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A Stark ReminderA Stark Reminder

Henslow’s Sparrows have recovered 
enough that they were taken off the 
Illinois endangered species list. They 
can be seen and heard in the prairies at 
Nygren Wetland Preserve, Lost Flora Fen 
and Busse Prairie Preserve.
Photo: Joyce Gibbons

t the time Illinois achieved 
statehood in 1815, there were 

approximately 22 million acres of 
prairie in the territory. The early 
settlers referred to Illinois as “The 
Prairie State.” An 1857 settlers guide 
listed 186 prairies. By 1900, most 
had been converted to agricultural or 
urban uses.
In 1915, the Nature Society of 
Rockford, Illinois, reported on 
the results of a field bird census 

conducted by Illinois biologists in 
1914. The biologists divided the 
state into 3 divisions and conducted 
surveys in representative habitat 
types in each division. The surveys 
were conducted in the summer 
months. Of the top 21 species, by 
percentage, 9 species were prairie 
birds, and another 2 species were 
shrubland, or edge (species adjacent 
to prairies).  
Meadowlarks were #2 on the list, 
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Eastern Meadowlark. Photo: Joyce Gibbons

Why Creating Habitat for Prairie Birds Is So Important
by Dan Williams, NLI member and past Board President
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Dickcissel #5, Horned Lark #7, Field Sparrow #10, 
Eastern Kingbird #11, Bobolink #12, Grasshopper 
Sparrow #13, Northern Bobwhite (then called Quail) 
#19, and Upland Sandpiper (then called Bartramian 
Sandpiper) #20. A mind-boggling statistic from that 
survey was that there were more Upland Sandpipers than 
American Crows. Imagine, if you can!   

By 2014, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers reported 
that only 6,100 acres (0.01%) of high-quality prairie 
remained in the state. Any other prairie was disturbed in 
varying amounts. Of the high-quality prairie remnants, 
83% were less than 10 acres, and 30% less than 1 acre. 
The severe decline in grassland birds is encapsulated in 
that statistic.

The Illinois Department of Natural Resources currently 
lists the Upland Sandpiper as endangered, and it has 
been on the list for a very long time. Henslow’s Sparrow, 
another grassland breeding species, was formerly listed 
as endangered, but it has recovered sufficiently to be 
removed from the list. Its recovery is primarily due to 

increased replanting of grasslands. In northern Illinois, 
these are mostly properties owned and maintained by 
forest preserves and conservation districts, with some 
supplemental help from CRP (Conservation Reserve 
Program) plots on farms. NLI has Henslow’s Sparrow 
on those properties which have been replanted to prairie 
(Nygren Wetland Preserve, Lost Flora Fen, and Busse 
Prairie Preserve).

Other breeding prairie bird species still listed as 
endangered are Short-eared Owl, Swainson’s Hawk, 
Northern Harrier, Loggerhead Shrike, Wilson’s 
Phalarope and Greater Prairie Chicken.  Grasshopper 
Sparrows have declined by 68% between 1970-2014 and 
are probably endangered in Winnebago County due to 
habitat loss. The common factor in the decline of all of 
the listed species is the same - a loss of habitat.  

A suite of wintering species is also dependent on 
grassland habitat. Northern Bobwhite, Rough-legged 
Hawk, Northern Harrier, and both Short-eared and 
Long-eared Owls are all found hunting and roosting 

The Upland Sandpiper, formerly known as Upland Plover, is an 
Illinois State endangered species. Photo: Mary Kay Rubey, dnr.illinois.gov
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in or nearby local grasslands during the winter. The 
numbers of those species resident here in winter has also 
dramatically declined. For instance, the high count of 
Short-eared Owls in northwest Winnebago county on 
a Christmas Bird Count was 38 in 1951. There hasn’t 
been a year with double digits since. The same is true for 
Long-eared Owl.
In 2024, Western Meadowlarks were not found at all in 
Winnebago County, although some remained in other 
counties of the NLI operating area, such as Jo Daviess, 
Carroll, Ogle, Lee and Whiteside. There are only three 
Winnebago County forest preserve prairies where 
Grasshopper Sparrows currently nest. Two of those are 
replanted prairies. Bobolinks attempt to nest in alfalfa 
or clover fields, but their nests are usually destroyed by 
haying before the chicks can successfully fledge.

There are only a few places 
where Upland Sandpipers nest in 
northwest Illinois. None are known 
in Winnebago County. In several 
places, Upland Sandpipers were 
found on prairies that were also 
grazed by cattle, but disappeared 
after cattle were removed, such 
as at the Lost Mound unit of 
the Upper Mississippi National 
Wildlife Refuge (Carroll and 
Jo Daviess counties) and at 
Midewin Grassland (Will 
County). The Nature Conservancy 
has introduced Bison into its 
properties at Midewin and 
Nachusa Grassland in an attempt 
to recreate conditions which might 
be favorable to the return of the 
species.

Note by Alan Branhagen, Executive Director, 
Natural Land Institute:
Over half the population of America’s grassland birds 
have been lost since 1970 alone with some like the 
Eastern Meadowlark, declining 75%. No grassland 
bird would occupy a current top 20 list of birds in 
the Winnebago County. This is why the Natural Land 
Institute purchased and restored Nygren Wetland 
Preserve, Lost Flora Fen (in process of being restored), 
Busse Prairie Preserve and most recently lands adjacent 
to Pecatonica Ridge Prairie creating our new Pecatonica 
Ridge Preserve.  

Protecting and restoring grassland and maintaining 
larger refuges for our once dominant grassland birds 
is necessary so that future generations will be able to 
experience a bit of what once was our prairie state. 
Working lands and potential rotational grazing is part 
of the plan as appropriate. Our work will hopefully even 
bring back those that are gone – to once again hear the 
wolf whistle call and to see the elegant wing folding of 
the Upland Sandpiper (so eloquently described by the 
great conservationist Aldo Leopold) on our lands is the
              ultimate goal and will be cause for celebration.

Northern Harrier.
Photo: John Longhenry
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Checking in on the Bluebird TrailChecking in on the Bluebird Trail
By Rob Clark, NLI Trustee and Coordinator of the Nygren Wetland Preserve Bluebird Trail Monitors

n the late 19th century and into the early 20th 
century, the population of Eastern Bluebirds 

in North America started to decline. These birds 
are secondary cavity nesters, meaning that they use 
existing cavities, often in old trees, to build their nests. 
Land management practices at the time called for the 
removal of dead trees. In addition, European Starlings 
and House Sparrows were brought to America in the 
late 1800s. These much more aggressive cavity nesters 
started out-competing the bluebirds for the nesting 
sites that remained. As if that wasn’t enough, bluebirds 
are insectivores, and the increased use of pesticides 
diminished their food sources. 

The Eastern Bluebird population in North America 
peaked around 1900, after which their numbers 
started to decline. In 1934, the first bluebird “trail” of 

nest boxes was established in Adams County, Illinois. 
Efforts to provide nesting habitat for the bluebird grew 
from there. By 1978, the North American Bluebird 
Society was established for sharing information and 
nest box plans. NABS still exists today and is a go-to 
source for anyone wanting to continue to help bluebird 
populations.

We set up the bluebird trail (12 nest boxes) at Nygren 
Wetland Preserve in 2001, shortly after the property was 
acquired. I’ve been maintaining boxes and monitoring 
bluebirds there since then. Rich Toppe who, sadly, 
passed away last year, was part of the monitoring 
crew from the beginning, as well. Our current crew 
is comprised of Sue Heinke, Tricia Graham and her 
daughter Vesta, Laura DeMars, and myself. We each 
monitor once a month on a schedule that sees at least 

The 2025 Bluebird Trail monitors L to R: Laura DeMars, Sue Heinke, Vesta Ferguson, 
Tricia Graham, Rob Clark. Photo: Robert Clark
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one of us checking in each week. Our primary job is 
to keep non-native birds from using the boxes, identify 
what bird is nesting in each box, discourage predators, 
and track nesting activity from the laying of eggs 
through the fledging of young birds.

It’s also an excellent excuse to spend some time enjoying 
the beauty of Nygren Wetland!

Most years, the bluebirds’ main competitor for nest 
boxes are Tree Swallows, a native bird that is thriving 
at Nygren Preserve. Although the opening on the door 
of each nest box is designed to prevent larger birds like 
starlings from entering, Tree Swallows are about the 
same size as bluebirds. Each year for many years now, 
at least 50% of the young birds that fledge from our 
nest boxes are Tree Swallows. This year was no different, 

with 32 of the birds we helped raise (64%) being Tree 
Swallows. That said, we also recorded a total of 18 
Eastern Bluebird young (36%) that fledged from our 
nest boxes this season. 
One highlight of the season for us began when a young 
girl, Linden, approached our station at Family Nature 
Adventures. Instead of asking questions or waiting for us 
to explain things, she started telling us how everything 
worked! Apparently, the bluebird station was her 
favorite the year before, and she remembered everything 
we explained to her. Tricia invited Linden and her dad, 
Chad, to come out to Nygren Preserve on one of the 
days we were monitoring and they accepted. Linden and 
Chad enthusiastically helped Tricia on her monitoring 
rounds on the afternoon of July 9 and everyone involved 
had a great time.

Linden and her dad help Tricia with monitoring the 
bluebird trail on July 9th. Photo: Robert Clark

Baby bluebirds and egg in a nest box at Nygren Wetland Preserve. Photo: Robert Clark
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Keeping a Close Eye on WildlifeKeeping a Close Eye on Wildlife
By Grace Wieland, AmeriCorps Service Member and NLI Stewardship Staff

t has been a busy and exciting summer across the 
Natural Land Institute’s preserves. Throughout 

June and July, Barbara Williams has kept a close eye on 
wildlife activity at Lost Flora Fen, Busse Prairie Preserve, 
and Nygren Wetland Preserve.

At Nygren Wetland, the spotlight has been focused on 
the budding Purple Martin colony. Each week, Barbara 
checked in on the nesting gourds and watched the 
chicks grow from tiny hatchlings into full-sized birds. 
By the end of July, three nests produced nine fledglings! 
The young birds could often be seen chattering 
and swooping around with the adults. Incredibly 
attentive parents, the adult martins were 
observed feeding their young a variety of insects, 
including (to Barbara’s dismay) dragonflies like 
the Jade Clubtail.
Busse Preserve and Lost Flora Fen also supported 
thriving cavity-nesting bird populations. 
Throughout the summer dozens of Tree Swallows, 
Eastern Bluebirds, and House Wrens had successful 
nests. One especially determined pair of bluebirds 
raised two broods this season and may still attempt 
a third! By the end of July, only a few active nests 

remained, with box cleanouts planned for early August.

Avian highlights across the three preserves included 
Acadian and Alder Flycatchers, Henslow’s Sparrows, 
Bobolinks, a Yellow-billed Cuckoo, and a striking mass 
flight of over 300 American White Pelicans (the pelicans 
took flight from Lake AJ at Busse Prairie). 

Notable insect observations included hatching 
damselflies like Citrine Forktails and Orange Bluets, 
Gorgone Checkerspots, Sleepy Orange butterflies, a 
Rusty-patched Bumble Bee and a rare Riley’s Clearwing 
Moth (a wasp mimic) near the edge of its range. 

Reptile and amphibian encounters included Blanding’s, 
Spiny Softshell, and Snapping Turtles, as well as a 
Northern Water Snake in Raccoon Creek, which 
remained unusually high after heavy rains. 

While wading into the creek one hot summer day, 
Barbara was able to find five species of live mussels 

and an older shell from the uncommon Creek 
Heelsplitter. 

As the summer breeding season winds down, 
these findings offer encouraging insight 

into the productivity of NLI’s managed 
habitats and the species they support.

Editor’s Note: Natural Land Institute 
would like to thank Barbara and Dan 
Williams for donating and installing 
the Purple Martin nest gourds and 
structure, and for monitoring the nests.

II

Purple Martin chicks in a gourd nest. Photo: Barbara Williams

Riley’s Clearwing Moth.
Photo Barbara Williams

Purple Martin nest gourds.
Photo: Barbara Williams

Adult Purple Martin holds onto dinner (a Jade Clubtail 
dragonfly) for her chicks. Photo: Barbara Williams
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Ghosts on the PrairieGhosts on the Prairie By Zach Grycan, Director of Stewardship, Natural Land Institute

arn Owls are distinct in their appearance. Even 
someone unfamiliar with owls or birds would not 

soon forget their ghostly stare if lucky enough to lay eyes 
on one. Already a secretive bird, their sightings have been 
fewer and fewer in our area in recent years. When Natural 
Land Institute became involved at what is now the Jerry 
and Kathy Busse Prairie Preserve on Raccoon Creek our 
staff and volunteers took note of a significant number 
of grassland bird species. Barn Owls occupy a handful 
of different habitats, including grasslands, farm fields, 
and old barns. If you have an idea in your head about 
what that might look like, you might well be picturing 
something close to what resembles Busse Prairie or Lost 
Flora Fen on Raccoon Creek in 2025.
In the prairie or in a barn, these owls roost up high and 
feed on rats, other small mammals, and in some cases 
other birds! They nest in cavities and will use nest boxes 
to rear their young.
In addition to a significant donation to NLI for the 
purchase of the land on St. Lawrence Road that straddles 
the Illinois-Wisconsin state line, Jerry Busse also took 
time to construct a few nest boxes, including two Barn 
Owl boxes. Kyle Hulbert from NLI took charge of the 
nest box installation in the late spring of 2025. The boxes 
sit atop a support post roughly 20 feet in the air. The 
support posts can be lowered for inspection and cleaning.

The presence of a Barn Owl at Busse Prairie would be a 
mighty affirmation that NLI’s management was attracting 
species that utilize the preserve’s namesake habitat. 
Indeed, there are many other species indicative of our 
prairie habitats, but few are as striking or as memorable 
upon first glance as the cream-colored dished face 
surrounding a pair of mysterious black eyes. 
It is well known that old barns in the area offer potential 
roosts, and NLI may install more boxes on or inside 
structures to achieve other successes. Boxes placed inside 
structures may outlast their outdoor counterparts as they 
are sheltered from the harsh elements of our midwestern 
meteorological extremes.

Volunteer Schedule: Land Restoration/Stewardship
Want to make a difference for nature? We invite you to participate 

in one of our volunteer restoration workdays caring for the natural 

environment at an NLI preserve.

Please contact the site steward or NLI staff to confirm the location for 

specific dates and to let them know you plan to help that day. 

Dress for the weather in layers and outerwear should be made of 
natural fibers. Wear sturdy boots, bring work gloves, a water bottle and 
snacks. 
If you’re not already on the volunteer email list, send a message to 
volunteer@naturalland.org and ask to be added to it. You will get 
notified about volunteer opportunities as they arise.

When	 Where	 Who

Third Saturday Stewardship Day	 Silver Creek Woods	 Jim Akers
9:00 a.m. - 1:00 p.m.		  jnakers@hotmail.com
Pop Up Stewardship Events	 Locations vary	 NLI Staff
(dates to be announced)		  volunteer@naturalland.org
Days Vary	 Howard D. Colman Dells	 Chris Reisetter
	 Nature Preserve	 reisetter@gmail.com
Days Vary	 William & Gayle Keefer	 Jeanne Bergstrom
All information subject to change	 Nature Preserve	 jmberg1214@gmail.com

One barn owl box built and donated by 
Jerry Busse was installed in the prairie 
at Lost Flora Fen. Photo: Zach Grycan

Barn Owl.
Photo: A Maiquez/Pond5.com dnr.illinois.gov
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Fall EventsFall Events
Please visit our website calendar for more 
information and to register for the events 

below at www.NaturalLand.org or scan 
the QR code to find the events page. 

320 S. Third Street, Rockford, Illinois 61104
Phone: 815/964-6666
E-mail: info@naturalland.org
www.NaturalLand.org

Address Service Requested

Are You a Member?
Scan this code with your 
phone camera for quick 
access to join NLI or renew 
your membership today.

Hikers at the 2024 OAKtober Hike held at Lind-McGeachie Preserve.
Photo: Jill Kennay

Fall Prairie Harvest Day
Saturday, September 27 | 9:00 a.m. – 12:00 p.m. | Free

Nygren Wetland Preserve, 3190 W. Rockton Rd.,
Rockton, IL 61072

Volunteer to collect seeds from native prairie plants. This 
easy and fun activity is great for all ages, individuals, 

families and all types of groups. Refreshments provided. 

Legacy Tree Hike
Saturday, October 18 | 1:30 p.m. | Free

Deer Run Forest Preserve, 5691 River Rd.,
Cherry Valley, IL 61016

In Partnership with Forest Preserves of Winnebago County 
Alan Branhagen, NLI’s Executive Director, will lead this 

hike and point out the variety of trees and their interesting 
features and benefits. He will talk about NLI’s Legacy Tree 

Program and show you the October Tree of the Month.

OAKtober Hike
Saturday, October 25 | 1:30 p.m. | $5 each or $10 per 
family | Free for NLI members
Howard D. Colman Dells Nature Preserve 
October is “OAKtober” – Oak Awareness Month in Illinois. 
Take a hike with NLI staff and learn about the oak habitat 
at NLI’s private Colman Dells Nature Preserve. Park in 
Byron Forest Preserve District’s Howard Colman Hall Creek 
Preserve lot at 12749 N. Weldon Rd., Rockford, IL 61102.

NLI’s Holiday Open House
Tuesday, December 9 | 4:00 – 7:00 p.m. | Free
320 S. Third St., Rockford, IL 61104
Please register for this event by email:
info@naturalland.org or phone: 815/964-6666.
You’re invited to join Natural Land Institute Board of 
Trustees and Staff to celebrate the holiday season. Enjoy 
hot cider, punch, an assortment of snacks, appetizers 
and desserts while mingling with others in the decorated 
historic house that serves as NLI’s headquarters.


