Pierce Cedar Creek Institute is Growing!
In April 2021, Pierce Cedar Creek Institute received a generous land contribution on the south side of
our property. Mary Pierce, the spouse of the Institute’s first Director, Dr. Gary Pierce, donated 20 acres
of Southern Hardwood Swamp and upland forest. The land is largely undisturbed and retains much of its
natural character.
The term, “Southern Hardwoods Swamp” comes from a system for describing natural landscape
features. This system is designed to classify complex landscapes into easily recognizable natural
communities of plants, animals and other organisms that interact with one another and are repeatedly
found under comparable environmental conditions. A key characteristic of these communities is that
they emerge from natural processes rather than by human disturbance.
After receiving the donated parcel, Mary Pierce led a group from the Institute on a tour of the land.

Mary Pierce (front), leads Stewardship Manager, Mary Parr and Field Station Manager, Matt Dykstra through the donated land.

The landscape appeared largely undamaged by human activity for quite some time. There are no
defined trails except for a few, barely noticeable deer paths. The ground is soft, spongy or water-logged
in much of the lowland area. There are occasional small elevated spots that are dryer and suggest less
frequent water accumulation. The southern portion of the property contains an upland forest that rises
20 feet above the lowlands. The upland favors white and red oaks, hickory and tulip trees.
About 13 of the 20 acres are low-lying swampland. The term “swamp“ refers to a wetland that is
forested. The landscape is overgrown with shrubs, and a diverse mix of ground flora. The lowlands are
dominated by red and sugar maples, pin oak, swamp white oak and yellow birch. The understory is
dense with jewelweed, cinnamon fern, wild ginger and great blue lobelia. The parcel has been shaped by
windthrow, downed branches and trees. There is a small stream and a narrow, weakened bridge. The

stream appears to emanate from a nearby spring. Getting to the bridge is a hike through an area that
seems unkept by human standards and yet perfectly ordered by the forces of nature. It can bring to
mind images of a primordial past, a place that is wild and beautiful and full of life.

Diversity of landscapes and habitats between the southern hardwood swamp (left) and the upland forest (right).

The property shows signs of previous logging. Numerous large stumps reveal that trees were downed by
the smooth cut of a saw. The age of many of the older forest trees indicates the logging likely occurred
at least a hundred years ago. Mary Pierce showed us the remnants of an old “corduroy road.” Corduroy
roads were a common type of road during the 1800s. They were constructed by cutting logs and laying
them side by side, perpendicular to the direction of travel. They were used to move people and wagons
over swampy areas.
The Institute is currently in the process of establishing a conservation easement on the new property. A
conservation easement is a voluntary legal mechanism for permanently protecting defined
“conservation values” of land and water. Research has shown that the existence of wetland forests that
are in close proximity to upland forests, like those present on the donated parcel, are positively
correlated with overall plant and animal diversity. By conserving both ecosystem types in perpetuity,
Mary Pierce and the Institute are contributing to the long-term preservation of biodiversity.
Understanding the conservation value of the land and establishing a conservation easement to protect
those values takes a team of people and resources. At Pierce Cedar Creek, senior leadership oversees
the integration of land donations. The stewardship department, the biological field station and the
education department provide suggestions on how to care for ecosystems, expand educational
opportunities, plan for long term land management expenses and develop funding sources. The Institute
is continuously reviewing how decisions made today will impact operations in the future. Deliberations
and planning revolve around upholding the mission and vision of the organization.
The Institute was founded through the vision of Bill and Jesse Pierce. Bill and Jesse, along with their
sons, Gary and Joe and a Board of Trustees, set out to create an environmental education center that
could not only conserve natural resources but could also help inspire others to appreciate and act as
stewards of the environment. The 850 acres owned by the Institute today are dedicated to fulfilling the
environmental protection and education envisioned by the Pierce family more than two decades ago.

