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Kyle Hulbert, the new Director of Land Stewardship, starts a fire line with a drip torch during
a prescribed burn at Harlem Hills Prairie Nature Preserve. photo: Chris Reisetter
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By Kyle Hulbert, Director of Land Stewardship

t was an early start to burn Biologist, and Cate Nelson, Natural
season this year. The second Resources Technician.
week of February offered an Grace Wieland started as Field
opportunity to practice pyro-ecology  Biologist in January. Many of you are
at Nygren Wetland Preserve. Ten probably familiar with Grace, as she

acres of prairie near the big red barn  served as an AmeriCorps Member
was our goal, and a perfect target to  with Natural Land Institute from
get fire through an area that is due October 2024 through August 2025.

on our burn rotation. It was a great Grace is lOCQ.l to ROthOIl and has
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time to test equipment, and make fond memories visiting Nygren

sure all of our tools were in good Wetland as a kid with her family;
working order before taking on some  “I remember taking walks on the
of our more complex units. It was trail around the wetland and being
1 py .."‘* Wit b - also our first chance to burn together  fascinated by the flocks of birds on
" in the Ann = Prai G arden at‘ d . asa crew after welcoming two new the water,” said Grace. She is excited
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help protect and manage a place she grew up
experiencing. Before coming to NLI, Grace
worked as a Waterfowl Technician for the Delta
Waterfowl Foundation in Manitoba, Canada,
as well as for the University of Wisconsin-
Stevens Point. In those positions she conducted
waterfowl surveys and small mammal surveys.

Expanding NLI’s wildlife monitoring programs
will be one of Grace’s priorities this year.
Species like the American Pygmy Shrew and
the Star-nosed Mole are often overlooked when
considering the structure of a natural area, but
they play an important role. Grace is looking
forward to getting new monitoring projects up
and running, and will be looking for interested
volunteers to assist, so be on the lookout for
that!

Cate Nelson joined the crew in February

and jumped right into the work. She has
already impressed us with her knowledge

and capabilities whether it be on the fire line,
running a chainsaw, or operating the Skidsteer.
Stewardship staff have some large projects
coming up this year, and we will be using all of

Cate’s skills to help accomplish those goals.
Cate is from Grayslake, Illinois and has been

working in the conservation field for several

o a— . . years and across several states. She brings
Grace Wieland shown here while stationed on the trail to talk to

guests during the Dark Sky Bonfire and S'mores event on Jan. 21st at o ;
Pecatonica Ridge Preserve. photo: Patrick Yarbrough Leopold Foundation, in the Adirondacks of

Upstate New York, and most recently for the
Georgia Department of Natural Resources

experience working in Wisconsin for the Aldo

conducting prescribed fire operations on state
wildlife areas.

Cate is also a talented artist, and her passion for
conservation is evident in much of her artwork.
She is a painter and printmaker. You can view
her work on her website, catherinenelsonart.
com, and one of her large-scale prints, “Room

| st ,: to Grow”, will be on display at the Rockford Art
0 s i ¥ - 4§ (\{' ; ' n'|r Museum this Spring. Cate says she is “excited to
A coyote leaps past the trail cam at Burr Oak Valley Nature Preserve. see and sketch the landscapes of our preserves
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throughout the seasons.” E R

As the new Director of Land Stewardship,
I am thrilled with the team we have on the
stewardship staff. Together with the rest of
NLIs staff and volunteers, we are prepared
to tackle major projects this year. Along
with continuing ongoing management
projects, we will be spending a lot of time
on a woodland restoration project at Lost
Flora Fen Nature Preserve, large-scale
Reed Canary Grass control at Nygren
Wetland Preserve, and creating a robust
plant and animal monitoring program this
year. Currently, however, burn season is
upon us and we are rapidly preparing sites
and equipment. Albeit relatively small, the
10-acre burn at Nygren last month was the
start of what will be a productive Spring,
and the start of an efficient and effective
stewardship team.

Cate Nelson helped winterize
equipment like this hose after a
prescribed burn in Georgia.

Cate Nelson's species of interest is Culver's Root. She took this photo while doing a bee survey
working for the Aldo Leopold Foundation. She loves “spotting them in bloom because they are
so tall and their white flowers seem to glow in marshy spots. They're also a great place to look
for pollinators.” photo: Cate Nelson
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Wawted: Callery Pear and Amur Corktree

By Alan Branhagen, Executive Director, Natural Land Institute

This story has been edited for space. Read the full story and see more photos on our website newsblog at https:/lwww.naturalland.orglwanted-

callery-pear-and-amur-corktree/.

‘T wo ornamental trees have been added to the
Illinois Noxious Weed List: Callery Pear (Pyrus
calleryana) and Amur Corktree (Phellodendron
amurense). I'll admit, I specified planting Callery Pears
way back in the early 1990’s before I moved from
Rockford to Kansas City in late 1996.

Callery Pear
In Kansas City I saw

Callery Pears were one
of the most commonly
planted ornamentals
and I observed how
they were starting to
widely escape. I had all
of the few trees planted
at Powell Gardens
removed — ahead of

the curve. When I left

Missouri 21 years later

A Callery Pear tree in bloom at

Greenwood Cemetery, Rockford.
Photo: Alan Branhagen

for Minnesota, it was
apparent Callery Pear
had become one of the
worst invasive plants in the Lower Midwest. Missouri
banned the sale of the tree last year. When I returned to
Rockford, I was shocked to see how widely this tree had
been planted and how it had begun to escape widely in
Northern Illinois too.

So how did this happen? Callery Pear is native to China
and was brought to the United States for fruit tree
research. Some Callery Pears have large, edible fruits —
but a small-fruited variety was noted for its ornamental
qualities — exceptional red fall color late in the season
and a perfect popsicle form.

Why is this bad? Because pears are not native to North
America and have few insects tied to feeding on them
— and insects are the building blocks of our web of life.

-

They produce almost no caterpillars for native birds to
feed their young.

Amur Corktree

In Minnesota, I

first met the Amur
Corktree escaping

— the Arboretum
had removed all its
female corktrees
before I arrived
because the tree

had invaded all the
woodlands around the
collections. Corktree

was obviously the
a7 o g==
This is a male Amur Corktree, located
at Kilbuck Bluffs Forest Preserve,
Rockford, which doesn't produce fruit.

It shows the classic corky bark.
Photo: Alan Branhagen

most invasive tree =
found throughout the
grounds and these
were actively removed.
I found occasional

trees in woodlands all around the region.

Amur Corktree is native to Northeastern Asia — mainly
in the region where Northern China and Eastern Russia

meet — a climate quite similar to Northeastern North
America.

Corktrees have been planted in the Rockford area for
a long time. They were valued for their short, spreading
crowns of horizontal limbs and clean, pest-free foliage.

What can you do? If you have a Callery
Pear cultivar in your landscape or an Amur
Corktree with fruit (female), please have

it removed! Replace either tree with a
native or non-invasive tree that has better
ecosystem services.
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Wild About wildlife

Expanding Wildlife Monitoring at the Natural Land Institute

By Grace Wieland

he Natural Land Institute (NLI) is launching

several wildlife research projects in the coming
year and we need your help! Volunteers will play
an important role in projects focused on reptiles,
amphibians, and mammals using a mix of field surveys,
pitfall traps, and trail cameras. The goal of these surveys
is to better understand how animals are using restored
habitats across NLI preserves. This information will
help guide future habitat management and conservation
efforts.

Grace Wieland wrangles a snapping turtle at Nygren Wetland
Preserve. photo: Kyle Hulbert

Turtle trapping will be an especially exciting part of this
work. In the past, turtle trapping at Nygren Wetland
Preserve has helped staff locate the Blandings turtle, an
endangered species that depends
on healthy wetlands. Continued
monitoring will help document
which turtle species are present
today and how they are using the
preserve’s wetlands and prairies.

NLI will also begin using pitfall
traps to monitor reptiles and

amphibians. These temporary traps are
highly effective because they use the animals’
natural movement patterns to guide them

into containers. The traps are non-lethal and cost-
effective, making them one of the best ways to learn

-

A Bobcat was caught on the trail cam at Lind-McGeachie Preserve
last year.

what small creatures are living in an area.

In addition, motion-activated camera traps will

be placed at two preserves throughout 2026. These
cameras quietly capture photos of wildlife as they pass
by, helping staff to document even the most elusive of
species.

Volunteers can help with
any of these surveys and
more! These activities
will provide a unique
opportunity to participate
directly in wildlife research
while helping NLI gather
valuable information
about the species that call
these preserves home. No
prior wildlife monitoring
experience is required, just
curiosity and a willingness to help.

These are the trail cameras used
by Grace Wieland to do wildlife
monitoring.

If you would like to learn more about volunteer
~ opportunities at NLI, please contact
A volunteer@naturalland.org.

" Grace Wieland holds an Eastern Fox Snake she
" discovered at Nygren Wetland Preserve. This
*is a small one considering they average 36-
. 54inches long. They are found in prairies,

woods and pastures or farmland.
Photo: Grace Wieland
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Roscoe Sportsmen’s Clu members an other volunteers help clear brush at the Third Saturday ewardship Day at Silver Creek Woods

Preserve in May 2025. photo: Jim Akers

Land Stewardship Voluwteer Opportunities

POP-UP STEWARDSHIP EVENTS

Ask to be added to the Pop-Up Stewardship Events
email list to be notified of volunteer opportunities as
they arise at various NLI preserves. You will get notified
when a volunteer day is planned. Send an email to
volunteer@naturalland.org.

THIRD SATURDAY

Silver Creek Woods Preserve

Location: 6040 Tipple Road, Rockford, IL 61102

9:00 a.m. — 1:00 p.m.

Site Steward: Jim Akers, jnakers@hotmail.com

Send an email to Jim and ask to be added to his Third
Saturday volunteer email list to get reminders about
workdays and notification about any changes.

Stewardship wish list, in order of priority
Camera Drone

Construction Lumber
2x4s, 2x6s, 4x4s (New or Reclaimed)

Electric Pole Saw
(Milwaukee brand preferred, for battery compatibility)

Electric Chainsaw

Misc. Mechanics tools
(Socket sets, vise grips, pipe wrenches, etc.)

Hazard Light Bars for UTVs
Pull Behind Mower for ATV/UTV
20-gallon water tank and electric sprayer

LYNDON-AGNEW PRAIRIE

NATURE PRESERVE

The Whiteside County Natural Area Guardians (NAGs)
host weekend workdays at this NLI preserve and other
Whiteside County natural areas. Check their Facebook
page to see their schedule:
hteps://www.facebook.com/WhitesideNAGs, or email
them to find out more: nagsofwcil@gmail.com.

What to Bring and Wear to Stewardship Events
NLI provides tools. Bring gloves, your own bottle of
water, and feel free to bring a snack or a sack lunch.
Dress in layers for the weather. Wear natural fiber
outwear, long sleeves, pants, and closed toe shoes or
sturdy boots.

Contact Land Stewardship Staff with any questions:

Kyle Hulbert, Director of Land Stewardship —
608/214-9215, khulbert@naturalland.org

Grace Wieland, Field Biologist — 815/494-0095,
gwieland@naturalland.org

Cate Nelson, Natural Resources Technician,

cnelson@naturalland.org

- -
Spring Beauty Photo by Alan Branhagen



E! Help Natural Land Institute

us investigate!
All ages!

Location: Silver Creek Woods Preserve, 6040 Tipple Rd., Rockford, IL 61102

New 2-day event! Free! Come on one day or both. You can investigate what lives at Silver Creek Woods Preserve.
Great for all ages — families and individuals.

SECRETS OF
THE NIGHT

QUEST FOR THE
STAR-NOSED MOLE

Join an Awesome Adventure

Bringing the Night Alive!
Friday, June 19, 2026
6 PM - 10 PM

in Scientific Sleuthing!
Saturday, June 20, 2026 | 9 AM - 1 PM

elebrate the 250th anniversary and history of our country at the  Things To Bring With You
local level by examining the natural history of the land in the For both days: Bring your binoculars. Don't forget

Rockford area during this BioBlitz (an intense survey of species in your phone and bug spray. You will need your

a designated area during 24 hours) and help us find the Star-nosed phone to take photos and upload them to eBird
mole and other living creatures! All ages are invited to join scientists and iNaturalist to track what you find. We will
and citizen scientists in search for and discovering what plants and have someone teach you how to use either app
animals live in the diverse habitats of NLI’s Silver Creek Woods if needed.

Preserve. For Friday: Bring your telescope and blacklight.
While surveying will be conducted by some experts between 1:00 For Saturday: Bring money to buy BioBlitz t-shirts
p.m. Friday through 1:00 p.m. Saturday, the public is invited to food at Big Jon’s Dogs " More food truck.
participate Friday, 6:00 p.m. — 10:00 p.m. and Saturday, 9:00 a.m. ~ More information and registration requested at

—1:00 p.m. When you help look for and identify species and record www.NaturalLand.org and 815/964-6666.

them in eBird and/or iNaturalist, and on a white board at the event,

you become a citizen scientist! Thank you to our Sponsors

Friday evenings activities include moth backlighting with Angella INSECTS SPONSORS v
Moorehouse, author, Flower Bugs, looking for fireflies and fungi that I .
light up the night with Dark Skies photographer Jeff Pfaller, insect G LL R
tours with All Bugs Go to Kevin, bat monitoring, and mini bat I onl Pa l:II a n d 5
tours with Severson Dells Nature Center staff. Weather permitting, W (-4 Te ri B aits e
event guests will be encouraged to look to the sky to see stars and the

crescent shaped moon! N WOODS SPONSOR

Saturday’s activities include searching for wildflowers, pollinators, Northern Regional

dragonflies, butterflies, birds, fish, reptiles, amphibians, and of course Groundwater iy
the Star-nosed mole and other mammals. Visitors will get a chance Protection Planning i
to examine the soil and view groundwater models. The Most Wanted committee B i

station will provide insight into why invasive species are one of the
biggest threats to natural areas. Plus, there will be much more to do.

Visit our website events calendar to learn more about this two-day
event.

-
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Upcoming NLI Events

Find out more about the events below and register by visiting the calendar on our website at
www.NaturalLand.org

Now-Jun. 23 Wildflower Walkabout series, once a week
See full schedule and register (required) at www.SeversonDells.com/wildflower-walkabouts

Tue., May 5 Open House - Blair Road Woodlands
Free | 4:00 PM — 7:00 PM | 17813 Blair Rd., Pecatonica

Thu., May 7 Mary’s Cares Fundraiser for NLI, Mary’s Market Roscoe
15% of dining proceeds go to NLI (Rockton Pelican Fest) | 5:00 PM — 8:00 PM
4866 Bluestem Rd., Roscoe

Sat., May 16 Rockton Pelican Fest, Downtown Rockton and Nygren Wetland Preserve
Free | 10:00 AM —4:00 PM | 3190 W. Rockton Rd.

Fri.,, Jun. 19 Bioblitz: Secrets of the Night, Silver Creek Woods Preserve
Free | 6:00 PM — 10:30 PM | 6040 Tipple Rd., Rockford

Sat., Jun. 20 Bioblitz: Quest for the Star-nosed Mole, Silver Creek Woods Preserve
Free | 9:00 AM — 1:00 PM | 6038 Tipple Rd., Rockford

Sat., Jul. 18 Party on the Prairie, Nygren Wetland Preserve
Cost: $125 | 4:30 PM —8:30 PM | 3190 W. Rockton Rd., Rockton

Wed., Sept. 9 Open House — new addition to Beach Cemetery Prairie Nature Preserve
Free | 4:00 PM — 7:00 PM | 11500 East Big Mound Road, Davis Junction, IL 61020

Sat., Sept. 26 Fall Prairie Harvest Day, Nygren Wetland Preserve
Free | 9:00 AM — 12:00 PM | 3190 W. Rockton Rd., Rockton

Sat., Oct. 24 OAKtober Hike, Burr Oak Valley Nature Preserve
$5 each, $10 family, Free for NLI Members | 1:30 PM — 3:30 PM
Across from Cross & Crown Lutheran Church, 7404 Elevator Rd., Roscoe

Tue., Dec. 8 Holiday Open House, NLI office
Free | 4:00 PM - 7:00 PM | 320 S. Third St., Rockford
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