
statewide water quality database,
and this volunteer effort helps make
decisions on the 86,000+ miles of
Wisconsin streams and rivers.
New monitors are welcome and a
training session will be planned for
early May.
Returning monitors should check
over their equipment and supplies
will be available. Any question call
Pete Segerson at 715 -333-2033.

Volunteer stream monitors received training in testing the quality of
waterways in the Black River watershed. The data collected by the
monitors is then sent to a statewide data base. File photo

Upcoming paddling opportunities
April 2– Morrison Creek paddle, 10 a.m.
April 3—Robinson Creek paddle, 10 a.m.
April 10—Black River whitewater paddle, 10 a.m.
May 22—Black River flatwater paddle 12:30 p.m.
June 11—Whitewater paddle, Hatfield dam release,
11 a.m. to 2 p.m.
For more information about the paddles, contact
Jeff at (715) 896-5534.

Meeting program about erosion on Black River impoundment
The FBR board has been meeting with DNR
representatives and property owners on the
Black River flowage above the dam to discuss
shoreline erosion on the reservoir.
Property owners with shorefront on the reservoir report more shoreline erosion they believe is
due to increase boating and the use of doublehulled, wake-boarding boats.
Various ways to address the issue have been
discussed, and the board and property owners

have asked the DNR to have a greater presence
on the lake, especially during the times of heavy
use by boaters.
The FBR Board decided to invite stakeholders to come together to discuss ways to preserve and protect the river so it will be a continued resource for recreation and other outdoor
activities. The May 11 monthly meeting will be
dedicated to this effort.
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Wilderness survival skills presented at March meeting
In less than a half a minute, Derek Barkeim
created an ember using items found in the wilderness that he could use to start a campfire.
The outdoor survival skills instructor used the
bow-and-drill method for the fire-starting activity.
Barkeim’s demonstration was part of a program presented at the March 9 Friends of the
Black River meeting. Along with the fire-starting
demonstration, Barkeim instructed the FBR
members and guests in other wilderness survival skills.
“When you put yourself in the wilderness,
there’s a lot that can go wrong,” said Barkeim,
“but there are 50 ways to survive.”
Barkeim is an instructor with Seekers Wild,
an organization whose mission is to learn wilderness skills and then share that knowledge with
those who like to venture into the outdoors. The
camps and other programs the organization offers help outdoorsmen and women develop increased self-reliance and confidence as well as
improved health.
Growing up in the Trempealeau area fishing,
camping and hunting with his family, Barkeim
earned a degree in recreation and tourism studies from Winona State University. He furthered
his outdoor skills education by working with
Trackers Earth, a wilderness skills education
program in Oregon.
The wilderness skills instructor used the acronym STOP as the guide for anyone encountering a challenging wilderness situation. S stands
for stay calm; T stands for think about what is
needed; O is for observe what is around the area to determine the resources at hand; and P
stands for developing a plan for acquiring necessities.
According to Barkeim, the best survival skill is
to not get into trouble in the first place. Planning
and preparing are also important for successful
wilderness outings. Using one’s brain is essential for coping with a difficult situation and conserving energy.
Along with using their mental skills to keep
calm, hikers should be aware of what they encounter as they move about the woods or other
outdoor areas.
“Take note of sights on the trail and attach a
memory to the landmarks,” said Barkeim. “Turn

4

Reading the River ~ Spring 2016

Derek Barkeim of Seekers Wild demonstrated
how to use the bow-and-drill method to start a
fire as part of his outdoor survival skills program.
Photo by Pat McKnight
around to see what the landscape looks like behind you to learn what it looks like on the way out.”
He advised one way for conserving energy and
obtaining resources was to take note of nearby usable materials and to “gather as you go.”
He recommends becoming knowledgeable in
various survival skills such as navigation, first aid,
shelter construction and foraging. He also encouraged testing out various survival techniques to determine how they work and to become proficient in
them.
“Diversify; there’s always new things to learn
and practice, practice, practice,” said Barkeim.
“These skills aren’t rocket science; they’re very doable.”
More information about Seekers Wild and its
classes and camps can be found at http://
www.seekerswild.com.

Jackson County native presents research work in Alaska
Even as a little girl, Sadie Gearing Ulman
liked ducks. That attraction has led the Black
River Falls hometown girl to learn about wildfowl in the furthest reaches of the North American continent.
Ulman presented a program about her work
as a research associate with the Alaska SeaLife Center (ASLC) in Seward, Alaska, at the
Feb. 10 meeting of the Friends of the Black
River. Ulman’s research focuses on the ecology and habitat of sea ducks and other sea and
shore birds.
The daughter of Tom and Denise Gearing,
Ulman started her Arctic research adventure as
an Americorps volunteer, studying shore birds
in Barrow, Alaska.
Much of her research has focused on Steller’s eiders, but she has also helped band song
birds and studied sandpipers and Sandhill
cranes.
“Birds are indicators of the health of the environment and how the ecosystem is doing,”
said Ulman. “We are seeing a lot of changes
as far as the climate is doing.”
Ulman’s main project is studying and monitoring Steller’s eider and trying to reintroduce
the Arctic ducks back to their traditional breeding grounds. There are a couple locations on
the western side of Alaska where the bird used
to raise young, but the birds haven’t been returning to the sites to nest in recent years.
“A lot is unknown about this species, although they have been studied for a number of
years,” said Ulman. “Their decline could be due
to predation, over-harvesting, contaminants in
the environment, warmer water temperatures
or higher salination. The Steller’s eider was
listed as a threatened species by the United
States Fish and Wildlife Service in 1997. There
are fewer than 200 breeding pairs nesting in
Alaska.”
To assist with the Steller’s eider research,
ASLC has a captive breeding flock. The researchers have hatched the bird’s eggs in an
incubator but the process has been challenging.
“This reintroduction effort could be 15 to 20
years in the making,” said Ulman.

Black River Falls native Sadie Gearing Ulman (right)
talked about her wildlife research work in Alaska with
two members of the Friends of the Black River following her presentation given at the organization’s Feb. 10
meeting. Photo by Pat McKnight

Other ASLC projects include breeding productivity of common murre, seabird presence and habitat
study in Resurrection Bay.
The ASLC is Alaska’s only public aquarium and
ocean wildlife rescue center. The center was
opened with money from the Exxon Valdez incident
settlement to serve as a wildlife rescue center. It
continues to provide rehabilitation for sick and injured marine animals, but it has expanded its mission to include educational opportunities for students and adults, offering wildlife enthusiasts and
researchers close encounters with puffins, octopus,
sea lions and other sea life.
Her work has allowed Ulman the chance to experience the native culture of the Arctic. Among
those experiences has been sampling whale meat,
a delicacy that seems to need an acquired taste to
enjoy.
“It tastes like a rubber band that’s been on the
bottom of the ocean for a number of years,” said
Ulman.
Much of the food in Alaska has to be shipped in
and the cost of living is fairly high. “Everything is
pricey in remote villages off the road system,” said
Ulman. “A gallon of milk could be $10.”
More information about the ASLC can be found
on the Internet at http://www.alaskasealife.org.
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Ecologist speaks on little known species in Driftless Region
The Driftless Region’s diverse landscape
provides habitat for some little known but important plants and animals. The Friends of the
Black and their guests learned about these
mostly overlooked species at a program presented at the January 13 meeting.
Armund Bartz, Driftless Area ecologist with
the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources’ Natural Heritage Conservation program, brought greater awareness of the role the
plants and animals played in the eco-system.
The Natural Heritage Conservation program
is responsible for monitoring the state’s endangered resources, nongame animals and state
natural areas.
Working for the DNR for 16 years, Bartz has
focused on the inventory, management and protection of Wisconsin’s rare species and their
natural communities. Assigned to the La Crosse
station, Bartz is familiar with the Driftless Region and has studied the remnant prairies and
savannas of the region.
Because of his knowledge of the local environment, Bartz was part of the team that developed the Black River State Forest’s master
management plan.
He’s found the bluffs and coulees of southwestern Wisconsin, southeastern Minnesota
and northeastern Iowa offers habitat to some
unique plants and animals. These species have
been able to survive in the scattered remnants
of the area, in land unused as pasture or for
raising crops or development.
His talk centered on the two types of prairie
found in the area. Along with the lower lying
sand prairies, Bartz also monitors hill or “goat”
prairies located at the top or near the tops of
bluffs. The Black River Falls area had a substantial number of these prairie habitats until
European settlers arrived.
According to Bartz, only about 100 acres of
deep soil “mesic” prairie remain in Wisconsin
today. This soil has organic matter of over six
feet in depth because of the deep roots of prairie plants.
Before the arrival of European immigrants,
Native Americans intentionally set fires to protect their villages from large fires, chase game
and encourage vegetation that attracted desired
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Armund Bartz (left), ecologist with the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources’ Natural Heritage Conservation program, responds to a question posed by Friends
of the Black River member Mike Brauner. Photo by Steve Firkins

food sources. These fires maintained the prairie.
However once suppressed, trees quickly grew and
now cover most of the landscape.
The list of some of the true prairie life forms include such plants as the Indian paintbrush, phlox,
Lady’s Tress Orchid, bird’s foot violet, hairy puccoon, wild lupine and clustered poppy mallow, yellow star grass and purple milkweed, sand cancer
root, silky prairie clover, leadplant and prickly pear
cactus.
Little known insects found in the sand prairie
habitats include the leadplant flower moth and the
juniper hairstreak, the monarch and the Ottoe skipper butterflies.
Animals of concern making their homes in the
region include the prairie racerunner lizard, the
prairie ringneck snake and the timber rattlesnake.
Among the birds the conservation organization is
keeping a watch on is the redheaded woodpecker.
Several species of dry prairie snails are also on the
watch list. Animals on the watch list are protected
and harvesting them is prohibited.
(FBR Board Vice President Mitch Wester contributed to this article.)

Ways to support FBR’s mission
You can help support the mission of the Friends of the Black River by remembering
FBR in your will or with memorials or honorariums.
Checks can be made out to Friends of the Black River and contributions should be sent
to PO Box 475, Black River Falls, WI 54615. Thank you.

Memberships always welcome
Memberships help Friends of the Black River continue its mission of preserving and caring for the Black
River.
Show your support for that mission by renewing
your membership.
If you are renewing your membership, you do not
need to send in a membership form unless there has
been a change in your contact information.

Please help us stay current
Please help us keep in touch by letting
us know your new e-mail and/or postal
addresses when they change.
Send your e-mail address changes to info_fbr@yahoo.com

Become a member by filling out the membership form below and mailing it with your membership dues
to the mailing address listed on the form.

Support your watershed - Join the Friends of the Black River
Enroll me as a member

Name

Membership Categories (check one)

Address

$1.00
$15.00
$20.00
$30.00
$50.00

Youth (up to age 18)
Individual
Family
Organization or Business
Cornerstone Member

I would like to give an additional contribution
in the amount of $________
I would like to give this membership as a gift
(Card will be sent to recipient)

Occasion_____________________________
Name of recipient________________________

Phone
Email

Please check here __ if you would like to receive a receipt.

Return registration and checks payable to:

Friends of the Black River
PO Box 475
Black River Falls, WI 54615

I’m interested in serving on a committee:
Land Preservation and Advocacy
Fundraising and Membership Recruitment
Programming
Cleanups and Special Events
Landings
I am Interested in becoming a board member

Comments/Questions:
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Memberships are being gratefully
accepted for 2016!
We depend on your support to keep Friends
of the Black River a strong effective
protector of the watershed.
We want to keep this newsletter coming to
your e-mail or mail box!

www.friendsoftheblackriver.org
The Black River Watershed

PO Box 475
Black River Falls, WI 54615

Friends of the Black River

