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Dear Friends,
mid all the stress, uncertainty 
and tension of an election 
and a pandemic, I am 

finding many moments to practice 
gratitude and find joy in my work. 
Keeping connected in new ways and 
finding creative solutions to what 
were once routine tasks can feel 
overwhelming, until I remember our 
work together.  I remember to get up 
from my computer and say hello to 
the falling leaves and the changing 
season. I remember to welcome the 
migrating birds at Nygren Wetland 
Preserve, walk the trails and delight 
in the small turtle burrowing snugly 
down into the earth.
This year we are celebrating the Nygren 
Wetland 20th anniversary in 2020!  
What a joy to see the initial  fruits of 
this Great Beginning of a restoration.  
Because we couldn’t see you in person 
in March, or at this summer’s planned 
Wine and Brew at the Wetland 

event, we 
will celebrate 
virtually! We 
are in the midst 
of planning 
an exciting 
virtual event 
for you where 
you will be 
able to connect with old friends, learn 
new things, applaud our George and 
Barbara Fell Awardee, and see our 
upcoming projects that need your 
help.  Please plan to celebrate with 
us on December 8th to toast this 
Great Beginning and beyond.  Once 
registered, you will receive a kit to 
open for the celebration…We so look 
forward to seeing you!

The mission of the Natural Land Institute is to 
create an enduring legacy of natural land in 
northern Illinois for people, plants and animals. 

Our Vision: We envision a world in which people 
recognize that we are a part of nature and act 
with the knowledge that our future depends upon 
preserving the natural systems that support all life 
on Earth.
The Natural Land Institute, an accredited 
conservation land trust, is based in Rockford, 
Illinois, and has protected more than 17,300 acres 
of natural land in Illinois since 1958. NLI’s current 
service area covers twelve counties: Winnebago, 
Boone, northern DeKalb, Ogle, Lee, Bureau, Henry, 
Rock Island, Whiteside, Carroll, Jo Daviess and 
Stephenson Counties.

NLI preserves forests, prairies and wetlands 
for native plants and animals, restores habitat for 
wildlife, protects rivers and streams for fish and 
other aquatic species, educates people about their 
part in nature, and provides opportunities to enjoy 
natural areas.

The NLI is a 501(c)3, not-for-profit organization 
supported by tax deductible contributions. To 
donate, contact: 

Natural Land Institute, 320 South Third Street, 
Rockford, Illinois 61104

Phone: 815/964-6666
Email: info@NaturalLand.org; or
visit our website at www.NaturalLand.org.

Board of Trustees:
President...............................................Paul Baits
Vice President ....................................Mark Luthin
Vice President .....................................Linda Miller
Treasurer...............................................Jay Evans
Secretary .............................................. Jon Duerr
Immediate Past President ................ Ray Ferguson

Judy Barnard, Rockford
John R. Cook, Rockford
Ed Eggers, Genoa
Adam Guarino, Machesney Park
Bill Hoff, Pecatonica
Jennifer Nowicki, Freeport
Ashley Sarver, Rockford
Charlie Sturm, Rockford
Dan Swift, Rockford
Nancy Williamson, Village of Lakewood
Robert Young, Rockford

Staff:
Executive Director ................................Kerry Leigh
Assistant Director .................................Jill Kennay
Director of Stewardship ................. Zachary Grycan
Director of Marketing &
Membership ......................................Kim Johnsen
Restoration Ecologist ...................... Tyler Pellegrini
Stewardship Technician .................. Laura Helmich
Administrative Specialist ............... Jessica Formea
Facilities Maintenance ..........................Kent Wolfe

Weekly Volunteer:
Administration ............................... Marianna Page
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Natural Land InsituteA message from our Executive Director

Kerry Leigh
Executive Director

A

Cover Photo: Sunrise at Nygren Wetland Preserve
by David Watts/Photoflash Photography

Fall migration of Sandhill Cranes at Nygren Wetland Preserve

Photo: Rob Clark

Kerry Leigh, Executive Director
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his year we are celebrating a 
milestone! When we think 
of restoring entire ecological 

systems, we think in terms of centuries, 
so the first two decades are a Great 
Beginning!  A restoration is a living 
system, a re-wilding of a once tamed 
and subjugated place.

“…The hard field will find ease
In being thus released:

Let it grow wild in peace…”
    –Wendell Berry

From a once wild land, ancestral 
home and trading lands of the 
Winnebago, Myaamia, Ochethi 
Sakowin, Peoria, Sauk and 
Meskwaki, of the Kiikaapoi and 
Bodewadmiakiwen (Potawatomi) 
came a farm, stripped of its wildness as 

it also fed and supported families. The 
Nygren Wetland is now beginning the 
journey of returning to its wildness. 
This return to wildness is as much our 
longing for it, as was its longing to 
come home. We saw that first hand 
in the huge upswell of volunteers that 
participated in the original restoration 
activities, all because of that dream of 
longing.

It is a return to beauty, silence, clean 
air, and all the healing benefits of 
nature. Each hand that planted a seed, 
grew a plant and nurtured the soil are 
the givers to this re-wilding. Each hand 
that burns the prairie and collects the 
seed; each hand that cuts the brush 
and pulls the weeds, and each hand 
that builds the coffers from their labor 

to support the work are also the hands 
that fold in gratitude for the gifts of the 
re-wilding.

These gifts are received not just by 
us, but by the bees and the flitting 
butterflies. They are received by the 
spiraling eagles, cranes and pelicans, 
by the warblers, the turtles and the 
bluebirds. They are received by us 
whether we walk the trails, sit in 
silence watching, or just know that we 
are joined with this special place. The 
Nygren Wetland Preserve is there for 
us, forever, now returning to an ancient 
rhythm of becoming.

We look forward to celebrating 
this 20th anniversary of the Nygren 
Wetland Preserve with you! We hope 
you can join us as we miss seeing you!

Nygren Wetland Preserve is 20 in 2020
A Great Beginning

T

Photo by Rick BartonRaccoon Creek
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Register for A Great Beginning…A Virtual Gala Fundraiser
Cost to Register: $45 per person – includes a registration link to participate in 
the Social Hour, a link to the Program, and a Celebration Kit (with a bottle of 
sparkling cider, a souvenir wine glass sponsored by Studio GWA, a bundtlet 
sponsored by Nothing Bundt Cakes, and prairie seeds packet sponsored by 
Pizzo & Associates and Pizzo Native Plant Nursery. Your ticket purchase also 
supports the stewardship projects at Nygren Wetland Preserve. Note: Anyone 
who bought tickets to the Annual Dinner and asked us to hold their tickets for 
the postponed event can register as a “pre-paid” ticket. For more information 
and to register, visit www.NaturalLand.org.

Thank you to our

SPONSORS
PRESENTING $5,000
David and Nancy Voss

BUR OAK $2,500
Campbell Science

WHITE OAK $1,500
Midwest Packaging and Container

CHINKAPIN OAK $1,000
Applied Ecological Services
Paul and Teri Baits
Christopher B. Burke Engineering
Jon and Joy Duerr
Ed and Vicki Eggers
Jay and Jane Evans
Kerry
Severson Dells Nature Center
Studio GWA - Souvenir Glass 

SWAMP WHITE OAK $500
Boone County Conservation District
Davey Resource Group
Gibbons Electric
John R. Cook Associates
McGreevy | Manning P.C.
Nicor Gas
Olson Ecological Solutions, LLC
Red Buffalo Nursery
Viking Chemical Co.
Wild Ones Rock River Valley
   Chapter

WHOOPING CRANE $300
a5 Branding & Digital 
Tallgrass Restoration

In-Kind
Nothing Bundt Cakes
Pizzo & Associates, LTD | Pizzo
   Native Plant Nursery

Gather together with us at 6:00 p.m. for 
Cocktail Hour Conversations in Zoom 
“rooms” to connect! You can choose to join 
colleagues and old friends to chat about the 
Story of Carl and Myrna Nygren, Honoring 
Anne Meyer, If You Build it They Will Come 
(Birding), Hobby Photographers, Join the 
Work–Volunteer Stewardship, Discovering 

Habitats, and Reunion of Restoration Volunteers. You can share stories of work you 
are doing to heal and restore your land or local open space and learn from others.

Then after a short break we will reconvene all together to begin the program of 
Celebrating “A Great Beginning”.

n “A Great Beginning” at 7 p.m. 
n Special Guest Andy Bacon, former NLI Director of Stewardship
n 20th Anniversary video premier about the restoration of Nygren Wetland
    Preserve 
n Showcasing special projects on the Preserve 
n Presenting the 2020 George and Barbara Fell Award to Don Miller 
n Wrap up Remarks 
n Ending the evening together celebrating with an anniversary toast and
    dessert (a Celebration Kit will be delivered to you prior to the event).

Joining Together in Celebrating 

Celebrating 20 Years in 2020
Nygren Wetland Preserve
A Virtual Gala Fundraiser
Tuesday Evening December 8th

Photo by Kim JohnsenWild Bergamot and cup plant overlooking the wetland
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e are always thrilled 
when a rare, threatened 
or endangered species 

is found at one of our natural 
areas that we have protected. It is 
especially thrilling to us, and to 
those of you who are enthusiastic 
bird watchers, when the Federally 
endangered Whooping Cranes show 
up at Nygren Wetland Preserve in 
Rockton, Ill. In the 20th year of this 
restored 721-acre wildlife habitat 
there were sightings reported of 
two different groups of Whooping 
Cranes in October. This is the 
earliest reported sighting for fall 
migration in the 20-year history 
of the preserve. In 2009 we saw a 
grouping of five Whooping Cranes 
visit the wetland in December. Then, 
during fall migration of 2014, in 
mid-November a family of three 
Whooping Cranes visited for a 
few days with a juvenile that was 
not raised by the adult pair that it 
migrated with. 

Sue Merchant, who has followed 
the Whooping Cranes’ travels for 
more than a decade, recently told 

us, “In 2009, all five were at the 
Nygren Wetland Preserve at the 
same time. I recall that the tracker at 
the International Crane Foundation 
told me that five was an unnatural 
grouping. She said a change in 
the weather likely caused different 
groups to ‘meet in the air’ and then 
find the Nygren Wetland Preserve. 
This year, to have two and then three 
use the preserve, is also almost too 
good to be true! The family group of 
three is very significant, because the 
juvenile was raised in the wild.”

Whooping cranes are tagged 
and followed by trackers from the 
International Crane Foundation 
(ICF). As of the publication of this 
newsletter the most recent three 

Whooping Cranes that visited 
Nygren Wetland are: W14-20 (the 
juvenile), 12-03 and 12-05. Did you 
know that Whooping Cranes have 
a distinctive personality? Some are 
good followers, others not so much. 
Find out what kind of personality 
traits our visitors have and read 
about their travel history in the 
website links provided. 

Sue also reported to us that 
“on October 7, the International 
Crane Foundation reported the 
Eastern Migratory Population is 81 
individuals, 39 females, 39 males 
and 3 unknown. Seventeen of these 
birds are wild-hatched, the others 
are captive-reared. Four wild-
hatched chicks have fledged in 2020, 
and they are included in the total 
number.”

Read About Our Whooping Crane Visitors Here

https://www.savingcranes.org/class-of-2003/#12-03
https://www.savingcranes.org/class-of-2005/#12-05
https://www.savingcranes.org/class-of-2020/
To report a Whooping Crane sighting:
https://www.savingcranes.org/report-whooping-crane/

Fun Facts 
Resource: FWS.gov
Status: Endangered since 1967 due to 
habitat loss and over-hunting

Life Span: Up to 25 years in the wild
Height: 5 feet (tallest bird in North America)
Weight: Between 14-16 pounds
Clutch Size: 1-3 eggs
Behavior: Will mate for life

Glimpsing a Rarity
Whooping Cranes Visit Nygren Wetland Preserve

W

Photo by Rob ClarkThree white Whooping Cranes visited Nygren Wetland this October
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People Make a Difference
Land Stewardship

From Zach Grycan’s Field Notes, Director of Stewardship

uffice it to say, this year 
has been challenging. Our 
hearts go out to those who 

have struggled or who continue to 
struggle with conditions resulting 
from an ongoing global pandemic. 
Our stewardship service days 
were fewer in number as state-
wide restrictions caused many 
cancellations. Who would have 
thought a year ago things would 
look like they do now? Who could 
have predicted that our spring burn 
season would be cut short, not for a 
lack of good conditions, but due to 
concerns over smoke and hospital 
capacities?

Many of you, and indeed more 
people than we’ve ever counted, took 
to nature as an escape this spring and 
summer. Nygren Wetland Preserve 
hosted a great migration of American 
White Pelicans whose flights will 
not soon be forgotten by those who 
witnessed! Did you know their 
wingspan is between eight and nine 

feet? Eighty-two species of birds were 
seen in numbers never recorded on 
site and eight species were recorded 
for the very first time! (Check out
eBird.org for more info.)    

     People took to the trails and 
made a huge difference in our efforts 
to monitor animal activity at Nygren 
Wetland despite social distancing 
and trail closures due to high water. 
Many of you entered what birds you 
saw while there in the eBird app. 
Our Bluebird Monitors recorded 
information on their weekly visits 
along the Bluebird (BB) trail this 
summer. Out of 12 BB boxes there 
were 8 nests and 22 BBs fledged; an 
above average year.

Our Wednesday Crew monitored 
and recorded what they saw on the 
trail cameras. Many hikers took 
photos of birds in the wetland 
and shared them on the Nygren 
Wetland Preserve Facebook page. 
Thank you to those of you that 
helped paint this beautiful picture. 

It makes everything that we do 
as an organization so much more 
meaningful to see the evidence 
of improved habitat making a 
difference.

We’ve continued restorations of 
several preserves and have been 
busy preparing new phases at places 
like Silver Creek Woods Preserve in 
Rockford or Townsend Glade near 
Stockton, Ill. 

We’ve continued to work with our 
partner organizations to get more 
work done, even enlisting the help of 
AmeriCorps thanks to coordination 
through Severson Dells Nature 
Center.

Keep an eye out for scheduled 
volunteer days as we return to the 
woods to combat invasive species 
and raise awareness about issues in 
nature near and far. Stay tuned for 
more exciting news, and thank you 
for your support. It means a great 
deal and makes a big difference!

S

Photo by David WattsAmerican White Pelicans have a wingspan between eight and nine feet
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Burr Oak Valley Preserve, 2020
and Beyond From Tyler Pellegrini’s Field Notes, NLI Restoration Ecologist

Photo by Tyler PellegriniConducting a prescribed burn in the restored prairie.

his past year, a good portion 
of our time and resources 
were spent furthering 

restoration projects at Burr Oak 
Valley Preserve. A big milestone was 
reached early in 2020 as the last large 
remaining pocket of invasive brush 
was cleared from the McCleary 
Woods addition. A huge thank you 
is due to the Arthur L. and Elaine 
V. Johnson Foundation and to our 

many volunteers who worked on this 
brush removal project that started in 
2013. 

Later in the spring, NLI staff 
conducted the first prescribed 
burn of the Elevator Road prairie 
restoration that was planted in 2018. 
The summer and fall have kept us 
busy controlling invasive weeds, 
collecting seed from some abundant 
populations on site, spreading 

seed into several recently cleared 
areas, and wildlife monitoring. The 
upcoming year at Burr Oak will 
bring new projects with it. This 
winter and next year we’re planning 
some work in the southeast portion 
of the preserve, further clearing 
about 20 acres of woodland and 
constructing a burn break for future 
prescribed burns. We’ll also be 
following up on the new brush-free 

T

Continued on next page
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estoring woodlands on our 
preserves is an important 
part of the work we do here 

at NLI. Our main goal is to restore 
the oak/hickory forest type that was 
typically found in this area prior 
to European settlement. We spend 
a large part of the winter season 
cutting and removing invasive brush 
like honeysuckle and buckthorn, as 
well as removing shade tolerant tree 
species such as maple, basswood, 
black cherry, elm, and hackberry. 
All of this work is done to reduce 
competition for space, sunlight, 
and nutrients so that the young oak 
and hickory trees can have a chance 
to grow. There’s also another very 
important aspect of this woodland 

restoration work that commonly gets 
overlooked: restoring the herbaceous 
layer. 

The herbaceous layer in a 
woodland consists of the perennial 
and annual non-woody plants, 
grasses, and sedges that grow on 
the forest floor. These plants are 
incredibly important in nutrient 
cycling, decreasing soil erosion, and 
providing habitat and a source of 
food for a wide variety of wildlife. 
Seed from many of these species can 
be difficult or impossible to obtain 
from nurseries (in addition to being 
expensive!). This year, with the help 
of our volunteers, we have expanded 
our seed collection efforts to include 
the woods as well as the prairies!

Restoring the
Herbaceous Layer
From Laura Helmich’s Field Notes, NLI Stewardship Technician

R

Wild Columbine (Aquilegia Canadensis) is a 
spring woodland wildflower

Canada milkvetch (Astragalus Canadensis) growing in the prairie 
that was burned in the spring

Photos on this page by Laura Helmich

acreage to control resprouts and 
plant seed. 
     We’re looking forward to working 
with some of Burr Oak Valley’s 
neighbors by removing invasive 
species and planting shrubs and 
trees in their yards thanks to grant 
funding. 
     The ongoing restorations have 
shown great promise as we’ve seen 
Threatened and Endangered species 
return to the preserve. Some of 
the prairie and woodland plant 
species that have popped back up 
on their own from the seedbank 
and others in the 2018 planting 
have established large enough 
populations that we can now collect 
seed from them for use in other local 
restoration projects.
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LI is pleased to announce 
that Townsend Glade, 
located in Jo Daviess 

County, was approved in September 
as an Illinois Land and Water Reserve 
by the Illinois Nature Preserves 
Commission. It supports significant 
natural heritage resources including 
six threatened or endangered species 
such as the Federally-endangered 
Indiana bat.

NLI purchased Townsend Glade 
in 2018. The 149-acre preserve 
with Apple River running through 
the northwest corner consists of 
cliff communities along the river, 
remnant prairies, woodlands, and 
floodplain grassland. With this new 
designation, it now becomes part 
of the Apple River Canyon Illinois 
Natural Areas Inventory Site.

Jim and Kitty Rhodes had long 
wanted to sell their land to an 
established conservation group to 
be protected in perpetuity. Thank 
you to them, and to all of the 

funders and donors for making this 
important acquisition possible.

Grants to purchase the property came in 
part from the Grand Victoria Foundation 
Vital Lands Program, the Illinois Clean 
Energy Community Foundation, and in 
part by funding as mitigation for impacts to 
bat habitat caused by the construction and 
maintenance of the Enbridge Pipelines, LLC, 
Flanagan South Pipeline in partnership with 
the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service and The 
Conservation Fund

Townsend Glade achieves INPC Land 
and Water Reserve Status

Land Protection

This preserve is open to the public. 
Location: 5944 East Townsend 
Road, Stockton, IL 61085.
For more information and 
directions: https://www.naturalland.
org/townsend-glade-preserve/ 
There is a parking area, and trails 
will be open in the spring of 2021.

N

Photo by Curt Johnsen

Photo by Curt Johnsen

Apple River runs through the northwest corner of Townsend Glade.

The view from the entrance of Townsend Glade
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hank you to everyone who 
helped make Family Nature 
Adventures possible and to 

everyone who participated in this 
ongoing summer event. Along with 
earning a Junior Naturalist Badge 
and Certificate, those who earned a 
badge had their name put into three 
drawings for a chance to win prizes. 

Once we realized we had to 
cancel the in-person Family Nature 
Day event (due to the pandemic 
restrictions) held at Ngyren Wetland 
Preserve at the end of June, our 
Education Committee put on their 
thinking caps. We brainstormed how 
to make it happen safely and still get 
people outside to experience nature. 
We wanted to keep the basic concept 
with a variety of nature themed 
activities as a way for kids to earn a 
Junior Naturalist badge. 

We invited our past learning 
station hosts to create their own 
video of their activity and provide a 
suggested activity to go with it. The 
activities could have been done in a 
backyard or local park or preserve.

Anyone who did six of the 
activities and submitted a final form 
earned a Junior Naturalist Badge 
and Certificate. We estimate that 
more than one thousand people 
watched a total of 14 different videos 
throughout the summer. Kids as 
far away as California participated, 
in addition to several throughout 
Illinois. Fourteen Junior Naturalist 
Badges were awarded. 

We have already started planning 
for an in-person event in June of 
next year, combined with an updated 
virtual event on our website. Let 
us know if you have any ideas for 

next year (email Kim at kjohnsen@
naturalland.org).

Discovering Nature All Around Us
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Luke and Hailey Mayfield doing the Wetlands activity
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very Lovejoy and her mother, Kelly, said their 
whole family had a wonderful time participating 
in the activities. Avery has two brothers that 

also earned a Junior Naturalist badge. Not only were 
the videos and activities fun and interesting, they made 
them more aware of their surroundings. This family 
was already pretty active in the outdoors, and Kelly said 
the soils video really made an impression on them. She 
said, “we noticed erosion when we went kayaking on the 
river.” They watched all the videos and did most of the 
corresponding activities, and Kelly was very appreciative 
that it provided something for the kids to do throughout 
the summer. Avery was excited when she talked about 
seeing fish and a crayfish while doing the fish and 
wetland activities.

The nature themed learning activities provide opportunities 
for teachers, homeschool parents, Girl Scout and Boy Scout 
Troops, community centers, churches, and other organizations 
to use with their students and children as learning tools for 
subjects such as science, biology, art, human history, reading, 
writing, and more. The videos and activities for Family Nature 
Adventures are available on our website —
(https://www.naturalland.org/familynatureadventures/).

Thank You to Our Learning Video Hosts!
Learning video hosts included NLI’s Education Committee 
members and other volunteers: Rick Barton, David Brandt, 
Machelle Dopkins, Laura Sjoquist, Dawn and Peyton 
Skupien, Julie Tackett, Stacy and Dana Wallace, and 
Barbara Williams.

Partner organizations providing videos included: Burpee 
Museum of Natural History (Anne Weerda), Macktown 
Living History (Illinois Archaeology Survey and Dr. 
Rochelle Lurie), Severson Dells Nature Center (Ann 
Wasser and Andrea Wallace Noble), Taylor Creek 
Restoration Nurseries (Corrie Daniels), and Welty 
Environmental Center (Aaron Wilson).

Thank you to our SPONSORS 
Event Sponsors ($500); Northern Regional Groundwater 
Protection Planning Committee, Northwest Bank, 
Wipfli
Supporting Sponsor ($250): Nicor Gas

Thank you to our GRANTORS
This program was supported by the Brubaker Charitable 
Trust and a grant from the Dr. Louis & Violet Rubin Fund of 
the Community Foundation of Northern Illinois.

Family Nature Adventures
Prize Drawings
Congratulations to the Grand Prize winner, 
Avery Lovejoy!

A

Second prize 
winner was Luke 
Mayfield. He said 
his favorite video 
and activity was, 
“Grandpa Rick’s, of 
course!” Grandpa 
Rick Barton hosted 
the Wetlands 
learning video. 

Luke and his sister, Hailey, said they enjoyed learning new 
things about nature.

Third prize winner was Aidan Martin. 
Aidan said his favorite topics were 
wetlands and fish. He said, “I liked using 
a net at Nygren (Wetland Preserve) and 
finding little frogs and toads on the path. 
The frogs move faster than the toads.” 
Who knew? Now we all do!

Avery loves using one of her prizes, the AquaScope, to explore under water
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Photo by Kim Johnsen
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n March we had to start 
thinking about how to do things 
differently due to the pandemic 

and the restrictions put in place, as 
we know many of you also had to 
consider alternative ways to live and 
work. The saying, “necessity is the 
mother of invention” comes to mind. 
NLI staff, board and committee 
members began to work on 
alternative ways to deliver the message 
of protecting land and providing ways 
to engage in our preserves. Volunteers 
made learning 
videos about 
topics such 
as how to 
identify spring 
wildflowers 
and American 
White Pelicans. 
NLI partnered 
with Severson 
Dells Nature 
Center and the 
tour guides to 
create videos 

of 11 Wildflower Walkabout tours 
at preserves throughout the spring 
in Boone, Winnebago and Ogle 
counties. NLI hosted 5 Facebook 
Live events in August and September 
at Nygren Wetland Preserve, Lost 
Flora Fen and Pecatonica Ridge 
Prairie. Thank you to everyone who 
hosted, recorded, edited, and shared 
these videos. These and many other 
videos are available to watch anytime 
from anywhere here: https://www.
naturalland.org/videos/.

Virtual Learning and Tours of Preserves

Large-Flowered Bellwort (Uvularia grandiflora)

Julie Tackett and Mark Luthin helped with the Anne Meyer Prairie Garden 
Facebook Live event

Tricia Graham and her daughter Vesta hosted the Bluebird Monitoring 
Facebook Live event 

Photo by Judy Letourneau

Photo by Kim Johnsen Photo by Kim Johnsen

I
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Sandhill Cranes dancing in the air at the Nygren Wetland Photo by David Watts



14 Land & Nature Newsletter | Fall, 2020

Adding to Native Habitat Corridors
LI Trustee Mark Luthin 
visited the following 
homeowners and confirmed 

that they met the criteria to 
receive a Conservation@Home 
designation and sign. Thank 
you to Mark for sharing what he 

saw at each  home. Surrounding 
your home and workplace with 
native plants provides important 
stepping stones for pollinators and 
butterflies. For more information 
about Conservation@Home and 
Conservation@Work visit our 

website here:
https://www.naturalland.org/
conservationatprograms/.N

Conservation in the Front and Back Yard
iane and Dan Kane of 
Clinton, Wisconsin were 
certified Conservation@

Home recipients this past summer. 
The Kanes proudly showed off the 
variety of native gardens in their 
front and back yards, and described 
the planning of each garden. Their 
front yard has a nice variety of native 
species, most labelled with tags. On 
the corner of their lot is a nice shade 
garden, which was quite colorful 

in the spring while the Virginia 
Bluebells were in bloom. They even 
left a dead tree standing to provide 
habitat and feeding areas for 3 species 
of woodpeckers. Walking into the 
well shaded back yard, a variety of 
native plants and shrubs provide food 
for pollinators and birds.

While Diane talked about the 
plants and the various gardens in the 
yard, Dan’s contribution dealt with 
water flow through the yard. Rather 
than allowing runoff from their roof 
and the neighbor’s yard, a series of 
French drains, rain barrels, berms 

and strategic plantings allows their 
yard to absorb most, if not all, of the 
water that touches their property. 
Using electric mulching mowers, 
composting and not using pesticides 
allowed the Kanes to complete every 
item on the Conservation@Home 
checklist.

Diane is an Environmental Sciences 
teacher at Belvidere High School 
and Dan is the Executive Director of 
Boone County Conservation District.

D

Healthy Lifestyle, Healthy Environment
t’s easy to rely on Google Maps 
to locate an address, following 
the directions that Google has 

determined is the precise location 
that a person seeks. To locate Emily 
Kessler and her husband, Joshua 
Hachmeister’s, house in Pecatonica, 

however, I quickly realized that all 
I had to do is glance up from my 
phone and look for the wildflowers. 
In a city block that has mowed and 
manicured lawns, the Kessler home 
is in sharp contrast, greeting the 
visitor with a wide variety of native 
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Congratulations to the 2020 Recipient of the George and Barbara Fell Award:

Don Miller
he nomination guidelines for 
the George and Barbara Fell 
Award state that a nominee 

may have a history of promoting an 
understanding of the natural world 
in our region and that the person 
may have distinguished lifetime 
accomplishments in several areas 
including education. 

Don Miller certainly fits that bill. 
Don is known for his 27 years of 
leadership at Severson Dells Nature 
Center in Rockford, Illinois and for 
connecting thousands of children and 
adults to nature through education 
and inspirational experiences. Leading 
people to a better understanding of 
natural diversity and the importance 
of protecting nature was his life’s work. 
He has been described as igniting a 
spark in people to form a connection 
with nature, which is essential if they 
are to care enough about the natural 
world to protect it. He is an ardent 
believer in the concept of  “no child 
left inside”.  

Don has been on the forefront of 
educating the public about northern 
Illinois natural areas, including 

the importance of native plants, 
and instilling a “leave no trace” 
ethic. He has demonstrated a long 
term commitment to natural area 
preservation and preservation of 
ecosystems. 

In 2012 Don received the Malcolm 
D. Swan Award 
for Outstanding 
Service from the 
Environmental 
Education 
Association of 
Illinois. 

His impact has 
been significant in 
the lives of young 
people who have 
gone on to pursue 

careers in nature education or resource 
management.

Since retiring in 2016 he has been 
able to live his passion for natural 
areas as a volunteer for Severson Dells, 
Natural Land Institute, and Boone 
County Conservation District. 

Author of the book, Life Afloat – 
Stories from Notes from the Dells 
1989-2009, one of Don’s stories is 
featured in Natural Land Institute’s 
anthology, NATURAL VOICES: 
Celebrating Nature With Opened Eyes.

Don will be presented with the 
award during the “A Great Beginning” 
virtual fundraiser event on Dec. 8.
See page 4 for information on the event 
and registration.

George and Barbara Fell Award Nominations
NLI is now accepting nominations for the 2021 George and 

Barbara Fell Award. The award is named for George and Barbara 
Fell who founded the Natural Land Institute in 1958 and devoted 
their lives to the protection of natural areas in Illinois. They were 
committed to protecting Illinois’ natural heritage so rare and 
endangered plant and animal species would be here for future 
generations. 

To see the nominating guidelines and download the nomination 
form visit: https://www.naturalland.org/gb-fell-award/.  Nomination 
deadline: January 22, 2021.

T

prairie plants, from Monarda and 
milkweed, to asters and sunflowers.
Emily described the many species of 
butterflies that visited her yard, some 
laying eggs and forming chrysalises 
throughout the summer. Birds were 
also welcomed, with feeding stations 
and seeds from plants to eat. The 
plants are left up all winter to allow 
for overwintering insects. Hazel, 
with a little help from her mom, 
pulled up a gigantic carrot from one 
of their organic garden beds.

Photo by Mark Luthin

Photo by Jill Kennay

Photo by Mark Luthin
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Thank You to Our Partners and Donors
Thank You to NLI
Project Partners

Anonymous 
Alfred & Ella Peterson Anderson 

Family Foundation
Black-Periman Foundation
Brubaker Charitable Trust
John Carleton
Community Foundation of 

Northern Illinois
Delta Institute
EarthShare of Illinois
Environmental Law & Policy 

Center of the Midwest
Forest Preserves of Winnebago 

County
Grand Victoria Foundation
Guy Reno Family Foundation
Hamill Family Foundation
Illinois Clean Energy 

Community Foundation
Illinois Department of Natural 

Resources
Jo Daviess Conservation 

Foundation
John Knaus
Paul and Judith Letourneau 
Merrill Johnson Trust 
M.R. Bauer Foundation
Gordon and Linda Neese
River Bend Wildland Trust
Roscoe Sportsman’s Club
Jack and Terry Shouba
Stonebrook Capital 

Management
The Conservation Fund
Vanderpoel Conservation 

Foundation
Dave and Nancy Voss

Protectors of the 
Land ($5,000 and 
above)

Anonymous
Dorothy Baits
Paul and Teri Baits
Jimmie and Verna Clark
Jon and Joy Duerr
Ed and Vicki Eggers
Mr. and Mrs. John J. Fulton
John and Colleen Holmbeck
Paul and Judith Letourneau 
Mark and Laurie Luthin

Gordon and Linda Neese
Don and Espie Nelson
Herb and Marianna Page
Paul and Carol Soderholm

Stewards of the 
Land ($2,500 - 
$4,999)

Gary and Judy Anderson
Clare Bland
Jeffrey Jens and Ann Boisclair
Jay and Jane Evans
William and Sally Hoff
Keith Syfert and Linda Miller
Ted Ross
Greg and Karen Ruffner
Dan and Susan Swift

Trustees of the 
Land ($1,000 - 
$2,499)

Jim and Marion Applegate
Larry and Donna Balch
Ben Harding Family Foundation 
Bernie and Cindy Buchholz 
Ron and Carol Burmeister
Jerry and Kathleen Busse
George Gayle and Lois Calhoun
Mary Caskey
Steve and Diane Clark
Mark Cormier
William and Jessica 

Dannenmaier
Elizabeth Dickinson 
Timothy and Eliza Earle
Ellwyn and Gayle Englof

Ray and Char Ferguson
Steve and Diane Gleasman
Marjorie Lundy and James 

Godshalk
Mark and Jill Grove
Dennis and Cheryl Henry
Gary and Darcy Hess
Gary and Cathy Hoover
Katherine Hotchkiss
Elaine Hutchcroft
Eugene and Sasha Jarvis
Russ and Gin Johansson 
Chip and Debbie Johnson 
Mark Keister and Sheryl Wolff
John Knaus
Kent and Kathy Lawrence
Dan and Amy Loescher
Richard Luthin
Lydia S. Macauley
Mark Maffei
Nancy Maze
Joseph and Sindy Micho
Eric Neubauer 
Jerry Paulson
Shane and Janet Peterson
Ruthe Falk and Bruce Ross-

Shannon
John and Mary Sanders
Bill and Julie Shippee
Jack and Terry Shouba
Sjostrom and Sons Foundation
Mary Ann Smith
Specialty Screw Corp.
Stephen Symes 
Rich and Mary Anne Toppe
Daniel and Cynthia Torrisi
Dan and Barbara Williams
Nancy Williamson and Steve 

Byers
Nancy Hamill Winter

Thank you to 
Generous NLI
$100 + Donors 
during January – 
October, 2020 

Dorothy Anderson
Jim and Marion Applegate
LeRoy and Kathy Bach
Eric and Becky Baeverstad
Paul and Teri Baits
Tim and Catherine Balassie
Judy Barnard
Brian and Liz Barnes
Francie Barnes
Rick and Bonnie Barton
William and Leah Baskin
Mark and Gill Batterman
John Beck
Joy Beckman
Robert and Beverly Beebe
Roger Benedict and Paula 

Christensen
Richard Benning
Blackhawk Trails Club
Mary Blackmore
Karen Blomgren
Steve and Mardie Blomgren
Ann Boisclair and Jeffrey Jens
Book Stall of Rockford, Inc.
Boone County Conservation 

Dist.
Joe Bove
Alan Branhagen
Bernie and Cindy Buchholz
Gerard and Marie Bueche
Dan and Stacy Burton
Leroy and Diane Busker

Michael Cantlon
Mary Caskey
Dave and Kim Cheng
Paul and Sue Christensen
Michael and Melissa Ciaccio
Robert Clark and Cassi Paslick
Steve and Diane Clark
Mary Conley
Jack and Lora Cook
Keith Copeland
Greg and Lorna Cote
Alfred and Susan Cowan
Esther Crandall
Sherri Crawford
John Culley
Joe and Diane Dailing
Peter Damby
Ray and Darlene Davis
Roger Derix
Michael and Sondra DesCamps
Elizabeth Dickinson
Phil and Kathy Dierstein
Deb Dietz
Tim and Debby Dimke
Duane and Carol Dixon
James Dixon
Randy and Sylvia Downing
Daniel and Kirby Doyle
Joe and Susan Drennan
Jon and Joy Duerr
Susan and Jon DuPont
Douglas Ecker
Sylvia Emerson
Ellwyn and Gayle Englof
Margaret Erickson
Michelle Fahr
Dianne Feldt
Ray Ferguson
Vincent Fidanza
Barry and Diane Fitz

Two people walking on the Dianne Nora Nature Trail

Photo by Kim Johnsen

Photo by Mark BlassageNorthern Parula
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January to October 2020
Frank and Barbara Flores
Loren and Jan Floto
Phil and Carolyn Fulkerson
Glen and Jean Gabel
Richard and Karen Gadke
General Mills
Randy and Debra Genna
John and Carol Gerrond
Rich and Joyce Gibbons
Roberta Giblin
Larry and Colleen Gill
Anne Godin
James Godshalk and Marjorie 

Lundy
Cynthia Grantz
Mark and Holly Grocholl
Andrew Gulya
Brian Hale
Rita Haelman
Ken and Barb Hall
Bret and Margaret Hansen
Charles and Prudy Harker
Ed and Sue Harney
LaVerne Harris
Dave Harrison
Allan and Frannie Heggblom
Chuck and Linda Helsten

Janet Hendrickson
Don and Marilyn Heneghan
Jarrod Hennis
Janet Herbert-Verhaar and John 

Verhaar
Ray and Nina Herzer
Helen Hill

Charles Hillebrand
Dave and Ellen Hinde
Paul and Linda Hoefert
Richard and Jane Hoffman
Charles and Linda Hollman
John and Colleen Holmbeck
Gary and Cathy Hoover
Allan Hormann
Dan and Rita Houlihan
Jean Howell
Robert Ivey
Peggy Jencius
Joe and Barb Jirak
Russ and Gin Johansson
Curt and Kim Johnsen
George Johnson
Matthew Johnson
Rosalie Johnson
Thomas Jordan
Dan and Diane Kane
Steve and June Keibler
Terry and Marcee Keilback
Edward and Charlotte Kletecka
John Knaus
Howard and Lauren Knodle
Lloyd and Diane Koch
Larry Konstant

Doug and Deb Kruger
Mary Lou Lafler
Kent and Kathy Lawrence
Susan Lehnhardt
Kerry Leigh and Jim Anderson
Dick Leighton
Paul and Judith Letourneau

Chuck and Michele Lind
Elizabeth Lind
Peter and Pam Lonsway
Carol Loomis
Ryan Lovejoy
William Luhman
Mark and Laurie Luthin
Richard Luthin
Lydia Macauley
Kay MacNeil
Julie Maffei
Keith and Kathleen Magnus
Tom and Nancy Mangan
Julieanne and Erik Mason
Don Mateer and Dawn Hallsten
Bruce and Mary Anne 

Mathwich
Nancy Maze
David and Christine McCarty
Tom McCullough
Don McFall
Gary and Joanne McIntyre
Anne Meyer
Mrs. Virginia Meyer
Mary Mezner
Joe and Sindy Micho
Midwest Packaging and 

Containers, Inc.
Dawson Minsch
Scott and Kelly Monson
Steve and Janet Moore
John Mori
Brad and Danna Munson
John and Marjorie Nash
Gordon and Linda Neese
Beverly Neff
Eric Neubauer
Charles Nixon

Richard and Luci Nora
Northwest Illinois Audubon 

Society
Alan and Jennifer Nowicki
Randy Nyboer
Randy and Nancy Ocken
Jerry and Diana Ogren
Sam and Patty Oliveri
Olson Ecological Solutions
Joseph O’Sullivan
Herb and Marianna Page
Larry Page
Edward Pagel
Beth Parentice and Patrick 

Goeckner
Jerry Paulson
Allen and Ruth Penticoff
Bruce and Susan Peterson
Chelesea Peterson
John Peterson
Sam and Linda Pirrello
Joseph and Barbara Pittman
Prairie Street Brewing Company
Brian Reilly
Ken and Sue Reinhardt
John Rogner
Timothy and Carrie Rollins
Ted Ross
Rick Rudey
Greg and Karen Ruffner
Savant Capital, LLC
John and Catherine Schafman
Randy and Nancy Schietzelt
Richard Schlobohm
Stephen Schmaeng
Julianne Schmidt
Frank and Rhonda Schmitt
Susan Schulze

Marilyn Schweitzer
Stephen Sergeiko
Nancy Shade
Mark Shedd
Bill and Julie Shippee
Jack and Terry Shouba
Barbara and Jack Simon
Sjostrom and Sons Foundation
Troy and Jill Skwor
David and Connie Sliktas
Lloyd Smith
Judy Snyder
Specialty Screw Corp.
Ron and Jennifer Spielman
Mark Spitzer
Shawn Stacey-Choinard
Zeke and Elba Stirlen
Christopher Stone
Dorothy Stone
Jeffrey Stone
Brad Suster
Wayne Svoboda
Dan and Susan Swift
Keith Syfert and Linda Miller
Stephen Symes
Robert Szafoni
Steven and Marcia Terrill
ThermoFisher Scientific
Brian and Julie Thomas
Annette Tilbury
Pablo Toral
Jack Tower
Hazen and Carol Tuck
Howard Waitzkin
Don and Kathleen Walker
John and Susan Walt
William Walz
Ann Wasser
Walter and Virginia Watson
Neita Webster
Joylene Westphal
Fred and Mary Ann Wham
Bill and Marijean Whitcher
David Wiemer
Andrew Williams and Rebecca 

Christoffel
Daniel and Barbara Williams
Teresa Wilmot
Jim and Janet Wilson
Nancy Winter
David Wolf
Ted Wolff
Christopher Wrate
Judith Wyatt
Diane Wyss
Lute Wyttenbach
Daniel Young
Mindy Joy Young

Photo by David WattsEagles

Photo by Mark BlassageCape May Warbler
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Thank You for Supporting 
NLI in These Ways

Thank you to those who participate in the workplace giving 
program, EarthShare Illinois, which supports NLI.

Schnucks’ eScrip/Rewards Card
We appreciate the opportunity to participate in the Schnucks 
eScrip card program where they give back to the community 
a percentage of what you spend in the store if you have 
designated Natural Land Institute as your charity of choice. If 
you choose to use the Rewards program with the same card 
NLI will not receive proceeds from your purchase. Thank you 
to everyone who gives to NLI through the eScrip program. 

Smile.Amazon.com
Thank you to Amazon.com for their charity program and 
to all of you who shop at Smile.Amazon.com and have 
designated Natural Land Institute as your charity to receive 
proceeds from your purchases.

Did you know we have an app for the Dianne Nora 
Nature Trail at Nygren Wetland Preserve?

Go to your app store to get it or use your QR reader to find 
it on your app store. It only costs 99 cents and can provide 
hours of virtual learning and enhance your physical visit to 
any trail in the app.

NaturalLand.org

We want to connect with 
you on Social Media

Facebook:
Natural Land Institute, Nygren Wetland Preserve, Howard D. 
Colman Dells Nature Preserve, Burr Oak Valley Preserve, Silver 
Creek Woods Preserve, Milan Bottoms

Twitter: NLI 1958
Instagram: NLI1958
Tumblr: Natural Land Institute
YouTube: Natural Land Institute

Retiring Board Members
Ellwyn Englof retired from the NLI 
Board in May after serving as Trustee 
for the past nine years. He served 
as Secretary of the Board for one 
year, as Vice-President of the Board 
for five years and as Chair of the 
Board Development and Resource 
Development Committees for several 
years. He was also a member of the 
Finance Committee. Ellwyn was 

instrumental in shepherding the process and review of the 
NLI Business Development Plan that was adopted by the 
Board this year. His dedication, passion and commitment to 
NLI is very much appreciated. 

Dan Williams retired in June after 
serving two years on the Board and as 
Chair of the Resource Development 
Committee for the past year. He 
was also a member of the Finance 
Committee. Prior to that he took a 
year off the Board to take a break from 
his previous nine years of service as an 
NLI Trustee and in several leadership 
roles including President of the Board 

from 2011 – 2016. Dan spearheaded the fundraising 
campaign in recent years for the Gordon G. Eggers Fund, 
an Endowment for the Nygren Wetland Preserve. We can’t 
thank him enough for his time and dedication to NLI.

Ellwyn Englof

Dan Williams
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Congratulations to NLI member Christine 
Swanberg, who was chosen as the City of 
Rockford’s first Poet Laureate on October 24. 
The honorary position is for two years and 
will include working with the community to 
promote literacy and literature to all ages with 
the support of Rockford Area Arts Council and 
Rockford Public Library. Her hope is to inspire 

and uplift the community through collaborative 
efforts. Christine has partnered with NLI for 
the Art in Nature program, the annual Nature 
Poetry & Prose event and as Managing Editor 
and contributor for the nature themed poetry 
and prose anthology, NATURAL VOICES: 
Celebrating Nature Through Opened Eyes.

People and the Land

Christine Swanberg

POET LAUREATE

Avis Benning, passed away on
Jan. 28 at the 
age of 96. She 
was a member 
of NLI and 
volunteered at 
Nygren Wetland 
Preserve.

Andy Murray, an NLI member and 
husband of Toni, 
who has been 
a long-time 
volunteer, passed 
away on Oct. 
15. He will be 
remembered for 
his love of nature 
and family.

Mike Reibel, aged 52, passed away 
on Feb. 5. He 
was a great 
champion for 
land conservation 
in Ogle county 
and advocated 
for good land 
use.

Rick and Marlene Rudey passed away this past year.
Marlene (81) on 
Mar. 14, Rick (87) on 
Aug. 29. Both were 
longtime members 
of NLI. Rick served 
on the Science 
Advisory Committee 
for restoration of 

Nygren Wetland Preserve and volunteered at events.

Gerald Rilling, despite physical 
disabilities, 
participated in 
many of the early 
archaeological 
studies at the 
Nygren Wetland. 
His many years 

of work in Kenya and Tanzania prepared 
him for volunteer work at NLI. Gerald 
loved seeing Whooping Cranes return to 
the Nygren Preserve.

John Prenot passed away in mid-
November. He 
was a close 
friend of Addison 
Foss, the former 
owner of NLI’s 
Foss Farm, and 
helped keep an 

eye on the site for us. John was eager and 
willing to help in any way he could and 
volunteered at events. He was recognized 
as Volunteer of the Year in 2019.

John Dean (Jake) Brubaker passed away on Oct. 13.
His philanthropy 
throughout the northern 
Illinois area will leave a 
lasting legacy in many 
ways, including on the 
natural areas that are 
protected by Natural 
Land Institute.

Barbara Fell - October 24, 2020 
marked five years 
since the death 
of Barbara Fell. 
Barbara and her 
husband, George 

B. Fell, founded the Natural Land Institute 
in 1958 after they both worked for The 
Nature Conservancy in Washington D.C. 
from 1950 to 1958. George and Barbara 
advocated for the preservation of natural 
areas throughout their lifetimes.
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Mark Your Calendar for A Great Beginning, 
Celebrating 20 Years in 2020 of the Nygren 
Wetland Preserve,  A Virtual Gala Fundraiser

on Tuesday, December 8, 2020
at 6 p.m. See page 4 for details.

NLI launched a book discussion program via Zoom in 
October. Thank you to Shelby Best, a member of the NLI 
Marketing & Membership Committee, for leading the 
first one about the book Trace: Memory, History, Race 
and The American Landscape. Thank you to everyone who 
participated in the enlightening and interesting discussion. 
We invite you to join us for these upcoming book 
discussions and to share your thoughts with others about 
the featured book. Registration is required for these free 
programs that will take place on Zoom at 7 p.m. on the date 
listed. A Zoom link will be sent to registrants the day before 
the program. Register at www.NaturalLand.org.

NLI’s Virtual Book
Discussion Program

Tue., January 12, 2021
Mark Luthin, NLI Trustee and 
Education Committee Chair, 

will lead the discussion about 
the book Ishmael
by Daniel Quinn

Tue., March 9, 2021
Laura Sjoquist, NLI Education 
Committee member, will lead 
the discussion about the book, 
The Omnivore’s Dilemma: A 

Natural History of Four Meals 
by Michael Pollan.

Full Moon Snowshoe & Hike

P
hoto by Jill K

ennay

Hikers set out on the prairie trail before sunset during the Wander at the 
Wetland event on Feb. 6, 2020. The trail at Nygren Wetland Preserve was lined 
with hundreds of luminaries sponsored by NorthPointe Health & Wellness 
and snowshoes were sponsored by Rocktown Adventures.

Mark Your Calendar for our 2021 event:
Thursday, Jan. 28, 4:30 — 8:00 p.m. at Nygren Wetland Preserve. 
More information coming soon on our website calendar.

CLIP & SAVE


