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Patty Loew:

Welcome to "In Wisconsin." I'm Patty Loew. This week, what's become of John Muir's boyhood

farm? 

Man:

It's a very spiritual place. It's a powerful place. 

Patty Loew:

We'll tell you about the mission of a man who now walks in John Muir's footsteps. Plus a spring

ritual that gives a whole new meaning to the chicken dance. And a tune that holds a special place

in the heart of Wisconsin that almost became a Minnesota fan favorite. Those reports and Michael Perry’s humorous essay next on "In Wisconsin."    

Announcer:

Major funding for "In Wisconsin" is provided by the people of Alliant Energy, who bring safe,

reliable and environmentally friendly energy to keep homes, neighborhoods and life in Wisconsin

running smoothly. Alliant Energy, we're on for you.  And the Animal Dentistry and Oral Surgery Specialists of Milwaukee and Oshkosh, a veterinary team working with pet owners and family

veterinarians throughout Wisconsin, providing care for oral disease and dental problems of small

companion animals. With additional funding provided by Bike Wisconsin.  

Patty Loew:

Perhaps the best way to understand the father of our national park system is by traveling to the

place where he first explored the outdoors at his boyhood home on Fountain Lake Farm. It's been

about 150 years since this preservation giant lived in Wisconsin, but today another man is

following in his foot footsteps in Buffalo Township. 

Patty Loew:

This is the place in the mid-1800s where a young boy from Scotland first experienced the

American landscape. Here, he could watch geese fill the sky, experience the call of sandhill

cranes and watch a deer meander in the meadow.   A sanctuary for wild flowers and a lake nearby

inspired the 11-year-old John Muir. 

Erik Brynildson:

It definitely fueled Muir's fire in terms of his relationship with nature.   

Patty Loew:

The legacy of Muir is also the catalyst that fueled current landowner Erik Brynildson. By

coincidence or fate, he found himself walking in Muir's footsteps literally. 

Erik Brynildson:

I acquired the property and lived here full-time as I have for 23 years. Everything now is about the landscape and restoring it back to its pristine, pre-settlement wild condition as best we can. 

Patty Loew:

That's right. His goal, restoring the land to what it would have looked like when the Muirs first

walked on this sandy stretch of prairie in 1849. Removing invasive plants by hand. And regular

burns will help achieve a pre-settlement native prairie. 

Erik Brynildson:

Oftentimes it's two steps forward and three backwards. 

Patty Loew:

He's been at it nearly a quarter of a century. And Wisconsin Public Television was there in 1988

in the early years of his quest. 

Erik Brynildson:

I think that Fountain Lake Farm and the adjoining environs represent the place that's most

fundamental to the evolution of the father of our national parks, John Muir.   

Patty Loew:

Today, restoration of this panoramic view closely mirrors a sketch John Muir drafted 150 years

ago from a ridge-top overlooking the lake. All these years later, the prevailing winds carry that

same spirit. 

Erik Brynildson:

I think Muir is alive and well here. I think the spirit of Muir is very strong yet. 

Patty Loew:

Both men attended the University of Wisconsin, but Muir left the university after two years for

what he called the “university of the wilderness.” As a graduate student, Brynildson was

mesmerized by the same wilderness of Muir. 

Erik Brynildson:

I decided that his boyhood home had not been adequately studied. I changed my graduate work in

a hurry to that. So it was kind of a -- it was just a special idea I had that originally was a project

that became a life.   

Patty Loew:

A life that included building a private residence on the exact foundation of the Muirs' farmhouse. 

Erik Brynildson:

I was able to document that the house indeed set on the identical site and also on the old cellar

depression. The house in back of me now of indigenous Montello granite mimics the architecture

of the National Parks system during the arts and crafts period. 

Patty Loew:

None of the original Muir buildings exist today, but if you know where to look, you can still see traces of their time on this land. 

Erik Brynildson:

We determined that silver maples were deliberately set out as shade trees in the yard by the Muirs. Two large lilacs still bloom here that his older sister planted. 

Patty Loew:

Before the California redwoods and Yosemite Valley, this would be the landscape Muir would first seek to preserve. 

Erik Brynildson:

Muir did feel it was beyond just majestic snow capped peaks, that a sedge meadow was just as

important in terms of landscape diversity. 

Patty Loew:

Just like John Muir fought to preserve the most expansive pieces of American wilderness,

Brynildson sought to give this small property landmark status. Muir's experience is often

overshadowed by his achievements in the west. 

Erik Brynildson:

I would argue his years here were the most important years of his life. All one has to do is read

his autobiography where he fully credits this farm as being the place he first conceived the notion

of saving wild space.   

Patty Loew:

And it's an unsung story that will soon garner national attention. 

Catherine Tatge:

What do you think he learned from nature in particular? 

Patty Loew:

Catherine tatge is a freelance producer with Wisconsin ties. Her crew is on location in Marquette

County. 

Catherine Tatge:

I was a student at Lawrence University here in Wisconsin, and I had no idea that Fountain Lake

existed and this is a place that is a magical place. 

Patty Loew:

She's producing a documentary for the PBS series American Masters. 
Catherine Tatge:

I think that Erik trying to restore Fountain Lake to its original state is one of those things that's a

very difficult row to hoe and he is doing it and he's passionate, which Muir was passionate. I

think they're very similar in that way. 

Patty Loew:

And for all his spectacular achievements, it's this prized piece of real estate that eluded Muir's

preservationist intentions. 

Erik Brynildson:

We probably can't find a personality in our history that's responsible -- single-handedly

responsible for more acres of wilderness reserves and parks and yet Muir's early attempts to save

this simple, little garden meadow he called it were never successful. So the irony in that is pretty

amazing. 

Patty Loew:

But John Muir's failure turned into Erik Brynildson's success. 

Erik Brynildson:

I feel very privileged to be a part of that story and now we're finally accomplishing and making

that dream come true.

Patty Loew:

Another one of Wisconsin's legendary conservationists tried to save the property. Aldo Leopold in the last week of his life attempted to preserve Fountain Lake Farm, but the effort ended when he died on John Muir's birthday. 

Erik Brynildson's home and the 17 acres around it are private property and are not part of the adjoining Muir Memorial County Park. 

The documentary called “John Muir and the New World” is in edit right now and is

tentatively scheduled to air on Earth Day in April 2011. The owner of John Muir's homestead

would like to work with private landowners along with county, state and federal agencies to see

native prairie chickens reintroduced in-areas near the farm. A four-year project to boost the

diversity of Wisconsin's chicken population was completed last fall. The Wisconsin DNR

introduced Minnesota birds to the Buena Vista wildlife area. That's where every spring you can

see and hear a ritual as old as time in Portage County. 

Jo Garrett:

At dawn, on an April morning, you can hear one of the state's more amazing sounds. And as the light breaks, you can see an annual April ritual. It's the greater prairie chicken, out on

what's called its booming grounds. That X-files sound you hear, well, that's the birds booming.   

Jo Garrett:

Sharon Schwab is a prairie chicken aficionado. 

Sharon Schwab:

They're so intent on their small little territories and protecting it from another male prairie

chicken. The neck feathers go up, the orange air sacs fill up, foot stomping and the snapping of the tail feathers. 

They whoop and they holler and they jump and they dance. Try and imagine what it

must have been like when Wisconsin had tens of thousands of these birds. We just don't have

very many anymore.   

Jo Garrett:

At one time, you could find them across Wisconsin, this small bird with the honking big handle.

Tympanuchus cupido pinnatus. The translation, drummer of love. The greater prairie chicken at its peak numbered more than 54,000. 

Now there are fewer than 1500 birds. And most of them can be found here at Buena Vista

grasslands. Jim Keir is a wildlife biologist for the Wisconsin department of natural resources. 

Jim Keir:

Canada doesn't have them anymore, Ohio, Michigan, Indiana, Kentucky, Arkansas. They don't

because they lost the habitat. We've made the commitment several decades ago that we were

going to try not to let that happen. And the result is what you see here. So far it's been working.

This is a 12,000 acre project. It is identified and managed as a grasslands habitat. It is the only

one of its type.   And so the decision was made to try to save the prairie chicken right here.   

Jo Garrett:

Right here is one of the rarer landscapes in Wisconsin. 

Jim Keir:

Prairie chickens were found in the traditional prairies and oak savannahs in the southern 40% of

the state. What happened when settlers came into Wisconsin is they started plowing those prairie

soils up. 

Jo Garrett:

But while most of the southern prairies were plowed under, our northern forests were clear-cut,

which created grasslands. 

Jim Keir:

And that created that nonnative, but suitable, habitat for the prairie chicken population, so they

pioneered and expanded northward. At one point because of this expansion they were actually

present in every county in Wisconsin. 

Jo Garrett:

After the big clear-cut of the late 1800s, the northern forests grew back. Since much of the prairie

had been lost to farming, grasslands were greatly diminished. 

Jim Keir:

So the prairie chicken population started declining all over. 

Jo Garrett:

The birds need these open grasslands. Buena Vista was established in the 1950s by a unique

private and public partnership that managed to raise the funds to acquire this land. But now they

must manage this land continuously to keep it as grassland. Consider the land where Keir is

standing. 

Jim Keir:

If you step back in time maybe six, seven years, this was a 45-foot tall aspen forest. And we used mowing. We use fire. We use farming. And we use cattle. 

Jo Garrett:

Yes, you're looking at a land management technique. Cattle, like these, can help save prairie

chickens. In particular, they need the kind of grass that results from a particular kind of grazing,

rotational grazing. 

Jim Keir:

Rotational grazing splits that single pasture up into a series of paddocks or a series of pastures

and you move the cattle around. 

Jo Garrett:

They've had good success at Buena Vista, but the success here is only part of the story. 

Jim Keir:

Once you get north of here, the populations are very thinly distributed, they're definitely

dependent on private land use because we have no public land and private land use changes are

occurring and the chicken numbers are declining. It's because the habitat is being lost. 

Jo Garrett:

The birds need more habitat. They need what's here. So the pressure is on to increase the amount

of grassland in the state. Sharon Schwab is working toward that. Schwab is not just a prairie

chicken aficionado. She's also the coordinator of the Central Wisconsin Grassland Area Project,

which has among its goals encouraging private landowners such as farmers to engage in practices

like rotational grazing to promote grasslands. 

Sharon Schwab:

For example, there may be federal dollars or county dollars that may be available to them to get

some of the equipment, like some of the fencing and things like that. So there are things that can

help farmers, for example, change the way they farm that might be a little more wildlife friendly. 

Jo Garrett:

And a wildlife-friendly landscape will benefit more than just the prairie chicken, this showy star

of the grasslands. There's a whole community of flora and fauna that calls this distinct habitat

home. 

Sharon Schwab:

What I like most about grasslands is they're just open. There's something about them that I think

is very freeing. You can see all around you, and perhaps that's what the prairie chickens like as

well. There's a clear vista. It's one of those things that if you've never experienced, it's worth

seeing. 

Patty Loew:

If you're interested in more information on the prairie chicken, go to our website at

wpt.org/inwisconsin. You can also get details on how to reserve a blind to experience this call of

the wild. Strike up the band. For the past 100 years, one song has roused the passion of

Wisconsin Badger fans more than any other. And to think it almost became a Minnesota fan

favorite. "On Wisconsin" turns 100. To honor this milestone, videographer Chuck France captures the history of

the fight song in Madison.

Mike Leckrone:

Exactly 100 years ago today in a Red Gym just down the street a little bit, the glee club performed for the first time the song called the greatest college marching song ever written and I think you all agree with that. I certainly do.   

Mike Leckrone:

"On Wisconsin," it's such a great little fragment. 

Patty Loew:

Maybe it's more than a march song and a two-step. 

Mike Leckrone:

One of the things we like to do is show the versatility of "On Wisconsin." We play it in all different sorts of modes. We played it as if an 18th century chamber music group might have played it.  Then we played it as a Russian composer might have written it. We played it as if a Latin American composer would have written it or an Asian composer would

have written it. You're going to find it -- you may have to look for it, but it's going to be there. 

Patty Loew:

The very first version was written and arranged by William T. Purdy for a contest, but not for

Wisconsin. The contest offered a $100 prize for a new University of Minnesota football song.

Carl Beck overheard Purdy's melody, penned a few verses and "On Wisconsin" was on its way to

100.

Mike Leckrone:

It had an immediate acceptance and so from that point on every sporting event you could think

of, there's a part of it. 

Patty Loew:

It's hard to guess how many times "On Wisconsin" has been performed. 

Mike Leckrone:

I don't even know if I want to know the answer because it's such a staggering amount. We could

play "On Wisconsin" depending on the number of touchdowns, 50 to 70 times on a given Saturday. Then multiply that by seven or eight games a season, times 40, and that’s just Saturday.

Patty Loew:

He's referring to his 40 years at the helm of the UW marching band. But there were other band

directors who played "On Wisconsin" going all the way back to the first regiment band. 

Mike Leckrone:

Sort of a loosely knit group of people, largely under the military since it was a land-grant school.

Patty Loew:

It's probably fair to say that back then Beck and Purdy had no idea how many times their song

would be performed. Carl Beck lived long enough to be honored at the 50-year anniversary of "On Wisconsin" in 1959. 

Man:

Now let's all hail the champion. 

Patty Loew:

There was also a good year for badger football. 

Man:

Wisconsin wins its first title in 40 years. 

Patty Loew:

Also in 1959 "On Wisconsin" became the official state song. 

Mike Leckrone:

Great songs like that are really timeless. Today students I think get just as much enjoyment out of

seeing it and performing it as they did in 1909. 

Patty Loew:

As part of the centennial celebration for "On Wisconsin" the greatest college fight song shows its

flexibility again in the hands of students, musicians and filmmakers who are entering a video

contest. One YouTube entry came from uwhip-hop.com. It starts with a scratchy glee club

recording of "On Wisconsin."

Patty Loew:

Only time will tell if this entry wins. Either way, the catchy hip-hop version could become a fan

favorite just like House of Pain's “Jump Around.” 

Mike Leckrone:

That's going to stick around for a long, long time. Easily another 100 years.

Patty Loew:

The contest runs through April 5. To get the rules, just go to our website at wpt.org/inwisconsin.

You can also find a link to watch the videos submitted so far. While the song is in the public

domain here in the United States, Michael Jackson's estate owns the international rights to "On

Wisconsin." Michael Perry shares his spin on life in Wisconsin in his various books. This week,

his humorous essay takes you on a search and find mission of sorts, as he reveals his favorite

piece of hidden treasure in Eau Claire County.  

Michael Perry:

How you doing?   

Michael Perry:

I got one more piece of junk pile treasure to show you and it's way down the ravine. This happens

to be my daughter's favorite piece of junk. The interesting thing about this piece is that erosion

has played a dual role. In the first place, the erosion from up the hill has come down and covered

it. But then, as you can see, with each spring the ravine is eroding and this erosion is moving up

the ravine and revealing that in here is some ancient, old piece of implement. It's got steel wheels

with cleats on it. The fun thing is that each spring a little more gets washed away here as this

wash works its way up the ravine. A little bit of the framework sticking out here, some

galvanized angle iron. For now my daughter and I just come back each spring to see what the

elements have been willing to reveal for the new year. These old bones sticking out, it's kind of --

I mean, there's a certain fossil aspect to it. And now unlike years before, we can actually see a

little bit of the axle in there. At first, it almost looks like a rip, but you can see the rust, you can

see another part of the structure. Down here you can see some old rusted bolts and a little bit of

strap steel. You know there's some kind of fascinating piece of equipment. Somewhere there's an

old-timer who could tell me exactly what it is. It was a bit of a thrill for me to see my 9-year-old

enjoy the same sorts of discoveries. I was when I was here age out digging in the woods and

finding treasures. That's what this is. This is not junk. This is treasure. I mean, it's not exactly

Antiques Roadshow. Of course, unlike this piece, not every scrap of junk in the ravine is museum

quality. So I wonder if all the people out there driving along gazing at the beautiful countryside

realize that there's gold in them there hills, or at least a nice vintage inter-tube. Inner tube,

actually. Not inter-tube. Inter-tube is that place where they keep the websites. 

Patty Loew:

Here's something else you can find on the inter-tube, as Michael calls it, also known as our

website. Our interactive blog is updated each week. Check it out at wpt.org/inWisconsin. You'll

find out in advance about reports we're working on, the people we've met and the places we've

been. Now, here's a look at some of the reports we're working on for the next edition of "In

Wisconsin."   

Art Hackett:

This is Art Hackett. Timber has been the lifeline for the Flambeau River paper mill since the 1890s. Now the mill is taking the wood and using it to make what the Beverly Hillbillies call black gold or Texas tea. We'll update you on a hot idea in Park Falls. 

Liz Koerner:

This is Liz Koerner. Hmong refugees first arrived in Wisconsin in the mid-'70s. Since then the

generational gap within families has grown wider. A Wisconsin woman is bridging that gap with

food. 

Jo Garrett:

I'm Jo Garrett of "In Wisconsin." I'm at the Urban Ecology Center in Milwaukee. This is a red-eyed vireo. He's supposed to be heading north off to his breeding grounds. These birds face big battles as they make their way north. 

Patty Loew:

We'll show you how the Urban Ecology Center is helping those birds on their way next Thursday at 7:00 right here on Wisconsin Public Television. And finally, ready or not, spring arrives this week in Wisconsin. 

It's a sure sign when birds start winging their way back across our state. Enjoy the

view and have a great week in Wisconsin.   

Announcer:

Major funding for "In Wisconsin" is provided by the people of Alliant Energy, who bring safe,

reliable and environmentally friendly energy to keep homes, neighborhoods and life in Wisconsin

running smoothly. Alliant Energy, we're on for you.  And the Animal Dentistry and Oral Surgery Specialists of Milwaukee and Oshkosh, a veterinary team working with pet owners and family

veterinarians throughout Wisconsin, providing care for oral disease and dental problems of small

companion animals. With additional funding provided by Bike Wisconsin.  
