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Introduction 



Introduction
Why an Interpretive Plan?

As Nachusa Grasslands gradually expands its footprint and incorporates bison on the site in 2014, 
outside interest has increased. Media attention surrounding the bison reintroduction has turned a 
once-quiet preserve into a destination for families and nature lovers.  It’s an opportunity 
-- and a challenge.

A year before the bison reintroduction, an outreach committee was formed  with increased visitation 
and media attention in mind. This interpretive plan serves as a documentary record of  the efforts of  
the outreach committee to plan for potential increased visitation and to increase understanding of  
Nachusa Grasslands by those visitors through more interpretation on the site. It was also determined 
by the planning committee that:

--An interpretive plan will help focus and guide the efforts of  staff, stewards, and volunteers as they 
engage the public with the mission of  The Nature Conservancy and Nachusa Grasslands.

--An interpretive plan will help direct future public visitation in ways that inspire and encourage the   
protection and conservation of  this site and other conservation efforts locally, in Illinois, nationally, 
and globally. 

--An interpretive plan will serve as an impetus in raising awareness of  Nachusa Grasslands in the 
community.

--An interpretive plan presents an opportunity to inventory Nachusa Grasslands interpretive features, 
and suggest ways in which their stories may be told.

--An interpretive plan will  serve as a catalyst for increasing funding and recruiting volunteers through  
a more thoughtful presentation of  the site.



--An	interpretive	plan	defines	the	audience	that	Nachusa	Grasslands	already	has	as	well	as	potential	
audiences who haven’t disovered the site; with ideas on how to attract and engage those audiences. 

--An interpretive plan gives key stakeholders at Nachusa Grasslands a voice in the future of  the site. 

--An interpretive plan will serve as a resource for future consultants, architects, designers, interpret-
ers, staff  and volunteers in communicating the stories and mission of  the site with the public.

With this in mind, a planning process was initiated in October 2013 with an outreach committee 
that would steer the site forward, comprised by Bernard Buchholz, Cody Considine, Bill Kleiman, 
Susan Kleiman, and Cindy Crosby. Lisa Lanz joined the committee in April 2014.

The outreach committee met once each month and determined to:
•	 Plan for anticipated visitation because of  bison introduction in October 2014 so that Nachusa is  

proactive, rather than re-active, in preparing for a potential upswing in visitation.
•	 Survey key stakeholders and understand their opinions, concerns and feelings about increased  

visitation at the site.
•	 Work to develop more outreach for the site without compromising its intrinsic value – the 

restorations	and	remnants	that	make	it	significant.

In addition, the outreach committee hosted Jason Beverlin from Emiquon Preserve in Lewistown, 
IL.  They listened to a presentation on how Emiquon developed its interpretation and interpretive 
facilities for the site. Two members of  the committee – Bill and Cody – visited Emiquon to see its 
facilities and exhibits. 

Bison arrived at Nachusa with plenty of  fanfare in October 2014. With the bison came a renewed 
energy, excitement and initiative in implementing interpretation. Basic safety and directional signs 
were put into place. In December 2014, site manager Bill Kleiman prepared a “Request for 
Qualifications,”	to	begin	the	process	of 	selecting	a	company	to	work	with	Nachusa	with	visitor	use	
initiatives. The future holds exciting challenges and opportunities for Nachusa Grasslands; more 
planning and implementation lie ahead.  This Interpretive Master Plan is just the beginning.
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Site History



Site History
Drive about 100 miles west of  Chicago, IL, and you’ll discover Nachusa Grasslands, a more than 
4,000-acre mosaic of  prairie, savanna, and woodlands (721 acres are conservation easements) owned 
and	operated	by	The	Nature	Conservancy,	a	nonprofit	conservation	organization.	Although	the	site	
in Franklin Grove was originally inaugurated in 1986, its history goes back far beyond that. It’s a 
story of  glaciers, inland seas, Native Americans, farmers, and restorationists who cared enough to 
save a few prairie remnants from certain development, then parley those remnants into the thriving 
preserve Nachusa is today.

Illinois’	nickname	is	“The	Prairie	State.”	Yet	only	about	1/10	of 	one	percent	of 	the	original	prairie	
remains. The invention of  the John Deere plow enabled early settlers in Franklin Grove to turn over 
the rich prairie topsoil, obliterating the original prairie ecosystem. By the 1970s, most of  the remain-
ing prairie remnants in Illinois were found in old cemeteries, corners between fence  rows, and along 
railroad right-of-ways. But in Franklin Grove, almost 274 acres of  pure prairie managed to hang on. 

“Knobs,”	which	are	small	rolling	hills,	alter-
nated with depressions in the landscape, mak-
ing	the	area	difficult	to	farm.	Small	pockets	
of  tallgrass prairie were saved from the John 
Deere	plow,	which	ironically,	was	first	forged	
in Grand Detour, just a few miles to the west. 
A historic museum marks the spot today.

Four hundred and seventy million years ago 
--	long	before	a	plow	first	touched	the	area	
around Nachusa Grasslands -- the landscape 
in Franklin Grove was dominated by a tropical 
sea. Glaciation helped form its rolling hills, 
knobs	and	flatlands.	In	an	essay,	
“Geological	History,”	from	an	early	
undated issue of  Nachusa Grassland’s 
newsletter, Prairie Smoke, volunteer Tim Keller 
wrote, “sand washed in from higher land-
forms	and	created	beaches	and	dunes.”	Over	

time, he said, the sand grains were forged together into sandstone, which is pure silica. In 
modern times, it is used for making glass. Today, these formations are called St. Peter’s Sandstone. 
Shallow seas, Keller said, were deposited over this St. Peter’s Sandstone, which repeatedly advanced 
and withdrew. The land then lifted, and the limestone eroded, Keller continued. About 2 million 
years ago, Keller noted, the climate changed and sudden cooling occurred. Nachusa was covered by 
an ice sheet, which advanced and retreated. Ice jams, which caused a backup of  water, stripped away 
glacial deposits. The uplands above some streams were plugged with sediment and eroded, he said. 
Today at Nachusa Grasslands, freezing and thawing continues to bring a new crop of  rocks to the 
subsurface from this period, he said. (Keller, undated)

Between	the	knobs	and	ridges	at	Nachusa	is	a	flat	and	poorly	drained	landscape	with	a	clay	
hardpan below the surface, approximately two to four feet deep, according to Todd Bittner, a for-
mer restoration technician at the site, in a Prairie Smoke essay from 1996. It is almost impenetrable to 
water and all of  the ground water must pass horizontally over this hardpan, he said. This gave birth 

The first year we were here we 
were driving down Lowden Road 

and we heard the upland
sandpiper. I remember Doug say-
ing, Gee, if that bird is here and 
all these fields are just pastures, 
then there’s got to be some good 

prairie over there.
-- Dot Wade



to a thriving wetland community. It wasn’t until the 1950s that much of  this wetland was tiled and 
drained for agricultural use. Today, these tiles are being broken up and wetlands restored to their 
original condition, Bittner said (Bittner, 1996).

A calciferous fen and sandboil are two unique 
characteristics of  the site. But before farmers 
tilled the land and tiled the wetlands, Native 
Americans used it for hunting and possibly 
agriculture, noted Betsi McCay in a Prairie Smoke 
essay in 1993. Two tribes that likely inhabited 
Nachusa include the Sauk and the Fox, although 
no artifacts or documented use has been found 
to	date.	The	first	non-Native	Americans	to	
explore Nachusa and settle here likely came to-
ward the end of  the 1600s (McCay, 1993). 

The woodlands looked much different than they 
did today. Early surveyors in 1839 noted no 
cherries, cedars, or box elders (present today) 
– but several different types of  oaks (including 
red and white), walnuts, and hickories on the 
west end of  what now is Nachusa (Bill Kleiman, 1996). An undated brochure, Nachusa Grasslands: An 
Introductory Guide,	noted,	“For	over	100	years,	this	area	was	largely	deprived	of 	fire,	giving	trees	like	
cedars	and	wild	cherry	–	which	aren’t	natural	to	prairies	–	a	chance	to	grow.”	The	brochure
continued, “Today, conservancy volunteers conduct carefully controlled prescribed burns and 
remove	the	unnatural	invading	trees	to	restore	the	original	prairie.”	

Other portions of  the site were used for crops during the 1900s; particularly soybeans and corn. As 
land was acquired, the brochure noted, “Some areas are leased to farmers for crops until they can be 
restored.”	This	practice	continues	today,	as	new	lands	are	acquired	and	slated	for	future	restoration	
efforts. Also, if  restoration efforts fail on a particular portion of  land, it is also sometimes
replanted as cropland to get weeds under control. Then the restoration is attempted again (interview 
with Susan Kleiman, 2013).

Agriculture wasn’t the only threat to Nachusa’s prairie remnants. Development was also a factor. The 
saving of  the site came about in a serendipitous way. Slated for housing development, the siren call 
of  the upland sandpiper lured two naturalists who were motoring out that way to explore the site. In 
an	interview,	“Exploring	a	Prairie	Eden,”	(Prairie Smoke, 1990), the unknown author describes how 



Site History (continued) 
Doug Wade and his wife, Dot, stumbled onto the original prairie remnants that would be the
 impetus for Nachusa Grasslands. At that time, Doug was the Director of  Outdoor Education at 
Taft Campus, part of  Northern Illinois University, just down the road in Oregon, IL. 

Here is the story as Dot remembered it:

The first year we were here we were driving down Lowden Road and we heard the upland sandpiper. I remember Doug 
saying, “Gee, if  that bird is here and all these fields are just pastures, then there’s got to be some good prairie over 
there.” We found out the land belonged to Delbert Schafer. While we were exploring one day, we found this beauti-
ful knoll, separate from the others, just south of  the big group of  pine trees. It’s called Schafer’s Knob on the map. I 
remember I had heard of  silky aster but I had never seen it. Then one Fourth of  July we took everybody who was left 
at Taft and invited them for breakfast at 6 o’clock -- you’d never do that today – and we all went hiking on what we 
called the upland plover prairie. Plover was the old name from the sandpiper. Mr. Schafer gave us permission to drive 
anywhere we wanted to. You know what they call Doug’s Knob and my knob? We could drive all the way in there. It 
was our favorite place to go when we had a free afternoon. The prairie on Doug’s Knob is absolutely spectacular. We 
met Tim Keller. He was very good at getting people excited about the prairie. He and Doug worked together to make it 
a preserve. The Nature Conservancy bought the Colwell property just two days before my husband passed away. We’d 
gone to hear Ray Schulenberg deliver his farewell speech at the Morton Arboretum, and Jill Riddell told us they’d 
signed the papers.  Doug was the first one to find prairie bush clover on that site. 

Prairie plants, reptiles, insects, and wildlife are all man-
aged today within the preserve. Eight species as of  2013 
are	“nested	targets”	within	the	restored	prairie	areas:	
prairie bush clover, hill’s thistle, regal fritillary, ornate 
box turtle, bobolink, Henslow’s sparrow, dickcissel, and 
sedge wren (Hagen, et al, 2013). Other conservation 
targets include kitten tails, red-headed woodpeckers, 
forked aster, and the eastern prairie fringed orchid 
(Hagen, et al, 2013).

In	1993,	Nachusa	hired	its	first	permanent	full-time	
preserve manager, Bill Kleiman, who, after two decades, 
continues as the site manager as of  this writing. 
Kleiman is an Illinois native, educator, farmer, and res-
torationist who had previously worked for The Nature 
Conservancy in Colorado and Wyoming.  Kleiman’s wife 
Susan, although not on the payroll, is also a restoration 
specialist and interpreter, whose unpaid work has been 
invaluable to the site. The addition of  the Kleimans, 
noted a December 1993 essay in Prairie Smoke by editor 
Earl Thomas, marked “the beginning of  a new chapter 
in	the	Grasslands	history.”	

By 1993, the site had expanded to 993 acres (Prairie 
Smoke, 1993). In 1993, Nachusa also published a “vision 



statement,”	put	together	by	volunteer	Matthew	Baumgardner:

“We see Nachusa Grasslands as a loving, forgiving, intertwined landscape of  plants, animals, and minerals that --- to fulfill 
its destiny here in the vast expanses of  Northern Illinois --- allows us and our progeny the opportunity to participate in its on-
going evolution toward a biodiversified ecosystem that connect some with nostalgic reflections of  the past, some with the wonders 
of  the present, and some with hope for the future. (Baumgardner, 1993)

Volunteer stewards like some of  these mentioned in 
this essay are the heart and soul of  Nachusa 
Grasslands.	Each	“unit”	(a	portion	of 	land)	at	
Nachusa has its own steward. The site’s vision is to 
restore the plant and animal life to pre-white
settlement conditions. This is accomplished by 
planting, grazing (formerly cattle; now bison), 
invasive plant herbiciding and management, and 
through prescribed burns. (Hagen, et al, 2013)

Over the years, invasive plants have kept stewards 
busy herbiciding and handpulling. These invasive 
plants have included wild parsnip, white sweet clover, 
garlic mustard (Prairie Smoke, 1991); smooth sumac, 
multi-flora	rose,	brush,	trees	and	other	woody	
vegetation (Prairie Smoke, 1992); cedar (Prairie Smoke, 
1992); buckthorn (Prairie Smoke, 1994); reed canary 
grass (Prairie Smoke, 1994); thinning cherry trees 
(Prairie Smoke, 1996); and birds foot trefoil (Considine, 
2013) to name just a few. 

“Miles”	of 	barbed	wire	from	the	former	agricultural	farmland	was	also	removed	from	the	site	(Prairie Smoke, 
1992). There was also a consensus in 1993 to eliminate interior roads, signs, machinery, fences, posts, bridg-
es,	and	buildings	and	other	negative	aesthetics	in	an	effort	to	make	the	site	more	“natural”	looking.

“We see Nachusa Grasslands as a 
loving, forgiving, intertwined landscape 
of plants, animals, and minerals that ... 
connect some with nostalgic reflections 
of the past, some with the wonders of 

the present, and some with
 hope for the future.” 

--Matthew Baumgardner



Site History (continued) 

It’s not just the volunteers who have helped preserve the site. According to legendary Illinois 
Nature Conservancy leader Steve Packard, “Nachusa’s many conservation-minded neighbors are one 
of 	the	reasons	so	many	rare	species	have	survived	in	this	area.”	Some	of 	these	“conservation-
minded	neighbors”	have	(since	Packard’s	statement	in	1989)	sold	or	donated	property	to	Nachusa.
(Prairie Smoke, 1989). Today, there are two paid full-time employees and approximately four seasonal 
workers at Nachusa.

Cropland restoration began in fall 1987, and “Local volunteers led seed collecting expeditions in and 
around	Nachusa.”	(Lubbs,	1991).	Seeds	were	scattered	for	the	first	time.		Recruiting	enough	people	
to help harvest seeds for the land needed was problematic, Lubbs said.  Spring 1990 was Nachusa’s 
first	spring	planting.		Seeds	were	blended	with	agricultural	lime	and	oats	and	spread	with	a	fertilizer	
buggy into disced ground, according to Lubbs. The ground was then lightly harrowed. Annual burn 
maintenance followed, he said.  In 1991, 25 volunteers spread over 2000 bulk pounds of  cleaned and 
uncleaned seed over disced ground. Much of  this was planted in land formerly planted to soybeans, 
also lightly disced. (Lubbs, 1991) In the June 1, 1994, issue of  Prairie Smoke, it was noted Nachusa 
was now divided up into 11 management units.

As site restoration and preservation efforts continued, those involved with Nachusa wanted to invite 
the	public	to	enjoy	and	understand	their	work.	With	this	in	mind,	the	first	celebratory	“Autumn	on	
the	Prairie”	was	hosted	in	1990	(Prairie Smoke, 1991). Food and drinks, displays about Native 

Americans, prairie plants and wildlife, and art and 
photography about the prairie were included. Volunteers 
did demonstrations and led tours. Noted naturalist Floyd 
Swink (co-author of  Plants of  the Chicago Region) guest 
hosted a tour in 1992 (Prairie Smoke, 1992). The 
celebration continues each autumn today on the third 
Saturday in September; it attracts more than 600 people.

A major milestone in Nachusa Grassland’s life came 
in	2008,	when	“Friends	of 	Nachusa	Grasslands”	was	
established.	“Friends”	is	a	nonprofit,	tax-exempt	entity	
created by Nachusa Grasslands volunteers dedicated to 
supporting	Nachusa	Grasslands,	and	is	not	affiliated	with	
The Nature Conservancy. In 2013, the group had an 
operating budget of  $88,000, a social media site 

(Facebook),	and	a	website	(nachusagrasslands.org).	“Friends”	sends	out	an	annual	report	each	year,	
and funds research projects at Nachusa Grasslands. The president of  the organization at this writing 
is Bernard (Bernie) Buchholz.

In October 2014, 20  bison were reintroduced to Nachusa. At the close of  2014, Nachusa has 30 
bison. More bison are planned to be purchased in 2015. The bison come from other Nature 
Conservancy sites; originating from Wind Cave National Park in South Dakota. The bison, which 
have been extirpated from this portion of  Illinois since the early 1800s (Greenberg, 2004), are a 
keystone species of  tallgrass prairies. They are expected to be a tremendous visitor incentive as they 
roam over the acreage and graze on grasses.. Nachusa is currently raising $6 million toward the pur-
chase, housing, and maintenance of  the bison (Kleiman, 2013). 

With this in mind, Nachusa Grasslands outreach committee was formed in October 2013, that is 



working toward creating an Interpretive Master Plan, a 
visitor use plan, construction of  new parking lots, and 
interpretive exhibits (Kleiman, 2013). 
Nachusa	also	has	completed	its	first	comprehensive	
Nachusa Grasslands Site Conservation Plan, drafted in the last 
months of  2013. 

Today, Nachusa provides opportunities for us to 
contemplate land use effects over time and at different 
points in time. Tallgrass prairie once made up two-thirds 
of  Illinois’ landscape; the remnants and restorations at 
Nachusa	Grasslands	are	significant	habitats	that	offer	
visitors an experience of  a once vibrant and 
now-vanishing ecosystem. 

It’s an exciting future for that little prairie 
remnant that managed to beat the odds and 
survive the plow in Illinois so many years 
ago...

...all because of  the call of  the upland sandpiper
--and a couple that paid attention.
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Mission, Purpose
 & Significance



Mission, Purpose & Significance
As part of  Nachusa Grasslands interpretive planning, the outreach committee 
determined	it	was	critical	to	articulate	the	core	mission,	purpose,	and	significance	of 	
the	site.	The	statements	specific	to	the	site	are	deceptively	simple;	in	fact,	they	are	
the results of  collaboration between the committee members over several months of  
work, through numerous revisions and drafts. 



The Mission of  The Nature Conservancy
To conserve the lands and waters on which all life depends.

 Nachusa Grasslands is a Nature Conservancy site, and as such, shares the 
mission of  The Nature Conservancy.

Nachusa Grasslands Purpose
The purpose of  Nachusa Grasslands is to

 protect and restore rare habitats, and to
	 serve	as	an	influence,	inspiration,	and	resource	for	other	conservation	partners,	

researchers, and the public.

Nachusa Grasslands Significance
Nachusa	Grasslands	is	significant	because	the	site	contains	numerous	prairie

 remnants, residuals of  the most threatened major ecosystem in the world. It is an 
unusually diverse mosaic of  prairie, wetlands, and savannas which encompasses a rich 

diversity of  plants, birds, reptiles, insects, mammals, and interesting geological
 features. Nachusa Grasslands is a large scale, high-quality restoration effort;

 the result of  a unique collaboration between staff  and volunteers
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Key Stakeholder Survey 
In	January	2014,	the	outreach	committee	created	and	sent	a	“Key	Stakeholder	Survey”	to	staff,	site	
stewards, and selected volunteers at Nachusa Grasslands. Recipients were chosen by Bill Kleiman, 
site manager. Surveys were e-mailed, with a follow-up reminder sent after the deadline for late 
respondents. Forty-eight surveys were e-mailed, with quantitative and qualitative questions. 
Twenty-four surveys were returned for a 50 percent response rate. Stakeholders who returned
surveys had service at Nachusa ranging from one year to 27 years. More than half  of  the
respondents had eight-plus years of  service at the site.

The survey was created in order to 
understand key stakeholder attitudes 
toward the bison introduction and by 
extension, the presumed increase in 
visitation that might follow. It also 
allowed input from key stakeholders on 
key development and outreach issues 
being discussed by the committee.  The 
survey outcome included a basic
understanding of  how key  stakeholders 
might best be engaged in planning for
increased visitation at Nachusa.

The survey consisted of  four sections:

Key Stakeholder Survey: Section One
The	first	section	of 	the	survey	invited	stakeholders	to	enumerate	the	activities	they	valued	at	
Nachusa Grasslands, and then to choose three of  those that were most highly-valued. These 
were	ranked	as	first,	second,	and	third	by	stakeholders.	All	results	were	then	combined	to	find	the	
most-mentioned experiences. The survey found:

 1) Working outdoors was the overall most mentioned experience valued at Nachusa by             
     key stakeholders (54%)
 2) Learning was also highly valued. (38%)
 3) Socializing was the third most oft-mentioned valued experience. (33%)

Stakeholders were invited to share the reasons they chose to work or volunteer at Nachusa rather 
than another site.  Some key results included:

•	 The number one response from stakeholders was that they found the work at Nachusa   
rewarding.	They	wanted	to	“make	a	difference.”	

Top Stakeholder Experiences 
By% {some individuals had multiple responses) 

17 

Weed Control 
17 

Bru!/!'oto Hike 
Reseorm 

8 
8 8 

8 

8 Other 
25 

Working Outdoors 
54 

Giving Bock 
29 

learning 
38 



•	 Stakeholders highly ranked “believing in the mission 
of 	the	site”	as	a	reason	for	volunteering	or	working	at	
Nachusa.

•	 Stakeholders said they enjoyed the outdoors, and ap-
preciate the solitude of  the site.

•	 Respondents	mentioned	the	autonomy	and	flexibility	
of  the work. This was directly linked by several respon-
dents to the management methods of  the staff, who 
empowered stakeholders without micromanaging their 
efforts, according to the respondents.

•	 Stakeholders said they appreciated the 
      socializing at the site and the chance to develop
      relationships.

Key Stakeholder Survey: 
Section Two
The second section of  the survey asked 
stakeholders questions about potential development at Nachusa Grasslands, including exhibits, road 
pull-offs, and facilities.  From this section’s responses, key insights include:
•	 Stakeholders mostly agreed that a dedicated visitor area is needed. They were fairly evenly 
      divided in what a visitor area should comprise, ranging from an enclosed visitor center to only                   
      open-air exhibits. Most were not in favor of  a gift shop, but liked the idea of  a meeting room.
•	 A single large, roofed, open-sided exhibit area received all positive and neutral responses. 
•	 Respondents were more negative about multiple exhibit areas. 
•	 Most agreed that a roof  over the interpretive exhibits was necessary.
•	 Stakeholders believe that visitors should have  access to public restrooms on the site, rather          

than	off-site.	They	tended	to	prefer	flush	toilets	more	strongly	than	Big	Johns,	and	most	disliked	
pit toilets. 
•	 Most stakeholders strongly agreed or 
slightly agreed that increased visitor 
parking is necessary, including a           
turn-around loop for buses and 
bus parking.
•	 Most stakeholders strongly agreed 
or slightly agreed that a self-hiking loop 
should be created, along with a hiking app 
for smart phones.
•	 Respondents mostly agreed that 
pull-overs and parking for bison viewing 
should be implemented at Stone Barn 
Road and Lowden Road, but were less 
positive about Carthage Road.

55 

50 

45 

40 

35 
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Nachusa Needs a Large, Unroofed, 
Open-Sided Exhibit Area (By%) 
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Key Stakeholder Survey (continued)
•	 Most stakeholders strongly agreed that explanatory signage about Nachusa’s stories and its rules 

and regulations (especially regarding bison) are needed.
•	 Most stakeholders strongly agreed or slightly agreed that web-based curriculum for educators 

should be available.

Key Stakeholder Survey: Section Three
The third section of  the survey offered stakeholders input on decisions about visitor engagement 
with bison, increased development, and visitation impact on the site. Results included:
•	 83%	of 	respondents	believe	“increased	visitation	will	have	positive	benefits,”	with	17%	neutral.
•	 In two separate questions, stakeholders did not have a consensus on whether visitors should be 

able to hike in bison enclosures, with more negative (50%) than positive (37%) responses (some 
respondents were neutral).  Respondents were more likely to be positive about groups hiking 
with	an	escort,	although	8%	were	still		“strongly	negative.”

•	 Stakeholders	overwhelmingly	“strongly	agreed”	or	“agreed”	that	“helping	people	learn”	about	
Nachusa is important. They reiterated the desire to see more presence and content about 

      Nachusa on the web.

•	 All	stakeholders	“strongly	agreed,”	“agreed,”	or	were	neutral	
about strengthening outreach efforts. All but one believed working 
with	school	groups	and	adult	organizations	“is	important.”
•	 Stakeholders did not have a consensus on whether more 
special	events	(such	as	“Autumn	on	the	Prairie”)	should	be	held	
at Nachusa. Responses were fairly evenly spread, from “strongly 
agree”	to	“strongly	disagree.”
•	 Stakeholders reiterated the need for restrooms at Nachusa, 
and did not indicate that the neighboring Grist Mill facilities were 
a good alternative.

Key Stakeholder Survey: Section Four
In the fourth and last section of  the survey, visitors had a chance to express their concerns and
anticipation about increased visitation, with additional space for more comments on issues that 
might not have been addressed by the survey. 
When asked what they’d like to see happen at Nachusa if  visitation increased, stakeholders men-
tioned the following:
•	 Stakeholders believe outreach, signage, education and more interpretive efforts are needed  -- the 

most frequent response (33% of  all respondents).
•	 25%	of 	respondents	said	visitor	areas/facilities	were	needed	–	the	second-highest	response.
•	 12% noted concerns about their restoration work being interrupted by visitors.
•	 8% were concerned about site damage, and another 8% expressed concern that Nachusa needed 

“a	more	welcoming	atmosphere.”
•	 Others	mentioned	the	need	for	a	plan	to	handle	visitors,	increased	staffing,	younger	recruits,	and	

more	housing	for	volunteers/researchers	(1-2	responses	each).



Key stakeholders said they look
forward to more visitors because:
•	 They will have a chance to share the con-

servation message (top response, 50%).
•	 Nachusa may increase its 
      volunteers (33%) and share the site              
      with others (33%) – the second         
      highest response.
•	 Nachusa might increase its funding 

(21%).
•	 A chance to model leadership (8%).
•	 8% (2) were neutral or negative about 

increased visitation.

Key stakeholders said their greatest
concerns* about increased visitation were 
(*some had more than one response):
•	 Harm to the site (38%) and diversion of  staff  and resources away from restoration and volunteer 

needs (38%).
•	 A concern for liability and accidents (21%).
•	 Concern about a potential loss of  solitude and small community atmosphere (17%) or the possi-

bility of  a poor visitor experience (9%).
•	 Others	mentioned	the	site	becoming	“less	wild”	or	said	they	did	not	welcome	more	visitors	(one	

respondent for each).
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Audience
Little data exists on who visits Nachusa Grasslands and when. However, the site is fortunate to have 
staff  and site stewards on the outreach committee who have been part of  the work at Nachusa over 
time --- including some for more than two decades. Together, they offered their insights for this
document about previous visitation. They estimated that between 3,000 and 5,000 people visit 
Nachusa	each	season;	including	those	who	“drive-by”	in	their	cars	specifically	to	see	the	site.	

With bison, visitor interest and visitation increases. With this in mind, the outreach committee asked 
---	“Who	has	visited	Nachusa	in	the	past?”	“Who	will	visit
Nachusa	in	the	future?”	“	Who	do	we	want	to	target	to	visit	
Nachusa?”	The	committee	compiled	the	following	information	on	
past visitation:

Profile
In general terms, the committee agreed: most visitors to Nachusa 
Grasslands tend to be well-heeled conservation-minded white seniors, 
both men and women, of  various educational backgrounds. They 
might also include
•	 People from the surrounding Illinois communities                   
            (Dixon, Oregon)
•	 Researchers, many from Northern Illinois University in         
  Dekalb, IL
•	 Birders
•	 Photographers
•	 Schoolgroups and other children’s organizations (i.e., scouts)
•	 Adult organizations (motorcycle and bicycle clubs, 
             conservation clubs)
•	 Volunteers and site stewards

Seasonal Visitation Patterns
In general terms, the committee believes the following about seasonal 
visitation patterns, based on the observations of  those who have had 

long-term connections with the site:
•	 Most	general	visitation	happens	in	May	through	October
•	 School	groups	are	more	likely	to	visit	on	a	weekday
•	 General	visitors	are	more	likely	to	visit	on	a	weekend
•	 The	range	of 	time	spent	on	site	ranges	from	drive-by	to	several	hours

2014 Autumn on the Prairie Survey
University of  Wisconsin-Stevens Point graduate student Cindy Crosby conducted a 15-question 
survey at the September 20, 2014 Autumn on the Prairie,  Nachusa’s biggest single public event each 



year. Despite a torrential downpour in the middle of  the day, it attracted an estimated 700 attendees.  
Of  these, 165 took a written survey, with candy as an incentive. Here are some of  the results:

Autumn on the Prairie
Survey (165 respondents)

Of 	the	165	“Autumn	on	the	Prairie”	
visitors	who	filled	out	a	survey:
•	 44% were male; 56% female
•	 Most were white (96%), with 

only six non-whites. Minorities 
included African American (2), 
Hispanic (3), and Indian (1)

•	 Approximately 64% of  the
      visitors were 65 years old-plus
•	 Approximately 20% were 18-30 

years old
The 2014 survey found that of  the 
165 respondents:
•	 About 20% were visiting Nachu-

sa	for	the	first	time
•	 Just slightly more than 50% of  the respondents had visited Nachusa 10 times or less
•	 About	25%	said	they	had	visited	Nachusa	“too	many	times	to	count”	(or	a	similar	answer	--	

these may be volunteers, stewards, staff, etc.) 

To attend Autumn on the Prairie, about 30% of  Nachusa Grasslands’ visitors drove 10 miles or less. 
About 36% of  the visitors drove more than 50 miles for the event.. One of  the two-questions on an 
exit	survey	at	the	2012	“Autumn	on	the	Prairie”	event		(“Where	do	you	live?”)	also	found	respon-
dents were overwhelmingly local, most coming to Nachusa from within a 50-mile radius. A smatter-
ing of  attendees lived up to 100 miles from Nachusa (Chicago and Hawthorn Woods, for example) 
but these were the exception.

When	asked	“How	did	you	hear	about	Nachusa?”	the	top	responses	were:	(in	order	of 	frequency):
•	 Word of  mouth (friends,       

neighbors, on staff, volunteer, or      
know someone at Nachusa or 
that has been at Nachusa)

•	 Newspaper
•	 University group (Eureka College, 

Northern Illinois  University, 
Kishwaukee College)

•	 Local resident
•	 TNC website or publications



Audience (continued)
100 respondents (61%) had visited the Friends of  Nachusa Grasslands’ website: 
www.nachusagrasslands.org  

These responses were congruent with a 2012 two-question exit survey conducted at Autumn on the 
Prairie. In this short survey,  it was found most respondents heard about the event through word of  
mouth, followed by newspaper publicity or past attendance at the event. 

Most respondents said they were attracted to the Autumn on the Prairie event or Nachusa because
they enjoy the outdoors, they enjoy the prairie, they like birding, or it was a planned group outing, 
such as one for a prairie organization or university club.

Of  the 165 respondents, 155 said they plan to return to Nachusa.  Their interests in Nachusa and 
reasons to visit again include*:
--Hiking (122)
--Photography (122)
--Bison (121)
--Native plant restoration (90)
--Birding (75)
--Scientific	research	(33)

*Some visitors had more than one response

As part of  the survey, visitors were asked how 
Nachusa Grasslands might improve a future
visitor experience for them (at the site or 
Autumn on the Prairie event). Some of  the
responses included the need for better signage 
and information, maps, information about the 
history	of 	Nachusa,	a	specific	welcome	center/
common area, better parking, better paths, and 
the ability to ride bikes in the grassland.

Almost 10% of  the respondents included a 
compliment about the Autumn on the Prairie event. Sixty signed up for the Nachusa mailing list, and 
22 indicated they wanted to be contacted about volunteer opportunities.
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Resource Inventory
A	resource	inventory	is	a	summary	of 	a	site’s	tangible	and	intangible	assets	that	make	it	significant	
and interesting to visitors. The assets and resources of  Nachusa Grasslands together form a
stunning opportunity for conservation and for visitation. To follow is a list of  resources compiled by 
the outreach committee for utilization by future planners at Nachusa Grasslands.

Recreational Resources
•	 Autumn on the Prairie event
•	 Hunting
•	 Hiking
•	 Photography
•	 Birdwatching
•	 Bison viewing 
•	 School and organizational tours

Cultural Resources
•	 1868 Timber Framed Headquarters barn
•	 Volunteers and their high reputation in      

restoration network

Existing Interpretive Media 
& Services
•	 Welcome kiosk
•	 Business	card	photo	with	“Friends”	
      Information
• Prairie Smoke Annual Report
• Friends of  Nachusa Grasslands Annual Report
•	 Facebook page: Friends of  Nachusa 
      Grasslands
•	 Tri-fold brochure (Friends of  Nachusa Grasslands)
•	 Website:	The	Nature	Conservancy/Nachusa	Grasslands
•	 Website: Friends of  Nachusa Grasslands (nachusagrasslands.org) 
•	 On-site library and with related media resources

Historical Resources
•	 Story of  the founding of  Nachusa 
•	 Native American use
•	 Early European settlement stories



Site-Specific Resources
•	 Bison herd and corral
•	 Examples of  habitat restoration: prairie
•	 Examples of  habitat restoration: wetlands (sedge meadow, spring, fen, seep and streams)
•	 Examples	of 	habitat	restoration:	savanna/woodland
•	 Remnant prairie 
•	 Native plant nursery
•	 St. Peter’s Sandstone formations, rolling hills, and geological features

Key flora: prairie bush clover (Lespedeza leptostachya), Hill’s thistle (Circium hillii), eastern prairie 
fringed orchid (Plantanthera leucophaea)

Key fauna (in addition to bison): regal fritillary (Fritllary speyeriaidalia), ornate box turtle 
(Terrapene ornata), bobolink (Dolichonyx oryzivorus), Henslow’s sparrow (Ammodrammus henslowii), 
dickcissel (Spiza americana), and sedge wren (Cistothorus platensis)

-- ----
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Themes
What is a theme? Theme statements help Nachusa Grasslands develop the stories we 
communicate about our site to the public. The primary theme, subthemes, and messages help 
Nachusa structure its outreach to visitors. These, taken together,will be used to help make decisions 
about interpretive media. They aid us in telling meaningful stories about a place.

The primary theme is the umbrella under which all of  the stories of  Nachusa Grasslands are 
brought together.

Primary Theme
Nachusa Grasslands was created by the efforts of  

dedicated volunteers and staff  in 
order to preserve a rich mosaic of  natural areas and abundance

 of  diverse species.

Subthemes 
The	subthemes	are	all	related	to	the	primary	theme,	and	are	the	more	specific	organizing	concepts	
for the stories we will tell about Nachusa Grasslands.

1. Nachusa’s multiplicity of  habitats and species offer insight 
into evolution, biodiversity, and the interrelationships 
between living organisms and the environment.

2. Bison introduction at Nachusa Grasslands in 2014 
provides us with a chance to better understand the
relationship of  large mammals to species composition and 
balance on a prairie; the presence of  bison at Nachusa helps 
us reimagine the original landscape of  Illinois.

3. Tallgrass prairie once made up two-thirds of  Illinois; the remnants and restorations at Nachusa 
Grasslands	are	significant	habitats	that	offer	visitors	an	experience	of 	a	once	vibrant	ecosystem.

4. Although tallgrass prairie once covered most of  what is Nachusa Grasslands, human use has 
shaped it over the past few centuries through agriculture and Native American presence. Today, 
Nachusa provides opportunities for us to contemplate land use effects over time.

5. Nachusa Grasslands serves as a living laboratory for natural areas management and restoration 
methods;	they	include	fire,	grazing,	invasive	species	control,	and	species	reintroduction.

6. The efforts and achievements of  people dedicated to preservation have made Nachusa Grasslands 
a leader in restoration ecology. 



7. Nachusa Grasslands serves as a geological journal recording Wisconsin and Illinois glaciation 
effects; its extensive St. Peter’s sandstone formations, created by a tropical sea more than 470 million 
years ago, are a window into the past.

8. Restoration efforts at Nachusa Grasslands are part of  a larger Nature Conservancy initiative to 
ensure clean drinking water, fertile soil, unpolluted air, and a healthier, more resilient environment 
that promotes a high quality of  life and leaves a priceless legacy for future generations to enjoy.

Messages
The messages are based on the subthemes, and help move the stories about Nachusa Grasslands 
toward their best use in interpretive media and outreach.

Subtheme 1
Nachusa’s multiplicity of  habitats and species offer insight into evolution, biodiversity, and the
interrelationships between living organisms and the environment.
•	 Message 1: Grasslands include prairies, shrub lands within prairies and savannas (wide-spread 

trees) within prairies.  

•	 Message 2: North American grasslands are one of  the 
rarest ecosystems on earth and the eastern tallgrass eco-
system is the rarest among the grasslands. 

•	 Message 3: This area of  Illinois consists of  a         
“Prairie	Forest	Border”	–-	a	narrow	band	of 	prairies	
and	woodlands		which	was	in	flux	over	that	last	few	
thousand	years.	Indian	fires,	lightning	strikes,	drought,																								
and	precipitation		influenced	the	extent	of 	prairie	or	
woodlands. 

•	 Message 4: Local genotypes are valued and preserved at 
Nachusa.

Subtheme 2
Bison introduction at Nachusa Grasslands in 2014 provides 
us with a chance to better understand the relationship of  
large mammals to species composition and balance on a prairie; the presence of  bison at Nachusa 
helps us reimagine the original landscape 
of  Illinois.
•	 Message 1: The introduction of  bison allows for research on the effects of  bison on Illinois 

tallgrass prairie. Expectations are that grasses will be kept in check and forbs will increase. An 
example is Nachusa’s rarest forb, prairie bush clover (Lespedeza leptostachya).

•	 Message	2:	Research	on	bison	will	include	their	influence	on	soil	conditions,	plant	numbers	and	
diversity, small mammal presence and diversity, herps, insects and pollinators.



Themes(continued)
Subtheme 3
Tallgrass prairie once made up two-thirds of  Illinois; the remnants and restorations at Nachusa 
Grasslands	are	significant	habitats	that	offer	visitors	an	experience	of 	a	once	vibrant	ecosystem.
•	 Message 1: Plants and animals of  the tallgrass prairie exist nowhere else on earth. With more 

than 600 native plants and a dozen bird species that only nest in grasslands, Nachusa serves as a 
wonderful model of  a healthy Midwest tallgrass prairie. 

•	 Message 2: Restoration has helped Nachusa’s savannas rebound, resulting in the return of  the 
red-headed woodpecker. 

•	 Message 3: Nachusa’s streams are very healthy compared with other streams in much of  Illinois.

Subtheme 4
Although tallgrass prairie once covered most of  what is Nachusa Grasslands, human use has shaped 
it over the past few centuries through agriculture and Native American presence. Today, Nachusa 
provides opportunities for us to contemplate land use effects over time.
•	 Message	1:	Native	American	fires	set	almost	yearly	in	the	past	helped	shape	the	prairie.	Fire	

helped jump-start early spring growth, attracting grazing animals. Fire also created healthier plant 
growth, reduced ticks, and opened lines of  sight for Native Americans to see game and enemies.

•	 Message	2:	Early	settlers	suppressed	fire	in	favor	of 	woodlands.	In	consequence,	we	lost	the	
techniques	and	understanding	that	fires	were	a	part	
of  this natural landscape at Nachusa.

•	 Message 3: As woodlands became overgrown, 
oak savannas declined. They are slowly becoming 
maple/elm/cherry	woodlands.		As	a	result,	animals	
dependent on oaks are disappearing,

•	 Message 4: Plowing prairie for crops was good 
for	the	cash	flow	of 	early	settlers	and	still	is	today	
for modern farmers. Nachusa Grasslands sandy soil 
and rocky outcrops prevented plowing and provid-
ed the remnant nucleus of  the restorations here.

•	 Message	5:	Farmers	drained	wetlands	to	
provide more land to plow. At Nachusa, drain tiles 
are being removed so areas may return to their 
natural wetland state.



Subtheme 5
Nachusa Grasslands serves as a living laboratory for natural areas management and restoration 
methods;	they	include	fire,	grazing,	invasive	species	control,	and	species	reintroduction.
•	 Message	1:	Because	of 	past	human	intervention,	including	Native	American	use	of 	fire,	we	need	

to continue to manage natural areas as part of  our restoration. 

•	 Message 2: At Nachusa, streams and 
wetlands are being restored to help them 
be more like pre-settlement conditions, 
in which streams were shallower and 
flooding	was	less	catastrophic.

•	 Message 3: As invasive weeds              
establish themselves in our natural 
areas,    Nachusa’s volunteers and staff             
actively work to remove them so they 
won’t crowd out native plants.

•	 Message 4: Extirpated species that don’t 
move	great	distances	can’t	recolonize	an	area	without	assistance,	including	some	butterflies,						
insects, herps, birds (prairie chickens), and mammals such as bison. 

Subtheme 6
 The efforts and achievements of  people dedicated to preservation have made Nachusa Grasslands a 
leader in restoration ecology. 
•	 Message	1:	The	restoration	work	at	Nachusa	is	very	intensive	“per	acre.”	

•	 Message 2: The work of  dedicated volunteers has revolutionized the progress of  restoration at 
Nachusa. 

•	 Message 3: The Nature Conservancy empowers Nachusa to experiment with its restorations, in 
order	to	find	the	best	solutions	to	restoration	problems.	

Subtheme 7
Nachusa Grasslands serves as a geological journal recording Wisconsin and Illinois glaciation effects; 
its extensive St. Peter’s sandstone formations, created by a tropical sea more than 470 million years 
ago, are a window into the past.

•	 Message 1: Rock outcrops, cliffs, and sand pockets enable Nachusa’s Grasslands to support a 
diversity of  natural communities. 

•	 Message 2: The geology of  Nachusa’s rocky outcrops saved prairie remnants from the plow.



Themes (continued)
Subtheme 8
Restoration efforts at Nachusa Grasslands are part of  a larger Nature Conservancy initiative to ensure clean 
drinking water, fertile soil, unpolluted air, and a healthier, more resilient environment that promotes a high 
quality of  life and leaves a priceless legacy for future generations to enjoy.
•	 Message	1:	Deep	native	plant	roots	help	clean	water,	slow	flooding,	and	build	up	the	soil.		

•	 Message 2: Streams surrounded by healthy soils are cleaner. Cleaner streams equals better drinking water, 
more	kinds	of 	fish,	and	other	benefits	to	people.

•	 Message 3: Green plants in grasslands and woodlands produce oxygen and trap carbon dioxide.

•	 Message 4: We need large natural areas of  all natural community types to provide homes for the animals 
and plants that not only make life more interesting, but may provide food or medicines in the future. 

•	 Message 5: Nature is like a jigsaw puzzle. If  we remove too many of  the pieces, it will not function as a 
complete picture. Our survival depends on keeping the picture as complete as possible, and

      saving as many pieces as possible.
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Vision and Values
Interpretation & Outreach Development

How can a conservation site accommodate visitation without com-
promising the very things that make it special? The outreach com-
mittee at Nachusa Grasslands wrestled with this question since 
their	first	meeting.	Nachusa	is	a	beautiful	mosaic	of 	habitats	and	
rare species. Increased visitation --- predominately anticipated          

because of  the bison reintroduction --- 
has the  potential to impact the site.
Yet,	without	new	volunteer	ef-

forts and donations inspired 
by visitors, conservation 
efforts might grind 
to a halt.  And without in-
spiring and educating future
generations about the value 
of  native landscapes, who 

will care for them?

To ensure Nachusa Grasslands continued exis-
tence and health, the outreach committee articulated 

the following vision and values for interpretation and outreach. 
These are modeled on an Interpretive Master plan for The Ridges Sanctuary in       
Bailey’s Harbor, WI.



Nachusa Grasslands Vision

The Conservation of  Land
•	 Nachusa follows the mandate of  The Nature Conservancy to preserve the lands and waters on 

which all life depends
•	 Nachusa will continue to acquire new land that will further the mission of  restoration and    

preservation
•	 Nachusa will preserve the acquired land through stewardship

Outreach & Interpretion
•	 Investing in programs, media, and facilities that will engage the public with our mission.
•	 Becoming a resource for the greater Ogle 

and Lee County areas.
•	 Inviting the public to discover more about 

the native Illinois landscape and 
      conservation principles.
•	 Educating our community about local      

restoration efforts.
•	 Targeting children as part of  our outreach; they are the future of  Nachusa Grasslands              

and conservation.

Research
•	 Continuing to serve as a resource for conservation-related research opportunities.

Nachusa Grasslands Values

Nachusa Grasslands is committed to conservation – protecting diversity, habitats, and geological 
formations	for	future	visitors	to	enjoy	and	experience	a	“sense	of 	place.”
•	 Nachusa is a beautiful oasis; a place that inspires awe, wonder, and appreciation.
•	 Nachusa’s	operations	are	performed	with	integrity;	we	are	fiscally	responsible.
•	 Nachusa is a place where people have the opportunity to make a difference: through volunteer-

ing, through stewardship, and through their donations.

“In nature nothing exists 
alone.” Rachel Carson



Vision and Values (continued)
Nachusa Grasslands Strategic Vision Statements

Strategic Vision Statement 1
Any new facilities and development will harmonize with 
and respect the integrity of  the site without becoming   
commercial in nature. They will provide for comfort, 
increase visibility, and enhance accessibility to Nachusa 
Grasslands for visitors and the community.

•	 Interpretive signage, development, and facilities will be 
centralized, minimizing impact on the site and keeping                   
development largely at one location, focused away from             
Nachusa’s headquarters, staff  and stewards.
•	 Development and interpretation will be largely self-guided.
•	 New interpretive facilities and development will foster an    
increased appreciation of  Nachusa; volunteers and donations 
will also increase.
•	 Any new facilities and development will showcase Nachusa as 
a community resource that contributes to a sense of  place and 
quality	of 	life	in	western	Chicago’s	“wilderness”	area.
•	 New facilities and development will invite those travel-
ing the Lincoln Highway to become immersed in Illinois’                     
native landscape.
•	 Guided hiking on a signed interpretive trail and signed bison 
pull-overs	will	ensure	that	heavy	visitor	traffic	is	channeled	in	
ways that do not degrade the site. 
•	 The new development should not be commercial in its
approach. Its focus should be on helping visitor experience 
hands-on exploration of  restoration and conservation at        
Nachusa Grasslands. 
•	 Food purchases and any commercial amenities will be          
directed to nearby communities rather than provided on site.
•	 Clean restrooms will be available.
•	 New facilities and development should be in keeping with 
conservation and environmental stewardship.

I 
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Strategic Vision Statement 2
New development and facilities at Nachusa will include interpretive exhibits that focus on 
conservation of   flora and fauna, geology, sustainability, conservation management
 practices, and cultural history. 
•	 All interpretive facilities and media should tell the story of  

Nachusa Grasslands; the spirit of  its place, its conserva-
tion history, and its importance in continuing a legacy of           
protecting threatened species.

•	 The interpretive media should show the context of             
Nachusa	Grasslands;		how	it	fits	into	the	local,	regional,	state	
and national conservation initiatives.

•	 Adult outreach and interpretive efforts (personal, print and 
digital) will be conservation-centered.

•	 Children’s education outreach and interpretive efforts should 
also be conservation-centered and have separate content 
apart from adult-targeted interpretive efforts. These should 
not be dumbed down; rather clearly focused on its

      intended audience.

Strategic Vision Statement 3
In keeping with its conservation mission, any new              
development, exhibit areas, and facilities should be           
sustainable and congruent with Nachusa Grasslands sense 
of  place.
•	 All exhibit areas and development should be models of       

sustainability and as green as practically possible within      
Nachusa’s budget.

•	 Exhibit areas and development should not be an end 
unto themselves; rather they will serve as a springboard to          
further exploration of  the site.

•	 Construction	and	architecture	will	also	reflect	green									
practices where possible.

•	 Materials used in construction and development should be 
in keeping with the natural ambiance and materials of  the 
site,	reflecting	the	beauty	of 	the	native	and	restored	tallgrass			
prairie, wetlands, and woodlands at Nachusa Grasslands.

•	 Materials and construction will model the best practices for 
home and business owners in the community.

•	 All interpretive exhibit areas and facilities will be designed 
with an eye to long-term, unstaffed use; they will not           
require high levels of  maintenance.



Vision and Values (continued)
All About Style
Interpretive media for a premier natural resources site like Nachusa Grasslands needs to be highly 
concerned with a sense of  place. Does the interpretive signage feel congruent to the site --- or does 
it jar the senses? Do the structures blend in, as if  they have always been part of  the site? Or do they 
stick out like a sore thumb? 

Because the committee plans to outsource the work of  creating and implementing the  
hardscapes and most of  the interpretive media for the site, the outreach committee was careful not 
to get into too much detail. Nachusa is interested in seeing what different organizations have to 
offer,	and	ready	to	be	flexible	about	ideas	that	might	be	presented.	

That said, the committee worked to determine some basic guidelines about the media and 
facilities that might enable those who work with interpretive media and facilities for visitor use to 
begin their work with some ideas about what Nachusa Grasslands outreach committee feels are the 
“looks”	and	“styles”	it	aspires	to	for	the	site.

To follow are several different aspects of  potential media styles and visitor use ideals the 
outreach committee considered as it worked on the interpretive master plan. Graduate student 
Cindy Crosby pulled together many different styles of  hardscape examples and style examples of  
visitor use and and interpretive media possibilities, based on discussions throughout the year the 
committee had about these issues. The committee then chose the examples they felt best repre-
sented	the	“feel”	of 	Nachusa	that	the	committee	hoped	to	express	to	visitors	through	future	hard-
scapes and interpretive media.



Exhibits

Open-air...

 ...congruent 
with the 

landscape...

...telling 
stories 
of  place.



Vision and Values (continued) 

Entrance Area
Existing welcome area and signs at Nachusa Grasslands 
(2014). 



Potential welcome area might include... 
   tactile, life-size bison sculpture... 

 
 

...organic signage

, 
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Vision and Values (continued) 
Trails 
 & Benches



I want to walk at  N
achusa....   listen to t h e dickcissel sing...     sit on a bench  and dream...



Vision and Values (continued) 
The Grassland Palette

The outreach committee looked at seasonal photos of  Nachusa 
Grasslands, representing the colors of  the site. Then, the photos 
were processed through the DeGraeves Palette Generator to learn 
what	specific	colors	are	congruent	with	Nachusa.	Here	are	three	
of  the suggested color palettes to consider in interpretive media 
and design. 

Below: autumn; facing page: (top) late summer; facing page (bottom): winter.

#ccccdd #ccccdd 

dull vibrant 



#bbbbcc #aabbcc 

dull vibrant 
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Looking Ahead



Looking Ahead
At the close of  the completion of  the Interpretive Master Plan for Nachusa Grasslands in 
November of  2014, more than two dozen bison now graze the tallgrass prairie here. When the 
outreach committee planned for the bison more than a year ago, it wondered --- what will happen 
when the bison arrive? Will their presence seem awkward on the landscape? Will the enormous 
amount of  media attention given the bison reintroduction cause a crush of  people to visit Nachusa? 

Despite media fanfare heralding the bison’s arrival in October, visitation has been manageable. There 
is	an	increase	in	drive-by	traffic,	but	most	visitors	respect	the	new	“Bison	are	Wild”	metal	signs	
and haven’t trespassed into the bison area. Best of  all, the bison look as if  they belong here on the 
Nachusa Grasslands’ landscape --- which of  course, they do. To drive by Nachusa and see the herd 
grazing a hillside is to be transported back more than 200 years, and experience Illinois as it once 
might have been. Several research studies are already underway, funded by “Friends of  Nachusa 
Grasslands,”	which	will	offer	more	insights	into	the	changes	that	these	bison	will	bring	to	the	
tallgrass prairie. 

The	visitors	that	find	their	way	to	the	Headquarters	Barn	or	flag	down	staff 	in	the	field	have	a	lot	of 	
questions about the bison -- questions that Nachusa is responding to on its website, nachusagrass-
lands.org. Their desire for information on a site with limited staff  highlights the need for
stand-alone, self-guided visitor interpretive media and a more centralized visitor staging area. 

Of  course, the bison are special --- yet, they are only one species on a site that has more than 700. 
There are many stories Nachusa has to tell to inform, engage, and involve the visitors who will come 
to the site to see the bison. With this document, we hope to help suggest ways to tell these stories to 
current and future generations, and enlist them in the mission of  conservation, and especially, caring 
for the tallgrass prairie. 

As	the	outreach	committee	approaches	its	first	winter	with	the	bison,	it	is	readying	several	“next	
steps”	in	the	life	of 	the	site.	One	of 	the	most	important	steps	will	be	hiring	a	company	which	can	
build on and implement the vision of  this plan. After review and input by the oureach committee 
this	summer,	in	November	2014,	site	manager	Bill	Kleiman	sent	Request	for	Qualifications	(RFQ’s)	
to	ten	firms	who	will	be	bidding	and	designing	Nachusa’s	visitor	use	areas	and	interpretive	media.	
The	firms	will	respond	by	December	10,	2014.

It’s an exciting time. Who knows what the future will hold? We do know that this Interpretive Master 
Plan, created by the outreach committee, is another page in what will surely be many challenging and 
satisfying chapters in the continuing story of  Nachusa Grasslands.



“Grass is where I began my journey,
 and in grass I will end it.” 

-- Annick Smith, Big Bluestem: Journey into the Tallgrass
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