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Preserving the rural character and 
natural habitats of Superior Township 

Going With the Flow
By Bill Secrest, Co-Chair

Our Superior Township is settled squarely 
amidst the wild and roiling headwaters 
of both the Rouge and Huron Rivers’ 
watersheds.  A few days ago, I was ushering 
a few friends from Detroit and Ann Arbor 
on a sunset stroll along the paths of the 
Jack R. Smiley Nature Preserve across 
Cherry Hill Road from our township hall.  
This preserve is a main gateway to our 
burgeoning Superior Greenway.  Since my 
Detroit pals had never been out here, I 
served as a guide.

Natives and Immigrants
By Brenda Baker, Co-Chair

Those of us who serve on the Superior 
Township Chapter Steering Committee get 
along and work well together, but we don’t 
always agree.

Earlier this year we had an in-depth 
discussion that continued across more 
than one meeting.  The general subject 
was Chapter membership.  We wrestled 
with how to best serve the folks who have 
already demonstrated their support of our 
mission, while simultaneously attracting 
new people who bring fresh ideas and 
youthful energy.

Some were of the view that the Steering 
Committee “steers” SMLC  activity in 
Superior Township, rather than  specific 
participants.  Another idea was that those 
who made donations to the Superior  

See Immigrants on page 7
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A New Prairie at the Jack R. Smiley Nature 
Preserve
By Cathy Bach

In 2018, the Superior Township Chapter began a two-phase 
project designed to restore native plant communities at 
the entrance to the Jack R. Smiley Nature Preserve at the 
corner of Prospect and Cherry Hill Roads.  Phase 1 involved 
the creation of a Native Plant and Insect Garden funded by 
the Michigan Botanical Foundation.  This 450-square-foot 
garden contains 19 species of native plants, specifically 
chosen to attract pollinators and other beneficial insects.  
Signs at the nearby kiosk provide pictures and information 
on both the plants and insects, and plants are labelled in 
the garden as well. 

Phase 2 of this project began in 2021 and is a prairie 
restoration funded by Ann Arbor Farm & Garden.  Not far 
from Phase 1, we are converting a 1/3-acre mowed field 
composed of invasive weeds and grasses into a prairie 
composed of native forbs (broad-leaved plants) and 
grasses.  The prairie community will resemble the pre-
settlement vegetation in parts of southeast Michigan.  

What is a prairie?

A prairie is a community made up of only herbaceous plants 
with no shrubs or trees.  Diversity can be as high as in 
a tropical rainforest. Even though prairies are sometimes 
called grasslands, they historically contain a much higher 
diversity of forbs than of grasses.  Two factors are responsible 
for maintaining prairies:  large grazing animals such as 
bison, and fire.  Both grazing and fire cut back the invading 
woody plants, but don’t harm the native prairie plants that 
can easily re-grow from their roots.  Without grazing and 
fire, prairies will succeed to forest.  

How are we doing it?

In summer 2021, we first removed the existing non-native 
vegetation with mowing and herbicide to prepare the site, 
followed by planting over 1,000 plugs of 18 species of 
native prairie wildflowers and grasses.  In winter 2022, we 

See Prairie on page 3
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A New Prairie

Bees hard at work                 Photo by Jack Smiley

Prairie, continued from page 2

sowed seeds of 16 additional native prairie 
species.  And just recently, in June of this 
year, we planted eight more species of 
plugs, and transplanted many extra plants 
that had grown up in the Native Plant and 
Insect Garden.

Making a prairie is a long process, and we 
are only at the very beginning.  It’s also a 
process that needs lots of person-hours, 
and we’ve been lucky to have wonderful 
volunteers to help us.  After three to five 
years, the prairie will need to be burned to 
keep out the invasives. 

Why is it important to restore native 
habitat?

The prairie will not only restore the habitat 
of native plants and increase native plant 
populations, but it will have a much higher 
plant diversity than the community that 
it is replacing.  Higher plant diversity 
necessarily leads to a higher diversity of 
all types of insects, as well as all other 
animals.  

Many of the prairie plants will provide food 
resources for pollinators and other  bene-
ficial insects.  With increased populations of 
pollinators, all plants requiring pollination 
will benefit.  Increasing  the  number of  
bee  pollinators is especially  important  
because  of the large number of crop plants 
that require bees for pollination, and the 
sharp declines in both native bees and 
honeybees that are occurring worldwide.  
Our native  plants will also encourage 
beneficial insects that feed on insect pests, 
which will benefit nearby native plants 
suffering damage from insect herbivores.  

A prairie composed of a diverse assem-
blage of native plant species will also 
provide important resources for other 
native animals – hummingbirds, seed-
feeding birds, seed-feeding mammals, and 
the like.  Prairies are extremely important 
for providing food, shelter, and nesting 
sites for wildlife, as well as supporting 
threatened/endangered species such as 
the Massasauga rattlesnake. 

We strongly encourage you to visit the 
entrance to the Jack R. Smiley Nature 
Preserve to see our progress so far.  And 
be sure to stop by the kiosks to see our 
informative signs.  We’re hoping that you 
will be both impressed and interested 
enough to volunteer for one of our future 
workdays!
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Headwaters Collide

Meeting of Two Headwaters
By Jack Smiley and Carla Bisaro

Superior Township contains headwaters for 
both the Huron and Rouge Rivers, making it 
important in the protection of water quality 
in both local watersheds. (Maintaining 
vegetated land cover is the most significant 
determinant of water quality.)  A watershed 
is the area of land which drains into a 
stream, river, lake or other body of water.  
Most of the precipitation within a watershed 
is taken up by plant life, or is filtered into 
underground aquifers, and only a small 
proportion travels directly to those creeks 
and streams. 
Here in the Township, both river watersheds 
meet.  The east half of the Township is 
primarily in the Rouge River watershed 
and the west half is primarily in the Huron 
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River watershed.  As you travel through 
Superior Township, the watershed divides 
may not be that apparent as some of the 
transition areas are quite gradual.  Other 
areas are marked by steep divides.  

In the middle of the Conservancy Farm, 
on the border of the Jack R. Smiley Nature 
Preserve, lies a hill where one can straddle 
the drainage divide of the Huron and Rouge 
Rivers.  To the northeast, water drains 
into Fowler Creek which is a tributary of 
the lower branch of the Rouge River.  To 
the south and west of the drainage divide, 
drainage is to Superior #1 Drain which 
flows through LeFurge Woods on its way to 
the main branch of the Huron River, where 
it enters near Peninsular Park.   

The Rouge River watershed encompasses 
approximately 467 square miles in Wayne, 
Washtenaw and Oakland Counties.  The 
larger Huron River watershed spans over 
900 square miles and is within portions 
of seven counties:  Oakland, Livingston, 
Ingham, Jackson, Washtenaw, Wayne and 
Monroe.  Watershed maps for the Huron 
River and Rouge River can be found online.  
Where in the watershed do you live?

Come to the Campfire
By Carla Bisaro

In years before Covid quarantining, 
LeFurge Woods Nature Preserve was the 
site for annual summertime Full Moon 
campfires.  Now the quarantine is lifted, 
and we can gather together once more 
for S’mores and marshmallow roasting at 
the campfire site!  The Superior Township 
Chapter invites you to join us at 7:00 pm, 
on Saturday, September 10, for a great 
family experience.  Share fireside stories 
and good times; consider bringing chairs, 
blankets, your own hot dogs or a hobo 

See Moon on page 8
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Create a Native Plant Garden

“Front-Yard Natives” and “Back-
Yard Natives”
By Laura Bien

No-Mow May is over, and results seem 
mixed. It was easy to participate, but most 
lawns, mowed or not, don’t have many 
resources for insects. A native garden 
helps, and for those wondering how to 
create one, the distinction of “front-yard 
natives” versus “back-yard natives” is a 
useful organizing principle.

Those back-yard natives are trouble. They’re 
tall and teetering, like Evening Primrose. 
They occupy fridge-sized air-spaces, like 
Brown-Eyed Susan. Their rhizomes riddle 
the earth with underground spaghetti, 
like Woodland Sunflower. You step around 
them, duck under them, emerge pollen-
dusted and dizzy from Purple Hyssop’s 
licorice-fragrance force-field. It’s like a 
yard full of vegetable Sasquatches. I love 
them all. 

Siting this Amazonian anarchy in the front 
yard can lead to municipal citations and 
neighbor negativity. You can have a tidy 
native garden, however, with these “front-
yard native” guidelines:

1.Reduce the number of species used. Four 
or five is plenty and reduces visual clutter.

2.Plant each species in a large mass 
planting, versus a “mixed meadow” look. 
Mass plantings help visually organize the 
plot and also help pollinators find the 
resource.

3.Choose plants 24 inches tall or shorter.

4.Choose plants with a bunching, not 
spreading, habit, like Purple Coneflower. 
Spacing these plants at regular intervals 

and mulching in between creates an orderly 
array that still provides beauty and insect 
food.

5.If not using mulch, consider a groundcover 
plant to create a similar “tie-it-all-together” 
effect. Aggressive Canada Anemone will 
fill in every space between larger plants. 
Wild Strawberry’s serrated leaves and red 
fruit add visual interest, as do the kidney-
shaped leaves of shade-loving Wild Ginger.

6.Choose flowers with staggered 
bloomtimes, so that something is always 
showy.

7.Consider adding a flowering native shrub. 
Shrubby St. John’s Wort offers bright yellow 
flowers, and American Plum provides some 
of the best insect support.

8.Create a clear, obvious border around 
the garden with pavers, planks, or a row 
of such well-behaved plants as Nodding 
Onion. 

You’ve done it!—an attractive garden full of 
beneficial resources for insects.
 
Laura Bien is the owner of the Ypsilanti 
Native Plant Nursery.

The author's bodacious Canada Anemones might 
be back-yard natives after all.                
Photo by Laura Bien
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A Message from SMLC

As we crossed the first bridge over Fowler 
Creek, I explained that this pearling brook 
marks the westernmost tributary of the 
lower Rouge River. A bit further on, we 
crossed over the waterway that flows into 
the Huron River.  

Watching these clear fresh waters flow, I 
realized their global destinations from our 
mitten, through the great lakes to the seas 
beyond.  This reawakened in my heart the 
significance of our preservation work in our 
little slice of countryside.

“Think Globally, Act Locally!”

This summer the U.S. Fish & Wildlife 
Service and Ducks Unlimited engineers will 
be restoring 12 acres of emergent wetlands 
and 30 acres of native upland prairie 
at the Conservancy Farm, with federal 
dollars. The restoration of presettlement 
prairies, wetlands, and forests is our small, 
but significant contribution to the 30x30 
Conservation Agenda which aims to protect 
30% of America’s lands and waters by the 
year 2030. 

Thanks deeply for your ongoing support.  
Working together to cherish our natural 
world is a special gift to the coming 
generations.

“We did not inherit the world from our 
forebears; we are borrowing it from our 
children.”

Flow, continued from page 1 Message from SMLC
By Jim McIntyre, SMLC President

Since our last edition of the Superior 
Township Chapter Update, SMLC has been 
fortunate to be able to announce several 
exciting developments in our Superior 
Township community.  

This fall, we’ll be putting the finishing 
touches on our Secrest Nature Preserve—
SMLC’s newest preserve.  Once completed, 
users will be able to leave their vehicles in 
the newly constructed parking area and 
explore the preserve, which—thanks to 
some new trail work—now allows users to 
travel all the way to Superior Township’s 
Schroeter Park, via Washtenaw County’s 
Weatherbee Woods Preserve. 

SMLC’s Conservancy Farm will soon be 
abuzz with activity as we work with Ducks 
Unlimited and the U.S. Fish & Wildlife 
Service to expand the existing wetland 
area and develop over 30 acres of native 
grasses and flowers.  We’re excited to see 
the enhancements to the property and 
look forward to seeing all the species that 
will call these areas home.

Lastly, I can’t highlight SMLC’s local 
activities without discussing our recent 
Stewardship Fund campaign.  So much of 
our Stewardship takes place in Superior 
Township, and it’s reassuring to know 
that your generous donations will allow 
us to continue to manage SMLC’s local 
properties, enhancing the community 
and ensuring that future generations can 
enjoy nature through the work we’re doing 
today. 
Thank you to all our Superior Township 
supporters for the time and energy you 
put in every year to help SMLC fulfill our 
mission!

Don't miss out on the latest Conservancy news, 
events, and announcements.  If your address 
has changed, be sure to let us know that too.  

To sign up, please send an email 
to: info@smlcland.org

Get Email Updates from SMLC
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Immigrants, continued from page 1

Snail at Springhill Nature Preserve 
Photo by Colby Gura

Township Fund comprise the Chapter  
membership. Historically, renewal letters 
had served  as both a fundraising mech-
anism and an opportunity to extend 
additional outreach and appreciation to 
Superior Township supporters.

It turns out that none of these was the 
underlying issue.  Finally, the second-
youngest Steering Committee member 
stated plainly, “That’s not how people 
communicate anymore.”

And they were right.  On balance, our 
leadership group is a seasoned bunch.  I 
read recently that “…young people born 
in the 1990s and 2000s are considered 
‘digital natives’ in contrast to their ‘digital 
immigrant’ parents…” [and grandparents].  
For the natives, modern technology is all 
they have ever known—it seems normal, 
natural, no big deal.  Arriving from a pre-
digital world, the immigrants have to work 
hard just to keep up, and many (like me) 
always seem to be a step or two behind.

The land that we work to conserve is as 
old as the earth itself.  But we execute 
our mission in a world of humans that 
is constantly turning over to the next 
generation.  The better we can keep up, 
the more effective we can be.

There  is  still  a role for paper  commun-
ication, including this newsletter if you 
happen to be reading it on paper; but we 
will reach a broader, younger, more diverse 
audience through electronic means.  This 
messaging is often just “put out there” 
to be found and picked up, rather than 
being addressed or directed to anyone in 
particular.

SMLC has a Facebook page, although I’ve 

heard that that is becoming a somewhat 
dated platform favored by the digital 
immigrants.  SMLC also has a “Conservancy 
News” email list that remains effective in 
reaching those who have been moved, at 
some point, to provide their email address.

A few times in recent years, someone 
has posted a Superior Township event 
on the Meetup app or something similar, 
and people show up who may not even be 

Outreach in the Digital Age

familiar with SMLC or Superior Township 
until that day.

The Chapter is beginning to develop 
materials that utilize QR codes.  I personally 
haven’t mastered this yet, but I find the 
idea very appealing.

We want to increase participation and 
support, but this is not a request for 
volunteer labor or monetary contributions.  
Rather, this is a fresh realization of 
both personal aging and organizational 
demographics.  In order to sustain our 
mission in Superior Township and across 
the region, there is a place and a need for 
all—Natives and Immigrants—to value and 
enjoy our shared land resources while we 
maintain them for the next generation.
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Moon, continued from page 4

dinner – we will provide the S’mores 
fixings as we watch the rising of the 
Harvest Moon.

Parking will be available at the LeFurge 
Woods Nature Preserve at the 
preserve’s dedicated parking area on 
the east side of Prospect Road, ½ mile 
south of Vreeland Road.  Follow signs on 
foot to the campfire area.  Alternatively, 
you may prefer the special campfire 
parking available through the flagged 
entry off Prospect Road south of the 
preserve parking lot, about ½ mile 
north of Geddes Road.  This route will 
take your vehicle through a wooded 
path to a special campfire parking area.

We look forward to seeing you all at 
the September Full Moon campfire at 
LeFurge Woods Nature Preserve!


