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hank 
you to 
all of our 

members, donors 
and volunteers 
who have helped 
NLI create an 
enduring legacy 
of natural land in 

Northern Illinois. We’ve helped preserve 
land in Wisconsin in the past and now 
own land over the stateline so we need 
to revise that statement! The acquisition 
of the 327-acre Jerry and Kathy Busse 
Prairie Preserve on Raccoon Creek on 
September 16th safeguarded an amazing 
natural grassland and wetland landscape 
(see next article) and we look forward 
to a future opening to the public. This 
land is key to a larger protected complex 
of grassland and wetlands along the 
meandering Raccoon Creek which 

flows from Busse Prairie Preserve, joins 
its east fork at NLI’s Lost Flora Fen 
and empties into the Pecatonica River 
at the Carl & Myrna Nygren Wetland 
Preserve.
NLI also plans to acquire a 125-acre 
land parcel along the Pecatonica River 
just downstream from Crooked River 
Forest Preserve and upstream from 
NLI’s Pecatonica Woodlands Preserve 
and Pecatonica River Forest Preserve. 
See the fall appeal and how to donate 
here: https://www.naturalland.org/
pecatonica-river-property/, or call 
815/964-6666. The property contains 
important oxbow wetlands, river 
floodplain and unique mesic floodplain 
forest “bluebell woodland” habitat so 
characteristic of the Pecatonica River 
valley. Its wetlands provide important 
fish nurseries, places for amphibians 
(frogs, toads and salamanders and the 
most at-risk vertebrate animals on earth) 

to breed, dragonfly nymph habitat and 
a wonderland for waterfowl not only 
to nest, but a sanctuary for them to 
dabble or dive for refueling during their 
migrations. 

Restoration work at Lost Flora Fen 
on Raccoon Creek supported by 
the Arthur L. & Elaine V. Johnson 
Foundation allowed for invasive 
brush removal from the wet prairie 
remnant and the results show nature’s 
resiliency (when given a second 
chance) that have far exceeded staff’s 
expectations. Early on, Field Biologist 
Laura Helmich, reported seeing 
marsh-marigolds coming into bloom, 
followed by brilliant orange Michigan 
lilies blooming in midsummer to 
exquisite blue bottle gentians blooming 
in fall. The response of conservative 
species bouncing back and blooming 
so quickly was such a joy to witness 
and certainly the pollinators and other 
creatures benefited beyond what we 
could see.
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Alan Branhagen
Executive Director
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Cover Photo: Fall color on the trail at Lind-McGeachie Preserve. Photo: Robert Clark
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A Message of Gratitude and Resiliency
(a word we’re not supposed to use)

Alan Branhagen (Right) led a group of hikers at the OAKtober Hike on Oct. 26th at the Lind-McGeachie 
Preserve. Photo: Jill Kennay

Michigan Lily at Lost Flora Fen on Raccoon Creek.
Photo: Alan Branhagen
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Restoration Work at Lind-McGeachie 
Preserve was equally wonderful with the 
burst of cut-leaved toothwort carpeting 
the ground with white flowers where 
mainly honeysuckle and buckthorn had 
once stood – then an explosion of wild 
geraniums in orchid pink in May and 
oak seedlings visible by midsummer. 
A derecho hit in midsummer after a 
couple days of intense rainfall which 
made the ground soft and unstable. 
Most of the old growth bur and 
white oaks stood firm while trees that 
stewardship staff considered thinning 
to restore the original oak-hickory 
woodland character (and the reason 
NLI preserved the land) toppled and 

broke into an impenetrable brush pile. 
NLI’s amazing volunteers jumped in to 
the rescue and cleared all the trails so we 
could again access the site and visitors 
could once again enjoy this natural land. 
Not a disaster after all, but a way to look 
at nature’s role in conservation even 
though such wild weather is becoming 
all too common in our new climate. 
I hope you were able to attend our 
OAKtober Hike there and see first-hand 
nature’s adaptability at that amazing 
preserve.
Thanks to our members and donors, 
we are providing resiliency for our 
community as well – newly acquired 
wetlands store countless gallons of 

water that otherwise would flood our 
communities and just as importantly 
sustain the water flow in dry times. The 
trees we protect are absorbing tons of 
carbon dioxide from our air in their 
wood while the protected and restored 
prairies are pumping it into the ground 
with their extensive and deep roots. The 
diversity of plants we protect provides 
for a diversity of creatures – beneficial 
in keeping the balance of nature and 
pests under control. Nature shows us 
its adaptability to change when given 
protected space to do so.

The Illinois native aquatic flower, White Water Buttercup, in bloom just above the water at Busse Prairie Preserve’s Lake AJ. Their long stems grow up to three feet 
under the water. These perennials prefer bodies of water with little current and shelter from the wind. Photo: Alan Branhagen
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Jerry and Kathy Busse Prairie Preserve
on Raccoon Creek

he Natural Land Institute 
is thrilled to report the 
acquisition of 327 acres 

along Raccoon Creek in northern 
Winnebago County and partially in 
Rock County, Wisconsin. “This parcel 
has exceeded expectations from the first 
visit. It is one of the largest remnant 
grassland areas left in the immediate 
region,” said Alan Branhagen, NLI 
Executive Director. 

The project was NLI’s spring 
fundraising appeal, which just like the 
property, exceeded expectations with 

Jerry and Kathy Busse’s site naming 
opportunity gift of $500,000 followed 
by all other naming opportunity gifts 
and widespread generous support from 
NLI members. With your help, NLI 
raised 100% of the funds needed to 
acquire the property. Thank you all!

The southwestern part of the site just 
happened to be one of the Illinois 
Natural History Survey’s CTAP 
(Critical Trends Analysis Project) sites 
and has been monitored for more than 
two decades tracking its bird and plant 
diversity. That portion of the land has 

marvelous remnant sedge meadow 
and wet prairie and includes the 
meandering Raccoon Creek. It was also 
one of the surveying biologist’s favorite 
sites to visit in Illinois.

Much of the eastern two-thirds of the 
site is restored prairie and wetlands 
and this was done more than a decade 
ago as the land was placed in WRP 
(Wetlands Reserve Program). The 
prairie has excellent “structure” with 
not too much tall grass like Indian 
grass, big bluestem, switchgrass and 
cordgrass that tend to dominate most 

Big Bluestem and Cup Plant in the prairie at Busse Prairie Preserve. Photo: Alan Branhagen
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Photo: Alan Branhagen

Jerry and Kathy Busse are pictured here the day they took a tour of their 
namesake preserve. They have a passion for protecting nature and were 
inspired to support the opportunity to safeguard this grassland and wetland 
habitat. Jerry is the retired CEO and Founder of Rockford Toolcraft Inc.. 
Founded in 1976, Jerry and Kathy built the business from two to 400 
employees by the time it was sold to their son, Tom Busse, in 2023.

restorations. A very sound mix of forbs and shorter 
grasses like little bluestem create a prairie matrix 
(NLI has the lists of everything that was planted 
on the site) that is still utilized by many finicky 
grassland birds and is home to many pairs of 
Eastern Meadowlarks (most declined, formerly 
common songbird), several pairs of Bobolinks, 
Henslow’s Sparrows, and Dickcissels.  

The prairie restoration was done on poor farmland 
with numerous swales and drainage ditches that 
were filled in but these remnants acted as reservoirs 
of native species to recolonize the restorations 
without being planted. The prairie is in many 
places a “shrub” prairie with a rich diversity of 
shrub willows that enrich the variety of wildlife 
on the site. Next to oaks, willows offer more for 
wildlife than any other group of plants in the 
Upper Midwest. Ten species have been identified 
on the site! Other plants from hemi-parasitic 
gerardias to lobelias, sedges, and rushes all have 
recolonized, enriching the grassland.

The site contains 10 ponds and a lake that 
was offered as a naming opportunity for a gift 
of $50,000. A family, who wishes to remain 
anonymous, donated the necessary funds to 

name it Lake AJ after their daughters, Andrea and 
Jessica. The remaining ponds each have their own 
character and at least some of those are fishless 
– why does that matter?  The site is home to an 
incredible diversity of dragonflies and damselflies, 
several species will only breed in fishless ponds as 
their nymphs are not adapted to fish predation.

The site was protected from development and exploitation by the 
WRP but that does not include mandates to manage the property 
for this exceptional “biodiversity.” So, thank you all for your 
support of this marvelous hotspot of habitat for nature – now on 
to managing it so that invasive species and trees don’t take over and 
this special grassland remains for future generations to experience.
Additional gifts received for naming opportunities include $50,000 
from the Vanderpoel Family and Vanderpoel Conservation 
Foundation for The Vanderpoel Family Bur Oak Grove and $50,000 
from Dorothy Baits for the Stephen and Dorothy Baits Trail. 
Nancy Maze also donated $50,000 to create an enhanced view 
of the meadow. Several $10,000 gifts were received for names to 
be listed on the “Protectors” of Threatened, Endangered & Species 
of Conservation Concern sign. Thank you to these donors and 
everyone who donated to this land acquisition.

A Golden-winged Skimmer was seen in the Wisconsin portion of 
the Busse Prairie Preserve by volunteer monitor Joyce Gibbons. 
This was very exciting news because it is only the second sighting 
of this species in the State. Photo: Joyce Gibbons



Bill Handel’s family roots run deep with the land that he 
inherited from his parents. The original 280-acre farm 
has been in his family since the 1850s. Bill’s great-great 
grandfather also owned land adjacent to this property 
during that timeframe. Bill is a third generation landowner 
and part of the fourth generation of his family from 
Germany. He is one of five siblings who inherited a piece 
of the original 280-acre farm when their parents passed. 
In 2013 Bill’s sister, Vicki and her husband Robert 
Stretton, placed their portion of the land (35 acres) into 
a conservation easement with NLI. This parcel is located 
next to Mississippi Palisades State Park.  

NLI started a conversation with the siblings in 2013 about 
protecting their land. It took awhile for them to decide 

what they wanted to do with the land they and their 
parents cherished. They each had their own special place 
on the farm and splitting it up was a challenge. Bill said, 
“It was the wish of our parents to keep as much of the 
farm as possible as it was when it was originally purchased. 
The five of us had to come to terms with what we wanted 
to do with the property.” After nearly ten years Bill and his 
sister Laurie Miller, who own 154 acres together, decided 
they wanted to protect their portion of land forever with 
a conservation easement. After discussing various options 
they determined it was best to split the land equally for 
purposes of the easement and for the sake of each of their 
own children’s futures. The easements were finalized in 
May. 
A retired biologist with the Illinois Natural History Survey, 
Bill, understands the value of protecting land and the 
hard work it takes to manage and restore natural areas. 
He learned about land restoration while in college and 
continued on that path during his 30 year career as a 
biologist. He managed his family’s land during this time 
and it’s very satisfying to him to see the recovery of fields 
grazed by cattle, the creek valley and woodlands. “When 
I was a kid I remember seeing a lot of Bobolinks, and 
to see them return now is exciting”, said Bill.  There is a 
6.5-acre area with pollinator habitat supported by a CRP 
(Conservation Reserve Program) that he finds especially 
rewarding. When asked what he considers his favorite part 
of the property it’s hard for Bill to nail down one thing. 
“I really like the biodiversity of all the communities. It’s a 
nice mix over the whole 150 plus acres,” he said.
In his retirement, Bill continues to work on land 
restoration on his own property and as a contractor 
for conservation organizations such as Prairie Lands 
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Heritage Landkeeper Stories
NLI helps private landowners protect their land in perpetuity 
with voluntary land protection agreements (a perpetual 
Conservation Easement)

A Family Farm Legacy Landowners: William (Bill) Handel and Laurie Miller 
Location: Scenic Ridge Road, Savannah, IL (Carroll County)
Size: each owns 77.232 acres totaling 154 acres
Features: Row crop production, hay production, low 
impact recreational uses, wildlife and plant habitat 
including: upland forest, grassland, restored prairie, sedge 
meadow, and stream.

The forest, pasture and CRP field is seen in the distance in this photo from Bill 
Handel’s land. Photo: Bill Handel
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Foundation in Fairbury, Ill., as well as others. 
Laurie Miller said she is really grateful to her brother, Bill, 
because he had the knowledge of how to protect their 
family’s land, and she probably would have given up on 
this effort had it not been for him. She always knew that 
her parents wanted the land protected, but didn’t know it 
was possible to do it with a conservation easement until 
they started talking about options for preserving it. “I 
think it’s important to pay it forward” said Laurie.  
Even though Laurie now lives in Indiana, she still has a 
strong connection to the family farm. “I spent most of my 
childhood roaming that land, in the creek, going for walks, 
picking berries – this was before all the devices we have 
now. It was our playground. We used to ride horses on 
it,” she said. “I wasn’t an outdoorsy kid and I liked to read 
books inside, but growing up on the land made me care 
about it.” 
Bill’s daughter and Laurie’s son will inherit each parent’s 
portion of 77.232 acres of land so most of the original 
family farm will continue to be protected with the 
conservation easements on each of these parcels and on 
Vicki and Robert Stretton’s land.

Wildflowers in the prairie planted by Bill Handel.
Photo: Bill Handel

Sugar Prairie Wildlife Corridor

Landowner: Jeannine (Nina) Langoussis
Location: Pomeroy Road, Rockton, IL  61072
Size: 28 acres, agricultural conservation easement
Features: hay fields, pastures with remnant prairie and 
savanna species, woodland edges currently used for 
livestock grazing, hay production, low impact recreational, 
and nature observation. 
NLI purchased this conservation easement with 
funding from the Regional Conservation Easement 
Partnership Program and Illinois Clean Energy 
Community Foundation matching funds.

Nina Langoussis’ “Sugar Prairie Wildlife Corridor” is 
a working farm of 113 acres with 28 acres that will be 
protected forever as a wild farm with an agricultural 
conservation easement that NLI finalized in July. 
The number one crop, according to Langoussis, is habitat 
and wants it “to serve as a model and learning farm so 

These New England asters and other wildflowers emerged on their own 
after not mowing. Photo: Nina Langoussis
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Two of Nina’s goats do their work among the Indian grass and goldenrod. Photo: Nina Langoussis

we don’t have to choose between food and habitat.” Nina 
has been working to restore a healthy ecosystem that can 
provide the base for a sustainable and humanely raised 
food-shed network, in addition to protecting and helping 
reconnect a unique, special natural landscape that has been 
fragmented by development for housing. 
Restoration partners include cattle and goats. “Dexter 
cattle thrive on forage-only diet (grazing & browsing) and 
never need grain or confinement. Hoof action kicks up 
and revives native vegetation dormant in the seedbank. 
Also, their grazing can be used in lieu of burning to 
control invasive vegetation on adjacent prairie easement 
(like buffalo, but easier),” said Nina. She goes on to say, 
“Nubian goats prefer woody and leafy plants to grasses, so 
share habitat well with nesting grassland birds. In addition 
to their beauty, help clearing brush, companionship, and 
entertaining personality, they also provide fresh milk, 
yogurt, cheese, and gelato.
Her go to “Bible” for identifying plants on her property 
is Egbert W. Fell’s (father of NLI’s founder) Flora of 
Winnebago County. She doesn’t have to plant native 

vegetation because it’s still in the seedbank and hiding 
under the invasives. The wildflowers in the photo emerged 
along unmowed field borders. 

 “As Egbert Fell describes, this unique sandy area between 
the Sugar and Rock Rivers holds some special treasures 
and there is an ongoing joy in the beauty and discovery 
of native plants, birds, and animals as the land recovers,” 
said Nina. She stresses, “the importance of the easement 
is to ensure that all the lessons learned, ecosystem health 
regained, and joy sharing can continue beyond one 
individual’s or generation’s lifespan, not wiped out every 
time a property is sold or otherwise changes hands. Zoning 
comes and goes, unfortunately family also sometimes 
comes and goes, but a conservation easement can help 
protect that special place in your heart forever.”

Pecatonica Stream Mitigation Bank
In September NLI finalized a conservation easement 
in the Pecatonica River corridor called the Pecatonica 
Stream Mitigation Bank, which encompasses 34.7 acres in 
Stephenson County.
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A team that included Barbara 
Williams (volunteer), Zach Grycan 

and Kyle Hulbert (NLI Staff), Kaleb 
Baker (Natural Areas Preservation 
Specialist/IL Nature Preserves 
Commission), Russ Blogg (Heritage 
Biologist/IDNR), and Chip O’Leary 
(Regional Manager/IDNR) went 
searching for mussels in Raccoon 
Creek at Lost Flora Fen (LFF) in 
September. Barbara gave us a report 
on what they found while she was 
with the group including live and 
dead/empty shells: multiple young 
White Heelsplitters, several Plain 
Pocketbooks, multiple Fatmuckets, 

one Creeper, Fragile Papershells, 
one Black Sandshell, one Creek 
Heelsplitter, one White Heelsplitter, 
one Round Pigtoe (new for LFF and 
unusual for this area), and, (very 
exciting!) one recently dead shell from 
a small Wartyback (new county record 
and new record for Raccoon Creek). 
They also found a number of shells 
from Fingernail Clams that included 
Striated Fingernail Clam and Grooved 
Fingernail Clam. Both are tiny clams, 
native to this area.

Did you know Raccoon Creek has mussels in it?

Pictured kneeling in the creek searching for 
mussels are front to back: Kyle Hulbert, Kaleb 
Baker, Russ Blogg and Zach Grycan.
Photo: Barbara Williams

s this edition of Land & 
Nature is being published the 
stewardship crew is working 

on completing burn breaks on several 
preserves that will allow NLI staff and 
volunteers to conduct prescribed burns 
this fall and next spring. 

What is a burn break?
A burn break is a path along the 
perimeter of an area that we hope to 
burn where fuel needs to be knocked 
down in order to safely operate along 
that line, or around something we need 
to protect when the burn is conducted. 
Getting burn breaks installed can be 
very time consuming. As a rule, fire 
breaks should be three times as wide as 
the fuel is tall, which could be a road 
or a river - surface water and pavement 
or dirt make excellent burn breaks. 
Where breaks run along or through 

vegetation however, hazards like dead 
trees or flashy fuels require additional 
work. We use tools like mowers, leaf 
blowers, rakes, and chainsaws, to name 
a few, to improve those breaks. 

What is fuel? 
Fuel on a prescribed burn is whatever 
makes up the above ground vegetation. 
In a prairie, the fuel is mostly grass, but 
take a walk through a prairie and you’ll 
notice lots of wildflowers (commonly 
referred to as forbs), so it is also the 
leaves and stalks of all those plants, 
too. In a woodland, fuel is primarily 
leaf litter, but there are also grasses and 
forbs that have evolved to live in more 
shade that are also fire dependent. In 
a wetland, our fuel could be grasses, 
forbs, sedges, reeds, and cattails. Fuel 
in all these various habitats can be as 
small as blades of grass or as large as 

logs laying on the ground. When fire 
consumes grass blades, the fire burns 
rapidly (flashy), whereas, a log might 
catch fire and burn for hours, and may 
smolder for days.

You can be a part of caring for
the land.
NLI staff simply cannot do all of 
this work alone and there are many 
opportunities for volunteers to help 
out. If you are interested in helping 
with this work or have experience, or 
would like to gain experience burning, 
visit our website contact page (https://
www.naturalland.org/contact-us/) 
and send us a message that you’d like 
to be included on our stewardship 
volunteer emails. We anticipate lots of 
opportunities in the coming months!

A

Managing Land
with Fire

Volunteer Bob Ramirez watches 
the fireline along a burn break.
Photo: Zach Grycan



10 Land & Nature Newsletter      Fall, 2024

The 2024 George and Barbara Fell Award Recipient: 
Dan Kane Recognized at NLI’s Annual Dinner on April 4.

he Natural Land Institute 
Board of Trustees is pleased 
to recognize Dan Kane as 

the 2024 recipient of the George 
and Barbara Fell Award. This 

award recognizes outstanding 
achievements and commitment to 
land conservation. It is named after 
NLI’s founder, George B. Fell and his 
wife Barbara. They spent their lives 
dedicated to protecting natural areas.

Dan Kane retired in August of 2023 
after serving 23 years as Executive 
Director of the Boone County 
Conservation District (BCCD). A 
geologist, Dan began his career in 
the oil and gas industry, but realized 
it was not for him and migrated over 
to the Soil and Water Conservation 
District to pursue protection of 
natural resources. 

In 2000, he began his distinguished 
career at BCCD. While there, he 
acquired more than 2,440 acres of 
land (primarily funded by grants). His 
successor commented that “George 
and Barbara Fell would be proud of 

how Dan was able to squeeze blood 
out of a turnip in the name of land 
protection.” Because grants funded 
land acquisition, Dan was able to use 
District funds to make conservation 

areas accessible 
to the public, 
increase 
community 
engagement, 
fund high 
quality land 
management, and 
fund education 
programs, 
thereby providing 
opportunities 
for people 
from diverse 
backgrounds to 
learn about the 
natural world. 

Dan served on several regional 
conservation and planning 
committees over the years, as well 
as received recognition from the 
Illinois Association 
of Conservation 
Districts with the 
2024 Burton Atwood 
Award. The BCCD 
Board of Trustees 
passed a resolution 
in 2023 stating their 
appreciation for 
Dan’s hard work and 
dedication. Personally, 
Dan and his wife, 
Diane have shown 
their commitment 
to conservation at home and were 
certified by NLI as a Conservation@
Home site in 2020.
In Dan’s acceptance speech he 

credited and thanked many 
individuals and organizations for 
his success, “This year’s presentation 
of the George and Barbara Fell 
Award demonstrates the power 
of partnership and collaboration. 
Many organizations, agencies, and 
individuals – several in attendance 
today, contributed to this success!”

Not Done Yet
Currently, Dan is the Water Resource 
Specialist for Boone County, “a 
position that allows me to continue 
my passion for conservation with 
a focus on surface groundwater 
protections,” said Dan. He goes on to 
say, “My family is anxiously awaiting 
the results of our application for a 
USDA Forest Legacy Grant Program 
submission to place a conservation 
easement on our family farm. We 
decided to increase the acreage to 
include the irrigated cropland, which 
if successful, will take the 90-acres of 
irrigated cropland out of production 
and restore it to native oak savanna. 

This would bring us to a total of 
about 425-acres in the conservation 
easement that would also preserve our 
remnant woodland/wetland complex.”

Dan Kane stands next to his George and Barbara Fell Award, an original framed 
painting of a prairie. Photo: Jill Kennay

T

Josh Sage, Dan’s nominator and current Executive Director of Boone 
County Conservation District, stands with Dan Kane and his award.
Photo: Jill Kennay
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Community Outreach and Engagement
Natural Land Institute’s vision is that people will act with the knowledge that they are a part of nature, not apart from it. 
With that in mind, NLI holds events to engage the community in our preserves and participate in other organizations’ 
events to reach those who might not otherwise know about our mission. Thank you to all of the volunteers who helped 
with these events!

NLI EVENTS
Wander at the Wetland: Full Moon Snowshoe & Hike was 
held on Feb. 22 at Nygren Wetland Preserve to showcase the 
winter landscape.
NLI helped plan Rockton Pelican Fest held on May 18 in 
Rockton and at Nygren Wetland and hosted a booth with 
information and a children’s activity.
The Members Only Hike at Burr Oak Valley Nature 
Preserve on July 24 featured a close look at the restored and 
remnant prairies there. 
A public opening event was held at the William & Gayle 
Keefer Nature Reserve on Sept. 26 to kickoff the start of this 
site being open to the public on a daily basis. Thank you 
Rockton Township Historical Society and Burpee Museum 
of Natural History for participating and helping make it a 
success! 
Fall Prairie Harvest Day was held on Oct. 5 at Nygren 
Wetland and the OAKtober Hike was held at a new location 
this year, the Lind-McGeachie Preserve, on Oct. 26. 
The Wildflower Walkabout Series featured 10 tours at 
different locations in partnership with Severson Dells 
Nature Center. Thank you to all of the tour guides and 
organizations who helped make this series possible. 
Hononegah High School brought nearly 300 freshmen 
biology students to Nygren Wetland Preserve on Oct. 8 and 
9 to do an environmental field study.

Burpee Museum staff hosted a table in the quarry during the Keefer Nature 
Reserve public opening event that displayed fossils found there. Photo: Jill Kennay.

Marissa Giannangeli holds son Sam (5 months) and Derek Nelson holds son 
Henry (age 3) while collecting seeds at Fall Prairie Harvest Day. Marissa said, 
“This was our third year participating in Fall Prairie Harvest Day. We love to 
bring our kids to volunteer events with the Natural Land Institute because they 
are exposed at an early age to nature and the importance of protecting the land 
around us. Harvesting seeds is easy enough for our three year old to help with. 
He gets a sense of accomplishment and enjoys seeing the caterpillars, spiders, 
and birds that call the Nygren Wetland home!”

NLI AT COMMUNITY EVENTS
NLI hosted an information table and kids activity at several 
other organizations’ events this year including: 815 Outside 
Sunset Soiree, Pollinator Pallooza, Spring Native Plant 
Sale at Country Road Greenhouses, Klehm Arboretum’s 
Garden Fair, and Rockford City Market. NLI hosted 
an information table at the Collins Aerospace Health & 
Wellness Fair, University of Illinois College of Medicine 
Rockford Volunteer Fair, and at the Wild Ones Rock River 
Valley Chapter’s 30th Anniversary Reception.
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 Inaugural Tree: Bur Oak
(Quercus macrocarpa)

Nominated by John Richards 
Location: Southeast of the intersection of Alpine and

Spring Creek Roads in Rockford.
Size: 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).

Ginkgo
(Ginkgo biloba)

Nominated by John Richards
Location Burpee Museum of Natural History

(737 N. Main St., Rockford, IL 61103) 
Size: 56-feet tall with an average crown spread of 73.5’,

151” circumference
This ginkgo is probably the champion local ginkgo as it was

one of the first of its kind planted in the region.

JanuaryJanuary FebruaryFebruary

All photos by Christopher Reisetter

NLI’s Legacy Tree Program launched in January and it has been exciting and 
interesting to see the response from the community. We’ve learned about 
trees that have had significant meaning to the community and families, 
and several have been discovered as new State Champions and have 
been or will be registered in the University of Illinois Big Tree Registry 
because of their size. 

Thank you to photographer Christopher Reisetter for his time     
taking photos of the trees of the month and to Howard Knodle for his 
time measuring trees. Howard is now an official University of Illinois 
Big Tree Inspector. 

To read the full monthly tree stories, view the Tree Registry with the 2024 
list of nominated trees, see more photos, and to nominate a tree scan the QR 
code or visit: https://www.naturalland.org/nlis-legacy-tree-program-january/. You 
may also pick up a form in the NLI office or request a form be emailed to you at info@naturalland.org.

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

on human health, a healthy environment, real estate value, and climate mitigation. 

Components of the Program include:
• Monthly Recognition of Trees
• Tree Registry
• Distributing tree saplings grown from legacy trees
• Publish a book about the region’s legacy trees
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Cottonwood
(Populus deltoides)

Nominated by Todd Tucker, Executive Director, Byron
Forest Preserve District

Location: Bald Hill Prairie Preserve, 5502 N. Silver Creek Rd.,
Mt. Morris, IL 61054

Size: 122-feet tall, average crown spread of 116 feet,
trunk circumference of over 28.5 feet

The tree scored 491 points, making it Illinois’ largest tree.

Black Maple
(Acer nigrum) 

Nominated by Alan Branhagen
Location: Growing on the public right-of-way 
along Moody Road west of Rockton, IL 61072
Size: 73-feet tall, average crown spread of 78 

ft-3 inches, trunk circumference: 14 feet 
This is a new State Champion!

MarchMarch

Bebb Willow
(Salix bebbiana)

Nominated by Alan Branhagen
Size: 27 feet, 3inches-tall, average crown spread of

20 feet 9.5 inches, circumference: 32-inches
Location: Lost Flora Fen on Raccoon Creek,
5565 Yale Bridge Rd., Rockton, IL 61072

Bebb Willow is a small tree that is found across northern
North America as far south as northern Illinois.

This one is very large for its kind.

AprilApril MayMay
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Northern Red Oak (Quercus rubra)
Nominated by Thom Shelow and Teresa Beach-Shelow

Location: Shelows’ backyard (private) in Roscoe, IL
Size: 99-feet tall, average crown spread: 51 feet, 3 inches, 

Circumference: 213” (17 feet-9 inches around!)
This Northern Red Oak is expected to become a State Champion!

JuneJune

Chinkapin Oak (Quercus muehlenbergii)
Nominated by Alan Branhagen

Location: William & Gayle Keefer Nature Reserve,
Rockton, IL 61072

Size: 82.5-feet tall, average crown spread of 73.25 
feet, trunk circumference is 112 inches

AugustAugust

Teresa Beach-Shelow 
and Thom Shelow

Kentucky Coffeetree
(Gymnocladus dioicus)

Nominated by Alan Branhagen, thanks to Paula Olson who 
nominated a nearby tree

Location: Dahlquist Park, 3251 Oak Grove Ave., Rockford, IL 61108
Size: 101-feet tall, 63-feet average crown spread, trunk

circumference of 133 inches
Expected to become a State Champion!

SeptemberSeptember

White Oak
(Quercus alba) 

Nominated by Karl Kovarik, Treasurer, Whiteside County Fair
Location: Whiteside County Fairgrounds, Morrison, IL 
Size: 90-feet tall, average crown spread of 103-feet,

trunk circumference of almost 170 inches
Age: 308 years. Verified by a core sample taken by retired Illinois 

Department of Natural Resources biologist Randy Nyboer.

JulyJuly
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Norway Spruce
(Picea abies)

Nominated by: Norma Swanson
Location: White Rock Cemetery, 11914-11998 E. Mowers Road, 

Kings, IL 61068
Size: 56-feet tall, average crown spread of 59 feet,

trunk circumference of 188-inches

European Larch
(Larix decidua)

Nominated by Craig LeBaron
Location: Curtis Coplien’s backyard (private), 

Freeport, IL 61032
Size: 105-feet tall, average crown spread of 
45 feet, trunk circumference of 137-inches

Silver Maple
(Acer saccharinum) 

Nominated by Patrick and Lois Kinsella
Location: Kinsella’s front yard (private) on Auburn Road

west of Rockford
Size: 87-feet tall, average crown spread is 105.5 feet,

trunk circumference is 205 inches (that’s 17 feet!).
This will be another State Champion!

NovemberNovember

DecemberDecember

OctoberOctober

Norma Swanson

Norway Spruce needles and cones

Lois and Patrick Kinsella
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Pledging to Protect Nature

“Thank you for such a wonderful event…we had the 
best time in spite 
of the rain. They 
loved saying their 
pledge and getting 
their badges,” said 
Rose Turner, who 
brought her three 
grandchildren 
(Wyatt/9, 
Winston/8, and 
Addie/7) to Family 
Nature Adventures 
on June 22, held 
at Nygren Wetland 
Preserve (Rockton).

It was Hailey’s 10th time and brother, Luke’s, 9th time 
attending Family Nature Adventures. Hailey started 
attending in 2015 when the event started and was called 
Family Nature Day. Luke started attending the following 
year when he was about one. Their grandfather, Rick Barton 
has been hosting the Wetlands station since the beginning. 
Their grandmother, Bonnie Barton, who takes them every 
year said, “Hailey and Luke look forward to Family Nature 
Adventures every year and earning their Junior Naturalist 
badges. They both love being outside in nature any season. 
The Family Nature event encourages learning about nature 
and has taught them the importance and desire to protect 
our environment. This has led them to become curious 
when outside, noticing details through sight, sound 

and touch, 
often asking 
questions.”

Hailey and Luke Mayfield proudly hold their Junior Naturalist Certificate while 
Luke also holds the badge at the 2024 event. Photo: Jill Kennay

Gina Ross brought her grandaugher and her two cousins. 
She said, “They loved it all even with the rain. They were, 
however, captivated by the (Groundwater) station that had a 
model of the way the water ran down and how with proper 
landscaping the water could be controlled and recycled. 
The event was well organized and attended and gave the 
attendees opportunities to learn about the plants and 
animals in that environment. We enjoyed our time there.”

After visiting 
at least six out 
of 13 learning 
stations and 
reciting a pledge 
that promises 
“to protect the 
land, water, 
plants, animals 
and air in my 
community,” 
children received 

a Junior Naturalist badge and certificate. Natural Land 
Institute is dedicated to providing experiences in nature that 
inspire people of all ages to understand nature, fall in love 
with it and want to protect it.

Gina Ross’ granddaughter interacts with the watershed model at the 
Groundwater Learning Station as her two cousins look on. Photo: Jill Kennay

L-R: Addie, Winston and Wyatt, cousins and 
Rose’s grandchildren say their pledge to protect 
nature before getting their Junior Naturalist 
badge and certificate. Photo: Rose Turner

In 2017 Hailey and Luke Mayfield look for creatures 
that live in the wetland with their grandpa, Rick 
Barton, host of the Wetlands Learning Station.
Photo: Jill Kennay
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Party on the Prairie Takes Flight!
he Natural Land Institute Board 
and staff are so grateful to the 
240 people who attended this 

year’s Party on the Prairie. The July 
20th evening was perfect weather for a 
prairie-side party under a 100 ft. tent at 
Nygren Wetland Preserve. 

Guests came early to enjoy a kick-off 
concert with the lively music of the ever-
popular Three Good Men, horse-drawn 
wagon rides through the midsummer 
flower-laden prairie, self-guided hikes, 
and an art and nature-themed silent 

auction. Hors d’oeuvres and a delectable 
dinner were provided by GreenFire, 
under the creative leadership of Shendet 
Ismajlaj. 

Special thanks to sponsors: Cindy 
Campbell, Sjostrom & Sons, 
SudioGWA, Gibbons Electric, 
Northern Trust, Savant, Paul and Teri 
Baits, Specialty Screw Corporation, 
NorthPointe Health & Wellness 
Campus, Midwest Packaging and 
Container, Viking, and Linda Miller 
and Keith Syfert. These sponsors 

contribute in a major way to the 
evening’s success. Thanks also to 
Silent Auction donors, volunteers and 
attendees! You made the party rock!!

We are grateful also to the POP 
Committee: Judith Barnard, Rob Clark, 
Becky Genoways, Zach Grycan, Bruce 
Hammond, Susan Hammond, Kim 
Johnsen, Jill Kennay, Rick Strader, 
Lynda Wallis, Kent Wolfe, and Graphic 
Artist Gene Hertenstein. Thanks, 
also, to the Stewardship staff for their 
assistance.

Proceeds from this past summer’s Party 
on the Prairie Goes to the Birds benefit 
our beloved Nygren Wetland Preserve, 
allowing Natural Land Institute to 
continue its important work of creating 
an enduring legacy of natural land in 
northern Illinois.

Mark your calendars now for next 
spring’s Annual Dinner (March 20) and 
next summer’s Wine and Brew at the 
Wetland (July 12). These events are great 
friend-raisers and fund-raisers! Party 
on the Prairie returns in 2026! Thanks 
again to everyone who helped! We 
appreciate you!Guest are ready for dinner to be served by Greenfire with a beautiful view of the prairie. Photo: Jill Kennay

There are so many wonderful people 
and community partners to thank 
for helping make the Family Nature 
Adventures event possible and 
successful.
Thank you to the Kiwanis Club of 
Rockford for awarding a grant to 
support this event, and to our sponsors: 
Gorsegner Family Trust (Ninth Event 
Anniversary); Paul and Teri Baits, Mark 
and Laurie Luthin, and Von Briesen & 
Roper (River Otter); Northern Regional 
Groundwater Protection Planning 
Committee (Beaver); North Park Water 
(Mink); Learning Station Sponsors: Arc 
Design Resources, Northern Regional 

Groundwater Protection Planning 
Committee, Lisa and Tim Normoyle, 
and State Bank of Davis. Because of 
our grantor and sponsors we are able to 
provide this event free to the community 
in English and Spanish.  
Thank you to our partner organizations 
who hosted a learning station: Burpee 
Museum of Natural History, Nature 
at the Confluence, Northern Regional 
Groundwater Protection Planning 
Committee, Severson Dells Nature 
Center, Sinnissippi Audubon Society, 
and Welty Environmental Center. 
Thank you to NLI volunteers and 
members of the Community Outreach 

& Engagement Committee who hosted 
learning stations: Rick Barton, Laura 
DeMars, Tricia Graham, Howard 
Knodle, Kerry Leigh, Sue Hansell, Anita 
Johnson, Lee Johnson, Terry Nichols, 
Lisa Normoyle, Christine Swanberg, 
Julie Tackett, Julie Trank, and Dawn, 
John, Payton and Forest Skupien. 

Thank you to additional volunteers who 
helped at the event, with set up and tear 
down: Maria Arellano, Paul Baits, Judy 
Barnard, Karen Blomgren, Curt Johnsen, 
Micah Johnson, Paula Kehoe, Pat 
Kenney, Ryan Lovejoy, Linda Miller, Judi 
Nichols, Steve Scibona, Trevor Seivert, 
Larry Swanson, and Keith Syfert.

T
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Thank You to NLI Partners and Donors
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Thank You to NLI Project 
Partners
Anonymous
Alfred & Ella Peterson Anderson 

Family Foundation 
Linda & John Anderson Charitable 

Foundation
David & Colleen Anderson 

Charitable Foundation
Jeffrey R. Anderson Charitable 

Foundation
Kristin L. Anderson Charitable 

Foundation
Tracy E. Anderson Charitable 

Foundation 
Robert and Beverly Beebe
Black-Periman Foundation
Brubaker Family Foundation
Community Foundation of 

Northern Illinois
Forest Preserves of Winnebago 

County 
Friends of Illinois Nature Preserves
Guy Reno Family Foundation
Hamill Family Foundation
Bill Handel
Ill. Clean Energy Community 

Foundation 

Illinois Department of Natural 
Resources

Illinois Nature Preserves 
Commission

Jo Daviess Conservation 
Foundation

Arthur L. & Elaine V. Johnson 
Foundation

John Knaus
Jeannine Langoussis
Judith Letourneau 
Kiwanis Charities
Merrill Johnson Trust 
Laurie Miller 
Virginia Meyer
Gordon and Linda Neese
Don and Espie Nelson
Nicor Gas
Marianna and Herb Page
Roscoe Sportsman’s Club
Severson Dells Nature Center
The Morton Arboretum
Vanderpoel Conservation 

Foundation
Dave and Nancy Voss
WFI Holdings
Wild Ones Rock River Valley 

Chapter

Protectors of the Land 
($5,000 and above)
Anonymous
Gary and Robin Anderson
Dorothy Baits
Paul and Teri Baits
Robert and Beverly Beebe
Mark and Brenda Cormier
Jon and Joy Duerr
Jay and Jane Evans
Marilyn Fulton Foundation
John and Colleen Holmbeck
Eugene and Sasha Jarvis
John Knaus
Paul and Judy Letourneau
Gordon and Linda Neese
Don and Espie Nelson
Herb and Marianna Page
David and Martha Pippitt
Dan and Susan Swift
Vanderpoel Conservation 

Foundation

Stewards of the Land 
($2,500 - $4,999)
Clare Bland
Ann Boisclair and Jeffrey Jens
Alan Branhagen
Mary Jo Brown
Bernie and Cindy Buchholz
Ed and Vicki Eggers
William and Sally Hoff
Mark and Laurie Luthin
Nancy Maze
Joe and Sindy Micho
Bill and Julie Shippee
Keith Syfert and Linda Miller
Nancy Williamson and Steve Byers

Trustees of the Land 
($1,000 - $2,499)
Dorothy Anderson
Eric and Becky Baeverstad
Bruce and Phyllis Beneditz
Richard Benning
Andrew Bergstrom

Marie Bueche
Carol Burmeister
Jerry and Kathleen Busse
Steve and Lisa Carter
Mary Caskey
Gary and Debra Chessare
Steve and Diane Clark
Elizabeth Dickinson
Gayle Englof
Ray and Char Ferguson
Vincent Fidanza
Mary Lou Fitzpatrick
Steve and Diane Gleasman
Arvena Guynn
Ken and Barb Hall
Ed Harney
Dennis and Cheryl Henry
Rick and Nancy Holm
Gary and Cathy Hoover
Elaine Hutchcroft
Abdullah Issa Chtewi
Steve and June Keibler

Mark Keister and Sheryl Wolff
Richard Luthin
Lydia Macauley
David and Christine McCarty 
Carrie Meyer
Judi and Terry Nichols
Jerry and Diana Ogren
Jerry Paulson
Shane and Janet Peterson
Bruce Ross-Shannon and Ruthe 

Falk
David Sacks
John and Mary Sanders
Julianne Schmidt
Rich and Mary Anne Toppe
Daniel and Cynthia Torrisi
Hazen and Carol Tuck
Dave and Nancy Voss
Steve and Amy Waranauskas
Daniel and Barbara Williams
Nancy Hamill Winter

Thank you to Generous NLI $100+ Donors January to October, 2024
Anonymous (4)
Charles Anderson
Dorothy Anderson
Gary and Robin Anderson
Gary and Mary Ann Anderson
Jim and Marion Applegate
Carmen Augelli
Bill and Mary Anne Ax
Eric and Becky Baeverstad
Paul and Teri Baits
Tim and Catherine Balassie
Peter and Kris Baldo
Brian and Liz Barnes
Francie Barnes
William and Leah Baskin

Mark and Gill Batterman
Joy Beckman and Dan Boutelle
Brad Beile
Roger Benedict and Paula 

Christensen
Bruce and Phyllis Beneditz
Richard Benning
Andrew and Jeanne Bergstrom
Harold and Miranda Best
Mary Blackmore
Colleen and Douglas Blanchard
Steve and Mardie Blomgren
John and Anna Borchers
Janice Bowman
Robert Boyd, III

Alan Branhagen
Bill and Joyce Brown
Mary Jo Brown
Gerard and Marie Bueche
Steve and Cindy Bunk
Carol Burmeister
Dan and Stacy Burton
Leroy and Diane Busker
Jerry and Kathleen Busse
Tom and Cheryl Butler
Campbell Science
Bruce and Mary Canterbury
John and Sandra Carleton
Taylor and Susan Carlin
Mary Caskey

Joe and Ann Chamberlain
Steve and Kathy Chapman
Gary and Debra Chessare
Scott and Kathryn Christiansen
Robert Clark and Cassi Paslick
Steve and Diane Clark
Terri Clark
Mary Conley
John and Marcia Cook
Keith Copeland
Mark Cormier
Alfred and Susan Cowan
Traci Crane
Sammy Dalati
Ray and Darlene Davis

John Defenbaugh
Nancy Degnan
Roger Derix
Phil and Kathy Dierstein
Randy and Sylvia Downing
Kirby Doyle
Polly Doyle
Joy Duerr
Doug and Laura Dufford
Timothy and Eliza Earle
Douglas Ecker
Joan Edlefsen
Gordon and Rose Eggers
Charles and Marge Elliot
Sylvia Emerson

Laila Hernandez Adame and Ashley Martin had fun filling their 
buckets with seeds at Fall Prairie Harvest Day. Photo: Kim Johnsen

The state endangered Blandings Turtle was seen at Nygren 
Wetland Preserve. Photo: Joan Edlefsen
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January to October 2024
Gayle Englof
Margaret Erickson
Marcelle Fahr
Robert and Lori Fanello
Ray and Char Ferguson
Kay Fisher
Barry and Diane Fitz
Mary Lou Fitzpatrick
Ed Foster
Douglas Franks

Marilyn Fulton Foundation
Glen and Jean Gabel
Dick and Pam Gambrel
Gary Garman
Peter Garst
John and Carol Gerrond
Rich and Joyce Gibbons
Larry and Colleen Gill
William and Maureen Glass
Anne Godin
James Godshalk and Marjorie 

Lundy
Marilyn Goepfert
Cynthia Grantz
Arvena Guynn
Ken and Barb Hall
David Hansen
Brett and Margret Hanson
Ed and Sue Harney
Nancy Hatten
Joseph Hemlock
Dennis and Cheryl Henry
Janet Herbert-Verhaar and John 

Verhaar
Rodger and Deena Hergert
Ray and Nina Herzer
Christopher Hill
Charles Hillebrand
William and Sally Hoff
John and Colleen Holmbeck
Tom and Marline Holmes
Nancy Holstrum
David Hougan
David and Cynthia House

Kurt Hubbard
Daniel and Claudia Hueber
Illinois Prairie Wild Ones 
Abdullah Issa Chtewi
Robert Ivey
Eugene and Sasha Jarvis
Peggy Jencius
Joe and Barb Jirak
Kim and Curt Johnsen
Cathy Johnson

David and Anita Johnson
George Johnson
Thomas Jordan
Dan and Diane Kane
Paula Kehoe
Jane Kerr
Bruce Kessler
Curtis and Laurie Kleckler
Howard and Lauren Knodle
Barb Kober
Lloyd and Diane Koch
Gary and Jeanne Kovanda
Carol Kraft
Doug and Deb Kruger
Susan Lacerra
Mary Lou Lafler
Isabel Larson and Solomon Perrin
Kerry Leigh and Jim Anderson
Dick Leighton
Judy Letourneau
Diane Lichtenstein and Steven 

Diamond
Chuck and Michele Lind
Ruth and Tom Little
Dan and Julie Long
Peter and Pam Lonsway
Ryan Lovejoy
Mark and Laurie Luthin
Richard Luthin
Lydia Macauley
Dave and Linda Martin
Julieanne and Erik Mason
Don Mateer and Dawn Hallsten
Bruce and Mary Anne Mathwich

Connie Matusiak
Pam May
Darryl McCabe
David and Christine McCarty
Kari McDonald
Dennis McFall
Cindy McIntyre
Charles McKenna
Rich and Susan McMullen
Suzette Merchant

Randy and Jessie Mermel
Carrie Meyer
Joe and Sindy Micho
Jim Miglin
David Miller
Don and Sue Miller
Christopher Mills
Juliet Moderow
Scott and Kelly Monson
Skip Moore
Steve and Janet Moore
Marcia Mueller
Katrina Mulcahy
John Nash
Ned Burns
Gordon and Linda Neese
Beverly Neff
Christine Nelson
Mary Nemecek
Charles Nixon
Richard and Luci Nora
North Central Ill. Ornithological 

Society 
Lynn Nybo
Randy Nyboer
Philip Nye
Tom Oberg
Randy and Nancy Ocken
Herb and Marianna Page
Ejner and Margo Pagh
Beth Parentice and Patrick 

Goeckner
Jan Pausteck
Allen and Ruth Penticoff

Nancy Perry
Bruce and Susan Peterson
Chelsea Peterson
Tanya Peterson
Diane Phillips
David and Martha Pippitt
Sam and Linda Pirrello
Dwayne Proctor
Maria Ragonese
Kristine Ramsay-Schnor
Marjory and Gerald Rand
Christopher and Kim Reisetter
Jane Reuber
John and Gayle Risley
John Rogner
Kevin and Kim Rohling
Ted Ross
Bruce Ross-Shannon and Ruthe 

Falk
John and Catherine Schafman
Kevin and Denise Schardt
Neil Scherbarth
Randy and Nancy Schietzelt
Karen Schiller
Julianne Schmidt
Frank and Rhonda Schmitt
Jeffrey Schneider
Sheila Schoenfeld
Verna Schubert
Lynn and Dan Sellers
Nancy Shade
Keith and Pamela Shaver
Mark Shedd
Bill and Julie Shippee
John and Mona Siebel
Paul Sikes
Barbara and Jack Simon
Sjostrom and Sons Foundation

Troy and Jill Skwor
Judy Snyder
Kerry Speich
Linda Spickler
Ron and Jennifer Spielman
Shawn Stacey-Choinard
Jeffrey Stack and Kathryn Mielke
Ed and Judy Stemwedel
Elba Stirlen

Judith Stolper
Nancy Story
Rick and Susan Strader
Angelique Stuckey
Brad Suster
Wayne Svoboda
Jeff and Christine Swanberg
Ross Sweeny
Dan and Susan Swift
Keith Syfert and Linda Miller
Steven and Marcia Terrill
Janis Thelen
Brian and Julie Thomas
Ken Thomson and Mari Weikel
James Tibensky
Rich and Mary Anne Toppe
Pablo Toral
Micky Torpedo
Lynne Townsend
Hazen and Carol Tuck
Unitarian Universalist Church
Cindy Skrukrud and Thomas von 

Geldern
Garrett Waecker
Don and Kathleen Walker
William Walz
Walter and Virginia Watson
Neita Webster
Vicki Weidenbacher
Fred and Mary Ann Wham
Bill and Marijean Whitcher
Laurel Wild
Wild Ones - Rock River Valley 

Chapter
Charles Willett
Andrew Williams and Rebecca 

Christoffel

Audrey Williams
Daniel and Barbara Williams
Doug and Diane Wilson
Jim and Janet Wilson
Nancy Winter
Chris and Sandy Wrate
Lute Wyttenbach
David Zaber
Randolph Zimmerman

It was thrilling to see these two federally endangered Whooping Cranes (white) in the middle of 
several Sandhill Cranes at Nygren Wetland Preserve on Nov. 9. Later, four were seen flying over 
the wetland. Photo: Kory Kohlhof

Baltimore Checkerspot at Lost Flora Fen. Photo: Barbara Williams
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Summer Marketing Intern
Julia Lorden

I was born 
and raised in 
Rockford, Illinois 
and I currently 
attend school 
at Clemson 
University in 
South Carolina. 
I am going into 

my junior year but this past summer 
break, while home from school, I 
worked as a volunteer at Natural 
Land Institute. I worked alongside 
Kim Johnsen and learned more about 
social media and marketing. Kim was 

a great mentor that helped broaden 
my educational background.
I also participated in volunteer work 
at Party on the Prairie and Rockford 
City Market. In my three weeks of 
volunteering I became well educated 
on ecological preservation. I also met 
wonderful new people who shared 
in the joy of land preservation, 
and taught me the importance 
of community engagement in 
conservation efforts. I am grateful for 
the valuable lessons I learned about 
how native species maintain balance 
in ecosystems.

Welcome AmeriCorps Member 
Stewardship Intern Grace 
Wieland who will be working 
with the Stewardship staff during 
the next year at preserves with 
restoration work.

Photo: Kim Johnsen

Thank you to the Generous Donors for the 
Acquisition of the Busse Prairie Preserve
Name the Preserve
Jerry and Kathy Busse

Name the Lake
Anonymous

Name the Bur Oak Grove
Vanderpoel Family
Vanderpoel Conservation 

Foundation

Name the Trail
Dorothy Baits 

Enhanced Meadow View
Nancy Maze

Protectors of Threatened & 
Endangered Species

Gary and Mary Ann Anderson
Paul and Teri Baits
Wendy Dahlberg
James Godshalk and Marjorie 

Lundy
Dan and Susan Swift

Other Generous Donors
Sheryl Almquist Hall
Jim Alwill
Gary and Robin Anderson
Marcia Aramovich
Carmen Augelli
Bill and Mary Anne Ax
Tim and Catherine Balassie
Peter and Kris Baldo
Bruce and Phyllis Beneditz
Richard Benning
Andrew and Jeanne Bergstrom
Mary Blackmore

Ann Boisclair and Jeffrey Jens
Alan Branhagen
Elizabeth Brewer
Bernie and Cindy Buchholz
Gerard and Marie Bueche
Cindy Campbell
Mary Caskey
Susan Cerny
Robert Clark and Cassi Paslick
Peter and Elisabeth Cormier
Ilene Dailey
Sammy Dalati
John Defenbaugh
Roger Derix
Kirby Doyle
Jim Duhigg
Douglas Ecker
Mike and Deb Eickman
Kay Fisher
Barry and Diane Fitz
Loren and Jan Floto
Graham and Fiona Fordyce
Ed Foster
Kara Gallup
Kirk Garanflo
Gary Garman
Marissa Giannangeli and Derek 

Nelson
Rich and Joyce Gibbons
Reid Goodrich
Cynthia Grantz
Mark and Jill Grove
Andrew Gulya
Ken and Barb Hall
Bruce and Susan Hammond

Brett and Margret Hanson
Samantha Heider
Dennis and Cheryl Henry
Janet Herbert-Verhaar and John 

Verhaar
Charles Hillebrand
Paul and Linda Hoefert
Kevin Holdmann and Lenae 

Weichel
Gary and Cathy Hoover
Carla James
Jamie Johannsen and Jeff Layng
Garnett Johnson
Lee Johnson
Mary Johnson
Nita Johnson
Kevin Kaltenbach
Steve and June Keibler
John Knaus
Howard and Lauren Knodle
Gary and Jeanne Kovanda
Carol Kraft
Judy Letourneau
Diane Lichtenstein and Steven 

Diamond
Mark and Laurie Luthin
Richard Luthin
Tom and Nancy Mangan
Matt Markley
Connie Matusiak
Pam May
Darryl McCabe
David and Christine McCarty
Don McFall
Gary and Joanne McIntyre

David Miller
Don and Sue Miller
John and Barb Miller
Christine Nelson
Charles Nixon
Northwest Illinois Audubon Society 
Randy Nyboer
Tom Oberg
Norm Olsen
Marge Orchard
David Paddock
Rhonda Parsons
Nancy Perry
Chelsea Peterson
Dwayne Proctor
Brian Pruka
Linda Robertson and Katy Allen
Russ Rudey
Greg and Karen Ruffner
Loren and Linda Schafer
Randy and Nancy Schietzelt
Stephen Schmaeng
Julianne Schmidt
Marilyn Schweitzer
Gary and Jennifer Schwerin
Bob Shaw
Paul Sikes
Kathleen Simms
Dr. Paul Sorensen
Wayne Svoboda
Larry Swanson
Kerry Tatlow
Duane and Melissa Teske
Teresa Tomblinson
Daniel and Cynthia Torrisi

Jim and Alison Vanderpoel
Mark Vanderpoel and Linda Coady
William and Nicole Vanderpoel
Jim and Mary Vieregg
Steve and Amy Waranauskas
Walter and Virginia Watson
Joylene Westphal
David Wiemer
Andrew Williams and Rebecca 

Christoffel
Sara Winter
Christopher Wise
Chris and Sandy Wrate

Thank you for Major Gifts 
to the Stewardship 
Endowment

Gordon and Linda Neese
Herb and Marianna Page

Thank you to our Annual 
Dinner Sponsors

Paul and Teri Baits
Boone County Conservation Dist.
Christopher B. Burke Engineering
Davey Resource Group
The Eggers Family
George Covington
Midwest Packaging and Container
North Pointe Health & Wellness 

Center
Olson Ecological Solutions
Rockford Park District
Specialty Screw Corp.
Studio GWA
WilliamsMcCarthy LLP
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Photo: Alan Branhagen

People and the Land

Remembering...

Volunteers of the Year

Dave Van Brocklin has been volunteering at Silver Creek 
Woods Preserve for many years with the “Third Saturday 
Stewardship Day” volunteers. This year he stepped up several 
times to lead stewardship days and especially to lead clean 
up at the parking lot and trails of Lind-McGeachie Preserve 
after the summer derecho that downed so many younger 
trees there.

Jim Akers has been a long time volunteer at Silver Creek 
Woods Preserve as part of the “Third 
Saturday Stewardship Day” crew. He 
became the site steward a couple of years 
ago and has lead the monthly workdays 
with dedication. He has also shown 
leadership and flexibility and will lead 
the volunteer day at other preserves as 

needs arise. Such was the case at Burr Oak Valley Nature 
Preserve earlier this year with brush removal. In July, August 
and September he coordinated extra workdays at Lind-
McGeachie Preserve and Silver Creek Woods to help with 
cleaning up trees in the parking lot and along trails that were 
downed by a derecho.

Howard Knodle joined the NLI Board as Trustee in June 
2023 and jumped right in by joining the 
Community Outreach & Engagement 
and Resource Development Committees. 
He also started volunteering at events 
right away and this year leaned on 
his forestry experience to help NLI’s 
Legacy Tree Program by going out and 

measuring trees that were nominated.

Kathleen (Kathy) Theresa Wise, Ph.D., 
72, passed away on Dec. 20, 2023 in 
Champaign, Ill. Kathy loved gardening 
and the natural environment. She played 
a key role in restoring a 500 acre farm to 
a wetland where she lived in Winnebago 

County, now known as Ferguson Forest Preserve. Kathy 
served on the NLI board as a Trustee from 2000-2004. In 
2004 she oversaw every detail as coordinator of a fundraiser 
for NLI held at Rockford Airport that included a reception 
for major donors, an art show, food, music, and a nature 
themed fashion show.

Jon J. Duerr, 81, of St. Charles passed 
away on Feb. 13. Jon was a lifelong lover of 
nature. His early career included teaching 
biology and operating a garden center and 
greenhouse. In 1985 he started working at 
Kane County Forest Preserve and served 

in several positions and retired as Executive Director. The 
Jon J. Duerr Forest Preserve in Kane County is named after 
him, acknowledging his enduring impact on the natural 
landscape and leaving a lasting legacy. Jon served as an NLI 
Trustee from 2013-2022 and continued to serve on the 
Land Conservation Committee until his passing.

Richard (Dick) 
Newsome, 92, passed 
away on May 7. Dick 
was the founder of 
the Rock County 
Conservation Center 

and the Welty Environmental Center 
in Beloit. He was a professor of biol-
ogy at Beloit College from 1965 until 
1997. Dick served as a Trustee on the 
NLI board from 1986-1996.

Roger Saas, 84, 
passed away on 
Oct. 20. Roger 
loved spending time 
outside hunting and 
caring for the land. 

One of his favorite places to do this 
was the Sass Family Farm in Pecatoni-
ca, of which 80 acres was sold to NLI 
in 2005 and is now called Pecatonica 
Ridge Prairie. 

Brenda Cormier, 66, 
passed away on Oct. 
12. Brenda was the 
beloved wife of Mark 
Cormier, current NLI 
Trustee, and nurse 

at Rockford Ambulatory Surgery 
Center. Her optimism, joyful nature, 
and unlimited energy had a positive 
impact on her family and everyone 
around her.
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Welcome New Trustees

Trey Ambrose, Financial Advisor, CERTIFIED FINANCIAL PLANNER® Savant Wealth Management
Being born into a family that owned a flower nursery, a landscape company and a farm, gave Trey 
an intimate view and appreciation of the land. Trey’s passion has always been tied to working with 
his hands to improve the land around him. His family still employs high intensity rotational grazing 
techniques on their farm today and works closely with NLI, grazing areas of the Lost Flora Fen to 
improve the soil quality and aid in greater biodiversity. It was this working relationship that initiated 
Trey’s appreciation for the work that NLI does in preserving and maintaining natural habitats. Trey 
serves on NLI’s Land Conservation Committee.  

April Bieschke, Director of Education and Growth, Burpee Museum of Natural History
April is a lifelong nature enthusiast who grew up in Rockford, Illinois, where her passion for the 
outdoors was nurtured by family. After spending 20 years in Central Illinois, April is excited to be 
back in Northern Illinois, reconnecting with both family and the natural world. In her role at Burpee 
Museum, she is committed to the museum’s mission of fostering a lifelong love of learning. Drawing 
from her own experiences, April is dedicated to creating opportunities for the community to connect 
with and learn from nature through both preservation and interpretation. April serves on NLI’s 
Community Outreach & Engagement Committee.

Adam Guarino, Broker, Dickerson & Nieman Realtors
Adam grew up a hunter and is a conservationist and steward of his land for his children, son Mason 
and daughter Ellie. Throughout the years he has been a member of Pheasants Forever, Ducks 
Unlimited, and the United Sportsmen’s Youth Foundation whose mission is “Teaching Kids about 
Conservation.” He is familiar with land values and contracts and willing to volunteer for projects and 
causes he believes in. This is Adam’s second time serving on the NLI board. He first served on the 
board between 2017 and 2023, as well as the Land Conservation Committee, on which he continues 
to serve.

Jamie Johannsen, (Retired) Director of Community Relations, Forest Preserves of Winnebago County
Jamie has had a passion for the natural world her whole life and finds great solace and inspiration 
in it. She became aware of ecology and conservation through biology classes in high school and 
college. In addition to working for the Forest Preserves of Winnebago County for 25 years, she served 
on numerous boards for non-profits in the community and served as co-leader of the Four Rivers 
Environmental Coalition for ten years. She first became aware of NLI in 1997 when she took a tour of 
the land that would eventually become Nygren Wetland Preserve. Jamie serves on NLI’s Community 
Outreach & Engagement Committee.

Trey Ambrose April Bieschke Adam Guarino Jamie Johannsen
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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 18,000 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�������������������������������������Judy Barnard
Treasurer����������������������������������������������Nancy Holm
Secretary������������������������������������������� Ashley Sarver

Trey Ambrose, Rockton
Robert Clark, Rockton
April Bieschke, Rockford
John R. Cook, Belvidere
Mark Cormier, Rockford
Ray Ferguson, Rockford
Adam Guarino, Machesney Park
Jamie Johannsen, Rockford
Russ Johansson, Rockford
Howard Knodle, Rockford
Lisa Normoyle, Rockford
Jennifer Nowicki, Freeport
Nancy Williamson, Village of Lakewood

Staff:
Executive Director����������������������������Alan Branhagen
Assistant Director������������������������������������Jill Kennay
Director of Stewardship�������������������� Zachary Grycan
Director of Marketing &
Membership���������������������������������������� Kim Johnsen
Field Biologist������������������������������������ Laura Helmich
Natural Resoures Technician������������������Kyle Hulbert
AmeriCorps Member������������������������� Grace Wieland
Administrative Specialist������������������ Jessica Formea
Facilities Maintenance�����������������������������Kent Wolfe

Weekly Volunteer:
Administration���������������������������������� Marianna Page

Natural Land Insitute
You can read more about our new and current Trustees on our website at:
https://www.naturalland.org/nli-board/ 

Thank You
Thank you to Laura Speer who served as Trustee and 
member of NLI’s Resource Development Committee from 
June 2023 to August 2024.
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Facebook: Natural Land Institute, 
Nygren Wetland Preserve, Howard 
D. Colman Dells Nature Preserve, 
Burr Oak Valley Nature Preserve, 
Silver Creek Woods Preserve, 
William & Gayle Keefer Nature Reserve

X (formerly Twitter):	 NLI 1958

Instagram:	 NLI 1958

YouTube:	 Natural Land Institute

Linkedin:	 Natural Land Institute

TikTok:	 Natural Land Institute

We want to
connect with you
on Social Media

NaturalLand.org

Natural Land Institute meets all 20 BBB Standards for 
Charity Accountability and was awarded the recognition 
as a BBB Accredited Charity. Visit the BBB website for 
more information at: http://blue2.bbb.org/chicago/charity-
reviews/internal/charity-90006838/.

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

Unwanted Gift Cards? 
After the holidays are over and you find you have a gift card or two 
that you can’t use or don’t want, please consider donating them to 
NLI for the silent auction at the 2025 Annual Dinner. Thank you!

Natural Land Institute

Check out the Prairie State Hike App that includes 
information and a guided tour of the Dianne Nora 
Nature Trail at Nygren Wetland Preserve. Many other 
trails throughout the State of Illinois are featured on this 
app, as well. Find the app in your Apple or Android store. 
Cost: 99 cents.

George and Barbara Fell Award Nominations
Nominations for the 2025 George and Barbara Fell 
Award are now being accepted. Visit our website for 
more information, to see names of past recipients of 
this award, and to fill out an online nomination form: 
https://www.naturalland.org/gb-fell-award/. You may 
also contact Kim Johnsen to request a nomination form 
be emailed to you at 815/964-6666 or
kjohnsen@naturalland.org. The nomination deadline is 

5:00 p.m., Monday, Jan. 20, 2025. 
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 in order that rare and endangered plant and 
animal species would be protected for future generations.

We have your holiday gift giving covered.
Give a gift of nature and purchase an annual 
NLI membership for a friend or family 
member. Starting at $35 and up, you can 
pay for it on our website (https://www.
naturalland.org/membership/), in the office, 
or mail a check to Natural Land Institute, 
320 S. Third St., Rockford, IL 61104. Let us 
know it’s a gift and we will send a letter and 
certificate to your gift recipient to let them 
know, or we can give it to you to give.
Purchase a commemorative T-shirt with a 

vintage design featuring Harlem Hills Prairie 
Nature Preserve, circa 1980s, by artist Victoria 
Nuzzo and recreated with her permission 
by Rockford Art Deli (RAD). Cost: $30. 
Purchase in the NLI office. Adult sizes: S-3XL.
Books for sale: Natural Voices: Celebrating 
Nature With Opened Eyes ($12), Native Plants 
of the Midwest by Alan Branhagen ($40), 
The Midwest Native Plant Primer by Alan 
Branhagen  ($20).Alan Branhagen models the 

vintage design Harlem Hills T-shirt.  
Photo: Kim Johnsen
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Upcoming Events
Please register for these events by calling 815/964-6666 or visit the calendar at: www.naturalland.org.

You can play a part in protecting nature with 
your annual or monthly membership gift. 
Scan the code with your phone camera to 
join or renew your membership today 
Or visit www.naturalland.org/membership.
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Mark your calendar now to attend 
the Annual Dinner on March 20, 
2025. It’s an ideal time to mingle 
with like-minded conservationists 
and community leaders from 
around the region. The program 
includes recognizing the recipient 
of the 2025 George and Barbara 
Fell Award and a message from 

NLI’s Executive Director, Alan Branhagen. Guest speaker 
will be Brita Lorentzen, environmental archaeologist 
and maritime archaeologist, director of the Tree-Rings 

and Archaeological Wood Analysis Lab and Assistant 
Professor in the Department of Anthropology, University 
of Georgia Atlanta. Her research uses dendrochronology, 
wood anatomy, stable isotope geochemistry and wider 
archaeobotanical methods to investigate human interaction 
with climate and environment. 

A nature-themed silent auction will be available. If you 
would like to donate to the auction, let us know by calling 
the office at 815/964-6666 or send an email to
info@naturalland.org

Cost: $60/NLI Member, $65 Non Member

Brita Lorentzen

Natural Land Institute’s Annual Dinner
and presentation of the George and Barbara Fell Award

March 20, 2025 | 5:30 PM Social Hour, 6:30 PM Dinner and Program

You’re invited 
to join NLI 
Trustees and staff 
at our Holiday 
Open House to 

mingle and celebrate the season while enjoying hot cider, 
punch, sweets and snacks. Location: NLI’s office in the 
distinctive prairie style yellow brick house in the National 
Register Historic Haight Village neighborhood, 320 S. 
Third St., Rockford, IL 61104. Please RSVP by Dec. 9th.

Tues.,
Dec. 10, 2024
4:00 – 7:00 PM

Explore the winter landscape of Nygren Wetland Preserve. 
Hopefully, there will be snow, but if not, it’s still fun to take 
a hike on the prairie trail lit with hundreds of luminaries 
sponsored by NorthPointe Health & Wellness Campus. 
Guided tours, two bonfires, hot cocoa, cookies and snacks 
will provide the perfect outdoor winter experience. If 
there is snow, bring your own snowshoes or skis, or rent 
snowshoes on site that evening sponsored by Rocktown 
Adventures for a $10 donation to NLI.

Mon., Jan. 13, 2025
4:30 – 8:00 PM | Free
Location: Nygren Wetland 
Preserve. 3190 W. Rockton Rd., 
Rockton, IL


