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Yahara River Val ley Region 
P r i o r i t v  Grow I 
Wetland Descr ip t ion  

Cherokee Marsh is an  ex tens ive  p e a t  d e p o s i t  a long t h e  Yahara 
River and Token Creek, n o r t h  of Lake Mendota. Covering over f i v e  
square m i l e s  i n  S e c t i o n s  4 ,  6 ,  7 ,  8,  and 18 i n  t h e  Town of Burke 
and Sec t ions  1 2 ,  13,  23 ,  2 4 ,  26,  and 27 i n  t h e  Town of Westport ,  
the cont inuous Cherokee complex is now (excluding d ra ined  marshes) 
the l a r g e s t  wetland i n  Dane County and t h e  major wetland i n  Lake 
Mendota ' s watershed. 

The mat r ix  of Cherokee is a ve ry  l a r g e  expanse of  open w e t  
sedge meadow, vary ing  t o  f e n ,  p r a i r i e ,  bog, and shal low marsh i n  
places. The less a c c e s s i b l e  c e n t r a l  a r e a s  probably r e t a i n  t h e  
condition and appearance of many of t h e  Yahara b a s i n  marshes a 
century ago (see S t o u t ,  1912; Cahn, 1915; and Huels,  1915) .  The 
more a c c e s s i b l e  p e r i p h e r a l  a r e a s ,  inc luding  r i v e r  f ron tage ,  have 
i n  many p l a c e s  been converted t o  d i s t u r b a n c e  vege ta t ion ,  such a s  
reed canary g r a s s  o r  shrubs.  I s l a n d s  of upland suppor t  oak f o r e s t  
o r  open f i e l d s ,  wh i l e  small  depress ions  have high q u a l i t y  ponds 
or  spr ings .  I n  genera l ,  t h e  abundant ground water  f low i s  from 
east  t o  w e s t ,  toward t h e  r iver ,  w i t h  l o c a l  d i scharges  appearing 
in seve ra l  p l a c e s  to mainta in  good q u a l i t y  n a t u r a l  vege ta t ion .  

Special Values 

Cherokee Marsh i s  a major n u t r i e n t  and f lood  sponge f o r  
Lake Plendota. Drainage would harm t h e  l a k e  by a l lowing t h e  p e a t  
sponge t o  o x i d i z e ;  hence, n e i t h e r  d i t c h i n g  nor mining of e s s e n t i a l  
groundwater should be allowed, l e s t  t h e  p e a t  d r y  o u t  and o x i d i z e  
o r  burn, r e l e a s i n g  n u t r i e n t s  t o  t h e  lake .  

Cherokee Marsh c o n t a i n s  a d i v e r s i t y  of p l a n t  communities 
including some of each i n  an  undis turbed  s t a t e :  f e n s  l a r g e  and 
small; s p r i n g s ;  re l ic  tamaracks,  a l d e r s ,  and bog mats; v a r i o u s  
sedge meadows wi th  and wi thout  shrubs  o r  reed  canary g r a s s ;  
ponds; shal low marsh; a  l i t t l e  deep marsh; r i v e r  f l o r a ;  low 
p r a i r i e s ;  willow swamp; upland oak, che r ry ,  ash ,  and basswood 
fo res t ;  o l d  f i e l d s ;  and numerous g r a d i e n t s  between communities 
and between d i s t u r b e d  and undis turbed  examples. The r i c h  f l o r a  
and fauna i n c l u d e s  many r a r e  s p e c i e s  (see T h r e l f a l l ,  1973) .  

The l a r g e  e x t e n t  of t h e  marsh provides space f o r  non-conf l ic t ing  
multiple uses ;  q u i e t  open expansesof l andscape  r a r e  and apprec ia ted  
near t h e  c i t y ;  e n t i r e  geo log ica l  f e a t u r e s ,  such as drumlins and bed- 
rock h i l l s  r i s i n g o u t o f  t h e  g l a c i a l  p l a i n ;  and h a b i t a t  f o r  s c a r c e  
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spec i e s  of animals inc luding cranes, h a r r i e r s ,  short-eared owls, 
r ed- ta i l ed  hawks, bobolinks,  s eve ra l  snakes, and predatory  mammals, 
g iv ing  t h e  ecosystem a high degree of completeness. (Although 
d i s r u p t i v e  a i r c r a f t  no i se  occurs ,  it is per iod ic  r a t h e r  than con- 
t inuous.  The i n t e r s t a t e ' s  r o a r  i s  apparent  only when no r theas t  
winds occur. ) 

The ex tens ive  f en  and bog pea t  depos i t ,  wi th  i t s  hydrology 
mainly undisturbed,  may allow e luc ida t i on  of pea t  formation,  
h i s t o r y ,  e f f e c t s  of d i s tu rbance ,  e f f e c t s  on water  q u a l i t y ,  r o l e  
of hydrology, and r e l a t i o n s h i p  of bogs, f ens ,  sedge meadows, and 
p r a i r i e s .  

Continuing i t s  t r a d i t i o n ,  t h i s  a r ea  provides oppo r tun i t i e s  
t o  demonstrate inter-agency cooperat ion,  wi th  pub l ic  and youth 
inpu t ,  i n  ba s i c  outdoor educat ion,  l ake ,  marsh, and upland ecology 
and r e s t o r a t i o n ,  and research.  

Land U s e  History: Inadver ten t  Preservat ion ,  ~ r o s i o n  of Values 

Cherokee Marsh probably owes i t s  prese rva t ion  mainly t o  t h e  
f a c t  t h a t  t h e  l e v e l  of Lake Mendota was r a i s e d  s eve ra l  f e e t  by 
t h e  Tenney Park Locks i n  1912, making it more d i f f i c u l t  t o  d r a in ,  
and preventing pea t  f i r e s  dur ing  t h e  19301s,  a l though no t  pre- 
vent ing  conversion of t h e  south s ec t i on  i n t o  t h e  Madison a i r p o r t .  

Addi t ional  p rese rva t ion  f a c t o r s  include. i t s  s i z e ,  h inder ing 
access;  abundant a l k a l i n e  groundwater d ischarge  forming and main- 
t a i n i n g  deep pea t  depos i t s  which hindered veh i c l e s ,  roads,  farms 
and co t t ages  toward t h e  r i v e r ;  l a r g e  r ecen t  s t a t e  (DNR), c i t y  
(Madison), and county (Dane) purchases f o r  pub l i c  purposes; l a ck  
of nearby sources f o r  some weedy p l a n t s  (cottonwood, n e t t l e ,  
shr*s) so t h a t  d i t ch ing  d id  n o t  b r ing  many i n ;  and planning 
e f f o r t s  t o  slow urban sprawl (e.g., near  Token Creek).  Presence 
of t h e  a i r p o r t  has  discouraged development a l s o ;  t h e  e a s t  sec t ion  
(near  t h e  r a i l r o a d ,  s ec t i ons  7 and 18) is reserved f o r  ove r f l i gh t s .  

Considerable damage has been caused by ex tens ive  d i t c h i n g  
(see map) which has d r i e d  o u t  l a r g e  por t ions ,  dredging of t r i b u t a r y  
streams and Cherokee Lake and Colf Course, pumping of s p o i l s  i n t o  
s ec t i ons  7 and 18 e a s t  of t h e  Sherman Avenue drumlin, invas ion 
and p l an t i ng  of reed  canary g r a s s ,  woodlot and lowland grazing,  
and r i v e r  and bank s i l t a t i o n  from t h e  farmed watershed. Bank 
eros ion,  caused by dredging, aggravated f lood flows, and a l t e r -  
a t i o n  of Lake Mendota's l e v e l ,  i s  perpetuated by ice ac t i on .  
Introduced ca rp  have removed t h e  wild rice and cause pe rpe tua l l y  
muddy water.  Raising the  l ake  drowned some swamps and deep marsh 
( t h e  widened r i v e r  channel seen on t h e  map) bu t  spared t h e  f ens  
which w e r e  o r i g i n a l l y  w e l l  above l ake  l e v e l .  
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The Waunakee-Windscr s a n i t a r y  s e w e r  bypass  has  removed one 
impor tan t  n u t r i e n t  sou rce  and h a s  n o t  done i r r e p a r a b l e  damage t o  
t h e  c h o i c e  Wheeler Road f en .  Thanks t o  c o o p e r a t i o n  by t h e  Madison 
Metropoli- tan Sewerage D i s t r i c t  through i t s  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  J ack  
Maxfiel6,  p l a n t i n g s  w e r e  n o t  made, and t h e  n a t u r a l  f e n  p l a n t s  are 
r e t u r n i n g  w i t h  some h e l p  from U n i v e r s i t y  o f  Wisconsin classes who 
roxr-wed t h e  i n i t i a l  p ionee r ing  wi l lows  and cottonwoods on t h e  
r e s t o r e d   eat s u r f a c e .  However, t h e  d i t c h  banks of  t h e  f e n  are 
caving i n ,  w h i l e  on t h e  w e s t  s i d e  of  t h e  r i v e r  some buckthorn and 
honeysuckle i n v a s i o n  was encouraged by c o n s t r u c t i o n  d i s t u r b a n c e .  

Fu tu re  P r o t e c t i o n  and Kanaqement 

M a j o r  t h r e a t s  i n c l u d e  f u t u r e  urban mining of groundwater,  
proposed a d d i t i o n a l  r o a d s  such a s  on t h e  w e s t  s i d e  of t h e  r i v e r ,  
and d i t c h i n g  of p r o p e r t y  s t i l l  i n  p r i v a t e  ownership.  But s i n c e  
it i s  nea r  t o  f i v e  p u b l i c  s choo l s  and Madison's  fas t -growing  n o r t h  
s i d e ,  Cherokee ' s  e d u c a t i o n a l  and r e c r e a t i o n a l  u s e s ,  p r o p e r l y  
guided,  w i l l  enhance p r o t e c t i o n  by p rov id ing  p o l i t i c a l  s u p p o r t  f o r  
f u r t h e r  p u b l i c  purchases ,  management, p r o t e c t i o n ,  and development of 
f a c i l i t i e s .  Madison P u b l i c  Schools ,  w i t h  encouragement o f  t h e  
City Parks  Coamission, h a s  embarked on a comprehensive program 
f o r  t h e  Cherokee Outdoor Educa t ion  Area,  p a r a l l e l l i n g  t h a t  of  
its School F o r e s t  West a t  Verona. N a t u r a l i s t  programs, t o u r s ,  
summer work/ learn programs, b i o t i c  i nven to ry ,  p u b l i c a t i o n s ,  t r a i l  
l ayout ,  boardwalks and b u i l d i n g s  are underway, w i t h  a c c e s s  f r o m  
Sherman Avenue. 

A c i t y  p a r k s  r a n q e r  and a c ~ l s t o d i a n  p rov ide  xon i to rkng ,  u se  
guidance,  l i a i s o n  and management. S e p a r a t e  h u n t e r  a c c e s s  t c  DNR 
lands from t h e  n o r t h e a s t  and a c l o s e d  a r e a  nea r  t h e  e d u c a t i o n a l  
f a c i l i t y  a t t e m p t s  t o  p reven t  u s e  c o n f l i c t .  I n t e r e s t  i n  t h e  unique 
fens  on t h e  p a r t  of  t h e  Wisconsin S c i e n t i f i c  A r e a s  P r e s e r v a t i o n  
Council ,  as w e l l  a s  l a c k  o f  e a s y  access, can p r e v e n t  o v e r l y  i n t e n s i v e  
publ ic  use .  General  i n t e r e s t  i n  t h e  improvement of  Lake Mendota, 
through r e h a b i l i t a t i o n  o f  i t s  e n t i r e  wate rshed ,  w i l l  a i d  i n  con- 
t inued p r o t e c t i o n  o f  Cherokee Marsh d e s p i t e  urban p r e s s u r e s  and 
heavy p u b l i c  use .  Hence, Cherokee rates high i n  p r i o r i t y .  

D i t c h e s  should a l l  be g r a d u a l l y  blocked--some l e v e l  ones  
kept open f o r  n a v i g a t i o n  access by classes, some s l o p i n g  ones  
completely f i l l e d  in--and no new d i t c h e s  dug i n  any p a r t  of 
Cherokee Marsh. L ike  a bowl o f  j e l l o ,  t h e  p e a t  d e p o s i t  c a n ' t  
be p reserved  e x c e p t  as  a n  e n t i r e  p i e c e .  Ra i s ing  o r  lower ing  
the wate r  i n  one p l a c e  w i l l  c r e a t e  problems e l sewhere  i n  t h e  
marsh o r  l a k e .  

Hydrologic  s t u d i e s  should s t a r t  now and p l ansbemade  soon t o  
place f u t u r e  w e l l s  s o  a s  n o t  t o  d e p l e t e  Cherokee 's  ground w a t e r  
supply. Lake Mendota's w a t e r  q u a l i t y  as w e l l  a s  Cherokee 's  
vege t a t i on  depends on adequa te  m o i s t u r e  t o  m a i n t a i n  t h e  p e a t .  
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Fur the r  pub l i c  a c q u i s i t i o n  of p r i v a t e  p roper ty  should proceed 
t o  p r o t e c t  inhold ings  and b u f f e r  a r e a s  and a s s u r e  coordinated 
management. Designat ion of t h r e e  f e n  areas, two s p r i n g s  and two 
ponds as s c i e n t i f i c  a r e a s  would h e l p  p r o t e c t  t h e  whole, a s  w i l l  
outdoor educat ion.  

P e r i p h e r a l  development must be guided t o  p r o t e c t  s u r f a c e  and 
groundwater supply a n d q u a l i t y  and t o p r o v i d e  a b u f f e r  zone. Spec i f i -  
c a l l y ,  farm management i n t h e , e n t i r e  watershed should l e s s e n  mud and 
f e r t i l i z e r  i n p u t ,  development should n o t  occur near  waterways 
and should i n c l u d e  p e r c o l a t i o n  and ponding a r e a s  f o r  r u n o f f ,  and 
no road should be permi t ted  on t h e  w e s t  s i d e  of t h e  r i v e r  a s  it 
would s e p a r a t e  t h e  s l o p e  and promote i t s  development. I n s t e a d ,  
a hike/bike/ski  t r a i l  a long t h e  e n t i r e  w e s t  s i d e  of  t h e  r i v e r  near  
t h e  lowland, and c r o s s i n g  eastward nor th  of  Cherokee, could provide 
a  much-needed r e c r e a t i o n a l  a s s e t .  I t  would be  about  7 m i l e s  long 
and connect  Lake Mendota wi th  Token Creek Park. 

Removal of  buckthorns and honeysuckle from woods and marsh, 
reed  canary g r a s s  from upland and marsh, and some invading shrubs 
and trees i n  d i s t u r b e d  a r e a s  n o t  s u i t a b l e  f o r  r e f lood ing ,  should 
proceed now whi le  t h e y  can s t i l l  be  c o n t r o l l e d  e a s i l y .  Maintaining 
a l a r g e  p r e h i s t o r i c  open marsh, important  f o r  teaching  p e a t  main- 
tenance,  w i l d l i f e ,  and t o  keep woody seed sources  low i n  t h e  
f u t u r e ,  i s  b e s t  done by mainta in ing  adequate mois ture ,  which w i l l  
a l s o  prevent  p e a t  f i r e s .  Burning t o  c o n t r o l  undes i red  v e g e t a t i o n  
can be  done i n  s p e c i a l  cases and where t h e  p e a t  i s  w e t ,  b u t  a lone  
w i l l  n o t  a s s u r e  c o n t r o l  of woody p l a n t s .  

Continued educat ion  of  youth and a d u l t s  t o  t h e  v a l u e s  of 
wet lands and t h e i r  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  l a k e s  i s  a n  oppor tun i ty  and 
o b l i g a t i o n  a t  Cherokee as w e l l  a s  being e s s e n t i a l  t o  p r o t e c t  
Cherokee i t s e l f .  Proper t r a i l  l ayou t ,  an a l l -weather  teaching  
bu i ld ing ,  and a f u l l  t i m e  r e s i d e n t  n a t u r a l i s t  are e s s e n t i a l  f o r  
p o r t e c t i o n  and e f f e c t i v e  use  of  t h e  Cherokee complex. 

Some s p e c i f i c  recommendations are given  i n  t h e  fo l lowing 
key t o  numbered map l o c a t i o n s .  



PLATE 51  
"CHEROKEE LAKE" AND DEVELOPMENT I N  CHEROKEE MARSH BUFFER ZONE (C. GUELL) 
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PLATE 52 
UPPER PORTION OF CHEROKEE MARSH (C.  GUELL) 


