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By Jack R. Smiley, 
Director of Land Protection

Sandhill Cranes

Visitors to the Conservancy Farm 
and LeFurge Woods Nature Preserve 
have likely noticed that the number 
of Sandhill Cranes in the area has 
been on the rise.  This past summer, 
upwards of 12 Sandhill Cranes 
were observed flying overhead or 
foraging for food in the farm fields.

The Sandhill Crane (�*�U�X�V���F�D�Q�D�G�H�Q�V�L�V) is Michigan’s 
tallest bird, with a height of 4 to 5 feet and a 
wingspan of 6 to 7 feet.  The birds are naturally gray 
and their heads are topped with a crimson crown.  
Some cranes preen themselves by adding mud to 
their feathers and thus take on a temporary brown 
hue.

Most Sandhill Cranes live in freshwater wetlands.  
Opportunistic omnivores, they will eat a variety of 
things ranging from insects to nestling birds, and the 
roots of aquatic plants to seeds and grains.

We have been fortunate in that Sandhill Cranes have 
discovered LeFurge Woods.  They first began to 
nest at the wetlands back in 2004 when a single pair 
made a nest on top of an old muskrat hut.  Every 
year since, cranes have nested in the area and crane 
chicks have regularly been observed in the fields at 
both LeFurge Woods and the Conservancy Farm.  
Gardeners at the farm have even had the special 
treat of watching the crane “dance”:  paired birds 
spreading their wings and leaping repeatedly into the 
air while calling.
With the onset of fall, cranes will gather in staging 
areas to prepare for heading south for the winter.  

One of the best staging areas in 
southern Michigan is at the Haehnle 
Sanctuary, near Jackson.  Cranes 
will congregate from September to 
mid-November, with peak numbers 
occurring in late October.  Cranes 
from Michigan normally migrate 
to southern Georgia and northern 
Florida to spend the winter, while 
others will winter in Texas, California 
and Mexico.

Although our fields will soon be 
silent, listen and watch for Sandhill 
Cranes when they return next 
spring.  Please let us know if you 
find a nest site or see any young.  
We will continue to document how 
SMLC preserves are aiding in the 
conservation of this majestic species.

Over 90 people came out for the SMLC Annual Picnic at the Consevancy 
Farm in September.  Here, SMLC Board Director Valerie Malaney (left) 
and SMLC Community Organic Garden Coordinator Jennie Williams (right) 
guide kids in a blindfolded object guessing game.	            Photo by Jack Smiley

Sandhill Cranes soar over LeFurge Woods Nature Preserve in Spring 2009. 		
							               Photo by Charles Scott
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Forest Ecosystems of the Morris-Reichert Nature Preserve

Afternoon sun shines through the forest of Morris-Reichert Nature 
Preserve.   		   	      	               Photo by Jim Weiner

By Robert Ayotte, SMLC Volunteer Naturalist

The Morris-Reichert Nature Preserve consists 
mainly of two major native forest ecosystems that 
display closed-canopy Oak-Hickory and Hardwood-
Swamp cover types.  The Oak-Hickory forest thrives 
in the uplands while the Hardwood-Swamp persists 
in the wet depressions.  These forest types are 
remnants of pre-European settlement ecosystems 
that have been subject, over the last 200 years, to 
many disturbances including logging, fragmentation, 
agriculture, invasive disease, and invasive plant 
species.
The geological 
features of the 
preserve are derived 
from the Wisconsinan 
glaciation; the 
associated ice mass 
receded from the area 
about 12,000 years 
ago.  The resultant 
glacial drift, defined 
as ground moraine, is 
composed of unsorted 
materials including 
boulders, cobbles, 
sand, silt, and clay.  
Till is a moist and 
nutrient rich matrix 
that generates diverse and productive upland forests.  
A few large blocks of ice within the moraine melted 
to create wet depressions or “swales”.  The swales 
were colonized by plants tolerant of wetlands.
The Michigan Natural Features Inventory estimates 
that the pre-European settlement cover type in 
the region of the Morris-Reichert Preserve was 
Oak-Savanna.  This broad estimate is extrapolated 
from the notes of surveyors who conducted the 
Government Land Office survey of 1816-1846.  
However, given the rich and moist soil conditions of 
ground moraine, it is more likely that the dominant 
cover type was closed-canopy Oak-Hickory.

In pre-European settlement times fire was a major 
factor influencing forest composition.  Many of these 
fires were started by Native Americans and crept in 
from nearby drier Oak-Savannas and prairies.  The 
frequency of fire prevented shade tolerant species 
such as American Beech, American Basswood, and 
the maples from colonizing and dominating the 
forest canopy.
Today, with fire supression, red maple and American 
basswood are establishing in the forest understory.  

Due to Dutch elm 
disease the American 
elm persist only in the 
understory of both the 
uplands and swamps.  
The larger ashes, both 
white and black, have 
been killed by the 
emerald ash borer, 
while ash seedlings 
– too young to be 
attacked – persist in 
the understory.  
The understory, typical 
of Oak-Hickory forest 
types is sparse, while 
the ground cover 
displays a moderately 

rich assortment of showy spring ephemerals 
including rue anemone, wild geranium, and may-
apple.  While the understory and ground cover have 
been colonized by non-natives such as Japanese 
barberry, common buckthorn, and garlic mustard, 
active management of these invading plants can help 
maintain this site as an important reserve of habitat 
and biodiversity for the region.
Robert Ayotte is a graduate student in Forest Ecology 
at the University of Michigan School of Natural 
Resources and Environment.  He volunteers with SMLC 
by leading guided tours of preserves and is currently 
performing Natural Features Assessments of the 
Morris-Reichert and Springhill Nature Preserves.

More Morris-Reichert Nature Preserve News         

This newsletter is printed on 30% post-consumer recycled paper.www.SMLCland.org
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Memorial Donations
In memory of Jennie Morgan

Mr. & Mrs. John Mulherin
Tom & Rose Mulherin
Allen & Edna Nickolai

Elaine McCalla
Arlene Bellas

In memory of Donald & Sallie Pierce
Janet Pierce Raisch

In memory of Teresa Robbins
Jack R. Smiley

In memory of David D’Aguilar Wood
John & Diane Chudyk

In October, Adam Dewicki finished a project at 
the Morris-Reichert Nature Preserve intended 
to elevate him to the rank of Eagle Scout.  The 
project consisted of designing and constructing an 
information kiosk at the entrance of the preserve as 
well as building and installing 42 bluebird nest boxes 
on posts with predator guards.  These are part of a 
“bluebird trail” that winds thoughout the preserve.

Adam is the third in a line of Dewickis who have 
achieved the Eagle rank through projects for SMLC.  
In 2003, his brother Brandon built and installed 15 
nest boxes on posts around the wetland at LeFurge 
Woods Nature Preserve.  In 2005, his brother 
Nathaniel built and installed 36 nest boxes at the 
Conservancy Farm.  In all cases, each scout designed 
the project, obtained donations of needed funds and 
materials, coordinated construction and installation, 
and saw the project through to completion.

Congratulations to Adam - and a huge thank you to 
the Dewicki Family for their terrific contribution to 
Southeast Michigan Land Conservancy preserves!

Eagle Helps Bluebirds 
at Morris-Reichert 
Nature Preserve

An extra Thank You to the following people for 
recent donations which have been very generous 
and helpful to SMLC: 

•	 Cable Family - Digital Projector

•	 Donna Chrzanowski  - Farmhouse rugs

•	 Lynn Mida - Farmhouse electrical work

•	 Jay Reinheimer and Gary McBride - thanks to 
each for newer office chairs.

•	 Pat & Jim Robertson - Gas grill

•	 Charles Scott - Photography

•	 Robert Seestadt - Discounted accounting

•	 The Mannik & Smith Company - Discounted 
Phase 1 environmental site assessment 

•	 Dean Sutton - Discounted farmhouse and 
outbuilding repairs

A special volunteer Thank You to everyone 
who helped make SMLC events like our Annual 
Picnic, Sunrise Serenade, hikes and campfires a 
success.  These popular gatherings would not 
happen without your dedicated help!

By Scott Tyrrell, Stewardship Coordinator

Nest boxes now line the bluebird trail at the Morris-Reichert 
Nature Preserve in Unadilla Township.          Photo by Scott Tyrrell

SMLC Thanks... 
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         Stewardship Endowment Fund       

 YES!  I want to help preserve critical natural habitat in  
 southeast Michigan by supporting Southeast Michigan 
 Land Conservancy. 

Please make checks payable to Southeast Michigan Land Conservancy  
and mail to:    

All donations are tax deductible to the extent provided by law.  
The donor will receive no goods or services in exchange for this donation. 
E-mail will be used for SMLC news/announcements.  
SMLC will never give or sell your personal information to any other group.

Southeast Michigan Land Conservancy
8383 Vreeland Rd.  
Superior Township,  MI  48198

• modern commercial lawn mower in good 
working order for mowing preserve trails 
(retail cost $10,000)

• heavy duty rototiller in good working order 
for the Garden program (retail cost $2,000)

• modern laptop computer, in good working 
order, with Windows XP or newer (retail cost 
$1,000)

• 8x10 or 10x12 foot living room rug, excel-
lent condition, in keeping with the historic 
character of the farmhouse; please no stripes; 
call for details (retail cost $300+)

• brush loppers (preferably with replaceable 
blades) (retail cost $25)

• brush saws with replaceable blades - all sizes 
(retail cost $15)

• 2 portable & storable 6ft or 8ft banquet tables 
with folding legs, good condition.

Check this box to have SMLC use my gift where it is needed most.

Or, direct my donation:

      Total gift  $________________

$___________
$___________
$___________

Or, make a secure online credit card donation at www.SMLCland.org

 Name					   
 Address					     	
 City             	    State	            Zip
 Phone	 (      )		
 E-mail	 				  

Please contact Scott or Wendy at the SMLC 
office if you would like to make  

our wishes come true!

 (734) 484-6565
   styrrell@smlcland.org

Wish List
 Southeast Michigan Land Conservancy  

 could use the following items:


