
 

 

Kittentail 

Across from Cross and Crown Lutheran Church, 7404 Elevator Road, Roscoe, Illinois, 61073 
 
Description 
     Burr Oak Valley Preserve, a gem of a natural area, persists to this day 
because Julia (Judy) and Eugene McCleary took deliberate steps to protect 
it in the 1980s. With a generous donation from the McCleary’s and 
McCleary Industries, the Natural Land Institute purchased the first 63 acres 
of the property in 1986 and has provided stewardship ever since. In 2013 an 
additional 35 acres adjacent to the preserve and accessible from Elevator 
Road was donated to NLI by McCleary Industries bringing the total size of 
the preserve to 93 acres.  A conservation easement was secured on an 
additional 3.38 acres along the creek at the southwest corner of the 
preserve in 1988 adding more protected habitat in this area. 
     The preserve is one of the few woodlands in the area untouched by development. Burr Oak 
Valley provides habitat for shrubland, grassland and savanna birds and other wildlife, and 
protects the water quality of runoff into the creek. Rare and unusual species abound — 
including a few endangered specimens — on dramatic bluffs, sheer cliffs, and prairie knobs. 
Natural communities include mesic upland forest, dolomite prairie, dolomite cliff and 
intermittent stream.  
     Layers of dolomite bedrock come very close to 
the surface on much of the preserve, and 
outcrops are found along the creek and the 
nearby hillsides covered with black oak, shagbark 
hickory and hackberry. Along the south border, 
the oak woodland, full of ancient and gnarled burr 
oaks, abruptly drops down to a small creek. The 
wildflower display in the springtime is superb. 
Three small dolomite prairies with species such as 
little bluestem, side oats gramma and purple 
prairie clover, are located in the northwest 
corner. The combination of soils, geology and 
topography provide a home for uncommon plants 
like kittentail and bladdernut, and animals like the 
Regal Fritillary butterfly and Rose-breasted 
Grosbeak. During the early stages of restoration 
staff discovered a lone celandine poppy — 
perhaps the last truly wild individual in northern 
Illinois! The Natural Land Institute is currently 
working on restoring a portion of the preserve to 
oak barrens, a biome that no longer exists in the 
region. Tucked away in the suburbs of Roscoe, 
Burr Oak Valley really is a diamond in the rough. 
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Celandine poppy 

Remnant dolomite prairie along edge of a woodland 

History  
     The McCleary family was at the heart of the Burr Oak 
Valley conservation effort. Judy McCleary served on the 
NLI Board of Trustees from 1988 to 1995, leading efforts to 
make NLI a membership organization. She was presented 
with the 2012 George and Barbara Fell Award for her 
outstanding achievements in land conservation, including 
protecting Burr Oak Valley Preserve, working with 
landowners to protect hundreds of acres along the Sugar 
River, prairie restoration projects on McCleary Industries property and NorthPointe Health & 
Wellness Campus, and establishing the Beloit College Sustainable Fellows Program. Judy 
resided in Roscoe until her death in July of 2016. Her husband, Eugene McCleary, passed away 
in November 2007.  
     McCleary Industries acquired land along Elevator Road and subdivided 30 acres into six 5-
acre lots.  Two of these were sold, but the remaining lots and another 25 acres remained 
undeveloped. In January of 2010 Patrick McCleary, President of McCleary Industries contacted 
NLI and proposed donating the undeveloped land to NLI.  The staff and members of the Land 
Conservation Committee toured the property on April 6, 2010 and agreed to accept the 35 
acres. The Board of Trustees approved accepting the donation on December 13, 2012. 
     
Vision for the Future 
     In 1839, a team of surveyors walked directly along two 
of the preserve’s boundaries. Much of what they 
described was a community which today we call oak 
barrens. This is a community sculpted by regular, low-
intensity fire, producing a diverse and robust growth of 
native shrubs and fire-stunted oaks. In the absence of 
fire, these communities disappeared from the landscape 
almost immediately as they transitioned into more 
stereotypical savannas and woodlands. Considering the 
rapid rate at which they disappeared, there are very few 
accounts of what would have actually been growing 
there —save for a few precious journal entries penned 
by early pioneers and botanists. As our management 
techniques become more advanced, however, we have 
found that the possibility of returning the site to its 
natural state is well within our grasp.  



 

 

  Pre-restoration of prairie and woodland areas in June 2013 

 
Restoration and Fundraising 
     Prior to NLI’s purchase of Burr Oak Valley Preserve, staff and volunteers helped Judy 
McCleary in the first restoration efforts, seeding one of the original lots with prairie species and 
conducting prescribed burns. 
 
2013 -2014 
     Planned land management activities and restoration efforts began at the preserve in the fall 
of 2013. The first fundraising appeal was successful with members and donors helping NLI 
reach our fundraising goal for restoration of this preserve. Using those funds, we started 
working with a contractor on phase one of restoration work in a section of prairie that was 
being overtaken by invasive shrubs. The next fall, we continued work controlling non-native 
species with the help of our dedicated volunteers. 
 
2015 
     In the winter of 2015, staff from the 
Illinois Department of Natural Resources 
(IDNR), Illinois Nature Preserves 
Commission (INPC), and Forest Preserves 
of Winnebago County (FPWC) came out 
to Burr Oak Valley for a day to help NLI 
control invasive species and remove 
woody encroachment from the remnant 
prairies. With equipment and 
experienced professionals, we 
accomplished a great deal that day. In 
addition, Josh Sage, from Boone County 
Conservation District, donated time and 



 

 

equipment towards removing woody 
invasive species from the fringes of the 
high-quality portions of BOVP. Josh spent 
a week at the site despite sub-zero 
temperatures and equipment challenges. 
     We also reintroduced native shrubs to 
the site by the hundreds in 2015. In the 
world of ecological restoration, creating 
oak barrens is somewhat uncharted 
waters, but we believe this to be the 
necessary first step. In conjunction with 
seeding low-growing, sparse grasses, our 
restoration units will be planted with 
dense clusters of hazelnuts, dogwood, and other shrubs. These thickets will hopefully provide 
refugia for oaks to naturally regenerate, limiting the intensity of fire which would otherwise 
burn through the open and grassy plantings that we are more accustomed to creating. With 
time and luck, we will restore a large expanse of diverse and highly productive shrubland — 
critical habitat which is rare on the modern landscape.  
     More volunteer days were added at Burr Oak Valley in 2015, with a devoted core of 
volunteers enthusiastically contributing to the management of this special place. The group 
now meets the first Saturday of the month, as well as every Thursday to accomplish a variety of 
tasks. The first winter, those new volunteers began dedicating their time to help rehabilitate 
Burr Oak Valley Preserve - trudging through deep snow, picking their way up steep bluffs, 
crossing swollen streams; this dedicated crew surprised us with their tenacity and enthusiasm. 
They cleared over a third of the preserve by the end of the winter.  
 
2016-2017 
     In summer of 2016, NLI was the recipient of a Stewardship Grant for the Burr Oak Valley 
Preserve from the Illinois Clean Energy Community Foundation for $13,000, with the help of 
member and donors who contributed $6,000 in matching funds.  This supported the 
continuation of our efforts to remove woody invasive species at the Preserve, including the 
prolific woody honeysuckle and buckthorn choking the upland prairies, savanna and closing in 
the creek. The grant also helped with monitoring of birds and butterflies to assist us in our 
application to the IDNR for Nature Preserve status for BOVP. 
     By the summer of 2016, Burr Oak Valley was really showing the results of all that restoration 
effort. While infestations of buckthorn and honeysuckle still remain, little by little, we are 
working to push back against these threats. That year an additional 12 acres of the site were 
liberated from the chokehold of invasive brush, and the resulting recovery of vegetation was 
nothing short of remarkable. Small populations of regional oddities such as Nannyberry, 
Nodding Wakerobin, Pagoda Dogwood, and Red Baneberry had all begun to reappear in what 
was only a short time before an impenetrable tangle of underbrush. A few orchids were spotted 
here and there. Although much remained to be done, our efforts to control invasive species 
were paying dividends.  



 

 

  Above: Staff and volunteers throw out seeds in the old field.  
Below: Our mighty volunteers (and staff)! 

     In addition to the 12 acres of brush clearing we had begun restoring 15 acres of pasture grass 
to prairie on the northern end of the preserve. This area would, in time, be seeded with native 
species typical of an oak barrens community, but was currently heavily infested with some of 
the worst weeds known to the region. We focused on invasive species control over a two year 
period prior to seeding; investing heavily in the preparation of the site saves time, money, and 
headaches in the future management of the planting. 
     During fall of 2016 and the following winter, volunteers and staff worked on preparing those 
15 acres for a 2017 planting. In January of 2017, Boone County Conservation District staff along 
with NLI staff and volunteers had impromptu workdays clearing brush adjacent to an area 
within Burr Oak Valley Preserve scheduled for planting in 2017. BCCD brought their skid-steer 
with a grapple attachment and several sawyers to an area that is fast becoming devoid of 
invasive species. As brush was removed, the shapes of oaks and hickories appeared stately once 
more. 
 
2018 
     Restoration activities entered a new phase 
on Saturday, January 8, 2018. Two staff and 
seven volunteers braved a low of –9°F when 
they started in the morning and a high of 9°F 
by the time they finished in the afternoon 
laying down the seed from almost 200 plant 
species that will become prairie and barrens 
communities. Approximately 220 million seeds 
in a mix weighing 350 lbs. hit the snow on a 
spectacularly clear and crisp morning. NLI 
volunteers and staff members walked back 
and forth across the site with buckets around 
their shoulders, dispersing the seed as they 
went along. We can’t thank our volunteers 
enough for the help they provided; from seed 
collection, to sifting and separating, to the 
dispersal activities, volunteers helped every 
step of the way. Thank you also to the Illinois 
Clean Energy Community Foundation, Natural 
Resources Conservation Service, and our 
donors for their support.    
     Removal of invasive species remained a 
priority and later in the year they planted 
native shrubs and trees typical to the region 
prior to European settlement. 
     It was in 2018 when NLI staff discovered a 
population of the federally endangered 
Bombus affinis, the Rusty-patched bumble 



 

 

  The old field now blooms with native forbs and grasses  
thanks to the help of volunteers. 

  Restored oak savanna 

bee. This was especially exciting because they 
were found foraging in patches of sweet Joe-
Pye weed we introduced in the wake of brush 
clearing. How fortuitous that this plant is 
highly preferred by the bee. We must keep a 
close eye on these creatures, whose 
continued survival hinges on the presence of a 
few good plants.  
     With the help of the Illinois Natural History 
Survey we have conducted a thorough survey 
of the bumble bee population at Burr Oak 
Valley, and in the process helped to create a 
new, standardized set of observation protocols. 
Bees of all species were, amusingly, powdered 
with a fluorescent dye when initially 
captured. A proportion of these tagged bees 
were recaptured in a follow-up survey, 
allowing us to calculate the efficacy of our 
methods. If this methodology proves sound, it 
will soon be applied across the region to help 
stewards and scientists better understand the 
needs of these disappearing bees. 
Conscientious management requires well-
informed managers. 
 
2019 
     More than a rare dolomite prairie, Burr 
Oak Valley Preserve contains high-quality oak 
woodland, savanna, and forest. We plan to restore additional acreages to match the quality of 
the remnant timer stands. With the help of donors and Foundations, we have come a long way 
in restoring the extremely rare prairie remnants at the heart of the preserve and savanna. 
When we approached the Arthur L. and Elaine V. Johnson Foundation, one of the things they 
wanted to see in order to fund the next phase of the restoration, was donor support! Because 
of your commitment to this restoration, the A. L. and E. V. Johnson Foundation awarded us a 
$45,000 grant to continue our work. Thank you to them and to all of you who stepped up to 
match it with your gift.  
     Our management plan in 2019 included creating a buffer to the rare prairie remnants from 
encroaching invasive species with more regular fire intervals and selective removal of 
overabundant species.  
 
 
 
 



 

 

Wood thrush 

Home for Species of Concern  
     Many species of concern call Burr Oak Valley Preserve home. One 
of the rare plants that will benefit from this restoration is the state-
threatened pale-vetchling (Lathyrus ochroleucus). This plant found a 
home on the wooded slopes of the preserve.  
     Among the many birds that make use of oak woodlands are two 
species of conservation concern in Illinois that rely heavily on this 
habitat. American woodcocks are quite cryptic and ground nesting. 
Their goofy “peenting” and acrobatic displays are thrilling to 
experience if you are lucky enough to see them. The wood thrush is 
another breeding bird of our local forests and woodlands that is 
supremely camouflaged and often secretive. Though sly, their 
beautiful song rings out through the wooded areas. Summer tanagers 
were seen at Burr Oak Valley in the summer of 2018. They can be found mid canopy in open 
woodlands and woodland edges. 
 
Seeking Illinois Nature Preserve Status 
    We are currently working with the Illinois Nature Preserves Commission to prepare an 
application to dedicate this preserve as an official Illinois Nature Preserve.  
 
Contact 
For more information about Burr Oak Valley Preserve and Natural Land Institute you may visit 
www.NaturalLand.org, call 815/964-6666 or email: info@naturalland.org. 
 
Donate 
To make a contribution to support the management and restoration of Burr Oak Valley 
Preserve you may donate online at: https://www.naturalland.org/burr-oak-valley-preserve/ or 
mail your gift to our office at Natural Land Institute, 320 S. Third St., Rockford, IL  61104. 
 
To make a contribution to support land protection and restoration in northern Illinois you may 
donate online here: https://www.naturalland.org/donate/ or mail your gift to the NLI office. 
 
 


