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Three Springs Preserve

On a windy September afternoon, staff and board
members of the Door County Land Trust were

joined by the Governor of Wisconsin, the Secretary of
the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources, The
Nature Conservancy, and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service to deliver some big news. On this day, the Land
Trust announced that it has completed the largest con-
servation purchase in Door County in the last 41 years,
and, in doing so, has established the Harold C. Wilson
Three Springs Nature Preserve.

“The purchase of the Three Springs property marks

the biggest conservation purchase ever by the Door
County Land Trust and, more importantly, protects
what had been the largest, unprotected parcel remaining
in northern Door County,” said Dan Burke, Executive
Director of the Door County Land Trust.

The Three Springs property is located two miles east
of Sister Bay and lies within a region of Door County
which hosts the highest density and greatest diversity of
rare plants, animals and natural communities found in
Wisconsin.

Mike Grimm, who directs The Nature Conservancy’s

work on the Door Peninsula, explains that the Three
Springs property has long been considered a top priori-
ty for conservation. “This is a keystone property,”
Grimm said. “It has a critical influence on the quality of
water in both Three Springs Creek and North Bay. It is
also strategically located within a functional landscape
of unmatched diversity, ecological integrity and beauty.”

The Three Springs project was funded through a mix
of state, federal and private funds. The Land Trust
received a $746,000 grant from the Knowles-Nelson
Stewardship Fund and a $471,750 grant from the U.S.
Fish and Wildlife Service. The Nature Conservancy
generously provided the Land Trust with a $90,000
donation and a grant from the Wisconsin Land Fund
also aided in the purchase. In addition, the Door
County Land Trust received over $180,000 from its
members in support of this project.

“An historic project of this magnitude could not have
been accomplished alone,” explains Burke. “We thank
our state and federal agency partners, The Nature
Conservancy, and all our donors for working collabora-
tively to preserve this special place. We also owe a big
thanks to the landowners, George and Jean Reynolds,
for being great stewards of this place for the past 40
years and providing us with the opportunity to establish
this new preserve.”

The property will be named the Harold C. Wilson
Three Springs Nature Preserve in honor of the late
Harold Wilson, a Door County businessman and
renowned naturalist who owned the property for many
years and operated one of the state’s first nature centers
here. (See pages 4-5 for more details.)

“The Door County Land Trust is honored to follow
in the footsteps of Harold Wilson by once again mak-
ing this property available for all the public to enjoy and
appreciate,” explains Terrie Cooper, Door County Land
Trust’s Land Program Director. “We expect to add sig-
nage and trails to the preserve in 2009 and to prepare
the preserve for recreational opportunities including
hiking, birding and hunting.”

We look forward to sharing this special place with our
members and the community!

See “Explore the Door” on page 19 for information
about an upcoming hike at Three Springs Preserve.

Landmark Purchase Creates New 421-Acre Nature Preserve 
Purchase is Largest Conservation Project in Door County in over 40 Years

3Natural springs at Three Springs Preserve form a small vernal pond with water levels especially high throughout the spring and early summer months.
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Three Springs Preserve, continued

4

Preserving the Historic Three Springs by Fran Burton

Big and wild though it may be, the Three Springs
Preserve is just two miles from Sister Bay. The beauti-
ful, undeveloped tract, very close to civilization, is
almost a secret place – out of sight from a major road
and unknown to most of the public.

Springs that meander through the property give it its
name, but more importantly they provide specialized
habitat for plants and animals, including endangered
and threatened species. The rare Hines Emerald
Dragonfly lays its eggs in vegetation on the banks of a
pond formed by the springs. Endangered Dwarf Lake
Iris and spectacular Showy Lady’s Slippers bloom in the
swampy soil of nearby woods. Smallmouth bass, yellow
perch, brown trout, Chinook salmon, and Northern
Pike spawn in the coldwater springs. The forests con-
tain white cedar, tamarack, balsam fir and black ash.
The headwaters of North Bay arise on the property,
providing a critically important habitat for Lake
Michigan’s whitefish population, 80% of which spawn
just offshore of North Bay.

Perhaps the greatest importance of the Three Springs
tract is its location. It’s a pivotal parcel in a grand land-
scape of wilderness that encompasses the Ridges
Sanctuary, Toft Point, Mud Lake, and North Bay.

The first recorded transaction involving the Three
Springs property was in 1883 when Franz Erickson
purchased 160 acres under the Homestead Act (see
page 7). Several generations of the Erickson family
owned the tract until 1940 when they sold it to Harold
Wilson of Ephraim. Harold grew up in Ephraim and

That’s the best way to describe the Three Springs Preserve.
Big in size – 421 acres. Big by Door County Land Trust standards – 
the largest single purchase, ever, for the organization. Big in historical
significance – a long association with the area’s natural history.
And Big in ecological importance – a key piece in a 17,000-acre State
Natural Area corridor that has been described as “one of the premier 
natural landscapes of the western Great Lakes.”

Big.

Big and wild…

“…Conditions and people have changed 
but the little lake is still there, swelling 
large each spring season. Cedars are again
growing where the first cabin stood, and
there up from the bottom of the lake,
between the stones, gurgles still, the clear 
cool waters of Three Springs.” - John R. Seaquist

Three Springs Nature Center, circa 1950.
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continued on page 6

lived most of his life there. His family owned the popu-
lar Wilson’s Ice Cream Parlor, and Harold had his real
estate office in the same building. But neither ice
cream nor real estate were Harold’s passions – he
loved the natural world.

Harold’s particular interest was the migratory
habits of birds, and by the time he was in his 30s, he
had banded 5,500 birds of 53 species, a new banding
record for Wisconsin. He became one of the coun-
try’s experts on the migration of Herring Gulls, and
over his lifetime he banded over 60,000 of them.

A few years after Harold purchased the Three
Springs tract, its history became intertwined with
Wisconsin conservation history. In 1947, Harold
opened the Three Springs Nature Center, located in
the two-story barn that stood on his property. His goal

was to educate visitors about the wildlife and ecology
of Door County. Upstairs in the barn he displayed

taxidermy specimens, and
downstairs he placed tanks
of live fish, snakes, and
reptiles. Outside, a one-
acre fenced area contained
deer, and cages held fox,
wolves, coyotes, beaver,
raccoons, opossums, and
sometimes a bear cub. All
the animals were native to
Door County. Harold also
laid out a nature trail with

signs telling about the various plants and trees. The
whole enterprise had a friendly, down-home feel to it.
Children were encouraged to bring in small animals
such as snakes, chipmunks, rabbits, and squirrels and if
they did, were given a season pass.

Caring for the nature center required substantial
amounts of time, and each summer Harold hired an
assistant to oversee the operation. The summer of 1950
saw the arrival of an assistant who would later have an
enormous impact on Wisconsin’s conservation commu-
nity – C.D. “Buzz” Besadny. He
had just finished his junior year at
the University of Wisconsin,
Madison, where he was a wildlife
management major.

According to well-known natu-
ralist, Roy Lukes, who was Buzz’
first cousin and lifelong friend,
wildlife management wasn’t his
original choice of careers.
According to Roy, Buzz left for
Madison “with the intention of
becoming an undertaker.” Roy
thought perhaps the influence of
Madison’s Aldo Leopold came to resonate with Buzz.
Leopold’s ethic – that people are part of a large 
picture that includes water, soil, plants and animals and
that disturbing one disturbs the others – informed the
rest of Buzz’ life, which was committed to outdoor
stewardship.

5Autumn colors illuminate a path through the woods at Three Springs Preserve.

Joe-Pye Weed              Photo by Julie Schartner

Hikers at Three Springs
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6

As head of the Department of
Natural Resources (DNR) from
1980 to 1993, Buzz gained an inter-
national reputation as an environ-
mentalist. He was a far-sighted
administrator who initiated many
important programs. His greatest
legacy, however, may be the
Knowles-Nelson Stewardship Fund,
which arose from his interest in pub-

lic land acquisition. This
initiative, successor to the
Outdoor Recreation Act
Program, was created in
1989 during Buzz’ tenure.
The program provides the
state, local units of government, and land
trusts with funds to acquire and protect
undeveloped lands of state-wide importance.
The Knowles-Nelson Stewardship Fund is
providing over $700,000 of matching funds
to help the Door County Land Trust pur-

chase Three Springs. There’s satisfaction in knowing
that Buzz was closely associated with both the fund
providing protection and the place being protected.

Ultimately, Three Springs Nature Center proved to be
too far off the beaten path to be profitable and it closed
in the early 1950s. However, the wonderful old barn
remains on site as a reminder of this bygone venture.

Over the past 115 years, the Three Springs tract has
been cared for and stewarded by only three families,
most recently that of George and Jean Reynolds. All
three families have kept the property largely undevel-
oped – a fortunate and surprising occurrence in a time
of rapid development in Door County.

In addition to thanking George and Jean Reynolds for
their stewardship, the Land Trust also thanks George
Erickson, Lois Rushton and Mike Brodd, descendents
of the original Three Springs settlers, and Paul and
Mary Wilson, children of Harold Wilson, for sharing
their knowledge and memories of Three Springs.

Much work lies ahead to ready the Harold C.
Wilson Three Springs Nature Preserve for public
use. By early next summer, the Land Trust hopes to
have the preserve open for hiking, birding, hunting,
and other recreational activities. If you are interest-
ed in building trails, installing signage, or partici-
pating in other stewardship tasks at the Three
Springs Preserve, please contact Jodi Milske, our
Land Stewardship Coordinator.

Although the purchase of the Three Springs
property is complete, approximately $42,000
remains to be raised for trail building, site restora-
tion, educational signage, kiosks, benches and
long term maintenance. If you are able to help and
would like to make a contribution, please send your
gift to the Door County Land Trust Three Springs
Project, P.O. Box 65, Sturgeon Bay, WI  54235.
All contributions are tax-deductible.

Three Springs Preserve, continued

There’s Work to be Done
and Funds to Raise

Three Springs Creek winds its way from the spring-fed headwaters
through the dense conifer forests to North Bay.

Land Trust staff members Laurel Hauser and Dan Burke enjoy a rare opportunity 
to get out of the office and explore Three Springs.
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Grandfather (Erickson) came to Door County and
took up a “homestead” and built a log cabin either in
1875 or 1876. The family – grandmother and the four
older children, of which my mother was the oldest,
arrived in 1877. She, and mother too, often spoke of
their coming and the conditions that they found here.

Most traffic to and from the county in those days was
by boat… It was on one of these steamers, called by
Door County people “The Chicago Boat” that
Grandmother and the children made the trip from

Chicago. The landing place for those boats was at that
time at Baileys Harbor. The boat landed after a tiresome
journey in the morning of a hot summer day. Their prob-
lem was to convey themselves as well as their baggage to
“Three Springs” which was… far away (and) they knew
they would have to walk to get there.

Each youngster was given a burden to carry according
to size and strength leaving the heaviest for my mother
and for Grandmother herself. They would walk a little
ways and then stop and wipe sweat. It was the longest
walk and the hottest day they had ever known. It seemed
the road would never end. It was well along in the after-
noon when they got to the cluster of houses known as
Sister Bay. Here they learned that they still had a couple
of miles to go eastward before they would reach their
cabin at Three Springs. Fortunately the summer day was

long. The sun was far in the west before they came to the
trail that led through thick woods to the cabin. Finally
they came to the little lake they had heard about and
there beyond it saw for the first time what was to be their
home. Evidently they had thought of a mansion all their
own and the sight of the low log cabin was a keen disap-
pointment. Their first comment was, “Oh, shoot, the
house,” which expressed their collective opinion and it
was not one of approval.

The house was of rectangular shape, built of huge cedar
logs. Around the cabin were the stumps on which the
logs had grown. The chinks between the logs were filled
with moss….

…When the younger children had fallen asleep, which
they did immediately after eating, Grandmother slipped
out of the house and was found by my mother, the oldest
girl, sitting on a stump, back of the cabin, crying as if her
heart would break. Mother told me that she would often
slip away like that those first years to cry and to pray for
strength to carry on. Here they were, far from the nearest
neighbor. All provisions had to be carried several miles
thru thick woods where wolves howled and bears
prowled. The only school to which the children could go
was three miles away. To get to it a crooked trail had to
be followed through the woods. Even the main roads
were narrow, stony and full of mud holes.

Since their cabin was near water, among cedar trees,
mosquitoes were always a summer pest and in dry sea-
sons fire was an ever present danger.

As we, of a later day, step on the gas and glide along
black topped highways, it is hard for us to visualize and
appreciate the fortitude, hard work and patience it took
just two generations ago to begin the improvements that
we now enjoy and take for granted. Let us not forget the
price they had to pay and be grateful for what they did…

…Conditions and people have changed but the little
lake is still there, swelling large each spring season.
Cedars are again growing where the first cabin stood, and
there up from the bottom of the lake, between the stones,
gurgles still, the clear cool waters of Three Springs.

Excerpted from Pioneer Experiences in Door County, Wisconsin
by John R. Seaquist published 1954 7

The Erickson Family Comes to Door County
An historical account of the arrival of the first European settlers to Three Springs

An old granary and rusted farm implements are relics from 
the days of early settlers at Three Springs.
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Early settlers at Three Springs, the Erickson Family circa 1885.
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