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THE NORTH BRANCH TURNS THIRTY 
This issue of Brush Piles kicks off our 30th 

anniversary year.  
Imagine: some of our longest managed prairies 

and savannas have been restoring back to good 
health now for three full decades!  

Imagine: new volunteers today are joining a 
community that has three decades of learning under 
our collective belts.  

Brush Piles this year will feature essays from a 
variety of people on this growing history. We start 
with two of the early leaders. Larry Hodak is an 
arch itect w h oõs w orked  especially at Sauganash 
Prairie Grove and Wayside Prairie. Karen Rodriguez 
was an early editor of Brush Piles and all around 
volunteer and found her calling at Great Lakes EPA 
in part through what she learned on the North 
Branch.  

HOW THE NORTH BRANCH CHANGED ME 
by Larry Hodak  

Iõm  w ritin g this p iece on  th e B row n  L in e as w e 
p u ll ou t of Sed gew ick h ead in g w est an d  th e cityõs 
skyline to the south opens up in its luminous glory 
on a low humidity night. This morning, after a 
meeting to finalize a plan to restore the ComEd 
right -of-w ay at L inn e P rairieõs ed ge, I w as w alkin g 
chest high in switch grass as a rufous tinged kestrel 
hovered in an azure blue sky, hunting voles. After 
n early 30 years Iõm  n ot su re w eõve m ad e C hicago 
Wilderness a part of mainstream culture in all 
n eigh borh ood s, bu t I canõt im agin e m y life w ith ou t 
it.  

O n e of th e d rivin g h abits Iõm  con tin u ally 
rep rim an d ed  for is òbotan izin g at 60 m p h ó. I am  
unable to watch a landscape zip by and not make a 
stream of judgments about its composition, quality 
and even its history and restorability. To be able to 
do this grounds me in this place. This landscape is 
a familiar face. When I venture more 300 miles in 
an y d irection it seem s like Iõm  a tou rist p eru sin g a 
postcard rack. I feel lost and a little stupid.  

My daughter is attending grad school in 

Oregon so I guess I have quite a bit of catching up to 
d o. W h at I w on õt h ave as I take on  th is task are m y 
fellow North Branchers to teach me, to study with 
me and to work with me to learn how to really 
inhabit a place. 

 
THE NEXT 30 YEARS 
by Karen Rodriguez 

Volunteers lop buckthorn, pull garlic mustard, 
slide seeds from brittle stems to scatter beneath oak 
trees or on soil open to ancient prairie winds. These 
days, when I participate in a North Branch workday, 
I d on õt recognize everyone anymore. But the 
restoration tasks, the bagel breaks, the sense of 
satisfaction at the end of a workday feel the same as 
when I was a regular volunteer and I find that 
comforting. The landscape has changed over the 
years though and that is a constant surprise to me. 
Where restoration was halted because of the 
moratorium, the landscape is bleak and sad, 
unsettling. But where restoration has continued for 
30 years, the diversity of plant and animal life fills 
me with pride and hope.  

A generation of North Branchers has worked 
together to protect and restore prairies, savannas, 
wetlands and woodlands along a river degraded by 
human activities. Volunteers have recognized the 
value natural places have in our lives, aesthetically 
and practicall y. A n d  th e d iscovery th at w e d onõt 
have to accept degradation and destruction of our 
landscapes but can increase the potential for long 
term  su rvival of th e region õs n atu ral h eritage h as 
empowered individuals to act. The North Branch 
community is a model f or what many are now 
calling ecological citizenship ñ active participation in 
restoring what is vital for the greater community. We 

need to rejoice in the 
accomplishments of the first 30 years 
yet continue to examine our goals so 
that we succeed in the future. In the 
m ean tim e, itõs alm ost w in ter an d  
time to enjoy the sound of saws and 
loppers and the crackle of a good 
brush pile fire.



 

 

NUGGETS OF LOCAL HISTORY 

by Marianne Kozlowski  

That fires occurred in this area before heavy 
settlement, most of us know only thru secondary 
sources. But in finding the original letters of  
C h icagoõs earliest resid en ts, amazing nuggets of 
local history appear.  

In 1837, when Chicago had about 2,000 
inhabitants, Stephen Gale and Augustus Burley 
started a book & music store. For several years it was 
located near LaSalle & Lake Streets, Lake Street 
being the main business district at the time. Over the 
next 15 years, Gale & Burley wrote many letters back 
to their relatives in New Hampshire, describing the 
city, their store, and the countryside.  One of the 
earliest letters, from September 7, 1837, sets the 
scene: 

The times are exceedingly dull in this City of 
Chicago, there is no business, no balls, no 
parties, some shooting, some riding, and 
plenty of loafers, and today after the rain a 
plenty of mud which completes the picture, 
excep tin g an y qu an tity of w aterm elon s, é  of 
the most delicious flavor.   
We have started a Circulating Library, and 
have a room most finished to keep it in, and 
another room for a sleeping room, which form 
an addition on the back part of the store. 

Chicago is a pretty good place for men that are 
in business, for making money, but it is a 
miserable place for loafers, for there is no 
Valient, no Hampton Beach, no Theatre, no 
Museum, or any 
other place except 
our store, which is 
generally allowed to 
be the best loafing 
p lace in  th e city.ó 

These letters offer 
wonderful insights into 
life on the prairies.  
Here are excerpts on 
nature: 

The Prairie takes fire 
every dry day that 
w e have, an d  é  
burns beautifully in 
the evening & lights 
up the whole sky é   

The weather is very warm for the season, with 
more than the usual quantity of rain, the 
Indians predict an open winter.  November 20, 
1837 

The weather, till within two or three weeks, 
has been very mild, till within that time  there 
has not been snow enough to stop the burning 
of the prairies. January 31, 1838 

Since I wrote to you I have been out on the Fox 
River forty miles from Chicago and stayed 
several days, the Fox country (as it is called) is 
the most beautiful that I hav e ever seen, the 
whole country is one continued rolling prairie, 
except close to the river where there is a good 
growth of timber, as there is also on the banks 
(not Wild Cat banks) of the creeks & small 
streams, I say except that the whole country is 
a rolling prairie, of the richest soil imaginable, 
th e farm ers ou t th ere are w ealth yé  an d  in  
addition to all these things there are peat bogs 
which the Irishman say are equal to any in 
Ireland, and healthier country is not to be 
found, sickness is only known as a name... 
April 24, 1838 

Our weather this spring has been pretty much 
the same as usual rather cold but changeable of 
late we have had some warm weather, and a 
great deal of thunder and lightning, the trees 
and the earth are now clothed in their beautifu l 
garment of green, the prairies are enlivened by 
thousands of beautiful flowers and the birds, 
insects and the snakes (O! delightful idea) are 
as lively as you can imagine, and I will renew 


