
The Rebirth of the Oak Woods  •  Where the Wild Ones Are

Chicago
WILDERNESS

P R E M I E R E  I S S U E  F A L L  1 9 9 7

E X P L O R I N G  N A T U R E  &  C U L T U R E



2 C H I C A G O W I L D E R N E S S

N

LAKE
MICHIGAN

D
es P

laines

Little Calumet

Du
Pa

ge

Kankakee

Fo
x

0 5 10

Miles

Federal Lands

State Parks

County Preserves
and City Parks

Privately Owned
Nature Areas

Nature Preserves
and Scientific Areas

PROTECTED LAND
IN THE CHICAGO WILDERNESS REGION

PROTECTED LAND
IN THE CHICAGO WILDERNESS REGION

Map drawn by Richard Vaupel and Leonard Walther of the 
Cartography Lab at Northern Illinois University.



P R E M I E R E I S S U E 1 9 9 7 3

Many of us grew up knowing a little bit about nature.
We climbed trees, fed squirrels, enjoyed the sound
of birds and the sight of wildflowers. On vacations,

we hiked, camped, canoed or biked in remoter regions,
places we think of as real nature, as wilderness. But these
places were always somewhere else. Certainly not in our
own back yards.

Yet, the greater Chicago area, unlikely as it may seem, is
home to the greatest concentration of threatened and
endangered plant and animal species in the Midwest.

Moreover, this metropolitan area—not the surrounding
farmland—harbors the world’s best remaining assemblage of
our true and original Midwest “wilderness:” the tallgrass
prairies and oak woodlands, the savannas and marshes.
After all, what is wilderness? Is it not the land that the
Potawatomi walked on—the plants and creatures in the nat-
ural communities that evolved here over the ages? These
native plant and animal communities are more rare—and
their survival more globally threatened—than the fabled
tropical rain forests. To the extent that the grove and prairie
wilderness exists anywhere, it exists here.

Thus, first and foremost, Chicago Wilderness is an archi-
pelago of 200,000 acres of protected natural lands stretching
from Chiwaukee Prairie in Wisconsin, through the six coun-
ties of northeastern Illinois and Goose Lake Prairie south-
west of Joliet, to the dunes of northwestern Indiana. (See
map on facing page.)

Yet Chicago Wilderness is not merely land. It is the
plants and animals that live on the land, the blue-spotted
salamander and red-shouldered hawk, the prairie white-
fringed orchid and the Hines emerald dragonfly. And the
people. Native Americans were part of the wilderness here,
and you and I are part of it now. Or we can be. The rich
lands that comprise Chicago Wilderness are here because
people saved them from plow and pavement.

Thus, it was the human capital of the region, invested
with intelligence and care, that bequeathed to us and our
children a rare natural legacy. And it is this human capital
of the region, invested anew in an unprecedented coalition
of public and private organizations, that is also called
Chicago Wilderness. To date, some 54 institutions (you’ll
find them listed on the inside back cover of this magazine)
have joined together in a consortium called the Chicago
Region Biodiversity Council. They have pledged to work in

What Is
CHICAGO WILDERNESS?
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concert to protect, restore and manage the precious natural
resources of the Chicago region. This part of Chicago
Wilderness is neither a place nor a thing. Instead, it is a
collaboration of individuals and institutions committed to
saving our rich natural heritage and helping to infuse
knowledge of our native landscape into the cultural identi-
ty of the region.

We live in a land known for great pizza and a world-
class basketball team—this goes without saying. But some-
day—for such is the goal of Chicago Wilderness—we will
all recognize and cherish the fact that we also live in a
land known for great prairies and woods. The story of
Chicago Wilderness is a tremendous American story, a
story of drama, imagination and heart.

With Chicago Wilderness—this magazine—we hope to
tell that inspiriting story. We’ll bring you news and infor-
mation on a quarterly basis about the member institutions
of Chicago Wilderness and the projects they’re engaged in.
We’ll introduce you to some of the best wild areas in the
region and explore its wildlife. And we’ll feature some of
the best writing, photography and illustration about the
extraordinary nature here. 

As with any newborn being, we are not yet what we
hope to be. In future issues look for field notes from scien-
tists, excerpts from settlers’ journals, lessons in landscape
genealogy, book reviews, more photos and art, stories,
essays and fascinating facts.

We’re looking for writers, photographers and artists to
join us in this enterprise—and we’re seeking a family of
readers and subscribers. That’s how we hope this magazine
will naturally evolve and grow. We’re glad to say we can’t
do it without your help and support—just as our precious
wild places can’t survive without you either.

This premiere issue of Chicago Wilderness is being dis-
tributed free of charge. Please enjoy it and share it with
your family, friends and neighbors. Subscribe today to
receive future issues of Chicago Wilderness. Give gift sub-
scriptions to colleagues and friends, your parents, your
children, to people who’ve moved away or to folks who
might move here. Give a subscription to start a conversa-
tion or to say thank you. We need to be big to be good.
Become a benefactor of the magazine by making a tax-
deductible contribution. Spread the word. And let us
hear from you.
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MMention the words “Chicago” and

“wilderness” in the same sentence, and chances are you’ll draw an incredulous stare

from many listeners. How can the nation’s third-largest city possibly exist in conjunc-

tion with wild places, let alone in conjunction with particular constellations of wild

animals and plants that have practically ceased to exist anywhere else on Earth?
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Yet that is precisely the case. The
city and its suburbs support wild

species and entire communities that
have become rare—not just in north-
eastern Illinois, but globally.
Threatened environments, including
tallgrass prairies, oak savannas, and
prairie marshes, survive in this region
even within view of skyscrapers and
shopping malls. And, unlikely as it
may seem at first glance, those rare
and increasingly cherished natural
areas remain in reasonable health
today precisely because of their prox-
imity to the city.

This area was biologically rich long
before European and American set-
tlers arrived. “We are in the middle of
a convergence of major biomes here,”
says Tim Sullivan, a conservation biol-
ogist at Brookfield Zoo who has
worked extensively with the Chicago
Wilderness project. “It’s the eastern
extent of the tallgrass prairie, the
southern edge of the north woods, the
western extent of the eastern decidu-
ous forest. It’s also overlaid with a very
complex geological history, especially
recent glaciation, that has left a diver-
sity of soil types, topography, and wet-
lands. That’s led to a high diversity of
native species, especially plants.
Fifteen hundred native plant species
occur in the Chicago Wilderness
region. That’s an enormous number.”

Studies have shown that Indiana
Dunes National Lakeshore, for
instance, ranks seventh in biodiversity
among all national parks—1,135
native plant species have been identi-
fied there as one measure— yet it is
many times smaller than any of the
parks that outrank it.

Early settlers in the region tended to
think of this rich combination of grass-
land, forest, and wetland as the origi-
nal Chicago wilderness. But it was not
at all free of the marks of humanity, for
the ecology of the continent, especial-
ly its coasts and the fertile midsection,
had already been profoundly altered
by its Native American inhabitants

for millennia. They set fires that kept
trees from encroaching on the prairies.
They hunted bison and deer, elk and
bear (some scholars think early Native
Americans hunted many Ice Age-era
animals to extinction). They collected
wild plants and farmed crops, such as
corn and squash, that were introduced
from other areas. They influenced
their surroundings and were influ-
enced by them.

When American settlers arrived in
the Midwest, they dealt with their sur-
roundings in less subtle ways. They
plowed the prairies, sawed down
forests, drained marshes, channeled
rivers. And the new city of Chicago,
situated where land and water travel
routes met, became the transportation
nexus where resources from the north
and south, east and west, changed
hands. Immigrants flocked in. From
skyscrapers to the blues, many of the
distinctive qualities they eventually
lent to the city can be traced back to
the place’s particular juncture of geol-
ogy, geography, and climate.

Some of the effects that Western
civilization had on the area’s natural
diversity—the way it wiped out many
native animals, for example—are well
known. The herds of bison that cov-
ered the prairies like a brown tide
were hunted out almost entirely a cen-
tury ago; they survive in Illinois only
as a few captive animals. Cougars and
wolves are unlikely to stalk the oak
savannas again. And some former resi-
dents are gone forever. Passenger
pigeons will never again darken the
skies over the woods nor will Carolina
parakeets appear on someone’s bird
list. They, too, are extinct. 

What is less obvious is that the
swelling human population of the
Chicago region was the key to retain-
ing much of the area’s natural legacy.
“What happened was a combination
of historical accident and wisdom,”
says Jerry Sullivan, author of Chicago
Wilderness, An Atlas of Biodiversity.
“Because it was an urban area from

P R E M I E R E I S S U E 1 9 9 7 7

The endangered Hines emerald dragonfly survives on earth only at a few sites along
the lower Des Plaines River in Cook and Will Counties and in Door County, Wisconsin.
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In Illinois, the two concentrations of
endangered species are in the Shawnee
Hills and in the Chicago metropolitan
area. Most of the rest of the state is corn
and soybeans.



the beginning, a lot of places that
would have been turned into farmland
elsewhere were kept as open land for
speculation.” Failed subdivisions,
extensive estates, and other patches of
land that were never developed on a
large scale helped preserve many wild
places. Other effects of urbanization
were even more unpredictable. “On
the south side of Chicago and in Lake
Forest, fine prairies and savannas sur-
vived because mischievous kids burned
them on Halloween,” says Stephen
Packard, conservation biologist for The
Nature Conservancy in Chicago.

Other patches on the outskirts of the
city were retained in a wild state by
virtue of the simple fact that Chicago
residents missed wild places. They set
aside an extensive network of preserves
that became the forest preserve system
in Cook and neighboring counties.
Throughout most of the rest of the tall-
grass prairie, by contrast, farmers even-
tually converted almost all available
land to agriculture. In many rural coun-
ties fragments of original prairie exist
today only in tiny patches in old ceme-
teries and along railroad rights-of-way.

Today 11 percent of Cook County
consists of protected lands—a far larger
proportion than in most counties in
the prairie region. Now, in an impres-
sive exercise in wisdom, a legion of
professionals and volunteers is working
to protect and restore the diversity of
nature on public and private lands
throughout the metropolitan area.

Part of the legacy of that accident
and wisdom is this: a surprising number

of rare creatures still live in the metro
area. As a sort of index of that rich-
ness, consider just a few of the species
whose presence in the area illustrates
the importance of retaining and restor-
ing Chicago’s diverse wildlands. Think
of them as neighbors that represent
many others:

Lakeside Daisy (Hymenoxys acaulis).
This extremely rare species lives only
on dolomite prairies. One of the two
known populations in the world is in
the Chicago area—reestablished
thanks to a restorationist/gardener who
grew the flowers after the original
patch was destroyed in 1981.

Leafy Prairie Clover (Petalostemum
foliosum). The largest remaining popu-
lations in the world of this flower sur-
vive on dolomite prairies in the area;
the only others known are in
Tennessee and Alabama.

Eryngium Root-Borer Moth
(Papaipema eryngii). Insects have suf-
fered a substantial but generally unher-
alded loss of diversity with the loss of
extensive prairies. This lovely species
survives on only a few remnant patches
in the Chicago area.

Hines Emerald Dragonfly (Somatochlora
hineana). Named for its vivid eyes, this
aerial predator is associated with a very
particular geological formation, the
dolomite rock of the Niagara
Escarpment. In the Chicago area, that
bedrock surfaces along the lower Des

Plaines River, producing rugged cliffs
and outcrops. Clean water seeping out
between the rock and the glacial debris
that overlies it supports marshes and
wet meadows—and this globally
endangered species, which elsewhere
survives only in Door County,
Wisconsin.

Cooper’s Hawk (Accipiter cooperii). In
decline in many parts of North
America, this woodland predator has
come back nicely in restored wood-
lands in the Chicago area. It was
recently taken off the state’s list of
threatened and endangered species.

Kirtland’s Snake (Clonophis kirtlandii).
Now absent from many former haunts
throughout its range, this crayfish-eat-
ing snake requires high-quality wet
savannas for hunting and wintering
sites. The species is secretive and very
difficult to monitor, but restoration
efforts in the Chicago area are main-
taining significant patches of its habitat.

Massasauga Rattlesnake (Sistrurus
catenatus). These small rattlesnakes,
rarely seen, prefer tallgrass prairies
with scattered woody shrubs; in win-
ter they hibernate in crayfish burrows
in wet grasslands. Only three popula-
tions have been found in the Chicago
area, and only a total of seven
statewide. Because most populations
are too widely scattered to allow for
dispersal between them, they are
threatened by a loss of genetic diversity
through inbreeding.

Near right: Due to loss of habitat, the
Massasauga rattlesnake has disappeared
over most of its range. It survives in
Lake, Cook, and Will Counties.

Middle right: The now-rare Kirtland's
snake needs wet savannas to survive.

Far right: The world's largest population
of the leafy prairie clover is at Lockport
Prairie in Will County.

Top right: The lakeside daisy survives
here only through the hard work of
restoration.
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The passenger  p igeon,  now ext inc t ,  was once so  numerous  that  f locks  b lackened the sk ies  over  midwestern woodlands .
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It is less individual species, though, thatmake the Chicago area unique than its
fine examples of rare communities of
species. These communities—the tall-
grass prairies and oak woodlands, the
diverse wetlands and Lake Michigan
duneslands— have survived to this day
with more of their original integrity
intact than is the case throughout most
of the rest of the Midwest.

“I tend to think in terms of commu-
nities rather than individual species,”
says Jerry Sullivan. “Oak savannas are
extremely endangered as an entire
ecosystem. Our prairies are extremely
small, but very high quality in terms of
the number of species present in
them.” A few examples of these fine
remnant communities include West
Chicago Prairie in DuPage County
and Wolf Road Prairie in Cook
County, Middlefork Savanna in Lake
County, Chiwaukee Prairie in south-
eastern Wisconsin, and the dunes of
Illinois Beach State Park, among oth-
ers. Sullivan points out that this
region has many high quality wetland
communities—marshes, bogs, sedge
meadows and fens—as well.

All these environments are
indeed far smaller than they once
were. Prairies that once extended
for miles or tens or miles have been
reduced to a handful of acres today.
“These are almost museum-sized
pieces we’re working with here,”
says Tim Sullivan. “They’re not con-
tinental-sized ecosystems anymore.”
Still, in some places it may be possi-
ble to get a sense of what it was like

for the first American settlers who
encountered the endless waving
prairies of Illinois and the open
marshes that rang with the calls of
ducks and swans and cranes. 

The Midewin Tallgrass Prairie
Preserve at the former Joliet Army
Arsenal is the largest tallgrass
prairie restoration effort in the
world. Sandhill Cranes, after
decades of absence, are nesting
again in the Chain O’ Lakes marshes
and several other locations in Lake
County. Deer and Canada Geese
populations have rebounded to the
point that they are often considered
nuisances. 

These advances have been possi-
ble only because of the Chicago
region’s other great natural
resource—its people. In large num-
bers, they are collecting and
replanting the seeds of native
plants, removing invasive species
from the forest preserves, setting
controlled fires on the oak savannas,
conducting groundbreaking scientif-
ic research. 

They are finding that doing so is
more than an abstract exercise in
ecology: it is also a matter of con-
necting to one’s surroundings, a
matter of understanding what home
means. 

It is the people working to
reshape the area’s landscape in
accord with its long and rich her-
itage who are defining the term
“Chicago Wilderness” to mean:
wilderness with people.

For more information about Chicago
Wilderness and a list of fine remnant
natural communities in the region, con-
tact Chicagoland Environmental Network
at (708) 485-0263 x396 or
cen@nidus.com or www.chiwild.org

Peter Friederici has written on nature
and other topics for National Wildlife,
Wild Earth, the Reader, and many other
publications. He grew up surrounded by
oak trees in the Chicago area.
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The story of the near-loss—and ongoing rescue—

of a vital link in this region’s chain of existence.

by Sheryl De Vore
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The largest bur oak
(Quercus macrocarpa) in the
Chicago area stands in
Van Patten Woods Forest
Preserve in Lake County—
17.6' in circumference,
79.35' high, and has a
canopy spread of 88.'

F O R E S T

D E F I N I T I O N S
of  

GRASSLAND
SAVANNA

WOODLAND
FOREST

It’s easy to understand the difference
between a “prairie” (defined as no trees)
and a “forest” (defined as thick trees).
But the natural landscape of the Chicago
region was mostly neither. Our grasslands
were often dotted with trees and shrubs.
And our woods were mostly grassy, and
open enough to gallop a horse. The old
words didn’t fit our new land. 
The diagram at left shows this

prairie/forest transition zone and some
of the many sets of names which have
been used to describe it. Our common
terms often overlap here. Grassland or
pasture is the ecosystem that cows and
horses graze. It extends well into the
open woods. Forest or woods to most
people means any natural stand of trees.
Scientists define such words precisely—
but don’t always agree. Three sample sets
of definitions are illustrated here. When
speaking technically, many ecologists
today differentiate between “woodland”
and “forest” as shown on the bottom line. 

SOURCES:
•Curtis, John T. 1959. The Vegetation 
of Wisconsin

•White, John. 1978. Illinois Natural
Areas Inventory

•Leach, Mark and Laurel Ross eds. 1995.
Midwest Oak Ecosystems Recovery Plan

Diagram redrawn with permission from the Tallgrass
Restoration Handbook, S. Packard and C. Mutell, eds.
Copyright © 1997 Published by Island Press,
Washington, D.C. and Covelo, California. Ordering
information: (800) 828-1302
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Americans agonize over the slash-and-burn destruction of
the tropical rainforests and the clear cuts of old growth
stands. We mourned the virtual extinction of the tallgrass

prairies—now fields of corn and soybeans—and we tried to save
what’s left. But when the historic oak savannas and woodlands of
the Chicago Wilderness region began to disappear, no one noticed. 

That’s because this was a much more subtle loss, one not nearly
as recognizable as the destruction of rainforests and prairies. It was
easy to overlook this change because it mostly involved growth
rather than removal. Due to human practices, such as suppressing
fires and bringing in new invasive plants, the once-open oak groves
developed into overgrown thickets deprived of sunlight. As a
result, they began losing their vast diversity of plants and animals.
We thought the woods were just becoming woodier, a natural pro-
gression, perhaps. But we were wrong. 

In fact, this progression from open woods to what appeared to
be denser forests was an artificial one, threatening to degrade the
natural landscapes to a point of no return. Luckily, scientists and
land managers have discovered what’s really happening in our oak
woodlands and how we can protect them.

The Post-Glacial Landscape
Midwesterners have heard stories of the first European settlers

wading through grasses taller than a horse and marveling at the vast
sea of prairies in Illinois and Indiana. But these settlers encountered
other majestic sights. Wild turkeys gobbling. Red-headed woodpeck-
ers flashing deep black and chalky white wings while excavating
holes in oaks and hickories. Great crested flycatchers singing
“Wheep” across the open woods. Blankets of white trillium, wild
geraniums, and Jack-in-the-pulpits on the forest floor in spring. The
soft pink flower clusters of six-foot-tall Joe-Pye weed blending with
brilliant yellow sunflowers in summer. These were what we now call
the oak woodlands and savannas. 

Though the prairie appeared to be the prevailing natural commu-
nity in northeastern Illinois in the 1820s, settlers also encountered
these oak openings. Some called them “barrens” because the stands
of widely scattered trees resembled the pine barrens of the east. 

The author of a descriptive sketch of this particular landscape in
1837 wrote of oaks rising “from a grassy turf, seldom incumbered
with brushwood, but not infrequently broken by jungles of rich and
gaudy flowering plants, and of dwarf sumac. Among the oak open-
ings you find some of the most lovely landscapes.... here trees
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The s i lvery  b lue but ter f ly  requi res  worker  ants  to  tend i t s  ca terp i l la rs ,  which eat  an endangered p lant  o f  open woodlands—
the creamy vetchl ing .

grouped or standing single, and there arranged in long
avenues, as though by human hands, with strips of open
meadow in between.”

Changes in the Land
What the early pioneers called oak openings or barrens,

ecologists now designate as savanna or open woodland. In
common language, the entire continuum from open savan-
na through the densest maples or buckthorn can be referred
to generically as woods or forest. Like the prairies, oak
woods evolved over millennia under the influence of fire,
those occurring naturally and those set by Native
Americans. Fire acted as a fertilizer and weed killer, just as
it did for prairies. 

When the settlers came, however, they stopped the
Native American practice of setting periodic fires and sup-
pressed the naturally occurring ones. Settlers also unwit-
tingly brought with them some species that were not native
to the area, such as certain honeysuckles. Some of these
crowded out native plant species that had lived in harmony
with other natives for thousands of years. 

Oak savannas, it turns out, were particularly vulnera-
ble to these disruptions. Savannas had the timber the set-
tlers needed and, like the prairies, these savannas con-
tained good, rich soil, making this region the most
farmable land in the nation. Thus, in an evolutionary
instant, most savannas were converted to cropland.
Others became pasture land. Many farmers actually
burned wooded pasture to improve the grass, but when
cattle grazing stopped, for instance, when these parcels
were bought by a conservation agency, such sites devel-
oped unnaturally into thorn thickets.

By the end of the 19th century, most of the savanna com-
munities had been lost. The residents of these communi-
ties—Cooper’s hawks, Edwards hairstreak butterflies, hairy
gray sedge, and yellowish gentian—were dying for lack of
habitat. The resultant loss of biological diversity in these
communities has meant fewer varieties of plants and animals,

greater soil erosion, and less soothing places for humans to
experience the kind of beauty only nature can provide. 

Yet this is a story of the rediscovery and restoration of the
remaining patches of these native communities—and of
humble heroes working throughout the region to bring our
oak savannas and woodlands back to health.

A Surprising Find
Healthy savannas had been lost from the landscape, and

might have been forgotten altogether but for the work of
Chicago-area ecologists. As it happened, a number of peo-
ple reached the same conclusions—coming from different
directions—at about the same time. Two of them, for
instance, worked together in DuPage County. Wayne
Lampa of the Forest Preserve District and Gerould
Wilhelm, then of the Morton Arboretum, noticed that
when they surveyed areas for ecological quality, they found
high quality ratings in the prairies, in the wetlands, and in
the ancient maple forests of the Indiana Dunes. But none
of the region’s classic oak forests seemed comparable. They
wondered why. When Lampa burned and cut brush in the
oak woods at Waterfall Glen, however, the indicators of
quality began to rise. 

In a separate instance, the restoration of prairies led to
the discovery of oak savannas. When Stephen Packard, a
conservation biologist with The Nature Conservancy,
began prairie restoration work in the late 1970s in small,
flowery clearings in degraded thickets, he found that cer-
tain areas were not responding as other brushy prairies had.
He also noted species he had never seen before, such as the
savanna blazing star. Packard, Lampa, Wilhelm, and others
gradually determined that these sites were not, in fact, true
prairie communities but were instead the remnants of rare,
ancient oak savannas. 

More importantly, they found that such areas could
revive—given the chance. So something happened on the
way to restoring prairies: we began to rediscover the savan-
nas and woods and all their nuances.

Unburned woods, choked by brush. Early spring flora, after a fire.
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Fire, An Essential Element
Scientists and land managers now recognize that savan-

nas and woodlands need occasional fires to stay healthy.
Thus, throughout the region, they have been reintroducing
fires as a natural process in the form of carefully controlled
burns. “Everything burned for thousands of years in Lake
County,” says Ken Klick, a Lake County Forest Preserve
District biologist. “There’s been a long record of fires here.” 

Studies have shown that oaks and hickories in the
region are not regenerating because their seedlings cannot
tolerate the excessive shade that develops in the absence of
fire. Aggressive native species such as box elder and sugar
maple, however, thrive in this shady environment, able to
grow quickly and dominate the forests, while the oaks die.
Compared with 35 years ago, Illinois forests now contain
41 percent more maples and 14 percent fewer oaks, accord-
ing to data from the Illinois Natural History Survey. 

“In floodplain forests along the Des Plaines River in
Lake County where there are shagbark hickories, white
oaks, bur oaks, and swamp white oaks, there’s no reproduc-
tion of the oaks and hickories,” says Klick. “That’s because
the understory is dominated by sugar maples.” Thus, when
a mature oak dies these days, no seedling beneath can take
its place. “To control the sugar maples as well as some ashes
and cherries and the buckthorn, we need fire.” Those who
love the brilliant autumn colors of sugar maples need not
worry, Klick adds. There are still thousands of maples, both
mature trees and seedlings; the maples will never all go
away. In fact, Klick says, fire in the form of prescribed
burns by District crews at Ryerson Conservation Area in
Lake County is helping to restore the balance between oak
and maple populations.

Clearing Brush, The Challenge of Invasives
Burning, however, is not always the first step in restoring

areas. In degraded oak savannas, for instance, “brushy
understory is often dense to the point that little if any
grassy vegetation exists,” says John N. Maloneya, an oak

savanna researcher in southern Wisconsin. 
“And the grassy herbaceous material is what is needed to

create the right kind of fuel for a proper burn,” Maloneya
explains. So clearing away certain underbrush species, such
as tartarian honeysuckle or European buckthorn, both
native and non-native, is warranted. Then, as more sun-
light reaches the forest floor, it triggers the growth of grassy
vegetation and fire can be re-introduced. 

Buckthorn was probably introduced by well-meaning
landscapers for use as an ornamental hedge. It’s called an
invasive species because it has so quickly taken hold—able
to grow and thrive in the shade—unlike oaks which need
ample sunlight to stimulate growth. Moreover, birds and
deer eat its berries and deposit the seeds, thus contributing
to its rapid spread. What does an area look like when buck-
thorn takes over? Pick a woods where it’s happened and
you’ll see such a dense thicket that the forest floor consists
of little more than bare soil, unable to support other plant
life. Rain then gradually washes the topsoil away, taking
nutrients and the seed bank with it. Soil erosion, in fact, is
a serious by-product of the buckthorn invasion. 

At Old School Forest Preserve in Lake County, workers
recently cleared a 50-acre oak forest of buckthorn and hon-
eysuckle. “The measures appear quite drastic when you see
a freshly cleared area,” says Klick. “But in the end, it’s a
much richer habitat. People need to realize that restoring
health to natural communities takes time. Forests don’t
seem to heal as quickly as prairies. There has been a lot of
soil loss with no vegetation to hold it in place. The canopy
has been closed for 80 years or more and there’s still a
dense canopy,” he says, “so it might be difficult to stimulate
the seed bank.” Sometimes crews plant seeds to help the
revival. 

Garlic mustard, a low-growing herb, is another alien
species that spreads swiftly in degraded areas outcompeting
native plants. In spring, teams of volunteers comb the area’s
woodlands pulling garlic mustard before it sets seed, to pre-
vent an even bigger crop from sprouting the next year. 

Summer woods flora in full bloom.

Three views of the
woods at Poplar
Creek Forest Preserve
in Cook County.

Far left: Invasive
brush has eliminated
most of the ground
layer plants.

Middle: Recovery
after three years of
restoration.  

Right: Robust flora
of restored woods in
mid-summer after
eight years of
restoration.
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More to Learn
Much remains to be learned about the effects of restora-

tion and various land management techniques. Some bird-
ers, for example, became upset when the Cook County
Forest Preserve District cut buckthorn at a popular birding
site. Clearing the dense layers of buckthorn removed habi-
tat for blue-winged warblers, an avian species that requires
thickets and brushy overgrown fields for nesting. 

Land managers acknowledge the delicate balance they
seek to achieve. If such areas were just left alone, Ken
Klick says, we’d lose both the shrubland and the open oak
woods, both important bird habitats. 

“The main goal of restoration is to maximize the biolog-
ical diversity of plants and animals,” says veteran ecologist
Wayne Lampa who helped to develop a management plan
for natural areas in DuPage County and who has worked to

restore degraded areas for many years. At Waterfall Glen,
for example, where 25 acres have been restored,
researchers have recorded an increase in butterfly and
wildflower species, as well as “a dramatic increase in breed-
ing bird species,” Lampa says. “Before we burned, there
were just a few woodpeckers and maybe a few wood thrush-
es. But now, we find great crested flycatchers and Cooper’s
hawks. The place just came alive with birds.” Twenty new
nesting bird species have been observed there since the
restoration, he says. 

“Ample sunlight is the key,” says Lampa. In fact, light is
so crucial to the regeneration of woodland communities
that Lampa, through the Conservation Research Institute
in Naperville where he now works, is studying the relation-
ships between tree species, flora on the forest floor, and the
availability of light in several high-quality woodlands in
DuPage County. Volunteers and forest preserve staff are
learning how to use light meters to survey plant life in
areas with various light readings. “You can use the meter
readings as measuring sticks,”  Lampa explains, “to learn
how much light is needed for certain species to thrive.” 

“At Indiana Dunes National Lakeshore, we’re looking
at black oak sand savannas and how canopy cover affects
biodiversity,” says Noel Pavlovic, a plant ecologist with
the Lake Michigan Ecological Research Station in
Indiana. “We’re studying plants, birds, beetles, and butter-
flies, and we’re doing the work at open- and closed-canopy
sites and those in between,” he says. This means studying
areas where the land is mostly covered with trees—the
closed-canopy sites—as well as areas where the land is
only 10 percent covered with trees. 

Research has shown that the male of the endangered
Karner blue butterfly prefers open sunny sites while the
females use a broader range of canopy covers. “To preserve
habitat for them, you have to have a fairly heterogeneous
understory,” says Pavlovic, which means a mixture of healthy
woodland and forest communities. But even that’s not the
whole story. The Karner blue butterfly overwinters as eggs in
the leaf litter. “So when you burn an area of their habitat,”
Pavlovic says, “you potentially kill the eggs. However, if you
vary the fire intensities and burn in patches instead of the
whole area at once, then the eggs will survive.” 

Scientists are retrieving new pieces of the complex 
puzzle of our oak woods with each new discovery they
make. The collaboration among scientists, land managers,
and thousands of volunteers engaged in the effort to
restore these natural areas is a story of inspiration and
hope. As birders, botanists, nature-lovers, and prairie and
woodland specialists work together, sharing their knowl-
edge and expertise, they can salvage these rare and beauti-
ful communities—our ancient oak woodlands.

Sheryl De Vore is an award-winning environmental jour-
nalist for Pioneer Press Newspapers, the Chief Editor of
Meadowlark, A Journal of Illinois Birds, and Assistant Editor of
Chicago Wilderness. She recently won the prestigious national
Harry E. Schlenz Medal for excellence in environmental 
education and journalism.

SAVANNA OR FOREST?
A degraded forest and a degraded savanna may

look very much alike. So how do we distinguish
them? Sometimes, only an expert can tell.

One key is the mix of tree species. If the old
trees are oaks, especially bur or scarlet oaks, the site
may originally have been a savanna. White oaks
often suggest the site was once a denser, but still
relatively open, woodland. Red oaks, perhaps mixed
with black maples, suggest a history as a woodland
or forest. But if the reds and maples are young, and
if old white or bur oaks are present, then the site
was once less shady. So, the density of trees today
can fool you. 

The presence of other plants and animals—from
salamanders to grasses to fungi—can help indicate
what ecosystem had long developed on the site. For
conservation purposes it is important to maintain
conditions that can support the rare and “conserva-
tive” species that have adapted to particular natural
communities over the millennia.

These subjects are treated in more detail in the
Chicago Wilderness, An Atlas of Biodiversity. 
(See page 29.)
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Last  year  in  the Barr ing ton area ,  72 t ra ined vo lunteers  w i th  C i t i zens  for  Conservat ion gathered over  $30,000 worth o f
rare  nat ive  seed for  loca l  res tora t ion pro jec ts .
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More than 10,000
years ago, glaciers
moving through

Illinois produced a large
depression in what is today
the Kane County Forest
Preserve District. Over time,
the basin filled with
Houghton muck, a soil con-
sisting of organic deposits
more than four feet thick in
some places. The result is a
unique marsh habitat which
today provides a home to
many species of rare and
endangered flora and fauna.
In 1981, 157 acres of this
site were dedicated as
Nelson Lake Marsh Nature
Preserve. 

Though the diverse preserve
contains natural features
other than marsh, ranging
from fen and open water 
to savannas and woodlands,
the site’s namesake is the
focal point of the preserve. 

The marsh is home to a
variety of aquatic plant life,
including swamp milkweed,
great water dock and water
parsnip, as well as mad-
dog-skullcap, blue flag and
clearweed. Beaver and
muskrat also make their
homes in the swamp, which
is partially blanketed by
floating peat mats.

Forty acres of the pre-
serve are occupied by a

lake, providing habitat for
plants such as hornwort,
duckweed, great bladderwort
and coontail. During the
summer, water lilies cover
the surface, creating a
beautiful white blanket of
blooming flowers. 

Many species of butterflies,
including meadow fritillary,
purplish copper, swamp
meadowlark and Baltimore
checkerspot, flourish at the
preserve. Among the varied
bird populations that can
be found at Nelson Lake are
northern harrier, black tern,
Wilson’s phalarope and
American bittern.

For more
information
about
Nelson
Lake
Marsh

Preserve, call the Kane
County Forest Preserve
District at 
(630) 232-5980.

DIRECTIONS
From the East: Take I-88
West to Route 31.  Head
North on 31 to Main St. in
Batavia. Head West (left) on
Main St. to Nelson Lake
Road and South about 1/4-
mile to preserve entrance.
From the North: Take Route
31 or Randall Rd. South to
Main St. Head West on Main
to Nelson Lake Road, then
South to the entrance.

—M. Kathleen Pratt

N E L S O N  L A K E  M A R S H — Kane County
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Two centuries ago,
DuPage County was
covered mostly by

prairie. But the diverse
landscape known by both
the Potawatomi and the
first Euro-Americans includ-
ed many woodlands and
savannas, much of which
have been preserved at the
DuPage County Forest
Preserve District’s Waterfall
Glen, situated on the
Valparaiso moraine adjoin-
ing Argonne National
Laboratory.

On this 2,500 acre site,
managed by the Forest
Preserve District since the
land was ceded to the
county by the federal gov-
ernment in 1971, visitors
can take in views of a land-
scape that ranges from dry
prairie to oak barrens and
other uplands that slope
down toward the Des
Plaines River. Several
streams on the premises cut
through a bluff savanna,
emptying into the Des
Plaines Valley. Springs occur
at the base of the bluff,
which ends in a sheer
dolomite cliff at one end.
Kettle hole ponds and
ravines are scattered
throughout the area and
DuPage County’s only arte-
sian well empties into quarry
lakes in the southwest part
of the site. 

In all, over 700 native
plants, about three-quarters
of all flora native to DuPage
County, can be found at
Waterfall Glen. Waterfall
Glen’s primary savanna—
known as Poverty Savanna
due to the abundance of
poverty oat grass—supports
a medley of 418 native
species. Black and white
oaks and bitternut and
shagbark hickories dominate
the barrens and bluffs.

Waterfall Glen also provides
habitat for 197 animal
species. It is a nesting area
for hawks, owls, and turkey
vultures, as well as home to
a number of different species
of interior forest birds.

The DuPage County Forest
Preserve District maintains
9.5 miles of groomed trails
at Waterfall Glen, as well as
several smaller loop trails
and picnic areas. Visitors
may explore the vast pre-
serve on foot, bicycle, or
horseback from sunrise to
sunset daily. During the
winter, the trails are
groomed for cross country
skiing when conditions per-
mit. Though the terrain on
some trails is rather rugged,
winding up and down bluffs
and twisting in and out of
ravines, it offers a glimpse
of the unrivaled variety of
native species that have
been preserved
here.

Parking is available at a
trailhead off Cass and
Northgate Roads, and at a
second entrance on Bluff
Road which provides the
best access to the waterfall.
For more information about
Waterfall Glen, call 
(630) 942-6075. 

DIRECTIONS (2 entrances):
From 83 South, take Bluff
Road west. The entrance is
within one mile.

From 83 South, take 91st
Street west to Northgate
Road. The entrance is on
the right.

—M. Kathleen Pratt

WA T E R F A L L  G L E N — DuPage County

N

INT
ER
ST
AT
E 55

WE
ST
GA
TE
 RD
.

NO
RT
H G
AT
E R
D.

Argonne National
Laboratory

is located in the center of
the preserve

LE
M
O
N
T
 R
D
.

C
L
A
R
E
N
D
O
N
 H
IL
LS
 R
D
.

91st STREET

DE
S P
LAI
NE
S R
IVE
R

SA
NT
A F
E R
.R.

ARTESIAN 
WELL

Poverty
Savanna

Rocky Glen
& Waterfall Area

Poverty
Prairie

St. Patrick’s 
Cemetery

SIG
NA
L  H
ILL

CEN
TEN

NIA
L TR

AIL 
ILLIN

OIS
 

& MI
CHI
GAN

 CA
NAL

 NAT
ION
AL H

ERI
TAG

E C
ORR

IDO
R

S
. B
LU
FF
 R
D
.

*CAUTION*
Lemont Police Dept.
Shooting Range

MAP KEY
multi-purpose trail
trail linkages
park boundary

wetlands

ponds, lakes

streams,rivers

woodland

pine plantations

prairie

0 1/4 1/2 mile

Trout Lily



18 C H I C A G O W I L D E R N E S S

Since 1952, the Cook
County Forest Preserve
District has operated

one of its six nature centers
in a farm house on the edge
of the Sag Valley. It
includes a 12-acre dedicated
Nature Preserve, known as
Camp Sagawau. 

Located about 35 minutes
from downtown Chicago, the
camp functions throughout
the year as an environmen-
tal education facility, offer-
ing a variety of seasonal
programs to the public.
Camp Sagawau is a protect-
ed site, due to the unusual
number of rare and threat-
ened species in need of
preservation found here.
Visitors are not allowed to
take self-guided hikes for
this reason, but there is no
shortage of opportunities to
get out and explore the
area. The nature center
offers more than 70 differ-
ent naturalist-led nature
education programs
throughout the year.

Camp Sagawau’s primary
attraction is a canyon esti-
mated to be 100,000 years

old. The only exposed
canyon of its kind in Cook
County, it has been pre-
served so that it remains
much as it has been since
the retreat of the glacier.
Formed of the region’s
bedrock dolomite limestone,
the canyon provides a dis-
tinctive environment for
wildlife. Visitors can expect
to see unusual and uncom-
mon plants, including
bublet fern, purple cliff
brake, hairy rock cress, and
walking fern, and may catch
a glimpse of animals such
as long-tailed weasels and
mink. Guided tours of the
canyon are offered every
Saturday and Sunday at 1
p.m. from September 27
though October 26.

The canyon is not the only
place at Camp Sagawau
where wildlife can be stud-
ied and enjoyed. Camp
Sagawau is home to five
acres of tallgrass prairie,
one of the earliest prairie
restorations in the area.
Prairie walks give visitors an
opportunity to see more
than 150 species of prairie
grasses and wildflowers
During the fall months,

prairie asters, goldenrod,
and gentians are all in
bloom.

Events planned for fall at
the nature center include
programs about the history
of the Illinois and Michigan
Canal, winter bird feeding,
Illinois endangered species,
Native American tools, wild
bird migration, the fall
night sky, solar astronomy
and a fall tree painting
workshop, led by the Forest
Preserve District’s nationally
acclaimed illustrator, Nancy
Halliday.

Most programs are free and
appropriate for families and
participants of all ages. For
more information, or to reg-
ister for any of Camp
Sagawau’s fall programs, call
(630) 257-2045 Monday
though Friday from 7 a.m.
to 3 p.m. 

DIRECTIONS
Take I-55 South and exit on
83 South (Kingery Rd.).
Head South to 111th St.
Turn left and go a short dis-
tance to Camp entrance on
the left.

—M. Kathleen Pratt

C A M P  S A G AW A U — Cook County
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The lush valley of the
Des Plaines River, which
originates in Wisconsin

and eventually merges with
the Kankakee to become the
Illinois River in Grundy
County, is a natural high-
light of Lake County. In the
northern tip of the county,
the river cuts a watery
course through prairies,
wetlands and savannas. As
the river slips south, it
passes through some of the
county’s richest woodlands.
The Forest Preserve District,
which owns 88 percent of
the land (about 6,957
acres) surrounding the Des
Plaines River in Lake
County, has been piecing
together a parallel river trail
since 1981-a meandering,
crushed gravel path that
now stretches 22 miles. The
trail consists of two parts: a
10-mile-long northern sec-
tion and a 12-mile-long
southern section. The
District plans eventually to
build a complete 33-mile
path. Both sections are free
and allow users to hike,
bike, ride horses and cross-
country ski on all areas of
the trail. Trail users will also
find in both sections park-
ing, drinking water,
restrooms, picnic areas,
playgrounds and canoe
launches.

The northern section of the
trail begins just south of
the Wisconsin border at
Russell Road and comes to
an end at Grand Avenue in
Gurnee. At both trailheads,
there is ample parking. In
Van Patten Woods, trail
users will find bike and
horse rental concessions
and additional miles of trail
for hiking, horse riding,
cross country skiing and a
three-mile area for snowmo-
biling. Another trail wraps
around 74-acre Sterling
Lake, which is populated by
channel catfish, walleye,

muskie, blue gill, and bass.
The trail rolls across a hilly
savanna and through sever-
al oak groves in Wadsworth
Prairie in a dedicated
Illinois Nature Preserve. 
In the marshy Wetlands
Demonstration Project, you
might catch a glimpse of a
yellow-headed blackbird in
spring or summer, just one
of the species which have
made themselves at home
in this area.

The trailhead of the south-
ern section is at Half Day
Preserve, located off
Milwaukee Avenue. The
north terminus is found in
Libertyville at Buckley Road,
but parking in this area is
best at Old School Forest
Preserve, just off St. Mary’s
Road in Libertyville, a few
miles south of this trail-
head. The southern portion
of the trail traverses four
forest preserves: Old School,
MacArthur Woods, Wright
Woods, and Half Day; all
have extra miles of multi-
use trails in addition to the
river trail. In the Old School
section, find the lookout
tower which provides a
panoramic view of the
prairie and valley below.
Just south of Route 60,
you’ll find a mecca of
stores, restaurants, and
even a movie theater in the
Rivertree Mall, a short walk
from the trail. For brilliant
autumn colors, head to
Wright Woods near the
southern end of the trail, 
an area dappled with the
vibrant oranges, reds, and
yellows of sugar maples.

The trails are open between
6:30 a.m. and sunset. For a
free, detailed map of the
Des Plaines River trail or for
more information on parking
and how to get there, call
the Lake County Forest
Preserve at (847) 367-6640.

—Kristin Kloberdanz

T H E  D E S  P L A I N E S  R I V E R  T R A I L — Lake County
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Messenger Woods, in
rural Lockport, is one
of Will County’s old-

est forest preserve sites—
and one of its most unusu-
al. Purchased in a series of
tracts in 1930, 1942, 1944,
and 1946, the preserve
today totals 946 acres. Here
visitors can see and enjoy
one of the few remaining
forests in northeastern
Illinois that has not been
altered by grazing, cutting

or development.

Considered a high-quality,
old-grove forest, Messenger
Woods has oak uplands and
rich maple-basswood-ash-
elm bottomlands on a rolling
glacial hill terrain. Spring
Creek, which runs through
the preserve, has cut several
steep-sided ravines. Due to
the quality of this site, 58
acres in the northwest cor-
ner of the preserve were
dedicated an Illinois Nature
Preserve in 1994.

In addition, Messenger
Woods is known throughout
the region for its abundance
of spring wildflowers that
carpet the forest floor.

Watch the flocks of nature
photographers perch over
their cameras to capture the
blue-eyed Mary, red trillium,
white trillium grandiflora,
and hepatica in bloom. But
the biggest draw are
Virginia bluebells, for more
appear at Messenger Woods
over a few fleeting weeks in
May than anywhere else in
Will County.

The rare but recovering
Cooper’s hawk has consis-
tently nested in the south
portion of the preserve,
while the state-endangered
red-shouldered hawk nests
annually on private land
just north of the boundary.

Visitors to Messenger Woods
can hike or ski along two
miles of looped trails and
enjoy three picnic shelters
and an open playfield. The
District also sponsors free
nature walks in the woods.  

NOTE: No bicycles are
allowed on the trails. Dogs
are permitted only on South
Trail and in picnic areas and
must be on a leash. 

For additional information
call the Forest Preserve
District of Will County’s
public information office at
(815) 727-8700.

DIRECTIONS: Messenger
Woods is located on Bruce
Road, north of Route 6
(Southwest Highway) and
east of Cedar Road, in rural
Lockport. Open November—
March, 8:00 a.m.—5:00
p.m.; April—October, 8:00
a.m.—8:00 p.m. daily.

—Bruce Hodgdon, public informa-

tion naturalist, Forest Preserve

District of Will County

M E S S E N G E R  W O O D S — Will County
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Totaling 2,806 acres in
northern McHenry
County, including 330

acres of dedicated Nature
Preserve, Glacial Park is one
of the prime recreation and
restoration sites of the
McHenry County
Conservation District.
Kames, kettles, moraines,
knob and basin, fen and
bog: these are a few of the
intriguing natural features
found at Glacial Park.

Kames, for instance, are
huge deposits of sand and
gravel built by glaciers and
reaching up to 100 feet
high. Formed by debris
accumulating from glacial
rivers of the Wisconsonian
ice sheet a mere 12,500
years ago, at least four
kames remain preserved at
Glacial Park, including the
largest—camelback kame—
whose name derives from its
gentle double humps. Many
kames in the region have
been excavated for gravel
used in construction so the
chance to see these intact
is rare indeed. 

Take the Deerpath Trail 
(2.3 miles in length) from
the Wiedrich Barn parking
area through a prairie and
oak savanna to a group of
kames. The trail winds up
the spine of camelback
kame whose elevation per-
mits splendid views of
scenery in all directions.

A short spur leads to the
Nippersink Trail which fol-
lows Nippersink Creek two
miles north. In the
Algonquian language,
Nippersink means “place of
the small waters” due to the
profusion of small springs
feeding the creek. The north
branch of the Nippersink
coming in from Wisconsin is
one of three state-rated
Grade A streams in the

Chicago Wilderness region—
a sign of high-quality habi-
tat. Its cobble-and-rock
bottom is home to several
endangered mussels and a
number of silt-sensitive
fish. Anglers can cast for
smallmouth bass, northern
pike, carp, or channel cat-
fish in designated fishing
areas within the park.
Hiking, cross-country skiing,
snowmobiling, and horse-
back riding are permitted
along the trail. All pets
must be leashed; bicycling
permitted only on roadways
or along the northern
extension of the Prairie Trail
which passes through
Glacial Park.

From a parking area off
Harts Road, visitors can
hike the 1.2-mile Coyote
Loop through an oak-hicko-
ry savanna, past a bog and
marsh (with observation
deck and boardwalk). The
1.1-mile Marsh Loop has an
observation platform provid-
ing a prime waterfowl view-
ing site. 

Glacial Park also has one
group campsite (25
people maximum;
reservations
required) along
the Nippersink.
It’s a 1.5-mile
hike in and—be 
forewarned—the
bugs can be fierce
in summer.

The park itself
provides habitat
for 18 species of
state endangered
and threatened
plants and birds,
including least bit-
terns, sandhill
cranes, upland
sandpipers, and
northern harriers.

Wild turkeys and

northern bobwhite as well
as hazelnut, New Jersey tea,
and lead plants, have been
reintroduced to the area.

DIRECTIONS: Take Route 31
north of the town of
McHenry. Make a left onto
Harts Road and travel .6
miles to the park entrance.
Parking is available at the
Wiedrich Education Center
north of the entrance or fol-
low the park road around a
curve to a parking area east
of the marsh. Other parking
is at a pulloff on Keystone
Rd., just east of the inter-
section with Barnard Mill
Rd. For information, call
(815) 678-4431.

—Debra Shore

G l a c i a l  P a r k — McHenry county
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Tamaracks turn to gold.
In late October and early November, this
conifer’s needles turns bright golden-yel-
low in its boggy home. The tamarack is
one of few conifers in the world that
loses its leaves (or needles) in winter.

Boardwalk Interpretive Trail at Volo Bog (Lake
County). Take US Route 12 north of Volo. Turn on
Brandenburg Road to entrance.

Bog at Indiana Dunes National Lake Shore—
Call (219 )926-7561 x225 to schedule a guided
walk through a bog bursting with tamaracks at
this national treasure. Reservations necessary.

Ducks migrate south.
Thousands of ducks of various species
gather in large flocks on waterways as
they fly south for the winter. In early
November, you may find blue-winged
teal, green-winged teal, wood duck, mal-
lards, northern shovelers, scaup, and
other colorful species.

Crabtree Lake and Palatine Marsh at Crabtree
Nature Center (Cook County). The entrance is on
Palatine Road near intersection of Dundee Road
and Route 59 south of Barrington.

Marshes at Glacial Park (McHenry County). The
entrance is on Harts Road west of Route 31 north
of the town of McHenry.

Cattails disperse seeds.
Cattails turn to fluffy, cottony masses in
the wetlands, as the wind disperses the
seeds. Each cattail possesses thousands
of tiny brown flowers all tightly com-
pressed on the top of their stems.

Interpretive Trail at Volo Bog (Lake County).
Take US Route 12 north of Volo to Brandenburg.
Turn to entrance.

Pike Marsh at Moraine Hills State Park
(McHenry County). The entrance is off River Road
in between Routes 120 and 176 near McHenry.

Tampier Slough and Tampier Lake at the Palos
Preserves (Cook County). Parking is available on
Wolf Road south of 131st St. near the towns of
Palos Hills and Palos Park.

D E C E M B E R

Pines adapt to snowfall 
and attract winter birds.
Evergreens grow in cone-like shapes
which help them shed snow quickly
before branches get weighed down and
broken. Their cones attract winter
migrants from the north such as red
crossbills and evening grosbeaks. 

The Kelly Hertel Trail at Marengo Ridge
Conservation Area (McHenry County). The
entrance is on route 23 north of Route 176 near
the town of Marengo.

Conifer collection at Chicago Botanic Garden
(Cook County). Take U S Route 41 to Lake Cook
Road, east to the Garden entrance, near the town
of Glencoe.

Pine grove on Regional Trail at Blackwell
Forest Preserve (DuPage County). The entrance is
off Butterfield Road east of Route 59 and west of
Winfield Road.

Christmas ferns brighten winter. 
When other ferns have faded in winter,
the Christmas fern, turns forest green
brightening the woodlands during the
cold season. It grows in rocky, shady
terrain.

The northern trail leading to Mud Lake at
McDowell Grove Forest Preserve (DuPage
County). Entrance is at intersection of McDowell
and Raymond Roads near Naperville. 

You can also search north-facing slopes along
ravines near Lake Michigan.

J A N U A R Y

Animals partake of 
winterberry’s fruit. 
The bright red berries of the winterberry
attract animals to feed and contrast
handsomely with the white of the snow-
covered ground. Winterberries are native
shrubs that thrive in wet areas including
marshes and bogs. Both female and male
of this species are necessary for the pro-
duction of their lovely red berries.

Volo Bog (Lake County). Take US Route 12 north
of Volo. Turn on Brandenburg Road to entrance.

Great Horned Owls court.
The Great Horned Owl gives a “hoot” at
dusk in the woods hoping to attract a
mate who will answer back. This owl
species begins nesting in late December,
often choosing old red-tailed hawk nests
in which to raise young. Try these areas
and check your local nature preserves for
owl prowl programs.

The Trails at Old School Forest Preserve (Lake
County). Near the town of Libertyville, from the
intersection of Route 60 and St. Mary’s Road, go
north to the forest preserve entrance. 

Savanna behind marsh at Lincoln Marsh
Natural Area (DuPage County). Entrance is near
the intersection of Gary and Harrison Avenues
south of Carol Stream, in Wheaton. 

Oaks and hickories along Rush Creek (McHenry
County). The entrance is off McGuire Road in near
the town of Harvard.

Coyotes scout for prey 
under the snow.
Look for their tracks on snow-covered
prairies and marshes.

Wolf Road Prairie (Cook County). Wolf Road at
31st St. in Westchester. Park on the north side of
31st west of Wolf.

Goose Lake Prairie (Grundy County) Take I-55
south to Lorenzo Road. Follow signs to prairie.

Here’s what’s debuting on nature’s stage in the Chicago Wilderness:
by Sheryl De Vore

N a t u r a l  E v e n t s
C A L E N D A RC A L E N D A R
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So much of nature displays a splen-did constancy. Each year at the fall
equinox, for example, Bill Howenstine
stops shaving. Six months later, at the
advent of spring, Howenstine resumes
shaving. This stubborn economy
deprives Howenstine, now 72, of the
need for a scarf through the winter
and at the same time demonstrates
one mammal’s remarkable capacity for
adapting to his environment.
Besides, what more fitting accouter-

ment than a flowing white beard for
the proprietor of a Christmas Tree
Farm? Howenstine and his wife Alice
live on 120 acres in northern
McHenry County known as Pioneer
Tree Farm.
Both are inveterate activists and

irrepressible outdoor educators. Bill

Howenstine has served several terms,
beginning in 1971, as a Trustee of the
McHenry County Conservation
District. Alice has been a seminal
force in the recycling program of the
McHenry County Defenders. Years
ago they ran an environmental educa-
tion summer camp at their farm.
Indeed their 46-year marriage is testi-
mony to a summer camp romance
with staying power!
For many years Bill Howenstine

was a professor of geography and envi-
ronmental studies and an administra-
tor at Northeastern Illinois University.
He retired in June 1996. While there,
Dr. Robert Betz, a faculty colleague,
recruited Howenstine for his fledgling
effort to restore remnant patches of
native prairies and savannas. “You just

couldn’t avoid getting involved,”
Howenstine remembers. “We roamed
a lot, camped a lot and hiked through
the forest preserves.” Howenstine
developed natural areas and wildlife
management courses at Northeastern
and many of his students now lead
resource management programs
throughout the region.
Over the years Bill and Alice,

M e e t  Y o u r  N e i g h b o r s

Bill and Alice Howenstine: 
Quietly fighting for environmental justice

P R E M I E R E I S S U E 1 9 9 7

Ph
ot

o:
 R

ic
ha

rd
 Y

ou
nk

er
/N

or
th

ea
st

er
n 

Il
lin

oi
s 

Un
iv

er
si

ty



24 C H I C A G O W I L D E R N E S S

cBegun in 1984 with a handful of dedicated volunteers, the Volunteer Stewardship Network reports that 10 years later some 6,500 volunteers 
worked 51,000 hours to help restore 277 different sites throughout Chicago Wilderness.

M e e t  Y o u r  N e i g h b o r s

sometimes with their three children in
tow, made extended visits to Mexico,
Peru, and Costa Rica to participate in
community development projects with
the American Friends Service
Committee. (Bill and Alice joined the
Religious Society of Friends in 1951.)
In Peru, for instance, they spent a year
working in shantytowns organizing
several producers’ cooperatives—for
making beds, concrete blocks and
sewing—and a family planning clinic.
Both continue to work with the
Friends Committee on Unity with
Nature, a Quaker environmental
group formed in 1987 to explore mem-
bers’ spiritual relationships with
nature. Bill outlined his philosophy  in
a lecture titled “Loving the Universe”
presented to the Illinois Yearly
Meeting of the Religious Society of
Friends in July 1992: “Our labels
would leave us to assume that human
society and the natural environment
are separate from one another, but in
reality we are one whole. Lasting solu-
tions for social problems and environ-
mental problems are dependent upon
one another.” 
In the San Luis Valley of Costa

Rica, Bill and Alice Howenstine are
helping a small Quaker community
buy a farm to demonstrate sustainable
agriculture. “Our group has started
helping landless people acquire prop-
erty where they can practice conserva-
tion techniques and raise coffee as a
cash crop,” Bill explains. In northern
McHenry County, the Howenstines
have been restoring their own modest
plot. The previous owner had planted
corn, soybeans, and an acre of Scotch
pine trees. “We planted more pines
the first spring we were here,” Bill
adds,” and we knew we had to thin
them, so we put a little ad in the
paper: Old Fashioned Fun in the Out
of Doors—Cut Your Own Tree! They
were $5 apiece and we sold about 50.”
Now they have a thriving annual
Christmas tree business—and donate
their earnings to the Costa Rica pro-
ject. “It’s going to be the urban people
of the world who save the biodiversity
of the world,” Bill says. “It may go
down the tubes anyway, but it sure
won’t be saved without urban involve-
ment and that includes people in the
central city, not just the suburbs.”

—Debra Shore

Anyone who has roamed the woods
and fields of DuPage County for

nigh on seven decades knows full well
that not all the changes on the land
have been salutary. One such lifelong
resident and roamer is John Case, who
decided to do something about the
evident decline in his county’s natural
assets when he joined the Board of
Commissioners in 1986. 
Case, 67, is himself a member of a

vanishing breed, the sole commission-
er whose work has kept him rooted to
the land. Born and raised on a dairy
farm, he earned a degree in animal sci-
ence from Iowa State University. Case
now owns Case Farms—he and his son
are cultivating 2,500 acres—and

Agrinetics, Inc., a specialty seed busi-
ness. “When I came on the Forest
Preserve Board, I decided I would look
around and see what our assets were,”
Case recalled, “and they were in pretty
bad shape, not as I imagined they
should be kept.” The hardwood forest
of Egermann Woods that Case remem-
bered from his childhood wanderings
had since been invaded by buckthorn
and was fast becoming an uninviting,
overgrown thicket. Where have all the
wildflowers gone? Case wondered.
Guided by longtime ecologist

Wayne Lampa, Case assisted in devel-
oping a Natural Areas Management
Program (now known as NAMP) to
restore 9,000 acres of the District’s

John Case:
The Case for a Natural Areas Management Plan

Commissioner John Case measuring the
growth of an oak sapling he had planted in
a DuPage County forest preserve.
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highest quality wetlands, woods and
prairies by the year 2003. (The
District’s total holdings comprise
approximately 23,000 acres.) With
Case pressing for its adoption, in 1992
the Board allocated $11 million for
natural areas management over the
next 10 years. Plans include the
expansion and restoration of a diverse
marsh complex at Brewster Creek
Wetland, part of Pratt’s Wayne Woods
in western DuPage County, for
instance. District employees have
begun removing buried agricultural
tiles to restore the original hydrology
of the area. Wildlife biologists predict
that a variety of migratory birds and
waterfowl will be drawn to the 310-
acre complex. Indeed, on a blustery
March day at the ceremony to begin
work on the $800,000 project, visitors
saw a sandhill crane swoop in for a
landing at the site.
After 11 years on the Forest

Preserve Commission, Case is no
stranger to controversy. During his
term as president from 1992-94, he
vetoed a Commission-approved mea-
sure to permit a sewer line through a
Class 1 forest next to Black Patridge
Woods in southern Downer’s Grove.
“It was a very difficult site with boul-
ders and unstable land,” Case recalls,
“and it took hundreds of years to
develop that way. If you scar it, it will
never come back. Some people think
I’m a hero,” he mused, reflecting on
his tough decision. “I’m not. Right
now, I’m trying to be effective protect-
ing the management program.”
During the Board’s last budget

cycle, a small group of citizens
opposed to restoration sought to
remove some funding from the pro-
gram, but Case and his fellow commis-
sioners retained funding for NAMP.
Now he’s working to encourage coop-
erative agreements with the Highway
Department and various townships to
remove buckthorn and honeysuckle
from rights-of-way to prevent the
spread of invasive species.
“It’s not a short-term program,”

Case says of NAMP. “It will take 25-
to-50 years of fairly concentrated
effort to maintain and bring back our
better 9,000 acres that we’re working
on. We have 15,000 acres of grassland
and agricultural land that we have yet
to determine what to do with. It’s dif-
ficult to re-create a prairie,” he adds,

“but if we don’t do something with our
hardwood forests, they won’t regener-
ate themselves. In another 10-15 years
our mature oaks will start to die off
and there better be some young stock
to replace them.” 

—Debra Shore

Rattlesnake
master: 
Signal species that
thrives in quality prairies

Early settlers hiking through the 7-foot-tall big blue stem dominat-
ing the Chicagoland region’s tallgrass
prairies encountered plenty of snakes.
They also saw an unusual looking
plant they dubbed the rattlesnake
master (Eryngium yuccifolium). They
believed that rubbing a mixture of the
plant’s roots and yucca-like leaves on
their skin would heal snake bites.
While there’s no proof this particu-

lar herbal remedy works, the name of
the plant has endured, and thankfully,
so has the plant. In fact, botanists
consider the presence of rattlesnake
master the sign of a relatively undis-
turbed prairie. “I can’t ever recall ever
seeing one except on expanses of qual-
ity prairie,” wrote John Madson in his
book, Where The Sky Began, Land of
the Tallgrass Prairie.
Rattlesnake master has stiff, yucca-

like, sharply toothed leaves and grows
up to four feet tall. It thrives among
big blue stem, compass plant, and
other grasses and forbs in mesic or
moderately wet tallgrass prairies. It
can also sometimes be found in wood-
lands but rarely, if ever, on edges or
disturbed land.
The rattlesnake master has adapted

well to harsh prairie life. Sunken
pores in the leaves’ upper surfaces
reduce water loss during hot, dry sum-
mers. Strong cells in the plant’s mar-
gins and veins make it difficult for
grasshoppers and other prairie insects
to chew. They usually give up before
causing the plant any damage. The
new spring growth, however, provided
a tasty, nutritious meal for the earlier
human inhabitants of the Chicago
Wilderness region.
By summer, the plant has reached

its prime. Then, tiny white flowers,
almost undetectable to the naked eye,
emerge, upon 1-inch round, thistle-
like heads. Only with a magnifying
glass can one see the flowers’ five
sepals, petals, and stamens.
The flowers may not be showy, but

the plant is. Scattered in clumps
among the grasses, the rattlesnake
master appears unchallenged, with its
globe-like flower heads blown freely
by the wind, adding a new dimension
to the flat expanse of the prairie.
While providing an interesting tex-

ture to the grassland scenery, the rat-
tlesnake master also offers a home to a
state-endangered species, a beautiful
and rare moth called the rattlesnake
master root borer. Thought extinct,
this rare moth was rediscovered at
Goose Lake Prairie in Grundy County.
To see this unique member of the

parsley family, head for one of your
favorite prairies and search for the 
rattlesnake master.

—Sheryl De Vore

Rattlesnake master can be found
in high-quality prairies.
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FACTS & FICTION For 2 or 3 players

You Will Need
A different coin per player (to be used as game markers) and another coin 
for flipping.

Playing the Game
1. Each person places a game marker at Start.
2. The youngest person begins the game by flipping the leftover
coin.“Head” means move two spaces, “tails” means move one space.
3. Player one moves as directed and reads the statement from the box he or
she lands on. If the statement is fact, player one flips the coin again and
continues to play.
4. Repeat for every player.
5. If a player lands on a “How can you help preserve?” box, he or she slides
down the arrow and reads the statement, then the player’s turn is over.
6. The game ends when one player reaches the finish.

 

SSTTARARTT
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Lots of animals such as beavers,

crayfish, great blue herons and
even people need wetlands for food,

shelter, and clean water. 

Prairies and oak savannas
are harmed by fire.

Much of the woods that once
grew in the Chicago region

is now protected in parks and
preserves.

How can you help 
preserve prairies?

River otters can be
seen splashing

around in some of the
Chicago region’s

cleanest wetlands.

People aren’t
allowed to

hike, picnic, or
watch birds in

Chicago area wood-
lands.

Draw a poster about why
prairies are important

to people and wildlife and
display it in school.
NEXT PLAYER’S TURN

During storms, wet-
lands help control

floods by holding over-
flowing river water.

Coyotes no longer live and
hunt and howl in Chicago

area woodlands and prairies.

90% of Illinois wetlands
have been drained of

water or filled with soil to
make farms and towns.

Bison never
roamed over

the Chicago region
prairie.

How can you help
preserve wetlands?

Our EcosyOur Ecosyssttems—ems—

Chicago Area Prairie? Where?

P rairies are grasslands with few or no trees. Prairie was

once the most widespread ecosystem in the Chicago

region, but most have been converted to farms or

towns. You can learn about grasslands by visiting

Wolf Road Prairie in Westchester or the prairie at the

Morton Arboretum in Lisle.

FACT

FACT

FICTION

FACT

FACT

FACT

FICTION

FICTION

FICTION
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What’s an Ecosystem?

It’s a complex web of living things (such
as plants and animals) and non-living

things (such as air, water, soil, and sun-
light) in places such as wetlands, grass-
lands, and woods.

Chicago 
Area Wetlands? 
Where?

Wetlands include swamps,
marshes, and bogs. All wet-

lands are covered with water, at
least for part of the year. You
can visit local wetlands in
Chicago at Gompers Park.
Volo Bog Nature Preserve,
near McHenry, also offers
a great introduction
to the world of
wetlands.

Black bears once
lived in Illinois’
woodlands.

Speak up on behalf of 
wetlands. All water—

dirty or clean—ends up in 
wetlands

NEXT PLAYER’S TURN

Some grasses and flowers
on Chicago region

prairies, such as sunflowers
and big bluestem, grow

taller than Michael Jordan.

There are more wetlands in
the Chicago area right now

than there were 20 years ago.

How can you help
preserve woodlands? 

The grass you see in
lawns today is simi-

lar to natural prairie.

When you visit a forest
preserve, why not

pick up trash to help clean
up the woods?

NEXT PLAYER’S TURN

Some songbirds in the Chicago
region need wetlands for rest

stops when they migrate because
this is where they find food and
shelter during their long flights.

Owls are now extinct in
Chicago area woodlands.

You can visit Brookfield Zoo,
Morton Arboretum, and the

Chicago Botanic Garden to learn
about plants and animals from

Chicago region wetlands, 
woodlands, and prairie.
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How Can You Help Wildlife?
• Build a backyard wildlife refuge—Plant native trees and

shrubs to attract animals. Bird baths, feeders, and nest
boxes will all do the trick.

• Volunteer—Help restore or manage local natural areas.

• Stay informed—Go to your local library and look for news-
paper and magazine articles about conservation issues.

• Start an environment club at school.

• Bike or bus to where you need to go.

R E F E R E N C E S
Chicago Wilderness, An Atlas of Biodiversity, 1997
(see page 29)

Forest Trees of Illinois, by Robert W. Mohlenbrock,
Illinois Department of Conservation, Division of
Forestry, [no date]

Tallgrass Prairie Wildflowers, by Doug Ladd, Falcon
Press, 1995

A Field Guide to the Wetlands of Illinois, Illinois
Department of Natural Resources, 1988

Birds, A Guide to the Most Familiar American Birds
(from a Golden Nature Guide Series, Golden Press)

CREDITS: The game and checklist were created by cool folks
at Brookfield Zoo and illustrated by Steve Wilkin.

©1997 Chicago Zoological Society. Brookfield Zoo is owned by the
Forest Preserve District of Cook County and managed by the Chicago
Zoological Society.

Living things
(plants) that convert
sunlight into energy
which provides her-
bivores with food.

Animals that eat mainly
plants to survive.

Animals that eat
mainly other animals
to survive.

W I L D L I F E CH E C K L I S T
Next time you visit a preserve, note which plants and animals are grouped in certain 

habitats. Learning to identify species and understanding their roles can give you a deeper
appreciation of the order and variety in nature.

Producers Herb ivores Carn i vores

W e t l a n d s
p Duckweed p Mallard duck p Marsh hawk
p Water lily p Beaver p River otter
p Jewelweed p Red-winged blackbirdp Water snake
p Willow p Muskrat p Great blue heron
p Arrowhead p Crayfish p Osprey

p Snapping turtle
p Leopard frog

W o o d s
p Oak p White-tailed deer p Raccoon
p Basswood p Gray squirrel p Opossum
p Sugar maple p Chipmunk p Bat
p Hickory p Flying squirrel p Barred Owl
p Black walnut p Woodpecker
p Elm

G r a s s l a n d s
p Big bluestem p Prairie vole p Kestrel
p Little bluestem p Grasshopper p Red fox
p Indian grass p Bob-o-link p Badger
p Needlegrass p Monarch p Coyote
p Prairie dock p Ground Squirrel p Wolf spider

p Fox snake



Dr. Tuggle Goes to Washington

Dr. Benjamin Tuggle, a driving force
in the creation of the Chicago

Region Biodiversity Council, one of
the most visible and effective support-
ers of Chicago Wilderness, and the
first chair of the Council, moved to
Washington, D.C. in September to
serve as Chief of the Division of
Habitat Conservation for the US Fish
& Wildlife Service. “Chicago
Wilderness has been the pinnacle of
my 18 years in conservation,” Tuggle
said at his last meeting as chair of the
Council. “Never in my wildest dreams
did I ever envision the building of
anything as significant as this.”

Tuggle’s agency has contributed
more than $620,000 to support
Chicago Wilderness projects, includ-
ing habitat restoration, publication of
the Atlas of Biodiversity, and scientific
research. Dr. Tuggle had been the
Chicago Field Office supervisor of the
Fish & Wildlife Service since its
inception in 1991.

New Chair and Vice Chair for
Biodiversity Council

At a meeting on September 5, the
members of the Chicago Region

Biodiversity Council selected Phillip
D. Peters, executive director of the
Northeastern Illinois Planning
Commission, to serve as chair of the
Council and John Rogner, Acting
Field Supervisor with the US Fish &
Wildlife Service, Chicago Field
Office, as vice chair.

No Cereal Box Tops Needed —
Claim Your Free Atlas Now! 

In late summer, the Chicago Region
Biodiversity Council issued Chicago

Wilderness, An Atlas of Biodiversity, a
64-page, full-color book describing the
rare and biologically rich natural com-
munities of the region—prairies, oak
savannas, woodlands, marshes, fens,
and sedge meadows. An Atlas of
Biodiversity presents the geology, history,
and ecology of the region with numer-
ous maps and photographs to help tell
the tale.

The Atlas was written by Jerry
Sullivan, now on the staff of the Cook
County Forest Preserve District, with
assistance from the Chicago
Wilderness science team. For a free
copy, pick up an order postcard at
Chicago Wilderness member institu-

tions, such as the Brookfield or
Lincoln Park Zoo, the Field Museum,
the Chicago Botanic Garden, and the
Morton Arboretum. For a full listing
of members—or to preview the
Atlas—check out the Chicago
Wilderness web site at
www.chiwild.org.

Newspaper In Education

In late October, the Chicago Tribune
published a special insert on local

biodiversity for the approximately
11,000 students in grades 5-9 enrolled
in the Newspaper in Education pro-
gram. The insert is a joint project of
the Chicago Wilderness Education
and Outreach team and the Tribune.
Based on the natural and geological
history content of the Chicago
Wilderness Atlas of Biodiversity, the
insert includes 10-12 activities and
field trip suggestions to Chicago
Wilderness sites. “Through this unique
partnership with the Chicago Tribune,
Chicago Wilderness has a great oppor-
tunity to reach and educate a very
large audience,” said team member
Suzanne Saric, an environmental edu-
cator with the US Environmental
Protection Agency. “This educational
piece on local biodiversity will help
teachers and students know where to
go for some real-life investigation.”
Participating classrooms also received
a poster depicting Chicago Wilderness
and a copy of the Atlas of Biodiversity.
Chicago Wilderness partner institu-

tions are offering workshops for local
teachers on using the supplement and
Atlas in their classrooms.

Update on Land Acquisition in
Lake County

The Lake County Forest Preserves
have been growing, twice as much

as expected. In November 1993, vot-
ers approved a $30 million bond refer-
endum, with $20 million earmarked
for land acquisition, thanks to help
from The Nature Conservancy of
Illinois and a broad coalition of busi-
ness, development, conservation, and
community organizations. At that
time, Forest Preserve officials estimat-
ed that the $20 million would buy
about 1,000 acres.

Donations, grants, and federal legis-
lation have allowed the District to
leverage these bond dollars. Thus, it
has acquired 1,544 acres to date and
has commitments to purchase 215
acres with remaining funds.

In September, the District Board
of Commissioners purchased 533
acres of woods, wetlands, and farm-
land in western Lake County for $6.1
million, the largest single acquisition
since 1990. The completed acquisi-
tions include additions to existing
preserves such as Fox River, Grassy
Lake, Lakewood, Middlefork
Savanna, and Ryerson Woods, and
new sites such as Fort Sheridan and
Grainger Woods.

At present, the District owns
approximately 35 acres per 1,000 resi-
dents, the highest among Chicago-
area forest preserve districts. However,
Lake County’s population is quickly
approaching 600,000 and is expected
to exceed 770,00 by the year 2020.
Since the District’s Board of
Commissioners has adopted a goal of
40 acres per 1,000 residents in Lake
County, it is now considering options
for funding future acquisitions.

Miracle Grow

“Omy God, that’s it!” Liz Aicher
yelled as she surveyed a forest

preserve site where she has served as
a volunteer steward in Kane County.
It was July 4, the day Aicher set aside
each year to look for the rare prairie
white-fringed orchid. Since 1993, the
US Fish & Wildlife Service has been
working with volunteers and staff to
assist this federally threatened species

N e w s
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44 spec ies  o f  w i ld  orchids  are  nat ive  to  the Chicago reg ion ’s  pra i r ies ,  wet lands and fores ts .
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in its recovery. (Research botanist
Marlin Bowles of the Morton
Arboretum wrote the draft recovery
plan.)

The Orchid Recovery Project
selected a number of sites where these
plants had either been known to exist
in the past or where the conditions,
such as having sufficient moisture in
spring and fall, were deemed suitable
for them. Aicher’s site was one of 28
throughout northeastern Illinois
where seeds from plants that had been
hand-pollinated were distributed. 
“A single orchid produces thousands
of seeds,” explains June Keibler, who
coordinated close to 60 volunteers
assisting with the recovery project.
They’re just like dust.”

In 1993, working at two separate
portions of her site marked off as tran-
sects, Aicher carefully scraped the
ground to clear away vegetation, raked
in the precious orchid seeds, and cov-
ered them up again. Each year there-
after, on July 4th, she carefully exam-

ined the site to see if any plants had
appeared, but none had. This year,
Aicher recalls, “My husband called me
over to look at a plant because he had
never seen the orchid and I came over
and said, ‘No, that’s not it.’ I turned
around to go back to the area I was
surveying and there it was, waving at
me in full flower!”

Following that discovery, Aicher
found two more flowering orchids on
her site, including one that had been
partially eaten by deer. “I’d never
seen one in person before,” she said
excitedly, “but it looked just like its
picture.”

Plant Bandits

Plant bandits were the last thing on
Bonnie Major’s mind. It seemed

like after years of work, the prairies
along the Old Plank Road Trail which
stretches from Park Forest to Joliet
were finally safe. In July, the section
from Cicero Ave. to Central and sec-
tions from Central to Ridgeland were

dedicated as Illinois Nature Preserves,
thus affording additional protection to
some of the finest original prairie land
left in the state.

But last May, as Major took a bike
ride along the Trail with her young
granddaughter, she observed two men
with buckets digging up plants. “I was
horrified,” she said. “I couldn’t believe
my eyes.”

“Desist! Illegal!” Major cried, but
the men could not speak English.
Instead they kept digging up the
blooming plants—shooting stars and
hoary puccoons.

Major turned around to call the
police from a nearby store. When she
was almost out of sight, a van pulled
up bearing a company logo on its
door. The laborers jumped in and the
truck vanished—before Major could
make out the name.

Two weeks later, stopping by the
Trail on her way home from work to
pick up trash and debris along the sec-
tion from Cicero to I-57, Major saw a
young cyclist ride by with a bucket full
of plants hanging from his handlebar.
A week after that, a Cook County nat-
uralist spotted a man loading a bucket
full of prairie plants into his van.

After 14 years of working as a
volunteer steward to protect and
restore this site, Bonnie Major
wasn’t willing to let poachers
carry off valuable native plants
without a fight. She called the
Illinois Department of Natural
Resources and the Matteson
Public Works Department; they
agreed to post signs identifying
the area as an Illinois Nature
Preserve (where poaching is a
felony with a $10,000 maximum
fine). She spoke with conserva-
tion officers and the Rich
Township supervisor. She testified
before the Township Board. She
and other volunteers spent time
along the trail talking with hun-
dreds of people and urging anyone
with evidence of plant poaching
to bring it to authorities. (And, in
August, she found time to marry
fellow steward Ray Morrow, whom
she had met at the Plank Road
prairie in 1983.)

The area seems more secure now,
Major said, but it was a close call. She
plans to stay on the lookout, protect-
ing the prairie from poachers.

The captivating—and threatened—eastern prairie white-fringed orchid, now 
reappearing in the region with the help of dozens of volunteers.
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Birds and Habitat
Management

The Bird Conservation Network, a
coalition of Chicago area birding

organizations, and the Department of
Geography and Environmental Studies
at Northeastern Illinois University are
sponsoring a one-day conference on
Saturday, December 6 to explore issues
involving habitat management and
implications for bird populations. The
conservation status, habitat needs, and
management considerations of breed-
ing, migrant, and wintering bird popu-
lations will be described for local habi-
tats by members of the Illinois scientif-
ic community from the Illinois
Natural History Survey, the Illinois
Endangered Species Board, and the Max
McGraw Wildlife Foundation: Scott
Robinson (woodland), Jim Herkert
(grassland), Jeff Brawn (savanna) and
Charles Paine (wetland). The keynote
speaker, wildlife ecologist Stanley
Temple of the University of
Wisconsin, will describe problems fac-
ing birds of this region. Breakout ses-
sions will offer participants a chance
to discuss issues relating to local man-
agement projects throughout the
Chicago Wilderness area.
Date: Saturday, December 6
Place: Northeastern Illinois University

5500 N. St. Louis Ave.
Chicago

Time: 8:00 a.m.- 5:00 p.m.
Registration: $25. (less for students)
For further information, call the 

Chicago Audubon
Society at
(773) 539-6793

Resource Directory

To learn about volun-
teer opportunities,

environmental organi-
zations in the region,
educational resources
and conservation issues,
job openings and
internships, contact the
Chicagoland
Environmental Network:
c/o Brookfield Zoo
3300 Golf Road
Brookfield, IL 60513
(708) 485—0263 x396
e-mail: cen@nidus.com
Web site: http://www.cen.nidus.net

The most helpful lady at the other
end of the line is Laura Jasiek Reilly.

Chicago Wilderness 
on the Web

Want to learn more about Chicago
Wilderness and the many pro-

jects underway to study, restore and
manage the biodiversity of this region?
Want to find out about member orga-
nizations? Volunteer opportunities?
Special events? Point your web brows-
er to http://www.chiwild.org and
explore Chicago Wilderness on-line.

Walks & Talks
“Deer and the Environment”

Join ecologist Wayne Lampa on a
hike through Waterfall Glen Forest

Preserve to examine the environmen-
tal effects of overabundant deer.
Compare sections of this ecosystem—
fenced off to exclude deer from forag-
ing there—to open habitats where
deer can forage at will. Wear clothing
appropriate for outside winter weather.
Date: Saturday December 6, 

9a.m. - noon
Place: Waterfall Glen Forest Preserve,

DuPage County
Admission: Free, but pre-registration is

required. For additional infor-
mation and to register, contact:
Robert Jessup, Public Programs
Coordinator at the Shedd
Aquarium. 
(312) 939-2426 x3394

Pocket Handbooks

The Lake County Forest Preserves
has produced a series of three,

pocket-sized, full-color brochures
on habitat restoration and
land management. Handy for
answering questions on a
hike, they address these
issues:
• Why Can’t Nature Take 
Its Course?

• You Set Fires in the Forest 
Preserves?
• Why Manage Deer?
For a free set, call (847) 367-6640.

From Forest to Park:
America’s Heritage of Trees

Aspecial exhibit of books and rare
botanical prints from the

Newberry Library and the Morton
Arboretum shows how trees shaped
America and Americans’ sense of
identity. Learn about the Morton
Arboretum (celebrating its 75th

anniversary), view landscape designs
by Jens Jensen, and delve into the
natural heritage of Chicago area parks.

On Saturday, December 20 at 11
a.m., join co-curators Michael Stieber
and Nancy Hart Stieber from the
Morton Arboretum and Riva
Feshbach from The Newberry Library
and Boston University for a walk
through the exhibit.
Date: December 10, 1997

March 14, 1998
Place: The Newberry Library

60 West Walton
Chicago

Admission: Free
Information: (312) 255-3700

Naturalist Certificate Program
in Chicago

The Field Museum and the Morton
Arboretum offer a series of field-

oriented classes in ecology, botany,
zoology, geology and interpretation to
guide beginners and experienced natu-
ralists through an integrated program
of nature study. Programs are offered
at the Field Museum. For more infor-
mation or to register, call the Morton
Arboretum registrar at (630) 719-2468
(8:15 a.m. - 3:45 p.m., M-F).

A Tool Kit for
Natural Landscapes

The Northeastern
Illinois Planning

Commission has devel-
oped a three-part Tool Kit
on Natural Landscaping
for midwest landowners.
Promoting the environ-
mental, educational, recre-
ational, and economic
benefits of landscaping
with native plants, the
tool kit provides practical
advice for public officials,
developers, and individual
and corporate landowners
seeking to protect or
install natural landscapes.
For a free copy of the
sourcebook for public offi-
cials or the poster, contact
NIPC, 222 S. Riverside Plaza,
Suite 1800, Chicago, IL 60606, 
(312) 454-0400 or find this EPA
home page:
http://www.epa.gov/greenacres/

An annotated slide collection is also
available for loan from NIPC.
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Nat ive  Amer icans  rubbed nodding w i ld  onion (Al l ium cernuum )  p lant  par ts  over  the i r  bodies  as  a  natura l  insect  repel lent .

There’s a little book that I take up from time to time
when looking for inspiration, Siftings by Jens Jensen.

Jensen’s name deserves to be emblazoned on the portals of
Chicago history with Jean Baptiste Du Sable and Jane
Addams. But few know him as the man who helped found
our forest preserve network, who helped save the Indiana
Dunes, and who designed many of Chicago’s great park
landscapes in native style.

When Jensen came here from Denmark in the last half of
the 19th century, he was fascinated by the prairie, which he
saw in some ways as having a similar affect on the human
soul as the sea in his native land. Prairie nurtured friendli-
ness, he said, because it had no strong hiding places, but
also mightiness, because its horizons called to you. The
combination made for great art and a great people that
Jensen felt would come forth in the fullness of time.

A century later, industries have come and gone but the
work of Jensen and other like-minded folk endures as the
defining element of this region: the ring of forest preserves,
the first such urban system in the world; our mostly open
lakefront; the Indiana and Zion dunes; Chicago’s landmark
parks and boulevards, and the greenway network now being
built to extend them across six counties.

It is this legacy that Chicago Wilderness seeks to cele-
brate, to update on new planes of ecological understanding,
to revive, and to let us all embrace. The name of the con-
sortium is itself mystically oxymoronic: Wilderness, com-
monly defined as a pristine natural area, does not seem to
fit, nor does its older meaning of a kind of bleak wasteland.
Yet these meanings both do fit and do not. There is a sense
in which modern life has become a spiritual wasteland, and
a sense in which a pristine natural wilderness must include
human society to survive. And vice versa.

The challenges of relationships between humans and
nature in this region today are much the same as in Jensen’s
time, but with new twists. 

There are attempted land grabs of forest preserve areas
with riverboat casinos looming around the bend. There are
activists who make their environmentalism both a science
and a religion in disregard of the artistry of their work.
There are angry critics who see in restoration efforts a dan-
gerous cultural heresy.

Yet in Jensen’s day, when the region’s character was
defined in part by the rediscovery and celebration of its

Chicago Wilderness, 
Chicago Renaissance?
Learning the Lore of the Land by Alf Siewers

The Nodding Wild Onion (Allium cernuum),
symbol of Chicago Wilderness and plant for
which Chicago was named.
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landscape, he happily defined the weaving of a meaningful
relationship between humans and landscape as a kind of
gardening and, thus, the greatest of civic arts.

“Art must be a guide, a leader, in the evolution of
mankind toward a higher spiritual goal,” he wrote in that
little book. “None of the arts is more able to do this than
that of the garden. It is a living expression of peace and
happiness, and therefore a great influence in the forming of
a people. It matters little if the garden disappears with its
maker. Its record is not essential to those who follow,
because it is for them to solve their own problem, or art
will soon decay. Let the garden disappear in the bosom of
nature of which it is a part, and although the hand of man
is not visible, his spirit remains as long as the plants he
planted grow and scatter their seed…Man in his arrogance
and conceit passes away. A bird singing over his grave drops
a seed, and out of that seed grows a beautiful tree getting its
substance from what was once conceited man. So nature
goes on without any vengeance.”

“Who can realize,” he asked at the ending of his extend-
ed essay, “the supple power and the emotional forces that
lie hidden in the misty bloom of the witch-hazel in the
purple shadows of the dying day?”

All this is a good reminder for the city in a garden. The
stockyards and steel mills have mostly passed away, and so
someday will the gambling casinos and shopping malls, but
the preserves and the lakefront shall remain. If both preser-
vation and restoration are in a sense gardening, and thus an
art, it is because of the way in which they involve people.
But the garden endures only as long as its shape reflects the
flow of nature in both the environment and people.

Chicago Wilderness is an effort to get us to see the
forest because we see the trees and the people in it, to
recognize how much the warp and woof of this region is
inescapably a bioregion, and how we as a people shape
it and are shaped by it. This is an iconic paradox for
which there is no simple category besides the sense of
awe that Romantic poets used to call the sublime and
that the religious know as the mystic. You know when
you walk into a restored oak savanna that it is aestheti-
cally right, with its multi-colored flowers and butter-
flies. Surveys have shown that people across cultures,
in fact, prefer such landscape aesthetically. You know
from studies done so far that such involvement of peo-

ple in their landscape increases diversity of species in
the long term and strengthens the presence of the
native species that shaped our region for thousands of
years before the last few generations of humans arrived.
But without involving many people and diverse
insights, efforts such as preservation of natural sites,
restoration, and even Chicago Wilderness itself, will be
doomed to failure, or at least to the kind of political
marginalization that the earlier Chicago landscape and
cultural renaissance met with. That’s because, as Jensen
noted from political exile in Door County, working out
the relation between people and landscape is art. And
that’s why the work of Chicago Wilderness needs to be
done not so much on a blackboard or map as on a
metaphoric loom. 

The cost of failure is high, as can be seen by the corrup-
tion and stagnation that afflicted so much of our regional
culture after the first landscape-linked renaissance lost
steam. There is no more singly important project underway
today in the Chicago region than Chicago Wilderness if it
is rightly understood. And there is an urgent need to
involve as many people culturally, economically, and envi-
ronmentally as possible.

That’s because we are still essentially a rootless culture,
an historical ticking time bomb. Except for descendants of
Great Lakes Indians in our midst, this was not our tribal
land. If we are to make it our own, we must humbly let it
make us its own first. In the process we will discover, as the
early Celts knew, that in learning the lore of the land, we
become protected by it. Or, as aboriginal elders from
Arnhem Land, Australia, put it: “Understand and know the
land to know yourself.” Likewise, in our society’s main-
stream tradition, God says to Moses in Leviticus: “The land
shall not be sold forever; for the land is mine: for ye are
strangers and sojourners with me.”

It is a sense of place we still lack, not just geographically
but in the network of life, and with it a sense of self. Taken
in the right spirit, Chicago Wilderness can help us—as
individuals and as a region—surf the energy of that
epiphany yet to come.

Alf Siewers, formerly urban affairs writer with the Chicago
Sun-Times, studies ancient cultures and their interaction with
landscape at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign.

Chicago Wilderness is an effort to get us to see the forest because we see the trees

and the people in it, to recognize how much the warp and woof of this region is

inescapably a bioregion, and how we as a people shape it and are shaped by it.
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Photographer Joseph Kayne thought
this picture “just about told the

whole story of the oak woods.”
But wouldn’t some people think

the charred log ugly? And if beauty is
in the eye of the beholder, then are
our perceptions of beauty genetic, or
is the appreciation of beauty learned? 

Kayne found this scene in a Cook
County forest preserve — just after a
prescribed burn in the spring of 1996. 
“I saw a once-degraded woods coming
back to life, all in one square foot,”
he said. 

Fifteen years ago the site had been
so thick with buckthorn that the soil
was bare and eroding away. But a
dozen years of restoration, including
five burns, had worked magic.

The bronzy leaves are scarlet oak.

They hang on the trees all winter,
sheltering many birds on cold nights;
the birds return the favor by thought-
fully leaving fertilizer behind. A few
of these leaves had clung to branches
only to drop after the spring burn
passed through.

The kinds of trees that grow here—
oak, hickory, hazelnut, plum—thrive
best when their fallen limbs and
leaves burn from time to time. In fact,
they thrive and reproduce only in
open habitats such as are maintained
by occasional fires. 

The whirls of yellow are wood
betony—a species found mostly on
the prairie these days, because the
woods are too dark. Unbeknownst to
Kayne when he set his tripod here,
the seeds of these betonies were

broadcast through these woods by
restoration workers starting 10 years
ago. These restored betonies are now
part of the lives of the pollinators, the
herbivores, and the whole complex
interaction of species that make up
the reviving ecosystem.  

Some of the now-rare species of
rich woods reproduce best in quality
habitat. If you look closely just left of
the log, tiny cotyledons are sprouting.
Might these be the cotyledons of the
savanna blazing star, or fire pink, or
woodland puccoon? Who knows what
future nature has in mind for this
square foot? 

Photograph taken at Somme Prairie
Grove by Joseph Kayne of Deerfield, IL.
Words by Stephen Packard.

Black is Beautiful
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Brookfield Zoo
Calumet Ecological Park Association
Campton Historic Agricultural Lands, Inc.
Canal Corridor Association
Chicago Academy of Sciences
Chicago Botanic Garden
Chicago Ornithological Society
Chicago Park District
Citizens for Conservation
City of Chicago, Department of Environment
The Conservation Foundation
Conservation Research Institute
Fermi National Accelerator Laboratory
The Field Museum
Forest Preserve District of Cook County
Forest Preserve District of DuPage County
Forest Preserve District of Will County
Friends of the Chicago River
Friends of the Parks
The Grove National Historic Landmark
Illinois Department of Natural Resources
Illinois Natural History Survey
Illinois Nature Preserves Commission
Indiana University Northwest
Kane County Forest Preserve District
Lake County Forest Preserves
Lake County Stormwater Management Commission
Lake Michigan Federation

Lincoln Park Zoo
Long Grove Park District
Max McGraw Wildlife Foundation
McHenry County Conservation District
Metropolitan Water Reclamation District

of Greater Chicago
Morton Arboretum
The Nature Conservancy
Northeastern Illinois Planning Commission
Openlands Project
Prairie Woods Audubon Society
John G. Shedd Aquarium
Sierra Club, Illinois Chapter
Urban Resources Partnership
US Army Corps of Engineers, Chicago District
US Environmental Protection Agency, Region 5
US EPA Great Lakes National Program Office
US Fish & Wildlife Service
USDA Forest Service
USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service
USDI National Park Service
Save the Prairie Society
Schaumburg Park District
St. Charles Park District
Sustain, The Environmental Information Group
Thorn Creek Audubon Society
The Wetlands Initiative
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