

















PARKLANDS: A HISTORY

of the 1960s would try to understand just what the
surveyors were observing when they wrote: “This mile
very gentle rolling, rich soil. Timber W & S Oak
Walnut &c. Under - Hazle &c.”

One starting point in examining the region’s natu-
ral history is the time of the glaciers. Four major gla-
ciers are known to have spread frozen layers over
1llinois in its geologic past; the third (aptly named the
“Illinoisan™) nearly reaching to the state’s southern tip,
farther south than any other North American glacier.
Part of that was overlain by the most recent, the
Wisconsinan glacier, which finally retreated irregularly
and sporadically from 10,000 to 15,000 years ago after
reaching the area of Shelbyville in southern Illinois,
and leaving behind hilly deposits called the Shelbyville
Moraine. The Wisconsinan played havoc with the Great
Lakes, blocking escape channels (even sending Lake
Michigan’s outflow south through the Illinois and
Mississippi rivers for a time) and alternately raising and
lowering water levels drastically. But this final glacier’s
main legacy to the Midwest today is a predominantly
flat surface covered with a thick layer of deep soil,
mainly glacial till. Overlain with loess, a wind-blown
silt originating as glacial deposits in major waterways,
till helped create the base for the region’s rich agricul-
ture. The retreating glacier also left other residues, in
the form of recessional moraines such as the
Bloomington Moraine, made up of soil, gravel, and
rocks deposited as the last glacier melted and disap-
peared to the north.

Spruce forests sprang up along the glacier’s retreat-
ing edges, but with the shrinking of the glacial cover
came hardwoods, their growth encouraged by the wet
conditions. Pollen data from a bog near Chatsworth in
Livingston County revealed that such deciduous trees
as ash, elm, oak, hickory, and hazel were replacing the
spruce forest by 13,800 years ago, spreading north-
ward from the Gulf Coast into the glacier-free areas.
This struggle of competing forests was later over-
whelmed by another change: Now a warm, dry period
from a southerly wind pattern began to envelope the
Midwest, beginning some 10,000 years ago, and hicko-
ry became the dominant tree in Illinois.

With the weather warming, the state was set for
another competition in nature, some 6,000 to 8,000
years ago. Prairie grasses began to enter Illinois from
the west, succeeding in the semi-arid climate and over-
whelming the fading forests, large parts of which were
unable to persist amid the dry conditions. The prairies
won, eventually covering 60 percent of Illinois and 90
percent of McLean County.

As these prairies spread from western Kansas and

Nebraska and eastern Colorado, their push eastward
eventually formed a long, broad arm of prairie between
the cooler, wetter forests to the north and the moist
forests and plant life in the Ozarks and other areas

to the south. This warm, dry period encouraged the
prairies to spread across much of the Midwest in the
form of a spearhead that eventually reached into Ohio,
where its advance was blocked by a more humid
climate that favored forest.

But climate change again produced another com-
petition as rains started to increase, some 5,000 years
ago. This moister climate helped draw grasses from the
east which competed with the earlier western grasses.
Prairie and savanna became extensive across much of
Illinois, with eastern grasses increasingly dominant.
They formed the basis for what would become the tall-
grass prairie, although Illinois’ botanical makeup at the
time of settlement contained elements from many
areas—Great Plains as well as the Appalachians, Ozarks
as well as Gulf Coast. All were migrants into 1llinois.

But forest species were also present—such as sugar
maple, ash, beech, basswood, ironwood—spreading
principally out of southern areas some 10,000 years
ago. These were generally restricted to protectei ites.
But as the climate began to cool and moisture
increased, these species broadened their distribution.
They might conceivably have turned the Midwest into
an extensive forest, something akin to that covering
much of the East. This might have happened but for
one other factor: fire.

Despite the wetter conditions, droughts still hit
sporadically, devastating to many tree species. During
the earlier warm centuries following the glacier’s
retreat, the tallgrass and short-grass prairies annually
created perfectly combustible materials as dry winds
streamed through. These conditions remained during
the regimes of wet weather that began to appear from
5,000 to 3,500 years ago, for grasses dried sufficiently
in summer and fall to provide abundant fuel for new
rounds of prairie fires. The repeated conflagrations dis-
couraged development of extensive areas of forest.

Some trees persisted, however, largely confined to
ravines and creek beds which offered protection from
the surrounding prairie fires. Because these blazes gen-
erally travelled west to east, goaded by the prevailing
winds, the eastern sides of midwestern river systems
and valleys generally became the most heavily forested.
But survival was difficult and these forests were mainly
found amid rough terrain and along streams and rivers.

Lightning set off many of the fires, but scientists
today conclude that most were started deliberately by
the region’s earliest human residents, the Native
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fortunate: They usually became “grubs,” trees having
little or nothing showing above ground but whose
roots remained alive beneath the surface, protected
from the fires. Over the years many of these white and
black oaks developed massive root systems, surviving
for years below ground as “grubs.” Their annual
“shoots,” however, were killed off with each fire.

The diverse ground coverings of Central Illinois—
prairies, oak openings, river valleys marked by narrow
gulches and floodplains—provided homes for a wide
variety of birds and animals. Father Hennepin noted
the abundance of buffalos even before he saw the living
animals: They were “ordinarily in great numbers there”
along the rivers, he wrote, “as it is easy to judge by the
bones, the horns and skulls that we saw on all sides.”
Out on the prairies the bobolinks, meadowlarks, short-
eared owls, and prairie chickens were numerous, while
savannas were preferred by such birds as the sharp-
tailed grouse, red-headed woodpecker, eastern king-
bird, eastern bluebird, and Baltimore oriole. The whip-
poorwill, Cooper’s hawk, ovenbird, and red-eyed vireo
were at home in the forest.

At this geological and biological moment, when
the moist climate opened the way to both Tallgrass
Prairie and forest, the latter kept in check by perennial
prairie fires, settlers began to arrive in numbers in
Central Illinois. They sought out land adjacent to a
grove of trees, for wood was crucial in building house
and barn, and eventually for fencing. They may not
have realized that the prairies they were beginning to
farm would have been massive forests if it were not for
the frequent fires.

The raging prairie fires were not eliminated as
annual events until almost 1860, but until then they
inspired both fear and wonder among the Americans
and Europeans taking up homes across the region. A
Methodist circuit rider crossing through Princeton,
Illinois, with a group on horseback in 1835 found that
even after the sun had set they were able to travel

by fire light over prairie, it being on fire. This
was the grandest scene I ever saw, the wind
blew a gale all day, the grass was dry, & the
fire being in the prairie, at a distance, where
we entered it some men were kindling fire to
burn it away from their fences & then let it
run—no odds who burnt up.... We passed 3 dif-
ferent fires in this 12 miles, having to turn out
& get round them when they reached the
road.... [W]e had in view at one time from one
to 5 miles of fire in a streak, burning from 2 to
6 feet high. In high grass it sometimes burns
30 feet high, if driven by fierce winds. By the
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light of this fire we could read fine print for
1/2 a mile or more....

By day the cloud was often so dense & so
great, as to hide the sun from the view of the
traveler, but by night this same cloud would
reflect the light which shone on it from below,
so as to enlightin [sic] the country for miles
around it.

Another witness to the fires was Eliza W. Farnham,
who moved west from New York in 1835 to the area of
Groveland in Tazewell County, where she lived for four
and a half years. That was long enough to provide
abundant material for her novel, Life in Prairie Land. In
it Farhnam depicted the prairie wife, left alone while
her husband and son took the wagon on a trip of sev-
eral days to obtain winter supplies. As she watched for
their return one evening she suddenly saw the dark
sky becoming light, then fading, then exploding in
light again: “The prairie is on fire!” She recalled hearing
talk of the fires, how everyone expected “much pleas-
ure” when they would finally see one—*But she never
dreamed of the red demon as an enemy, and one to be
encountered in this dreadful solitude.”

The woman looked about her, fearing for her two
sleeping children and their dog. There was little time to
lose—“The wind is bearing the fire almost with its own
speed across the immense savannah.” Around the
cabin, “It is all one sea of dry combustibles.... Grass,
dry grass everywhere!” Finally she and the children
escaped to a plowed field just before the fire reached
and destroyed their cabin. In the morning she gazed
across the charred plain, which now “seemed more
boundless than ever, and the blackness of desolation
brooded over every foot of it. It was clean shorn of
every blade of vegetation.”

But usually incoming settlers exulted in the
prairies, especially the abundance of plant life. A
German immigrant wrote home from Carmi in 1828
that he was finding wild cherries, mulberries, sassafras,
crab apples, plums, hickory, and oak trees. Picking up
on this theme several years later, an Irish priest travel-
ing through the Mississippi Valley penned in his diary,
“Saw in Illinois-lowa wild gooseberry current and cher-
ry apple plum trees everywhere and prairie covered
wild strawberry blossoms and several nice flowers.”
Albert Herre, who lived on a farm near Delavan in the
1870s, recalled the lilies, yellow and white lady slip-
pers, bluebells, and “a showy flower called ‘flies’ by the
pioneers, but which I learned in later years was
Dutchman’s breeches....” Others were amazed at the
animal life—prairie hens, squirrels, hawks, rattlesnakes,
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1850s and 1860s, Bloomington's population had gone
up only slightly for decades; its 1900 total of 23,286
inhabitants had risen by 1940 only to 32,868, and by
1950 to 34,163. And by 1960 its 36,271 inhabitants
still did not place Bloomington on the census list of
Illinois urbanized areas. Normal counted only 9,772
residents in the 1950 census; this rose to just 13,357 in
1960. But more rapid growth for both cities began at
that point: Bloomington went from 39,992 in 1970, to
44,189 in 1980, up to 51,972 in 1990. Totals for
Normal were even more dramatic: 26,396 in 1970,
35,672 in 1980, and 40,023 in 1990. McLean County's
population, already 59.2 percent urban in 1960,
reached 75.1 percent urban by 1990. This meant that
population pressures were increasing in Central Illinois
as in many areas across the nation.

Scattered voices raised concern over rapid urban
development, but while some communities across the
nation managed to limit expansion outside specific
boundaries, such decisions eluded McLean County.
Both Illinois State University and State Farm Insurance
underwent boom times starting in the 1960s, and State
Farm kept constructing new centers and hiring more
employees through the end of the century. A statement
by Bloomington mayor Judy Markowitz in 1999 was
well within the county’s traditions: When a farmer is
willing to sell out to a developer, she stated, “I would
be very hard pressed to say to a farmer, ‘Sorry, you
can't sell your land.™ Aided by population growth and
abetted by friendly zoning officials, real estate develop-
ers usually got their way. And so the county’s two
largest cities began to spread and spread—eastward to
the old Highway 66 roadway by 1967, then beyond,
spreading northward and southward. The
Bloomington-Normal metropolitan area had 4,392 peo-
ple per square mile in 1960, but this had fallen to
3,534 people per square mile by 1980. The latter year’s
lower figure did not reveal a declining population—only
a sprawling one.

This dual attack from agriculture and urban
sprawl reduced the size of natural areas rapidly.
Governments also participated. Trees were chopped
down in the 1960s to create the new Evergreen Lake
reservoir just as they had fallen to create Lake
Bloomington in the 1920s; the new interstate highways
took many others. Predictably, waterways began to suf-
fer. Runoff from fields and city streets alike brought a
sharp decline in the quality of the Mackinaw River, the
county’s major stream. The Mackinaw basin soon had
one of the highest sediment yield rates in the broader
illinois River basin. As a result, nearly a quarter of the
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fish and mussels once known to the Mackinaw had dis-
appeared as the century closed.

The McLean County Board reported that there
were still 17,000 acres of timberland in the county in
1957, but this was being reduced by 1,000 acres a
year—down to 7,000 acres by 1967. Soon after, the U.S.
Soil Conservation Service gave out the opinion that the
county’s woodlands would all be gone in another six
years. Most forested plots were in private hands. A
study in 1967 found that of the county’s 1,173 square
miles, only three square miles were in public parks,
and lake areas within those three square miles reduced
the total to basically a single square mile for hiking,
picnicking, etc. Of course, the public hiked as well in
Funks Grove, a privately held forest.

It all meant that there were few places for an
increasingly urban population to go if they wanted to
hike in natural areas, “to range this widespread gar-
den,” as Henry David Thoreau suggested. lllinois’ ratio
of public recreational land per 1,000 people was lowest
in the nation, and the 27-county east-central region had
the lowest percentage of total public recreation land of
any region in Illinois. There was widespread belief that
McLean County’s scarcity of public recreational lands
was the state’s worst.

What existed in the county for public use outside
city parks were: Dawson Lake, a 760-acre county recre-
ation area; three public areas (80 acres, 150 acres, and
37 acres) at Lake Bloomington; West Park, a county-
run park between LeRoy and Ellsworth (20 acres); and
land around 600-acre Lake Evergreen, still undevel-
oped as the reservoir was being created in the late
1960s.

Goaded by these facts, some residents began to
discuss changes. The Bloomington Planning
Department, with financial aid from the Pantagraph,
surveyed area needs for recreation in 1965. The result-
ing Bartholomew Report found that the county needed
5,000 acres for outdoor recreation. The McLean
County Board followed this up by commissioning a
similar study in 1967 which saw an urgent need for
expanded recreational areas. In early 1967, the League
of Women Voters organized a roundtable discussion in
Bloomington, during which 19 panelists discussed the
growing needs for a park and recreation system.
Although the panelists urged the county board to act,
several expressed doubts that county supervisors could
or would provide the needed leadership. Many left the
meeting still holding the belief that McLean County
voters would not vote to tax themselves for county
parks and recreation areas without a “real selling job.”
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All this—declining open space, successes nearby
and nationally in efforts to preserve natural areas—
formed the world that Central 1llinois looked out on in
the decade of the 1960s. It put mounting pressure on
the McLean County Board, which in 1967 authorized a
far-reaching recreation plan study, which concluded in
its report two years later:

We in McLean County must decide whether to
entrust our diminishing recreation sources to
chance and haphazard development or to use
them in a fashion that recognizes their full
potential to society. To derive most benefit from
them, we must adopt a planned program of
development and preservation. Now is the
time.

The county’s shortcomings, its antitax history, and
the attitudes stirred by the growing environmental
movement formed important parts of the background
when Loring Merwin, publisher of the Pantagraph,
mentioned at the League of Women Voters panel dis-
cussion in January 1967 that “a group of interested
persons had been meeting informally to discuss the
park question for some months.” Next day’s article on
the panel in Merwin’s newspaper added that the infor-
mal sessions referred to had come to the “tentative con-
clusion” that it might be best for a nonprofit group to
begin acquiring land which could someday become
park sites.

All this was part of the developing dream of Loring
Merwin, great-grandson of Jesse W. Fell and longtime
advocate of many community causes. Just as Fell is
remembered for establishing lllinois State Normal
University, founding the town of Normal , planting
trees throughout campus and town, and establishing
the Pantagraph and two predecessor newspapers—so,
too, Merwin labored long and hard for the betterment
of the Bloomington-Normal area. There are many mon-
uments as part of his legacy. Close friends and family
members agree that Merwin was conscious of the Fell
heritage of working on projects to benefit the whole
community. “Within our family, he was the one who
was most interested in family history,” his nephew
Davis Merwin would later recall. Upon Loring
Merwin’s death in 1972, a Pantagraph editorial empha-
sized his work for “Downtown development, long-
range planning, recreation, preservation of natural
resources, United Community Services, art, literature,
music, scholarship, history.... Probably no man in the
history of McLean County had exercised so much
influence over so many constructive projects as Mr.
Merwin.” And in Palm Springs, California, where he
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and his wife, Marjorie, maintained a home, he was a
trustee of the Living Desert Museum, a preserved slice
of the desert Southwest.

There is a lack of agreement as to exactly when
Loring Merwin began bringing groups of people
together to discuss the area’s lack of recreational land.
Some say it started in 1964; others mention later times.
Louise Bosworth, his secretary for 30 years, recalled,
“The first I knew of his work, he got a group of people
together, invited them to lunch at the YWCA cafeteria”
in downtown Bloomington. Two of the earliest persons
asked to take formal roles in the organization Merwin
was building were Guy Fraker and Dorothy Sands.
Both had substantial records in local volunteer activi-
ties, and both had needed skills—Fraker was a young
lawyer able to handle land titles, and Sands was a certi-
fied public accountant. Sands had arrived in the com-
munity in 1950, Fraker in 1962; neither had been
involved in environmental work although both consid-
ered themselves lovers of the outdoors. Some of the
others who joined these early meetings included
Stanley Lantz, the Pantagraph’s farm reporter; county
board member Ron Smith; Bill Brown, lllinois Farm
Bureau secretary for natural resources; H. Clay Tate,
Pantagraph editor; Paige Proctor; Timothy Ives, radio
station WJBC president and also a descendant of Jesse
W. Fell; Ray Danielson, regional vice president of State
Farm Insurance; and Ted Hafer.

Records of Merwin’s comments at these early
meetings reveal his concern for vanishing wild lands.
He told one session: “Two things are obvious: Potential
outdoor recreation land here is disappearing under the
plow and under plans for residential subdivision; and
the taxpaying public is not yet ready to act.”

There are no dissenting votes to the proposition
that Loring Merwin deserves full recognition as
founder of ParkLands. Guy Fraker, brought on board
by Merwin at the organization’s birth and still one of
its most active members, called Merwin “the driving
force” in the endeavor: “He was a visionary, and he had
the presence in the community required to launch
such an effort.” Everyone interviewed for this project
echoed a statement by Elmo Franklin, a member of the
first ParkLands Board of Directors. Merwin, he said,
“was the key....  wouldn’t think it would have hap-
pened without his leadership. He got the community
involved.”

Just as the creation of most national parks and
monuments came from the work of one or two individ-
uals (for example, Yosemite, Starr King and John Muir;
Grand Canyon, John Wesley Powell and Clarence
Edward Dutton; Glacier, George Bird Grinnell; Rocky
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Mountain, Enos Mills; Colorado National Monument,
John Otto) so ParkLands must stand forever as the
product of both the dream and the persistence of
Loring Merwin. His former Pantagraph editor H. Clay
Tate recalled that he had advised Merwin that the idea
for ParkLands “was impossibly good.... The results
couldn't justify the effort.” It was reported that
Merwin’s friends told him “he would be expending his
energies on a hopeless cause.” But he labored on, and
when the organization honored Loring Merwin in 1971
as he stepped down as vice president, it noted that he
was both “instigator and driving force” behind
ParkLands. John W. Yoder, an early director, said that
the new title decided on for him was “founder’ instead
of simply emeritus so Mr. Merwin’s role will be better
understood in future years.”

It is also widely accepted that a major influence on
Merwin in his quest to save recreational space was
William Rutherford, leader of the privately held Forest
Park Foundation in Peoria, later Illinois director of con-
servation, and founder in 1978 of Wildlife Prairie Park.
Davis Merwin called Rutherford “a very great influ-
ence” on Loring Merwin. “He got him started thinking
about ParkLands.”

Rutherford, a compelling speaker who regards pro-
tecting natural areas as “a compact between the dead
and the living and the unborn,” was a friend of
Merwin, and the two sometimes went aloft in
Rutherford’s light plane to survey Central lllinois from
on high, checking likely recreational sites in a platbook
held in Merwin’s lap. The Peoria attorney’s view of the
land was far-ranging. He saw the outdoors as a muse-
um for people to become personally involved in their
area’s history, geology, and ecology; as areas for
hunters, fishermen, picnickers, horseback riders, and
others; to make the area a more pleasant place to live
as an attraction for both employees and employers; and
to relieve social pressures in the cities.

The Forest Park Foundation in Peoria had been
involved for years acquiring land along the Illinois
River for recreational purposes, usually turning it over
to communities and counties. Merwin “was interested
in forming an organization like ours in Bloomington to
help preserve land,” Rutherford recalled. And Merwin
began inviting the Peorian to meet with some of the
McLean County residents he was recruiting for the
developing ParkLands project.

At the first ParkLands annual meeting, Rutherford
showed slides that contrasted scenes in Europe with
those around Peoria: “Those poor Germans don’t pave
over their parks,” he commented facetiously as he
showed a slide of a flowered lakeside. “They’re putting
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parking for 2,000 cars under that lake you see.” He
also observed that “[o]nce land is put to some other
use, it will be the next ice age before we can get it
back.... Not every child can go to a cabin in Michigan
or to a cottage in Florida to enjoy space and clean
water. Why in heaven’s name don’t we have them
here?”

And he announced to the ParkLands group: “I'd
be very much surprised—if you can believe this dream
Loring Merwin has—if you don’t succeed.”

Merwin planned the opening steps carefully.
Aware of the history of rural opposition to governmen-
tal acquisition of land, he turned for much of the lead-
ership to people from rural areas. Dorothy Sands
recalls of those early months, “He devised the structure
of a large board of directors that included at least one
outstanding citizen from each township of the county.
And he persuaded successful farmer Clarence Ropp,
who was widely known and admired and was political-
ly active at that time, to accept the presidency.” As
Stanley Lantz would later conclude in discussing
Merwin’s early selection moves, “They squelched farm
opposition.”

After the certificate of incorporation was issued by
the state on June 28, 1967, Merwin brought together
Ropp, Arlo Bane, Adlai Rust, and Lafayette Funk, for
the board of directors’ first meeting. (Funk, whose
roots also reached back to early McLean County and
whose family had long protected the massive forest
known as Funks Grove, provided another link with
rural areas and remained a strong influence within the
organization, receiving an honorary lifetime member-
ship at the ParkLands annual meeting in 1984.) A
nominating committee for trustees was set up, made
up of Dorothy Sands, Stanley Lantz, and Merwin; a
nominating committee for the board of directors was
also named: Ray Danielson, Guy Fraker, Dorothy
Sands, Stanley Lantz, Elmo Franklin, Tom Hilligoss,
and Merwin. In addition to those who attended the
June 28 session, others picked for the first board of
directors were Floyd Bossingham, Parker Kemp, Karl
Mays, Paul Snow, Dwight Stephens, and Mrs. A. W.
Tompkins Sr. Sixty-nine trustees were named, from
Bloomington and Normal and all parts of the county—
Stanford and Bellflower as well as Cropsey and Gridley,
Saybrook and Lexington as well as Danvers and
Chenoa. Four committees were set up: finance, land
acquisition, legal, and publicity.

Participants in those early meetings recall one of
Loring Merwin’s special abilities: He knew where
money was in the community, and whom to “touch.”
Interviews brought out recollections of Merwin’s
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Lexington in February 1969 was reported in the min-
utes. It was

attended by the P. M. Kellers, the Ed Cooks,
the Ollie Meyerses, the Glenn Kemps, and
Mrs. Mattie Woodard. The group discussed
land owners in the area who might make gifts
to ParkLands. Also Parker Kemp is to invento-
ry the land along the Mackinaw up to the
Gregory Church; it is to be sold, and Glenn
Kemp felt that perhaps ParkLands could
secure some of it by purchase or gift. The meet-
ing at Ted Hafer’s house has been postponed
until Feb. 28, and Mr. Hodge and Mr. Lantz
will attend to that. The meetings still to be
held at the homes of Lowell Risser, Charles
Beeler, Karl Mays and Dwight Stephens have
not yet had a date set.

Merwin’s crew was scouring the region to locate
forested sites for acquisition. Every directors’ meeting
brought references to specific tracts, such as the April
30, 1968, session, where “John Hodge mentioned two
tracts on the Mackinaw near that given previously by
Mr. Merwin.... Mr. Bane indicated that Elisabeth
Stubblefield knew of a prospect in Gridley. It was sug-
gested that she and Ray Danielson follow up on this.
Mr. Lantz reported on other acquisition possibilities in
the area of Mr. Merwin's Tazewell County tract and Mr.
Funk then discussed the possibility of certain dona-
tions in his family.”

The list of acquisitions began to lengthen.
ParkLands seemed to be catching on. As noted in chap-
ter three, the Stubblefield property was first—some five
acres of second-growth maple, known as the Hougham
property and once owned by Mrs. Sue Hougham
Stubblefield, mother of donors Elisabeth and Louise
Stubblefield. Loring Merwin himself gave the second
piece of timbered property, 20 acres in Tazewell
County, the “Lilly tract” (discussed below), reported on
October 24, 1967. One month later announcement was
made of the gift of 10 acres adjoining East Bay Camp at
Lake Bloomington, from Mrs. Frank Breen, librarian at
Withers Public Library. The Breen acreage was part of
an old oak stand once known as the Gildersleeve
Timber, started as a tree farm by the late Frank Breen,
founder and director of East Bay Camp. The Merwin
family then gave an additional two acres, located in the
Twin Grove area on Highway 9. In less than two years,
ParkLands received eight gifts of less than 100 acres
and some $50,000 for acquisition.

Meanwhile, the presentations continued, and few
groups were immune from being asked to serve as hosts
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for a talk and slide show on ParkLands. By late November
of 1969, Stanley Lantz informed his fellow directors that
ParkLands slides were being shown almost weekly to
interested groups. One early audience, the Bloomington
Kiwanis Club, responded quickly and decided they
would purchase and plant trees. By mid-May of 1970,
the minutes reported that the Kiwanians had planted
5,500 black walnut and pine trees on the Hall property,
a 13-acre tract within Bloomington which had been
donated by the family of the late Judge Homer Hall.

Lantz later recalled that aid from county groups in
both money and muscle was extensive. “Bloomington
Kiwanis was first in order, both in size of cash and vol-
unteer work,” he said. “Kiwanis rented a tree planter,
actually planted thousands of trees at their expense.”
Other help in the early months came from the John
Wesley Powell Audubon Society, Rotary Club,
Exchange Club, PEO, Daughters of the American
Revolution, and numerous Boy Scout and Cub Scout
troops as well as school groups. Later local garden
clubs helped propagate trees and shrubs for replanting.
Also, gifts began to be included in wills, newly redrawn
as word of the organization spread. A clue as to the
effectiveness of ParkLands’s outreach effort was con-
tained in the minutes of the September 21, 1971, meet-
ing, when discussion centered on the need for a tree
planter: “It was suggested that $200 coming from Phi
Kappa Delta also go toward this project.” (The Illinois
State University professional fraternity voted the gift
after hearing John Hodge present the ParkLands story.)

ParkLands strove to keep one issue before the pub-
lic: collecting the forested areas as an eventual gift to a
governmental agency. As the Pantagraph noted in
reporting Stanley Lantz’s 1969 talk to the Young Men’s
Club, “Tracts donated to ParkLands will be turned over
to the county, towns or other public bodies, Mr. Lantz
told club members.”

That the County Board was the presumed recipi-
ent-to-be was often implied. ParkLands Director John
English also served on the County Board’s Parks and
Recreation Committee, and he informed the ParkLands
board in late 1968 that the county committee was rec-
ommending creation of a Department of Parks for
McLean County, funded through the county budget
with an appointed parks commissioner.

In early 1970 ParkLands directors met with the
County Board'’s Recreation Committee and countered
the committee’s worries about financial problems that
would accompany acquisition of any additional recre-
ational land. Chairman Everett Yoder told ParkLands
representatives that money appropriated for the coun-
ty’s planning and development at Lake Bloomington
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government campaign to acquire recreational lands for
more state parks. It seemed an ideal combination, fit-
ting in perfectly with ParkLands’s goals.

Soon a tract near Lilly with a potential for 2,000
acres or more was taking shape, partly donated, partly
purchased, partly only long-term dream. Tim G.
Soldwedel, chairman of both the Pekin Park District
and the state’s Environmental Advisory Board, labored
extensively in seeking land gifts and options for
ParkLands to make the first stage of the project a reality.
Some ParkLands members even talked of something
more grandiose: a band of forest for public hiking, bik-
ing, and fishing stretching along the Mackinaw River
from its origins in eastern McLean County, across the
tip of Woodford County, and ultimately connecting
with this planned state park in Tazewell County.

By May 1970, ParkLands’s Lilly acquisitions had
grown to include the donated Merwin tract, 20 acres;
the donated White tract, 80 acres; the Long tract of 86
acres, purchased for $21,500; and the Howe tract of
244 acres, from a combination gift and $19,000 pur-
chase. The total was 430 acres, with options for the
274-acre Nehmelman tract, an additional 182-acre Long
tract, a Holtzman tract of 40 acres, and a Knuppel tract
of 40 acres; an additional 120 acres was also listed as a
possibility.

The ParkLands board then moved to offer to the
state “our entire holdings in the Lilly Orchard area of
Tazewell County,” including optioned lands, with
repayment covering only ParkLands’s direct costs.
Three conditions were specified:

1. “That it would be entitled PARKLANDS
CONSERVATION AREA.”

2. “That it would memorialize the donors of the
various tracts in some fashion.”

3. “That it would be developed within [10] years.”

The successful drive for Tazewell County lands
helped turn out an enthusiastic crowd of 111 people
who met at Baumgart Chapel on July 13, 1970, for the
ParkLands annual meeting. The organization was only
three years old and had already accomplished its major
goal: acquiring forested land and presenting it to the
state for use as a public recreational area. It was with
understandable pride that President John Hodge called
the previous 12 months “a ‘vintage’ year,” as he hailed
the Lilly tract achievement and stressed that “the park
would be impossible without ParkLands.”

The organization then turned its attention to
acquisitions in other areas, such as the eventual Merwin
Nature Preserve (see chapter five), while it waited for
the state to act on the Lilly tract. Anxieties and frustra-
tions began to develop within the leadership, which
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had expected ParkLands’s early momentum and can-
do spirit to carry over to the Illinois Department of
Conservation. But nothing happened. Three years after
that gift to the state, at the directors’ meeting in March
1973, concerns were raised about the state’s inaction,
and at the November 1973 meeting the board “dis-
cussed at some length” the Lilly tract gift “and the fail-
ure of the state to carry through on this matter.” Two
months later, in January 1974, Director Dale
Birkenholz delivered a report on the Department of
Conservation’s torpor.

But perhaps the final blow, and the ultimate signal
that something was seriously wrong, came when
ParkLands president Stanley Lantz met with top
Conservation Department officials. As he later
described the event to the board on November 8, 1977:
“Lantz reported escorting Illinois Conservation
Director Dr. David Kenney and [the] assistant director
of planning for the department on a tour of the nature
trails. Neither was aware of the Lilly area tract.”
Birkenholz, however, said that some lower-ranking
employees in the department were aware and were
even planning public access and use. And then a report
reached ParkLands that the state planned to build a
fish hatchery on the site.

Some members were furious. “We were ‘badly
burned,” Dorothy Sands recalled. “The state said they
would put in trails, would protect it. They blew the
whole project.... They never had anything planned.
They were cavalierly careless.”

Stanley Lantz blamed it on the change in state
administrations, which brought into office men and
women who had not been part of the original agree-
ment. “The governor at the time—Olgivie—gave us his
promise, on paper, that there would be no hunting on
it. But different governors come, and different legisla-
tures, so you can never count on anything like that.”

Chicago Tribune outdoor columnist John Husar
would later write that without funds to develop the
property properly “the state waffled badly in its man-
agement, allowing local folks to do pretty much what
they pleased. Part of it became a dump ground.” In
reality, the Tribune writer pointed out, the tract had
much wildlife, “including a trickle of endangered plants
and one rare thrush, the veery.” But there was also
“rampant erosion” that needed to be corrected.

Not until 1980-10 years after having presented
the Lilly tract to the state—did ParkLands finally receive
some assurances of action. At the annual meeting that
September at Funks Grove Church, a representative of
the Illinois Department of Conservation told the group
that the new state budget had funds for “low-level
development of the Lilly tract—a parking lot, service
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In fact, the tract when surveyed contained 130
acres, and meetings with Mrs. Lela May Thatcher, of
Decatur, produced a final sale price of $36,000—as with
the Rediger tract, far below what a developer would
have paid. Little information on Mrs. Thatcher survives
in the records; Stanley Lantz recalls that “[s]he already
knew about ParkLands and was inclined to support
the cause,” and board members met with her after
learning of her interest.

These proved to be the last “bargain sales” in put-
ting together the Merwin Nature Preserve, however,
and the directors knew that they could not count on
receiving such gifts forever. In late 1970 they launched
a fund drive to raise $75,000 by the following May 31,
a follow-up to the successful campaign two years earlier
that raised a like amount and had thereby earned the
Forest Park Foundation’s $25,000 challenge grant.

Next came one of the most dramatic episodes in
ParkLands history: the April 2, 1971, auction that
brought the 40-acre Gregory tract into the Merwin
Nature Preserve.

The Harold Gregory estate property had been
spotted earlier when the organization’s leaders were
beginning to seek out potential lands downstream from
Lexington. The estate was a natural fit, straddling the
Mackinaw, adjacent to both the Rediger and Thatcher
acquisitions. But its purchase was increasingly fraught
with uncertainty from the fact that developers were
now alert to the fact that ParkLands was a threat to
their continued easy purchases of forested, rural prop-
erties. Accordingly, the developers moved to squelch
the fledgling organization by outbidding it for the
Gregory tract.

Loring Merwin, keenly aware of the developers’
growing opposition, laid his plans carefully. He contact-
ed Russell Shirk, an old friend and trustee of the Beer
Nuts Foundation, and convinced Shirk that the tract
was a crucial piece of land for the new area ParkLands
was putting together along the Mackinaw.

Their D-Day was April 2, 1971, the auction of the
Gregory Estate. It found Merwin, Hodge, and other
ParkLands leaders primed for action in the auction
hall, carefully keeping the telephone line open to Shirk
at his Sun City, Arizona, home. Stanley Lantz recalled
the scene as Sale Barn auctioneer Harold Kindred
waved his hat and cane and the bidding began:

The proceeding was wonderful. John Hodge
maintained constant contact by telephone.
There were many kibitzers. It soon became
obvious that whoever Hodge had on the phone
was a serious bidder. Loring helped the mys-
tery along by occasionally putting in a bid
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himself. Kindred worked in $50 per acre bids.
After each bid, he would chant, “Do I hear
$300?,” etc. The developers finally decided the
guy on the phone was going to get it at any
price. As soon as the last one shook his head,
Kindred banged his cane and shouted, “Sold—
to Mr. Hodge!”

The final purchase price was $35,000, or $957.50
an acre—far above the going price for land in the area.
The Shirk Foundation then transferred ownership to
ParkLands, raising the organization’s total holdings
there to 277 acres.

Hodge was ecstatic, calling the Gregory tract a “key
point” in the new ParkLands goal of a major public
outdoor area on the Mackinaw River within McLean
County. It provided ParkLands with its only access to the
river from a paved road: “...now we have the possibility
of easy access to water for canoeing as well as hiking.”

The auction victory put members in a jubilant
mood at the annual fall outing in October 1971, when
they hiked over the Rediger, Thatcher, and Gregory
acres and then learned that another nearby farmer,
Herschel Vandegraft, was offering to sell ParkLands 37
acres adjoining the Rediger tract. This sale was com-
pleted in time for announcement at the 1972 annual
meeting in July. The three acres retained by the
Vandegrafts—site of their house and barn—were later
sold to ParkLands following Herschel Vandegraft's
death. This meant that ParkLands gained 40 more
acres for the Merwin tract. Yet another 40-acre tract
within the preserve owned by lllinois Wesleyan was
already counted as a natural area; the fact that IWU
teachers and classes had used ParkLands—and many
connected with TWU were longtime ParkLands
activists—helped bring about its acquisition by the
foundation in 1994.

ParkLands was on a roll. It was buoyed by the suc-
cess of its second fund drive, which again topped
$100,000, matching the previous campaign. Confident
of growing public support, the directors had proceeded
with the Rediger and Thatcher bargain sales even
though they lacked enough funds at the time. “The
opportunity was there,” noted President Hodge when
questioned by the Pantagraph, “so we went ahead on
faith that the community would back us up.”

Hodge's optimism was ratified in that second fund
drive, which employed an unusual approach:
ParkLands sold “good deeds” at $300 per acre, with a
large number of local businesses “purchasing” one,
two, or three acres. Several bought more, much more:
The Paul Funk Foundation “bought” 66.67 acres to
become the major donor; other contributions exceed-
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agents about the nature preserves, the better to alert
(and even to lure) new residents. Reflecting this
spreading interest, GTE employees and St. Luke’s
Union Church made ParkLands the beneficiary of their
recycling drives.

And in the spring of 1998 ParkLands fully entered
the modern age, going on-line into the computer world
with its own Internet site, www.Parklands.org, built by
Tim Lindenbaum with the donated help of Dave’s
World, a Bloomington Internet provider. This meant
that any computer user around the world hooked up to
the Internet could learn about Parklands and its prop-
erties, and could even view color pictures of different
spots in its domain.

Volunteers for ParkLands workdays generally came
from nearby communities, rather than from other areas
of the globe, and their labors often went beyond highly
visible prairie burns and trash collection efforts. The
Merwin Nature Preserve bridge over the Mackinaw
River was repaired, again and again, as spring runoff
and summer floods—often carrying large trees and
branches—teamed with occasional vandalism to inflict
damage. Boy Scouts built smaller bridges over the
Merwin Nature Preserve’s creeks, while other crews cut
multiflora rose, pulled garlic mustard, or planted trees
and prairie forbs (nongrass prairie plants). Such were
the activities of John Whitmar of Chenoa, winner in
1993 of the organization’s first “distinguished volun-
teer award.” His 261 hours of work in 92 separate visits
to the Merwin tract were cited by Director Wes Wilcox,
organizer of the first meeting of ParkLands Volunteers,
which drew 65 persons to the Lexington Community
Center in March 1993.

ParkLands’s prominence soon attracted others
seeking support for their own causes. This led to
debates within the organization over whether
ParkLands should stand as an advocate for environ-
mental issues, or whether its best course would be to
refrain from becoming involved. The question was, of
course, common to newly successful organizations. In
1979 there came a proposal to create a ParkLands bike-
and-hike trail, along a rural railroad right-of-way (a sim-
ilar movement succeeded within Bloomington and
Normal). John Hodge, formerly ParkLands’s president
and a longtime board member, “questioned whether
the development of bicycle trails per se was consistent
with the purposes of ParkLands which are the preser-
vation and holding of land, rather than the recreational
development of it.” Nothing came of the 1979 propos-
al, but later the directors voted to support the concept
of a such a trail between several Central lllinois cities,
but with no role for ParkLands. A National Guard
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request to use the Merwin Nature Preserve for military
exercises went down to defeat, as did Champion
Federal’s request that ParkLands develop a park in
the Crestwicke area of south Bloomington.

ParkLands did become a leading environmental
voice during the debates over the new Comlara Park
around Lake Evergreen. The lake was created in the
late 1960s as a second reservoir for the city of
Bloomington.

As early as 1969 the ParkLands board asked
Director John English to “explore the possibility of
securing a few key tracts” around Lake Evergreen, to
give the organization “a voice in the ultimate disposi-
tion of the land adjoining the lake.” Bloomington’s city
manager told English that he was not sure how long
the new lake’s shoreline areas could be kept for the
public “without substantial public support”—and
ParkLands moved quickly to provide a key part of that
support. ParkLands representatives met frequently with
city and county officials, seeking to “protect the
Evergreen Lake area from private exploitation,” unlike
conditions at Lake Bloomington, where officials in the
1920s had permitted private lots to ring much of the
reservoir. In the 1970s the public was interested in
more recreational land, however, and nearly total pub-
lic access was eventually assured for the Lake
Evergreen shoreline. Management of the new park was
later turned over to McLean County, and trails were
established which provided the region with yet more
sites for hiking.

ParkLands continued to evaluate development
of the new area, its directors voting (for example) a
strongly worded 1977 resolution calling on the city of
Bloomington to retain its commitment to bar gasoline-
powered motors from Lake Evergreen for “the preserva-
tion of a more natural state...[as] an alternative to the
intense use of Lake Bloomington.”

There was little dissension within the board on
these issues. In 1975, however, the board balked at a
plan put forward for the county board to seek a gov-
ernment grant to purchase land for public outdoor
recreation and education, targeting ParkLands’s acqui-
sitions along the Mackinaw in what would later
become the Merwin Nature Preserve. “Discussion also
centered around the use by the County and what
would happen to the property after ParkLands con-
veyed it.” The board chose to wait until it had finished
its pending acquisitions, and nothing came of the
county’s project.

In 1985, however, at a time when several
ParkLands members were heading the effort to win
voter approval for a countywide conservation district,
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ren as well as professors, farmers, and nine-to-five
office workers. It all represented a sharp turn toward
democratization.

There were other changes. “Once we planned to
acquire land and turn it over to governmental entities,”
observed Roger Anderson, president from 1992 to
1995. “Now we manage our properties.”

But the properties themselves, as part of ever-
changing nature, were also changing. Dale Birkenholz
pointed to this in his presidential report in 1983, as
recorded in the minutes of the annual meeting:

He indicated that typically much of the
ParkLands ground at Lexington was in a state
of transition from grassland to forest.... This is
a natural evolving process that will continue to
take place unless there is active intervention in
management. This will lead to diversity in
plant life, but also diversity in wildlife. Dale
indicated already that changes had occurred in
the nature and diversity of the bird population.
The choice facing ParkLands, at this point, is
whether we wish to maintain the diversity of
habitat that was represented when the initial
acquisitions were made.

Maintain the diversity—or stand by while the forest
became something different? And what about the grow-
ing numbers of deer whose presence delighted city-
bred hikers? What to do with newly acquired acreage
which formerly grew profitable corn and soybeans?
What should be done, if anything, with the waterways,
big and small, winding through the properties, includ-
ing areas that once were wetlands? And should the
focus remain on the “home base” of the Merwin
Nature Preserve?

All of these questions began demanding attention
by the nineties, challenging the directors and members
of this enlarged, experienced, and matured organization.

Biologists had always been involved with
ParkLands, and from early years high school biology
teachers as well as professors from Illinois State
University and Illinois Wesleyan University had brought
student groups to the Merwin Nature Preserve. With
the election to the board of Dale Birkenholz, Illinois
State University's ornithologist, in 1970, the biologist/
ecologist voice was strengthened at the organization’s
top levels. Birkenholz recalled that at the beginning “I
felt unsure of myself on the board. I knew plants and
animals, and nature trails.” But, he added, he recog-
nized that leaders “should be people who knew their
way around town, who could raise money.” With
Merwin leading the way “[t]here wasn't much need
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to consult with me in early years. I would make some
suggestions. So would John English.” At that point, rais-
ing money and quickly acquiring acreage was crucial,
and ecological questions seldom surfaced.

The 1983 election brought to the board Roger
Anderson, another Illinois State University biologist
whose major specialization lay in the study of savannas
and prairies. His installation moved ParkLands further
along the road to becoming more closely entwined
with new ecological movements. Fund-raising would
continue, and questions of acquisitions and land titles
would still need to be faced, but now ParkLands would
deal more fundamentally with land as a changing
organism.

Birkenholz became president in 1984, the first pro-
fessionally trained biologist to hold the top office in the
organization; he served until 1991. Anderson was elect-
ed as vice president in 1987, then was picked to lead
the group from 1992-95 before going back to being a
board member.

The two biologists found ready support within the
organization for new directions. They brought a new
language, however, as well as new concepts. It is doubt-
ful that Loring Merwin had to deal with such notions
as this, presented by Anderson to the board in 1996,
although Merwin would have had no difficulty grasp-
ing its significance:

One [plan] would involve establishing a few
large (sapling size) trees on some of the open
grasslands adjacent to the prairie. These would
serve as nursery trees and perches for birds
that would disperse seeds of trees and wood-
land plants onto the site. It would be of inter-
est to establish a research project to determine
how effective the “perch trees” are in causing
birds to disperse seeds onto the site.

New respect for using biologists’ expertise within
ParkLands came as restorative ecology was becoming
popular nationally. Virgin prairie was dwindling every-
where, under new attacks from herbicides, bulldozers,
and plows, and if prairie acreage were to enlarge it
would have to be through re-creating the prairie rather
than seeking out untouched remnants. Influenced by
this concept, members looked just to the south of the
Merwin Nature Preserve and saw new possibilities for
the Stewart tract (93 acres, purchased in 1976) and
the Benedict tract (44 acres, purchased in 1979). Any
desire to leave these meadowlands alone, filled as they
were with nonnative plant migrants from afar, faded
rapidly under the board’s new interest in restoration,
and by the spring of 1977 some 10 acres of the Stewart
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tract had been plowed under in what was now being
referred to as “the prairie project.” This was enlarged to
30 acres in 1980, and that summer Birkenholz
announced that “the prairie grasses [are] coming up
and the stand is developing well.” Seeds and forbs were
purchased with the help of the Audubon Society.

Ten years later, after several trials and failures that
brought ParkLands volunteers much hands-on experi-
ence, Anderson informed the board that “the prairie is
coming along well but that the newly seeded areas are
doing poorly.” Looking back on these endeavors later,
Birkenholz called the thriving prairie project the
“biggest satisfaction” of all his ParkLands activities. “I
had been looking for prairie to show my classes. Now
we have about 40 acres of prairie there.”

The prairie quickly became one of the most popular
spots for research projects for students from universities
and high schools alike. President Tom Marquardt report-
ed at the 1980 annual meeting on four such projects:
“An [lllinois State University] study of wrens involves
dozens of specially constructed wren houses (for obser-
vation) placed on a grid pattern; another five-year proj-
ect on breeding bird census led by Dale Birkenholz has
been published; an [lllinois State] geography training
project gives students basic skills in mapping rough
country; and an IWU study is focusing on field mice.”
Among the wide variety of other projects were vegetation
management, the efficacy of prairie seedings on different
soil types, long-term projects to change the tree popula-
tions of specific small tracts, and measuring the impact
of deer upon wildflowers and plants.

It was the deer issue, in fact, that erupted as the
major controversy of the nineties. Americans’ love of
observing animals in the wild came up against the
unpleasant truth that because the deer’s major natural

. enemy—the wolf—had been removed from Illinois a cen-
tury earlier, now bucks, does, and fawns were overpop-
ulating the remaining forests and spilling over onto
cropland, lawns, and highways. Deer had become a
pest species, and the result was hard for those who
loved Bambi to admit: Deer were seriously harming the
environment.

As early as 1984 damage from the deer was
becoming serious enough to spark discussions among
ParkLands directors. Deer were wiping out sunflowers
and millet planted to help resident birds survive until
the next growing season, and the board was told that
as long as the deer found winter homes in the Merwin
Nature Preserve, birds and other wildlife would lack
adequate food. As the problem continued to fester,
“The Chicago Urban Deer Study” was selected as
the focus of the 1989 annual meeting.
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At their January 1992 meeting the directors held
“a lengthy discussion” on “the problem with the deer,”
and in May some Department of Conservation experts
were called in for consultations. A committee was
formed to investigate, its members drawn not only
from the ParkLands board and membership but also
from the McLean County Sportsmen’s Association, the
county Humane Society, and local farmers. The com-
mittee concluded, “There are too many deer” in the
Merwin Nature Preserve and other ParkLands proper-
ties, with herds of 20 to 60 animals seen. This was a
statewide phenomenon, members noted, made worse
by the deer’s custom of congregating in timbered areas
after crops were harvested in the fall. Not only were
the deer destroying seedlings, wildflowers, and other
plants within the Merwin Nature Preserve, but they
were involved in rising numbers of collisions with
automobiles and were causing excessive crop losses.

The committee saw only two feasible solutions:
opening ParkLands territory to hunting, or bringing in
marksmen. Both solutions held possible public rela-
tions traps, for directors were already aware of the
opposition to hunting among portions of the member-
ship. The committee stated that using marksmen
“would create a somewhat different image of the deer
removal process, than hunting, that might be more
acceptable to some of the members.” The reason was
that under that approach, ParkLands “would not be
promoting sport hunting on our properties.” But it also
admitted the possibility that using marksmen “might
create the image of a ‘slaughter’ for some groups....”

As word got out that hunting was being consid-
ered, the annual meeting in September 1992 became
the scene of “a long discussion...relative to the problem
of the overpopulation of the deer,” as the minutes
noted. “This lasted for a substantial period of time.”
Somewhat uncertain of which course to pursue, the
directors pulled back, and at their November 1992
meeting they voted to “put this on hold.”

By the summer of 1994, however, as deer damages
to new plantings worsened, the board was ready to
force the issue. After a lengthy discussion at their July
meeting, the directors voted unanimously to accept the
deer committee report “and go ahead and have the
hunt during the first season in the fall.” They also
voted to submit the issue to the membership at the
annual meeting on September 11.

At the packed 1994 meeting in the Lexington
Community Center, President Anderson distributed a
report outlining major reasons for reducing the deer
herds. In his remarks he pointed to the negative impact
of deer on attempits to establish both prairie wildftow-










































