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As a natural areas preservation 

specialist with the Illinois Nature 

Preserves Commission my working 

life is a challenging mix of office 

work usually staring at a computer 

screen and field activities all 

centered upon the protection, 

defense, and management of sites 

within the Illinois Nature Preserves 

System in a twenty-county area of 

central Illinois.  On the same day, I 

might be writing a comprehensive 

site management plan, talking to a 

private nature preserve owner 

worried about an encroaching 

neighbor, studying scientific 

research articles, investigating a lead 

on a prospective new nature 

preserve, pounding in steel posts and 

attaching nature preserve boundary 

signs, or answering the numerous e-

mails that arrived while I was in the 

field.  My relationship with Illinois 

Nature Preserves has become 

professional, routine, matter of fact, 

serious, and consequential.  

Sometimes, though, being   so   

wrapped      up       in       these  

responsibilities and occasional crises, 

it’s good to remind myself where I 

came from and what all of it means. 

 

As I grew up in the city of Chicago 

during the 1960s, my perspective was 

that everything around me was 

manmade or put there by someone.  

Because my little world consisted 

mostly of buildings, streets, 

sidewalks, lawns, and neatly planted 

front yard trees, all carefully placed 

and domesticated, that view was 

really not very far from the truth.  I 

can even remember being on the 

shores of Lake Michigan, with 

downtown skyscrapers and busy Lake 

Shore Drive in the background, 

wondering where all of the sand came 

from to make the beach.  The idea of 

an area not made by and under the 

control of mankind was not part of 

my childhood worldview. 

 

But on one school field trip, probably 

in  the   third   or   fourth   grade,   we 

visited  the   Little  Red  Schoolhouse 

Nature  Center  in  the  Cook   County    

Heron Pond - Little Black Slough Nature Preserve.  Photo by Chris Young 
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perched on an oak leaf, and the sign indicated that this 

area was an Illinois Nature Preserve, and it stated that 

“Everything is Protected by Law.”  Clearly there was 

something special about this site.  With everything 

protected by law, I wondered whether I would be in 

violation of the law just by entering.  I went for my 

hike, nevertheless, and was relieved not to see a 

police car waiting for me upon my return. 

 

A few years later, just after I had moved to 

Edwardsville, Illinois, one of my first priorities was to 

find local public lands to hike in the woods.  One day, 

driving west of town, I saw one of those triangle 

Illinois Nature Preserve signs and I quickly pulled off 

the highway.  A larger sign said the  site was called 

the William and Emma Bohm Memorial Nature 

Preserve  (11 acres) and that it protected a remnant  

old-growth forest.  This I wanted to see.  I was used 

to reading about old-growth forests in the Pacific 

Northwest and Alaska, and I was becoming fascinated 

by the idea of wilderness from reading books by John 

Muir and Sigurd Olsen.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fortunately, I soon stumbled upon a small publication 

called “A Directory of Illinois Nature Preserves.”  As 

I had thought, a statewide Illinois Nature Preserves 

System was in existence, administered by the Illinois 

Nature Preserves Commission (Commission) with the 

Illinois Department of Natural Resources (IDNR).  

Illinois Nature Preserves are dedicated in perpetuity 

by the combined voluntary approval of the 

landowner, the Commission, IDNR, and finally, the 

Governor of Illinois.  Preservation as an Illinois 

Nature Preserve is defined as the highest, best, and 

most important use of the dedicated land for the 

Forest Preserves.  I remember seeing prairie grass for 

the first time; it towered over me, and the teacher said 

that much of Illinois was once covered in prairies of 

these tall grasses.  From my experience, grass was 

supposed to be all green and no more than about three 

inches tall; this tall prairie grass seemed out of place 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

in the modern world.  About the same time, I recall 

learning that massive glaciers once scoured the 

surface of Illinois and flattened the landscape on the 

very ground on which Chicago was built.  And I 

thought if that ice ever returned, we would be in big 

trouble.  Illinois had clearly once been a very 

different and wild place, probably quite dangerous 

and unpredictable.  The thought was a bit frightening, 

but there was comfort in the fact that the past was 

long dead and gone.  There was also some sadness in 

that thought.    

 

Although these early experiences made lasting 

impressions, and I often visited the Cook County 

Forest Preserves with my parents, my main interests 

soon became diverted into many directions.  So it was 

not until after four whirlwind years of college in the 

early 1980s, that I nostalgically returned to the forest 

preserves of my youth; I was drawn to the gentle 

sounds and soft colors beneath the oak forest canopy; 

here I could think clearly and decide what to do next 

with my life.  

 

On one of my increasingly frequent visits to the Palos 

Hills Forest Preserves, I noticed a small trail head just 

off the highway.  A large sign said this area was 

called Cap Sauers Holding (1,520 acres).  There was 

a small  triangle  sign  with  an  image  of  a   cardinal  
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Tallgrass Prairie near Lemont Illinois . By Darlus Norvilas But in Illinois?  The 

sign also stated that 

the site was 

privately owned and 

permission was 

necessary to enter.  

So I drove on, and 

made a mental note 

to find out more 

about these Illinois 

Nature Preserves.  

However, finding 

more information in 

the 1980s, before 

the Internet, would 

take patience, time, 

and a special effort.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Because Illinois Nature Preserves are small (sizes 

range from Brookville Lutheran Cemetery Prairie 

Nature Preserve at 0.75 acres to Heron Pond-Little 

Black Slough Nature Preserve at 1,938 acres, with 

about one third of sites 30 acres or less and nearly 

two thirds of sites 100 acres or less) each plays only 

a part in the surrounding dominant landscapes, 

which may be anything from intensely urban to 

agricultural to natural.  External factors such as 

buildings, busy streets and highways, and noise 

from modern civilization in most cases are not far 

beyond the preserve boundaries.  Only in some of 

the larger and more remote sites can one approach 

such         difficult-to-define        conditions        as 

public benefit. As I long suspected, only certain areas 

qualify for dedication as Illinois Nature Preserves, and 

these include old-growth forests as well as other 

remnant natural areas such as tallgrass prairie and 

wetlands. (As of March 2016, in a state of 36 million 

acres, there are 386 Illinois Nature Preserves totaling 

58,152 acres. Of these, 126 are owned by the IDNR; 

the rest are owned by nearly every imaginable type of 

landowner, from private individuals to local 

governments.  The  Illinois Audubon Society, which 

owns Amboy Marsh Nature Preserve [291.2 acres] in 

Lee County, has published a fine history and current 

summary of the INPS in the Fall 2013 issue of Illinois 

Audubon magazine.)  

 

The word “remnant” is significant.  These natural 

areas are pieces of the original Illinois landscape.  

They were not planted; they were in place long before 

Illinois was settled by Americans of European 

descent, and they are what remain from that time.  My 

youthful perception that all of Illinois had long been 

manipulated and re-worked by someone at some time 

was wrong.  Small remnants of the original landscape 

still remained, and I would find them at Illinois 

Nature Preserves.  The Illinois Natural Areas 

Preservation Act, which established the Illinois Nature 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Preserve System, in fact, refers to such natural lands 

as “living museums of the native landscape wherein 

one may envision and experience primeval conditions 

in a wilderness-like environment.”  From that 

realization forward, I have been on an unorganized, 

unofficial mission to visit every Illinois Nature 

Preserve.  
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Pink sand phlox grows 

abundant at Sand Prairie 

Scrub Oak Nature Preserve.  

 Photo by Doug Taron 

Tom Lerczak of the INPC points out a red bellied 

woodpecker during the Pekin Park District's Winter Bird 

Watch at McNaughton Park.  Photo by Skylar Edwards 

Sand Prairie-Scrub Oak Nature Preserve in 1992. 

  Photo by Thomas V. Lerczak 



been brought down the Illinois 

River valley in glacial melt 

waters and then blown by 

prevailing winds into upland 

sand dunes.  The quiet was 

almost overpowering.  I 

continued walking slowly 

westward while the narrow 

prairie opening gradually 

became a bit wider, but then it 

ended abruptly in a wall of 

forest.  Here I turned to the 

northwest and soon noticed a 

larger opening ahead through 

the trees.  I thought this must be 

the western boundary of the 

nature preserve and I expected 

to see boundary signs or a road.  

But no; this was an even larger 

prairie opening with large, 

widely   scattered,   black   oak 

Entrance to Little Red School House Nature Center in Cook County.   

Photo by Jennifer Keller 

trees: I was looking at a remnant sand prairie and 

savanna, one of those rare, hidden pieces of the 

original Illinois landscape.  I climbed about half way 

up the slope of a small rise, took a seat among the 

prairie grasses and wildflowers, and remained still.  

The only sounds were of insects, the gentle breeze, 

and a singing eastern towhee.   

 

Over the years I have become a frequent visitor to 

Sand Prairie-Scrub Oak Nature Preserve, and have 

come to know the site in all seasons better than I 

think I have known any other place.  There have 

been subtle changes to the site over the years  

 (thicker brambles, less open woods, gradual oak 

encroachment onto the sand prairies), hardly 

discernible from year to year, yet noticeable over the 

long term.  That, however, is the way it tends to be in 

natural ecological systems.  One must learn to have 

patience, attention to details, and a long-term 

perspective.   It’s one of the lessons I have learned 

from visiting Illinois Nature Preserves. 

   

I have still not yet visited every Illinois Nature 

Preserve, have not yet seen all the pieces left from 

the original Illinois landscape, while more sites 

continue to be added to the system.  So there are 

more lessons to learn.  Looking back, it is clear:  the 

road that began at the Little Red Schoolhouse has led 

me through some interesting territory.  And the trip is 

not over yet, as I have been happily reminded. 

   

Page 4 

“wilderness-like environment” and “primeval,” unless 

one has a superb filter for the senses.  In this regard, 

Sand Prairie-Scrub Oak Nature Preserve (1,515 acres) 

in Mason County immediately comes to mind.  

 

Far from any major road in a rural county with only 

14,248 people, Sand Prairie-Scrub Oak Nature 

Preserve, owned by the IDNR, has a special place in  

 my life.  On my first visit almost a quarter century 

ago, several years before I began working for the 

Commission, given its name, I was surprised to find 

such a heavily forested site.  In the large prairie that I 

expected, I would be able to see where I was going, 

but in a forest without trails, I was a bit intimidated, 

and so I brought along a compass.  Carefully entering 

the woods on that warm July day, I proceeded 

westward.  The preserve measures one mile  from  

east  to  west and  about  two  and a  half miles from 

north to south; so I planned to walk about a half mile 

west and then turn northwest to see what I could find.  

Very quickly, the small parking lot with my vehicle 

was obscured by trees; all I could see in any direction 

were more trees. But a short distance ahead I soon 

noticed some prairie vegetation; it was a small 

opening in the woods, with enough light to support a 

little bluestem-sand lovegrass community.   The  

gnarled  blackjack oaks prickly pear cactus, and open 

sand gave it a desert-like feel.  I earlier read that 

during the waning days of the last ice age, thousands 

of years before, the sand now in Mason County had  
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