
flower/seed spike. Their predators are 
attracted as well.

The female sac spider bends a leaf around 
herself to form a pyramid-shaped box. 
Inside, she lays eggs and dies, her carcass 
providing her young with their first meal. 

Oxygen is added to the water during 
photosynthesis, and the forest of 
submerged stems is habitat for a myriad 
of aquatic critters. Carp (not present in the 
Bog) root at the rhizomes, breaking them 
up and aiding vegetative spread. Other 
fish, including sunfish, spawn and shelter 
there. 

Muskrat lifestyles are bound to cattails 
- they build their lodges with the leaves 
and stalks while they eat the shoots and 
rhizomes. These lodges, in turn, provide 
nest platforms for ducks and geese, and 
through their cattail harvests, muskrats 
create open water for waterfowl. 

Many marshland birds find nesting 
material and cover in the cattail thickets. 
Large flocks of blackbirds both nest and 
roost there and enrich the community 
with their droppings.

In winter, the cigar-like seed heads host 
pupating caterpillars (birds peck at the 
seed heads looking for this protein); the 
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Cattails
Wanted: Colonists to settle in wide open 
spaces. Must be adaptable, able to put 
down roots in submerged or soggy soil 
and to stand firm in the face of wind, 
waves, rodents, and carp. Temporary 
accommodations only.

Within the Cedarburg Bog wetland are a 
number of stands of cattails, and cattails, it 
turns out, are ideal candidates for this not-
so-attractive job description. Their tall, 
strap-like leaves and their conspicuous 
“wiener-on-a-stick” flower and seed stalks 
emerge from damp pond and stream 
edges and from standing water. Their 
leaves are designed to bend without 
breaking via a series of internal “strut-
like” veins that divide a leaf’s interior into 
flexible cells. Their slender shape is typical 
of “sun-catchers” in open spaces. 

But the infrastructure of a cattail marsh 
is as impressive as the part that appears 
above the waterline. Rhizomes are 
horizontal, underground stems that 
produce both shoots and roots, and that 
mass of cattail leaves is anchored by a 
dense, interlocking mat of rhizomes. 

A sausage-shaped female and a male 
flower spike grow on the same stalk, and 
it is the female spike that persists after the 
male spike sheds its pollen. Each fruiting 
plant may produce as many as 200,000 
seeds that are spread by the wind, 
launching new colonies. It takes two years 
for a new plant to reach reproductive 
maturity and produce its first flower. 
During its first year of life, it develops a 
rhizome system that may span 10 feet in 
diameter and produce 100 shoots. 

Once a colony gets started, it spreads 
primarily by vegetative means, through the 
growth of the rhizomes. Plants that sprout 
from the same rhizome are called clones; 
a dense cattail stand is an impossibly 
intricate interweaving of rhizomes from 
many clones, so crowded that there is 
no place for its seeds to germinate. This 
botanical exuberance allows colonies to 
advance as much as 15 feet annually. 

Unless openings occur between the 
closely-packed cattails, there will be few 
other large plants in sight. But, what a 
cattail marsh may lack in plant diversity, it 
more than makes up for in animals. 

Cattails attract a variety of aphids, 
caterpillars and painted turtles that feed 
on its rhizomes, leaves, sap, stem, and Male flower on top, female flower below

Cattails along the Stream in the Cedarburg Bog (Credit: Kate Redmond)



stalk is home to a variety of beetles, and 
the rhizomes conceal the larvae of cattail 
mosquitoes. 

Two species of cattail grow in the Bog. 
Common or Broad-leaved (Typha latifolia) 
grows on damp soil and shallow standing 
water and is an aggressive colonizer. It is 
less tolerant of pollution but is found in a 
wider range of soil acidity. Its base is fan-
shaped, and the male and female flowers 
touch. 

Narrow-leaved cattail (T. angustifolia) can 
grow in deeper, more polluted water; it 
prefers more alkaline locations and does 
not colonize as aggressively. Its base is 
cylindrical, its leaves narrower, and there 
is an inch or more of bare stem between 
the male and female flowers. 

Narrow-leaved cattail is considered non-
native, hailing from Europe and working its 
way inland from the coasts. It is now found 
in South America, Africa, and Eurasia and 
is invasive, forming monocultures that 
choke out native plants. It’s difficult to 
control because it hybridizes with the 
Common cattail. 

Cattails are community builders, and 
cattail marshes are communities in 
transition. They generally grow with 
land on one side and open water on the 
other. Their decomposing vegetation 
makes soil, readying the marsh for 
eventual colonization by plants with dryer 
preferences. As the land encroaches, 
cattails move farther out into the wetland. 

Wetlands are among the most productive 
ecosystems in the world, rivaling tropical 
rainforests in their production of biomass 
(the measurement of the weight or 
volume of biological material produced in 
an area).

Kate Redmond

Parasites in Bloom
Most plants are green because they 
contain chlorophyll and are able to make 
their own sugars and carbohydrates by 
harvesting the energy from the sun. Not all 
plants fall into this category. Herbaceous 
parasitic plants lack chlorophyll and are 
unable to produce their own nutrients 
through photosynthesis. This requires 
them to tap into a host plant’s roots 
through structures, called haustoria, for 
survival. Each parasitic plant has a specific 
host that it feeds on. Without the ability 
or need to photosynthesize, they tend to 
have reduced or completely lack leaves. 
Although they steal nutrients from the 
host, they do not cause a major threat 
to the survival of the host plant because 
they are herbaceous and die back every 
year. Beechdrops and Indian Pipe are 
two species of parasitic plants that can 
be found within the Cedarburg Bog and 
throughout Wisconsin.

Beechdrops (Epifagus virginiana) are 
delicate cream-colored flowers with 
hints of purple that tap into the roots of 
American Beech (Fagus grandifolia) for 
nutrients. They can easily be overlooked 
by the average passerby with their 
skeleton like structure. Flowers at the top 
of the stalk are perfect, which means they 
have male and female reproductive parts 
and can be cross pollinated by insects. 
However, the lower flowers are closed 
and self-pollinate to produce seeds. After 
pollination, seeds are dispersed by rainfall 
and the stems persist into the winter.

Indian Pipe (Monotropa uniflora) is 
another parasitic plant that does not 
directly obtain nutrients from tree roots, 
but from mycorrhizal fungus. You can find 
Indian Pipe in rich woodlands that are 
dominated by Maples and Oaks, but it 
is the presence of the necessary fungus 
that ultimately determines its presence. 
The scaly leaves and stems are ghostly 
white and can appear almost translucent. 
When they first emerge the flower head 
points down. As the flower blooms and is 
pollinated by small bees, the plant can turn 
a pinkish hue and the seed capsule points 
directly upward. Unlike the Beechdrops, 
Indian Pipe has only one flower per stalk.

Neither of these species are a common 
find as they require a healthy, intact forest 
for survival. Consider yourself lucky if you 
spot one along a trail and leave no trace 
for others to enjoy.

Danielle BellCattail triangles in Winter

Above: Beechdrops in Bloom (Maureen Bogdanski)
Below: Beechdrops seed capsules (Danielle Bell)

Above: Indian Pipe emerging (Chuck Stebelton)
Below: Mature seed capsules (Danielle Bell)



level allowing for upland communities 
composed of basswood and birch trees.  

A reminder, both Watts Lake and Mud 
Lake are open for your enjoyment. We 
hope you will be able to get out and enjoy 
the beauty that autumn brings to the Bog.  
Unfortunately, the UWM Field Station 
and boardwalk remain closed due to the 
pandemic.  We hope that COVID-19 will 
relent and that we can resume in-person 
events sooner than later. 

Also, as we begin the new year, please 
renew your membership.  You can do so 
online by visiting our website, https://
bogfriends.org/get-involved/donate/. 

If you are not yet a member, please 
consider joining us.  We rely on the 
support of our members to continue our 
work of protecting and preserving the 
Cedarburg Bog. 

Jim Ellis

October 10
Now constantly there is the sound,
quieter than rain,
of the leaves falling.

Under their loosening bright
gold, the sycamore limbs
bleach whiter.

Now the only flowers
are beeweed and aster, spray
of their white and lavender
over the brown leaves.

The calling of a crow sounds
loud — a landmark — now
that the life of summer falls
silent, and the nights grow.

Wendell Berry
from Selected Poems

In Memory of Penny Ficken

Dr. Millicent (Penny) Ficken was the 
Director of the UWM Field Station and 
a Professor in Biological Sciences for 32 
years, from 1967 when the Station was 
acquired until she retired in 1999. Penny 
was a very caring and kind person with a 
humble demeanor which belied the fact 
that she was internationally well known 
for her groundbreaking work in bird 
behavior and vocalizations.

Penny was the first woman to receive a PhD 
from Cornell in Ecology and Evolutionary 
Biology.  In her long career at UWM she 
studied the “chick-a-dee” call of the Black-
capped Chickadee and showed that the 
call has complex variations and is used to 
communicate in ways that qualify it as a 
language. She also showed that different 
local Chickadee neighborhoods have 
different dialects specific to the group, 
and that a local group’s common dialect 
changes over time.  

In other work, Penny showed that birds 
“take turns” singing in the morning to 
avoid overlapping the songs of others. She 
studied vocalizations in hummingbirds 
and showed that their songs include 
ultrasonic frequencies. These studies 
revealed aspects of bird vocalizations and 
communication that no one before Penny 
had ever thought to question. Perhaps 
Penny’s greatest strength as a scientist 
was her creative imagination that allowed 
her to ask novel questions about bird 
vocalizations and dream up creative ways 
to answer those questions.

Penny was made a Fellow of both the 
Animal Behavior Society and the American 
Ornithological Society and yet always had 
time to lend a guiding hand and kind advice 
to students or anyone she encountered at 
the Field Station. Penny passed away on 
July 7, 2020 at the age of 86. She will be 
missed by all who knew her.

James Reinartz

Board Talk
Congratulations & Welcome!  

Pam Uihlein, Cory Gritzmacher and Julia 
Robson were elected as Directors by the 
members of the Friends of the Cedarburg 
Bog at our virtual Annual Meeting.  Pam 
& Cory are new to the Board and Julia is  
returning for a second term.  I am pleased 
and excited to welcome them as Directors 
of the Friends of the Cedarburg Bog and 
look forward to working with them in the 
coming months and years. 

Thanks to all of you who participated 
in our virtual Annual Meeting. It was a 
success with 32 folks casting their ballots 
for Directors and checking out information 
posted on our website.  If, by chance, you 
missed it, information about our past 
year’s activity as well as information on 
our newly elected Directors can be found 
on the Annual Meeting page on our 
website, https://bogfriends.org/virtual-
annual-member-meeting/.

In the past three months, we have gotten 
serious about going virtual to keep you 
up to date on happenings in the Bog 
and continue to provide educational 
experiences while keeping people 
safe.  We’ve purchased video recording 
equipment and are putting it to work.  
You can view recently created videos by 
visiting our YouTube Channel and/or going 
to our Facebook page.  There, you will 
find clips of a hike with Jim Reinartz out to 
the String Bog.  You will also find a 3-part 
series on the lakes in the Bog featuring a 
bird’s eye view of our urban wilderness. 
The drone flight footage taken by Ron 
Tayge, UWM Field Station Maintenance 
and Research Support Specialist, is 
narrated by Jim Reinartz, UWM Professor 
Emeritus and FOCB Board Director. The 
videos feature the three major lakes of 
the Bog: Watts Lake, Mud Lake and Long 
Lake. These lakes and the various plant 
communities, including the unique string 
bog, are explained by Jim, who spent much 
of his professional career studying them. 
Glacial till islands rise above the water 

Penny holding a Golden-crowned Kinglet

Bottle Gentian (Credit: Chuck Stebelton)

Penny (center) with Vicki Piaskowski & Mary Holleback

https://bogfriends.org/get-involved/donate/
https://bogfriends.org/get-involved/donate/
https://bogfriends.org/virtual-annual-member-meeting/
https://bogfriends.org/virtual-annual-member-meeting/
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ADDRESS CORRECTION REQUESTED

CEDARBURG BOG FRIENDS EVENTS
Events are currently suspended due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

We hope to host these events in the future if it is safe to do so. Please check our website at  
www.bogfriends.org/event-registration for updates on the status of upcoming events, when registration will 

open, and proper safety protocols that will be required. If you have questions or are unable to register on 
the website, email fieldstn@uwm.edu or call (262) 675-6844. Event capacity will be limited when registration 

opens, so please register prior to the event date. Walks are free and open to the public; a $5 donation is 
appreciated. Please, No Pets.

Quarterly Board Meeting
October 8, 6:00 p.m.
All members are welcome to join the FOCB board 
meeting. The October meeting is being held virtually 
via ZOOM. Please contact admin@bogfriends.org 
if interested in the agenda and to receive access to 
the ZOOM meeting.

Many of our partners have created unique virtual 
ways to keep everyone connected with our natural 
world as we continue to keep our distance.

Please check their websites listed to the right 
for more details and to ensure you are following 
recommended or required safety protocols if you 
are attending an in-person event.

Treasures of Oz EcoTour
October 14-21, daily 9:00 a.m. - 3:00 p.m.
Celebrate the natural gems of Ozaukee County with 
a week long opportunity to saunter the preserves to 
see the breathtaking autumn colors. 
Visit https://treasuresofoz.org for more information.

EVENTS HAPPENING ELSEWHERE
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Cattail Seeds beginning to disperse

Ways to Stay Connected with FOCB

Like us on Facebook
https://www.facebook.com/TheFriendsoftheCedarburgBog/

Follow us on Instagram
https://www.instagram.com/friends_cedarburgbog/

Join our Email List
https://bogfriends.org/mailing-list/

Odonate Hike with Julia Robson
YouTube Channel - Friends of the Cedarburg Bog
In August, Julia Robson and Danielle Bell took a hike 
out to the Bog to see what late summer dragonflies 
and damselflies were patrolling the waters. The 
recorded hike can be viewed on our YouTube 
channel along with other short video clips revealing 
happenings in the Bog. Click HERE to view our 
virtual hike on YouTube.

UEC - Urban Ecology Center
3 Branches - Riverside Park, Washington Park and 
Menomonee Valley
https://urbanecologycenter.org/

SEWISC – Southeast Wisconsin Invasive Species Consortium 
360 Cedar Sauk Road, West Bend
www.sewisc.org

NRF - Natural Resource Foundation 
Field Trip Fridays
https://www.wisconservation.org/virtual-field-trips/

WWA - Wisconsin Wetlands Association
Virtual Wetland Walks
https://www.wisconsinwetlands.org/wetland-walks/

WGLBBO - Western Great Lakes Bird & Bat 
Observatory
116 W. Grand Ave., Ste. 207 Port Washington
https://wglbbo.org/

LLC – Lac Lawrann Conservancy
300 Schmidt Rd, West Bend
http://laclawrann.org/

RNC – Riveredge Nature Center 
4458 County Hwy Y, Saukville
https://www.riveredgenaturecenter.org/

MNP - Mequon Nature Preserve
8200 W County Line Rd, Mequon
www.mequonnaturepreserve.org

https://bogfriends.org/event-registration/
mailto:fieldstn@uwm.edu?subject=FOCB Event Question
mailto:admin%40bogfriends.org?subject=
https://treasuresofoz.org
https://www.facebook.com/TheFriendsoftheCedarburgBog
https://www.instagram.com/friends_cedarburgbog/?hl=en
https://bogfriends.org/mailing
https://youtu.be/FMfswPU4JEE
https://urbanecologycenter.org/
http://www.sewisc.org
https://www.wisconservation.org/virtual
https://www.wisconsinwetlands.org/wetland-walks/
https://wglbbo.org
http://laclawrann.org/
https://www.riveredgenaturecenter.org
https://mequonnaturepreserve.org/

