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 On March 1, 2019, Rebecca Christoffel and I became owners of Mary Sackett 
Prairie in Winnebago County through the gift of the property to us from George Johnson. 
This was part of the Johnson family's farm over several generations.  We are very 
grateful to George for his fabulous gift to us!  We visited Mary Sackett Prairie many 
times since then and sent frequent emails to various interested parties with titles like 
"MSP notes 21-06-30".  These can be sorted into chronological order for review of our 
activities and findings.  (If you wish to receive these emailings, send your request to me at 
studiesnature@gmail.com.  Indicate is you want to receive most of them, or just the most 
interesting ones.)  An overhead shot of the site is available on Google Earth by searching 
42.45772N  089.31058W.  This 26.5 acre property has a conservation easement on it, held 
by Natural Land Institute (NLI). 

 We were assisted in 2021 by NLI, Courtney Abate, Oren Bangert, John Baylor, 
Cynthia and Craig Blamire, Zach Grycan, Laura Helmich, Marci and Jim Hess, Teri Hoffman, 
Lily Jenssen, Owen Jenssen, George Johnson, Kyle Johnson, Nance Klehm, Summer 
Macheel, Diane Marx and Mark Wadium, Linda Marx, Richard and Emily Moore, John 
Peterson, Renee Raspiller, James Riser, Jim and Rose Sime, Glenn Teschendorf, and Resha 
Wyman.  These folks labored on the site ─ collected seeds, cut brush, fought weeds, 
mowed ─ and they made gifts of carrion, rocks, photographs, paper grocery bags, plants, 
insect data and images, empty milk jugs, used coffee grounds, seeds of various prairie 
plants, work gloves and even some cash.  We are very grateful for these diverse gifts and 
especially for their donors' clear interest in helping us with prairie restoration here. 

 Fire, Mowing and Herbicides:  We use some prescribed burning of the prairie itself, 
and some wet fire to fight with a propane torch particular invasive plants on a damp day.  
We use mowing to keep a lane open for driving around the site, to chew up small plant 
debris discarded onto the lanes, to mow firebreaks after the growing season, and to mow 
random patterns in the area where we expect to never again use prescribed burning.  This 
is all done with power lawn mowers pushed along by various people; having no storage 
facility on the site, we need to use light mowers that can be easily moved in and out of the 
truck.  We cut brush and leave most of the brush scattered in an area where we plan to 
next run a prescribed burn.  Commonly, people burn brush in piles, which kills the soil 
underneath; this is not a bad practice, but we are trying something different.  Larger 



woody debris is taken offsite.  We use very little foliar herbicide spraying, mostly on 
young clones of gray dogwood and smooth sumac ("Progeny") and on such dreadful weeds as 
crown vetch ("Round-up") and reed canary grass ("Grass-B-Gon").  

 Increasing the seed rain:  We want to increase the genetic diversity of native 
prairie plants growing here and the number of prairie species and plants present.  Seeds 
were bought, but mostly collected from various sites in far northern Illinois and far 
southern Wisconsin.  We have received gifts of seeds and/or plants in 2021 from Oren 
Bangert, Laura Helmich of Natural Land Institute, Marci and Jim Hess, Teri Hoffman, 
George Johnson, Jim and Rose Sime, and Resha Wyman.  Marci and Jim Hess made their 
hammer mill available, which was a huge help in seed cleaning.  Some of these seeds of 99 
species of native plants were sown in 2021; others are in cold storage to be sown in 2022 
after our March burn.  We do this routinely, every year, just as George Johnson did. 

 Decreasing the weed rain:  Just as we hope to see prairie species increase through 
our sowing their seeds, and the present prairie shows how successful this technique is, we 
hope to lessen to the greatest extent possible the number of weed seeds landing on Mary 
Sackett Prairie.  Over many visits during the growing season, we removed inflorescences in 
flower or before seeds were ripe enough to be shed from a variety of weedy plants, mostly 
alien invasive species.  For some species, whole plants were removed.  Hundreds of 
thousands of seeds were removed from 32 species of weeds.   

 Herbaceous Weed Management:  We pulled or cut offending plants, stripped them 
of their reproductive parts, and left the rest behind.  These were wild parsnip, Queen-
Anne's-lace, alien thistles, chickory, young sweet-clovers, Canada goldenrod, giant 
ragweed, garlic mustard and others.  We used a "Parsnip Predator" (purchased from The 
Prairie Enthusiasts — Prairie Bluff Chapter) and found it to be very useful in digging out 
parsnip, common burdock, alien thistles, Queen-Anne's-lace and white sweet-clover as well 
as small trees and shrubs.  

 Woody Weed Management:  Controlling invasion by woody plants is a high priority 
here, as on every prairie.   We have a diverse assortment of woody species, some native 
and some alien, 28 species requiring our attention.  We cut some of these woody invaders 
and painted their stumps with “Progeny”.  We dug out some small plants using the "Parsnip 
Predator".  We removed their propagules from the site.  On nearly every visit, we made 
some effort to cut-in-passing various woody species we would like to eradicate or to 
reduce in numbers.  Quite a lot of this fine woody debris was left on the grassy lanes and 
then chopped up with the lawn mower on its next passage or was tossed into the area we 
plan to next burn.  This cutting does not kill these plants, it just slows them down.   



 Soil Rehabilitation:  We are keenly aware that this site was cropped for 150 years.  
The native, deeply-rooted, perennial plants were eradicated and replaced with shallow-
rooted annual plants.  Repeated tillage and the destruction of the rhizosphere caused the 
loss of all soil structure.  Over decades much soil was lost to wind and water erosion in the 
routine course of agricultural practice.  In addition, the nutrients available in the soil were 
reduced by the annual removal of crops and crop residue.  Finally, sheet erosion on this 
gentle slope so troubled George Johnson that he took this land out of agricultural 
production in 2002 and provided Kentucky bluegrass to hold the soil and native prairie 
species to begin rebuilding the soil, beginning in 2004.  Where the farmers could not 
disturb the soil along our eastern fenceline, today the soil is about a foot deeper than 
elsewhere on the site.   

 We want to rehabilitate this soil column.  Deep-rooted prairie species are the best 
way to do this as their roots put carbon and air, dead organic matter and disturbance as 
deep into this soil column as they can reach.  They literally breathe life downward through 
the soil by their deep roots, which also increase the infiltration of water and so prevent 
erosive runoff.  As these plants are mostly perennials, there is near-constant cover 
preventing wind erosion.  These same species of plants originally built this rich soil that we 
have been profitably depleting for a century and a half.   

 We also add material on top of the soil.  We are dispersing the spent coffee 
grounds that some coffee shops make freely available for use by gardeners.  This is weed-
free, finely ground and easily dispersed, organic material that costs us nothing more than 
the labor of moving it.  In 2021, we dispersed 2373 pounds that would otherwise have gone 
into a landfill.  We remove some plant material from the prairie, some wood and weeds, but 
we also disperse here assorted inert plant materials from afar, as from Argentina, Bolivia, 
Brazil, Canada, Colombia, Costa Rica, Ecuador, Greece, Guatemala, India, Indonesia, Kenya, 
Mexico, Peru, South Africa, Sri Lanka, Sweden and Turkey, in 2021.  It is hard to fully 
grasp how in our modern times we routinely move material all around the world!  A terrible 
corollary is that we move invasive alien plants, invasive alien animals and human diseases all 
around the world just as routinely. 

 We collect small carcasses off the roads and set them out here for scavengers of 
all sorts.  I have wanted to feed vultures my entire life and now, by using a trail camera, 
we know we are doing that.  Coyote, red fox, raccoon, opossum, skunk, crow, red-tailed and 
rough-legged hawks, a variety of flies, wasps, ants, bees, beetles and butterflies have also 
benefitted from our doing this.  We like to think of all that hair, the bones, teeth, 
feathers and nutrients helping to rebuild the soil.  This is analagous to the fertilization of 
upland and interior habitats through the migration of salmon up rivers where they die, 
bringing nutrients from the sea into the interior, upslope, in contrast to natural erosion 



and our agricultural practices that cause soil and its nutrients to wash downslope, even to 
the sea.  This carrion here has produced myriad flies that are fed upon by many other 
creatures.  In 2021, we set out 493 carcasses.  The diversity of dead animals to be found 
on the roads is quite amazing, their numbers utterly appalling. 

 

 In addition to any benefit accruing to Mary Sackett Prairie by our doing this, a 
corollary benefit to wildlife is that we remove carrion from the roads, carrion that 
attracts scavengers to their own deaths.  Animals are not killed by traffic in a random 
pattern.  We find more carcasses just below hilltops and on corners — situations in which a 
driver and a live animal have less time in which to react and to avoid each other.  We see 
this same pattern in the ensuing deaths of scavengers attracted out onto the road by a 
tempting carcass. 

 We set out a birdbath for the first time on April 7, 2021, and had a wildlife camera 
in place to record what creatures used it.  Ten mammal species visited: gray squirrel, 
chipmunk, woodchuck, white-footed mouse, cottontail, raccoon, coyote, striped skunk, deer 
and opossum.  Fifteen bird species visited: downy woodpecker, blue jay, chickadee, wood 
thrush, robin, catbird, brown thrasher, goldfinch, towhee, junco, field sparrow, song 
sparrow, white-throated sparrow, Henslow's sparrow and cardinal.  The Henslow's sparrow 
is a prairie conservation icon and we are thrilled to have recorded it here! 

 



   

 

 Vertebrates:  We keep close records of the mammals, birds, reptiles and 
amphibians we encounter on the prairie.  In 2021, we encountered badger, least weasel and 
long-tailed weasel, among others.  Amphibian and reptile numbers were down in this 
droughty year; most of the reptiles we encounter are dead on local roads. 

 Periodically, there must be a hatch of flying insects of some sort, probably ants, 
here at the prairie.  These attract flocks of swallows with barn, rough-winged, tree and 
cliff swallows, as well as chimney swifts, eastern kingbirds and large dragonflies.  In 2021, 
many cliff swallows flew with a barn swallow and a few swifts on June 25.  At 1PM on 
August 23, 2021, "the air above me was alive with swallows ─ dozens of cliff and barn 
swallows ─ a few swifts and several big dragon flies: Anax junius, the green darner." How 
do these creatures find these ephemeral concentrations of food?  

 The most brilliant bird highlight of 2021 was surely catching on camera a Henslow's 
sparrow at our birdbath on August 2.  Flocks of migrating white pelicans overhead quietly 
flying northwest on June 25, and flocks of migrating sandhill cranes overhead noisily flying 
southeast on December 25, were both very exciting to see, in part as these big birds 
flying high add a dimension of geographic space, helping us to know right where we are on 
the continent.  Smaller migrants flitting through the landscape certainly do this, too, but 
not so dramatically.  Catching a rough-legged hawk on camera in our carrion yard on 
November 3 is also very special. 



 

 Invertebrates:  One of the great pleasures of our growing intimacy with Mary 
Sackett Prairie centers on the invertebrates living here, particularly the insects.  Having 
studied the insects using prairie plants in Wisconsin for some years, I anticipate that 
particular insects should be at Mary Sackett Prairie, now that their favorite food plants 
have become established.  In some cases, not finding an insect species here that could well 
be happy here, I have introduced that species from elsewhere.  This is the same process 
by which many people have been restoring prairies ─ by introducing plants that should 
happily be part of this renewed community.  Rebecca and I do this with plants, too, but we 
extend our concept of prairie community beyond plants to include all the native species 
that once graced and lubricated this prairie ecosystem.  Of course, the majority of prairie 
species are insects.  Most people think of prairie habitat as being where prairie plants live.  
That is because there are so few species of prairie plants that many people can learn them 
all.  Whereas, there are so many species of insects that no one can learn them all; most of 
us can learn only a few of them.  Prairie plants are simply the stage on which the real 
drama takes place, on which the prairie biodiversity explodes. 

 Summation:  One or both of us visited the prairie 154 times in 2021, which amounts 
to more than 15,000 miles driven.  I also drove some distance engaged in seed collecting.  
We used expensive herbicides.  We fueled and maintained mowing equipment.  We bought 
tools.  We bought expensive prairie seeds to sow.  We rented a storage unit just for Mary 
Sackett Prairie related materials — mowers, seeds, tools — because we have no storage 
facility at the prairie.  This is not an inexpensive project!  But it is immensely gratifying 
and we are eager to keep doing this.  We cannot recommend to you highly enough being 



outdoors, engaged in meaningful work, soaking up the beauty of nature in all its forms.  In 
these troubled times filled with violence, disease, chaos and deceit, standing out in the 
sun, in the breeze, among flowers, birds, insects — beauty in such abundance — is a balm.  
And the work we do in part undoes the destruction of nature we see almost everywhere 
else we look. 

 

 


