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OPENING UP 
THE SAVANNA  

 

RESTORATION  AT BUR OAK  WOODS 

 

     Bur Oak Woods is easily identified from aerial 

photography.  Itôs that solid block of canopy-covered 

woodlands just east of Liverpool Road.  That might seem 

like a pretty good thing to have in the middle of Hobart, 

but itôs not what Shirley Heinze Land Trust has in mind 

for the 85-acre nature preserve. 

      Historically the property is bur oak savanna, an open 

woodland once common in our area but now rare.  

Centuries-old bur oak trees, some as much as four feet in 

diameter, linger from those pre-settlement days, and they 

remind us of what was once here.  A history of fire 

suppression over the years, as well as practices like 

grazing, resulted in reduced botanical diversity and a 

dense, overgrown understory, with heavy infestations of 

invasive species such as bush honeysuckle and buckthorn. 

      Shirley Heinze Land Trust purchased the property in 

1998-99 through grants funded by the U.S. Fish & 

Wildlife Service under the North American Wetlands 

Conservation Act.  Early restoration efforts were limited 

by resource constraints and the wet nature of the  

property, which made controlled burns difficult to 

accomplish, but we are now hard at work restoring Bur 

Oak Woods to its natural state. 

   ñIn January of 2008,ò says Stewardship Program 

Manager Paul Quinlan, 

ñwe began Phase I of a 

long-term project to 

restore the bur oak 

savanna community.  We 

hired a contractor to begin 

opening up the savanna 

structure in the west end 

of the property by clearing 

about 10 acres of brush 

and small trees using a 

Fecon ñBullhogò machine.  

The ñBullhogò can 

accomplish in a day what 

might take us 

an entire season 

to do by hand.  

This summer 

weôve been 

treating re-

sprouts of 

undesirable 

trees and 

shrubs and 

preparing the 

site to accept a native seed mix that will increase the 

diversity of the herbaceous layer and restore the species 

composition to one that is more typical of mesic savanna.  

The seed mix will be installed this fall or early in 2009.ò  

A NiSource Environmental Challenge Fund grant and 

funds from the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service have helped 

to make Phase I possible. 

      Plans for Phase II are already well underway.  A grant 

from the Chicago Wilderness consortium will fund the 

clearing of an additional 15 acres of brush this winter, and 

we are seeking additional grants to complete this and 

following phases.  Moreover, Heinze Trust supporters 

donated $11,750 designated for long-term restoration at 

Bur Oak Woods at the 2008 summer benefit in June. 

      Plans for the preserve also include upgrades to make 

the property more accessible to the public.  ñWe have 

done a lot of work on the trail,ò notes Stewardship 

Assistant Jim Erdelac, ñincluding the construction of a 

boardwalk over some of the wetter areas.  We hope also 

to install a small gravel parking lot and build some 

additional boardwalks.  Nathan Dodd from Chesterton 

made his contribution by installing interpretive sign 

markers this year as an eagle scout project.ò  
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