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habitat for Willow Flycatchers, like this
- one, to build their nests and feed their

young a bounty of insects. This one has

chosen a Bebb Willow for its home.
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Steve Schmaeng (R

) and others listen to Alan Branhagen (L) talk about willows and

dogwoods during the Open House at Lost Flora Fen on Raccoon Creek on Oct. 7, 2023.

Willowy Wownderlawd:

Lost Flora Fen on Raccoon Creek has 8 and you should plant some too!

By Alan Branhagen, Executive Director

r had my first site visit to Lost

Flora Fen on Raccoon Creek
on Friday, August 4, 2023. Itis a
wetland wonderland with remnant
wet prairie, sedge meadow, springs
and the meandering Raccoon Creek
and its old oxbows. This preserve
provides the perfect habitat for
willows and seven species had been
documented at the site — we found
one more so now there are eight! (At
the site’s Open House on October 7,
2023 we may have found a ninth.)

Willows have a reputation of being a
fast growing, weak wooded, short-
lived tree (and messy to boot). Most
people only know them through the
non-native weeping willow, which

is a hybrid that is beautiful in the
right place, but epitomizes all the
aforementioned drawbacks. Lost

Flora Fen has two species of tree
willows: Black Willow (Salix nigra)
and Peach-leaved Willow (Salix
amygdaloides) both important trees
for wildlife and just fine in their
habitat of growing along streams and
rivers that are ever changing, flood
prone, and subject to siltation. The
remaining willows are shrubby, some
of which may become small trees
with age.

Willows support many species of
insects that consume their foliage

— the well-known poster child is a
butterfly, the Viceroy which is the
mimic of our beloved Monarch.
Willow flowers are also very
important to pollinators: nectar
sources and if male, pollen rich!
There are several species of native
bees that are willow specialists (they
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2 Notes from the Field s Winter, 2024

will supply their young with no other food source). All
willows are dioecious which mean they are either male
or female with corresponding flowers called catkins,
often protected by silky hairs when they emerge and how
the name pussy willow came about. The silky hairs are
a protective coat because most willows are very early to
bloom and subject to the vagaries of our spring weather.
This early bloom time also makes them so important as Lost Flora Fen
early season food source for so many insects. Befo J“é Restaration
Sept, 2020 -y e
Watch a video of before and after restoration at Lost Flora Fen here:
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The Eight Willows of Lost Flora Fen on Raccoon Creek

Peach-leaved Willow (Salix amygdaloides) Sandbar Willow (Salix interior) www.naturalland.ora/videos/ G
Belob Willow (Salix bebbiana) Blue-leaved Willow (Salix myricoides) ' 019 Fhoto:Gurt Jofmsen
Pussy Willow (Salix discolor) Black Willow (Salix nigra) il Braren b remmneran: @oie @lta sl e arnelemsl

Heart-leaved Willow (Salix eriocephala) ~ Meadow Willow (Salix petiolaris)

around them using their silk, the leaf’s petiole tethered
to the stem with their silk so it won't drop off in winter.
(Monarchs vacation in Mexico for the winter, Viceroys
stay put, actually freezing solid and coming back to life

Management at Lost Flora Fen will help maintain the
site’s unique biodiversity and protect its unique, habitat-
restricted willows. Willows are not shade tolerant so

our recent brush removal will help our rarer shrub
willows. All willows respond to disturbance by growing ~ When I mention someone should plant willows, they

in spring!)

strong stems that will be densely covered by blooms often think of the big trees which are not wise choices for
the following spring. We will always keep some areas the average home. But there are so many other species
unburned or uncut so the early spring willow flowers of willows in the region, most of which are shrubs!

will provide for pollinators and insects. Viceroys also Consider planting at least two: a male and female of your
overwinter as caterpillars in little “sleeping bags” they favorite species.

Lost Flora Fen Willows: See a list of willows and a description of each one on our website at
https://www.naturalland.org/willowy-wonderland-lost-flora-fen-on-raccoon-creek-has-8/
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This is the Meadow Willow (Salix petiolaris),  This is a Meadow Willow in bloom showing Heart-leaved Willow (Salix eriocephala),
the new species of willow that Alan was male flowers with yellow stamens full of male flowers backlit.

excited to discover while touring Lost Flora pollen.
Fen for the first time last summer.
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Aw TIllivois Nature Preserve

n Jan. 23, 2024, the Illinois Nature Preserves

Commission (INPC) gave their final approval for
156.7 acres of the 387-acre Lost Flora Fen on Raccoon
Creek to be dedicated as an Illinois Nature Preserve.
This is the highest level of legal protection in Illinois for
natural land with high conservation values.

The Nature Preserve area includes a large portion of the
62.9-acre Lost Flora Fen INAI (Illinois Natural Areas
Inventory) site (#1972), which was recognized in 2021
as a Category I site. The qualifying natural features are
an 8.9-acre, Grade B Sedge Meadow and an associated
13-acre, Grade C Sedge Meadow.

More than half of the INAI site (35.9 acres) is within the
new Nature Preserve boundary. Lost Flora Fen was also
included on the INAI as a Category II site for suitable
habitat supporting two state endangered animals and one
state endangered plant.

NLI will hold a dedication ceremony later this year.

What's a Seed Swap?

O n Thursday, December 14, 2023, Laura Helmich
(NLI Field Biologist) and Tyler Pelligrini (NLI

Restoration Ecologist) attended the Northern Illinois

Native Seed Network’s annual seed swap. The Northern

Illinois Native Seed Network is comprised of various

Land managers from around the region gather to help each other
give and take seeds at their annual “seed swap” event. Photo: Josh Clark

Photo: Joyce Gibbons

kS A . EE g ] g T 1 g S .
Randy Nyboer (L) and John Nelson (R) do a vegetation survey for the
Illinois Natural Areas Inventory (INAI), a first step in the process to
establish Lost Flora Fen as a dedicated Nature Preserve.

Lost Flora Fen is open to the public daily from sunrise to
sunset for walking at 5565 Yale Bridge Rd., Rockton, IL
61072.

land management agencies working together to fulfill
the goal of making native plant material more widely
available across the region for integration into managed
natural areas.

That sounds great, but what does it actually mean?
Let Laura explain. ..

NLI staff and volunteers collect native plant seed from
hundreds of species throughout the growing season,
which we then use to restore degraded areas on our
preserves. However, there are some species that either
don’t occur on our properties, or they occur in such
small or scattered numbers that we can't collect enough
seed for our needs. We compile a list of our ‘wanted’
species and submit it to the network. The other
members of the network do the same. At the annual
seed swap, other members of the network brought us
many of the species from our ‘want’ list while we were
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able to provide some of the species from their ‘want’
lists.

For example, we were able to share species such as
pasque flower, prairie cinquefoil, fringed gentian

and buttonbush. In return, we were given numerous
species of sedges and rushes, meadowsweet, and dense
blazingstar. Thats just a few of the species that were
exchanged!

DeKalb County Forest Preserves hosted this year’s seed
swap event at Russell Woods Forest Preserve, in their
Natural Resource Education Center. Thank you to the
staff at DeKalb County for hosting this event!

Photo: Josh Clark

Grab a bag or more. Each organization brings seeds to give to other
organizations.

NLI is pleased to participate in the City Nature
Challenge Rock River Valley initiative coordinated
by Severson Dells Nature Center this spring. The
observation period will
take place April 26-29,
2024. The challenge

is to get as many
people as possible in
our community to take
photos of flora and fauna during this period and post
them on iNaturalist.

M) City Nature
\.- Chzllenge

Rock River Valley

With the incredible biodiversity at our preserves we
encourage you to look for the unique plants and
animals as you visit these NLI preserves to post your
observations: in Rockton at Nygren Wetland Preserve
(3714 W. Rockton Rd.) and Lost Flora Fen on Raccoon
Creek (5565 Yale Bridge Rd.), and in Rockford at
Lind-McGeachie Preserve (6100 Fitzgerald Rd.).

Learn more about City Nature Challenge for our area
by visiting the calendar at www.seversondells.com.

Travsformations take hold at Lost Flora Few

By Zach Grycan, Director of Stewardship

Photo: Zach Grycan
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Volunteers prepére to begin distributing native wildflower and
grass seeds by hand in a former agricultural field at Lost Flora Fen.

s buckthorn and barbed wire are burned and
A bundled, Lost Flora Fen on Raccoon Creek is
t;ansforming. Discoveries come in droves as restoration
goals become reality. We learn from many teachers, like
the land as we manage vegetation, or volunteers who
take time to look and listen to the creatures who inhabit
this Eden on Raccoon Creek. The preserve saw many
changes in 2023 as removal of interior fence and debris
from the grounds was a dominant priority to make
way for new prairie plantings in the near future. Staff
worked hard to collect seed, with help from volunteers,
for new plantings and identified locations for a wide
variety of native species for upcoming collections to aid
in restoration projects at Lost Flora Fen and other NLI

preserves.
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Volunteers from Kepotah Sportsmen’s Club helped
with these and other tasks, including the installation

of a parking area where visitors are able to access the
preserve from 5565 Yale Bridge Road (Rockton). NLI
staff worked with Natural Areas Preservation Specialist
John Nelson to finalize a proposal to dedicate portions
of the preserve as an Illinois Nature Preserve. Much of
the invasive species removal was performed as part of
an ongoing contract funded by the Arthur L. “Bud” &
Elaine V. Johnson Foundation. Based on the vegetation
response documented so far, staff and volunteers are
excited to see the response to this clearing effort, as

well as the development of areas that have already been
seeded as part of the restoration of former farm fields
across the southern portions of the preserve.

Help Document Species with

By Barbara Williams, Volunteer

We've been excited to see all the entries on the new
iNaturalist page for Nygren Wetland Preserve. To
date over 100 people have posted 2,356 sightings of
684 species observed within the boundaries of Nygren
Wetland.

The purpose of the Nygren Wetland iNaturalist page is
to document the entire range of flora and fauna that can
be found at Nygren Wetland Preserve. A comprehensive
inventory of the plants and creatures that call Nygren
Wetland home is important information to the staff
who manage the property. The staff has a lot of work

to do at many different NLI properties and can’t

devote enough time to a biological inventory to do

a comprehensive job. Volunteers, putting in an hour

or two here and there, can make a huge contribution.
Also, it is just plain fun to sift through photos of all

the critters and plants that others have found and to
contribute your own interesting finds.

If you are not familiar with iNaturalist you can explore
it at www.iNaturalist.org. You'll need to create an
account, but that only takes a minute with your email
address, user name and a password. In the “search”
box near the top left of the home page you can type in

-

The restoration process
at Lost Flora Fen will
provide an invaluable
resource of awareness
as we evaluate the site’s
response to plantings
and invasive species
removal. Moving
forward, NLI will be
able to draw from
these experiences and
more effectively restore
critical habitats on this
and other sites.

Blue flag iris in a restored fi
Lost Flora Fen.

ield at

Photo: Laura Helmich

INaturalist

“Nygren Wetland” and the project will open.

New submissions require a photo or a sound recording
of any mammal, bird, insect, herp, fish or plant,
including fungi. Any submission from within the
Nygren Wetland boundaries will automatically be
included in the project. iNaturalist also offers an app for
your phone so you can submit photos right from the

field.

%y iNaturalist

iNaturalist is a very useful site for exploring all sorts

of questions about wildlife and plants. Do you want

to know the range of Wolverines? How about the
earliest records of Monarchs in Winnebago County?
Maybe you are interested in what moth species have
been documented in Illinois. Need to know what birds
have been seen in a particular park in Japan that you
are going to visit? iNaturalist has those answers. Itis a
huge database of sightings from thousands of all sorts
of people, from professional biologists to school kids
and backyard gardeners and everyone in between. As
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more people contribute, the information in the database
becomes better.

The iNaturalist artificial intelligence can be very
accurate in suggesting identifications and the large
community of naturalists who use iNaturalist are very
helpful in working through tough ID problems to get to
a confirmed identification.

We encourage you to participate. We love to see posts

of the showy and attention-grabbing Nygren Wetland
wildlife like Sandhill Cranes, Bald Eagles, Tiger
Swallowtails and Compass Plants, but it is tremendously
important to document the lesser known, seldom seen or

Michigan Lily (Lilium michiganense)

often overlooked species like Troublesome Sedge, Eastern
Swiftwing or Candleflame Lichen. (If you aren’t familiar
with those, I know where you can look them up!)

Spring is already starting to sneak up on us. Spring
wildflowers and bird migration will soon be calling us
outdoors. Why not grab your camera and join us in
our effort to inventory the riches of Nygren Wetland
Preserve?

Editor’s Note: Contact the NLI office to learn about
volunteer opportunities: call 815/964-6666, or email:
info@naturalland.org.

Stewardship Wish List

Do you want to help improve local habitat efforts? Donating items from the list below is a
great way to accelerate the effort. You can also donate funds, including gifts of stock, and
we'll putit right to work. Listed in order of priority.

1. Clean yellow kitty litter buckets (with tops if possible)
2. Rubber boots and waders (Looking for smaller sizes)
3. Industrial Shelving (Pallet Rack or Metal Shelving)

4. Pull Behind Mower for ATV/UTV

5. Tractor Canopy

6. Air compressor for truck

7.500 Gallon Water Tank (Baffled or Leg Tank)

Photo: Zach Grycan 8. 4x4 Pickup Truck for “Farm Use”

At-a-glance Volunteer Land Stewardship/Restoration Days Schedule

Days and times subject to change. Contact staff/site steward listed for questions and to let them know you want to participate on a specific date so they know

how to plan the work and supplies needed that day.
Location Schedule

Staff/Site Steward

Howard D. Colman Dells
Nature Preserve

Days Vary
9:00 a.m — 3:00 p.m.

Site Steward: Chris Reisetter
reisetterc@gmail.com
815/985-7208

Lost Flora Fen on Raccoon Creek Every Thursday through March
First Sat: Jun-Sept

9:00 a.m. — 1:00 p.m.

Staff: Tyler Pellegrini
tpellegrini@naturalland.org
815/970-5012

Nygren Wetland Preserve Pop-up Stewardship Events

Staff: Tyler Pellegrini
tpellegrini@naturalland.org
815/970-5012

3rd Sat
9:00 a.m.— 1:00 p.m.

Silver Creek Woods Preserve

Site Steward: Jim Akers
jnakers@hotmail.com

Pop Up Stewardship Events — As needs emerge at various preserves staff will send an email to notify volunteers when help is needed. Send an email to Zach Grycan,

zgrycan@naturalland.org to be added to the list.
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NLI’s Legacy Tree Program

I n January NLI launched a new initiative to inspire
the northern Illinois region to leave a legacy of
trees for the enrichment of people, plants and animals
called, “NLI’s Legacy Tree Program.” We envision the
region where trees are recognized and valued for their
contribution to a healthy environment on both natural
lands and in the human developed landscapes.

Because Rockford is noted as being the “Forest

City,” NLI’s Legacy Tree Program seeks to foster the
continued recognition of the Forest City in a region
where extensive parks and protected open space are a
valued asset to the quality of life for all. The Program
will also recognize trees in the northern Illinois region
extending out to our 12 county service area: Boone,
Bureau, Carroll, northern DeKalb, Henry, Jo Daviess,
Lee, Ogle, Rock Island, Stephenson, Whiteside, and
Winnebago Counties.

NLI’s Legacy Tree Program will recognize trees of
significant size and cultural heritage to engage the
community with the importance of trees and promote a
diversity of trees for their considerable impact to human

The inaugural tree of NLI's Legacy Tree Program, featured in January,
was the Bur Oak (Quercus macrocarpa), located at the corner of
N. Alpine and Spring Creek Roads in Rockford.

Photo: Kim Johnsen

health, a healthy environment, real estate value, and
climate mitigation. The program also includes a tree
registry, distribution of tree saplings grown from legacy
trees, and a book about the region’s legacy trees.

A Legacy Tree Nomination Form is available on the NLI website at

www.naturalland.org/nlis-legacy-tree-program-january/.

NLI's Legacy Tree Program | January 2024

Inaugural Tree: Bur Oak (Quercus macrocarpa)

The inaugural tree of NLI's Legacy Tree Program
was nominated by John Richards. It is a Bur Oak
many locals are familiar with as an area icon just
southeast of the intersection of Alpine and Spring
Creek Roads in Rockford. It is known to be a rare
“witness tree” which means it was here when the
original land survey of Winnebago County was
completed between 1836-1840. Surveyors walked

the boundary of every square mile in the county
and took notes on the soils, vegetation, streams,
and other features of the landscape. Its current
size is 50-feet tall with an average crown spread of
80-feet and a trunk circumference of 204-inches.
That's almost 5-1/2 feet wide (at “breast height”
which is a forester's term for 4-1/2 feet above
ground).

More information about NLI's Legacy Tree Program, the inaugural tree and why oaks are
an important and keystone species can be found on the NLI website at:
https://www.naturalland.org/nlis-legacy-tree-program-january/
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2024 EVENTS

For more information about these events and to register please visit the
calendar on NLI's website at NaturalLand.org or call 815/964-6666.

April 4, 5:30 p.m. - 8:30 p.m.

NLI's Annual Dinner and Presentation of the
George and Barbara Fell Award, The Radisson
Conference Center, Rockford

April 23 - June 26, 6:00 p.m.
Wildflower Walkabout Series, multiple locations

May 18, 10:00 a.m.- 3:00 p.m.
Rockton Pelican Fest, Downtown Rockton and Nygren
Wetland Preserve

June 22, 9:00 a.m. - 1:00 p.m.
Family Nature Adventures, Nygren Wetland Preserve

July 20, 4:30 p.m. - 8:30 p.m.

Party on the Prairie, Nygren Wetland Preserve

October 5, 9:00 a.m. - 12:00 p.m.
Fall Prairie Harvest Day, Nygren Wetland Preserve

Oct. 26, 1:30 p.m. - 3:00 p.m.
OAKtober Hike, Lind-McGeachie Preserve

December 10, 4:00 p.m. - 7:00 p.m.

Holiday Open House, Natural Land Institute Office Exploring the forest floor during a spring Wildflower Walkabout is full
Building in Haight Village of discoveries such as the wild geraniums and Mayapples seen here.
£~
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