
Tour Intro: 
Grand Prairie Friends: 
Warbler Trail 
 
Warbler Ridge Conservation Area is 
nestled between Woodyard 
Conservation Area (owned by the city 
of Charleston) and Fox Ridge State 
Park. It is one of 8 preserves owned by 
Grand Prairie Friends in east-central Illinois. 

Warbler Trail winds through this 1,000-acre preserve, which hosts ridges and ravines covered with 
beautiful spring wildflowers and colorful fall foliage, as well as a wetland restoration and 
reforestation projects in the river floodplain.  

We may add new features to Warbler Ridge Conservation Area, since it is so new - be sure to 
update this tour in your smartphone often to get the latest information! 

Grand Prairie Friends has been committed to preserving and restoring tallgrass prairie and 
woodlands in east-central Illinois since 1984. 

Why is Our Name Grand Prairie Friends? 
Imagine swaying grasses, brilliantly colored flowers, and scattered large oaks as far as the eye can 
see - this was the Grand Prairie in Illinois! 

The Grand Prairie was a unique natural ecosystem in North America. This vast tallgrass prairie once 
covered one-third of Illinois and was one of its most remarkable features. 

It consisted of hundreds of square miles of open prairie and extensive marshes. These were 
interspersed with forested river corridors and oak savannas – islands of trees in the vast prairie 
landscape. 

Learn More 

• Visit our website 
• “Like” us on Facebook 
• Become a member or donate funds to support our mission 
• General inquiries: info@grandprairiefriends.org 

Length: 1 to 2 Hours  
Distance: 3 Miles One Way 
Type: Walking Grade 3 
 
Audio: John Taft 
Content written, compiled, and edited by Pam Leiter 

   
  

http://grandprairiefriends.org/
https://www.facebook.com/grandprairiefriends/
http://grandprairiefriends.org/join.php
mailto:info@grandprairiefriends.org


1. Welcome! 
Warbler Ridge Conservation Area, Grand Prairie Friends 
Welcome to the Warbler Ridge Conservation Area! At about 1,000 acres, this is the largest natural 
area owned by Grand Prairie Friends, a 501(c)3 non–profit land trust & conservation organization in 
east-central Illinois. 

We have been committed to preserving and restoring tallgrass prairie and woodlands in east-central 
Illinois since 1984. Warbler Ridge is one of eight sanctuaries owned and managed by Grand Prairie 
Friends. As a land trust, we have protected about 1,100 acres of natural areas in east-central Illinois. 

Our mission: Preserve and restore natural communities in east-central Illinois and to promote an 
understanding and appreciation of natural resources.  

 

Be a Grand Prairie Friend! 
Land Trusts: Preserving Our Natural and Historical Heritage 
As a nonprofit land trust, Grand Prairie Friends acquires, preserves, and restores natural areas in 
perpetuity, meaning forever. 

The Illinois landscape has been profoundly changed since the first European settlers arrived. Very 
little - less than 1% - of the original Illinois landscape remains. Woodlands whacked, prairies 
plowed, and rivers reshaped. 

Without the work of Grand Prairie Friends protecting remnants and restoring damaged landscapes, 
these exceptional areas would be lost to future generations. Some of these landscapes also include 
important historical features. 

“A conservationist is one who is humbly aware that with each stroke [of the axe] he is writing his 
signature on the face of the land.”  Aldo Leopold, renowned conservationist of early 1900’s 

 

Get Involved! 
We hope that your visit inspires you to help protect this beautiful property, and others like it! 

Here are ways to get involved: 

1. Become a member of Grand Prairie Friends, or donate funds to support our mission: visit our 
website.  

2. Volunteer at workdays or fund-raising events. For more info, 
email volunteer@grandprairiefriends.org. 

3. Hike our properties and encourage others in your community to do so. 

“Like winds and sunsets, wild things were taken for granted until progress began to do away with 
them. Now we face the question whether a still higher ‘standard of living’ is worth its cost in things 
natural, wild and free.” Foreword, A Sand County Almanac – Aldo Leopold 

“We abuse land because we regard it as a commodity belonging to us. When we see land as a 
community to which we belong, we may begin to use it with love and respect.” Foreword, A Sand 
County Almanac – Aldo Leopold 

 

http://grandprairiefriends.org/join.php
http://grandprairiefriends.org/join.php
mailto:volunteer@grandprairiefriends.org


Hiking at Warbler Ridge Conservation Area 
Along this hike, you will see ridges and ravines that were originally shaped by glaciers about 
10,000 years ago. This upland forest is a remnant of the oak-hickory woodland that once surrounded 
both sides of the Embarras River for many miles. This upland deciduous forest hosts beautiful 
spring wildflowers and colorful fall foliage. 

You will also see wetland and forest restorations in the Embarras River floodplain. 

Look for the numbered signs that identify this tour's stops along the way. 

This trail is about 3 miles long (one-way). Some portions have steep hills. In the future, we plan to 
add trails. Stay tuned! 

Enjoy your hike! 

 

How Do I Pronounce Embarras? 
Embarras is a French term meaning ‘blockages’ or ‘logjams.’ It is pronounced em-bar-raw. 

 

Open Hours:  
Dawn to dusk year-round. 

 

Parking:  
Limited parking is available at both trailheads and at the trail midpoint lot. 

 

Visitor Guidelines: 
Warbler Ridge Conservation Area is protected within the Illinois Nature Preserves Commission 
system.  

Please: 

• Be mindful during your visit - take only pictures and leave only footprints. 

• Stay on the trails for your own safety and to prevent damage to the plants. 

• Respect this land as a home for native plants and animals. Removal or destruction of any 
material, plant or animal, is prohibited. 

• Please keep pets leashed. 

For more information about visitor guidelines and prohibited activities, please visit our website or 
check out the signs at the trailheads.  

 

What Should I Bring?  
You may want to bring bug repellent (in summer) and a water bottle. Restrooms, potable water, and 
trash receptacles are not available on-site. Please pack out your trash. 

 

http://grandprairiefriends.org/stewardsites/warbler-ridge.php


 
Warbler Ridge Conservation Area is a beautiful, hilly natural area. We hope you enjoy your visit! 
Photo: Durango Mendoza 
 

 
The green numbered signs along the trail mark the Warbler Trail tour stops. 
 

 
Our work ensures that future generations will be able to enjoy the natural wonders of Illinois. 
 



 
We love our volunteers! They are a wonderful group of passionate people. 
 

 
Keeping invasive plants under control helps the whole forest, and the people who visit it too! 
 

 
Workdays include removing invasive species, planting native plants, or helping with prescribed 
burns. 
 



 
Workdays always include yummy snacks! 
 

 
Several volunteers enjoying a break. 
 

 
Volunteers help with our annual native plant sale each May at Lincoln Square mall in Urbana, IL. It 
is one of our annual fundraisers 
 



 
Volunteers also help with the Rattlesnake Master Run! In November, Grand Prairie Friends offers 
this 10K run and 5K run/walk at Meadowbrook Park in Urbana, IL. It is one of our annual 
fundraisers. 
 

 
Map of Warbler Ridge Conservation Area 
 



 
Warbler Ridge Conservation Area is protected within the Illinois Nature Preserves Commission 
system. 
 

 
Grand Prairie Friends designates property according to the rules of the Illinois Nature Preserves 
Commission (INPC). Look for these signs as you hike; see how many you can find! 
 

 
Grand Prairie Friends is named after the Grand Prairie ecosystem - a vast tallgrass prairie, 
interspersed with forested rivers and oak savannas, that once covered one-third of Illinois. 
 



 
Grand Prairie Friends owns 8 natural areas throughout east-central Illinois. They include prairies, 
savannahs, woodlands, wetlands, and river corridors. 

  



2. Looking at the Forest from the Bottom Up 
As you walk, notice the four layers of the forest.   

Herbaceous Layer 

Spring on the forest floor is a carpet of color with spring wildflowers such as Jack-in-the-pulpit, 
Dutchman’s breeches, and bluebells.   

Shrub Layer 

Moving upward, the next layer has shrubs such as spicebush, gooseberry, and coralberry. These 
provide an invaluable food source to wildlife.   

Secondary Canopy Tree Layer 

Shorter trees such as redbuds, dogwoods and pawpaws and their showy flowers make up the 
secondary canopy. 

Primary Canopy Tree Layer 

Oaks and hickories make up much of the upper tree canopy.  Some of the trees around you could be 
100 years old or more!    

 
 
More info about the Warbler Ridge Conservation Area 
 

 
As you hike, notice the four layers of the forest. 
 

 
Dutchman's breeches, an early spring woodland wildflower. It is part of the herbaceous layer of the 
forest. After it flowers, the leaves and flowers die back until next year. (Photo: Larry McGahey) 
 

http://grandprairiefriends.org/stewardsites/warbler-ridge.php
http://grandprairiefriends.org/stewardsites/warbler-ridge.php
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Jack-in-the-pulpit blooms in late spring. It is part of the herbaceous layer of the forest. After it 
flowers, the leaves die back until next year. (Photo: Liz West) 
 

 
Pawpaw leaves. The pawpaw tree is part of the forest shrub layer. (Photo: Anne McCormack) 
 

 
Pawpaw flowers. The pawpaw tree is part of the forest shrub layer. (Photo: Ted) 
 



 
Spicebush is part of the forest shrub layer. (Photo: Matthew Beziat) 
 

 
Shagbark hickory is named after its shaggy bark. (Photo: Kevin Faccenda) 
 

 
Shagbark hickory nuts. (Photo: Johnathan Rush) 

  



3. Stewarding the Landscape 
Look left. Look right. Do you notice a difference? Are the trees denser on one side? Is it shadier in 
one direction than the other? Look at the ground. Do you see fallen trees? What happened here? 

What you see is a result of stewardship work. You might think that if left alone, nature takes care of 
itself, but natural areas like this actually require intensive management to keep them pristine. 

 

Maple Thinning: 

In an oak-hickory forest like this one, it is important to thin out trees like maples. Maples are shade-
tolerant and can become weedy. 

They can overtake areas of the forest, shading out young oak trees. As the old oaks die off, the 
forest will eventually become mostly maples. 

Invasive Plant Removal: 

An important part of stewardship is removing invasive plants such as bush honeysuckle, garlic 
mustard, and other species. These plants came from other parts of the world. Because they have no 
natural predators here, they can invade unchecked, resulting in damage to native plant communities. 

Fire: 

Fire is an important part of Illinois habitats, and the open oak and hickory woodland on the ridges 
around you is dependent on fire to survive long-term. 

When periodic fires no longer occur, fire-sensitive plants like maple trees and invasive shrubs begin 
to dominate and will eventually change the forest. 

 

Interested in volunteering to help steward this site? For more info about workdays and other 
volunteer opportunities, email volunteer@grandprairiefriends.org. 

 
Volunteers remove garlic mustard in the spring. Garlic mustard is an invasive herbaceous plant that 
can take over the forest floor. 

mailto:volunteer@grandprairiefriends.org


 
Keeping invasive plants under control helps the whole forest, and the people who visit it too! 
 

 
Volunteers help burn piles of cut Eurasian honeysuckle branches. 
 

 
A prescribed burn is one of the most effective techniques for controlling invasive plant species and 
maintaining ecological health. 
 



 
Oak-hickory forests like this one are adapted to periodic fires, and now need people to conduct 
prescribed burns to remain a healthy forest. 
 

 
In an oak-hickory forest like this one, it is important to thin out trees like maples. Maples can 
become weedy, overtaking areas of the forest and displacing young oaks and hickories. 

  



4. Birds of Warbler Ridge Conservation Area 
 
What is a Warbler? 
Warblers are some of our most colorful songbirds; they are true jewels of the forest! 

Most of them are very small, but they migrate long distances. Many travel from South America to 
northern Canada and back again each year. These birds eat mainly insects. 

To see more images of North American warblers, visit this website. 

Which Ones Live Here? 
Of the 37 species that migrate through here in spring and fall, 17 species stay the summer to build 
nests and raise young. 

Check out the Warbler Ridge Conservation Area hotspot on the eBird website to see which warblers 
and other birds have been reported here, and to submit your own sightings. 

Refuel, Rest & Nest 
Birds depend on the Warbler Ridge Conservation Area because the habitats here are an important 
place for them to refuel, rest and nest. 

The woodland and wetland areas are important for many migrating species, including songbirds, 
raptors, waterfowl, shorebirds, and others. These birds need places to stop, rest and eat on their long 
journey north (in the spring) or south (in the fall). 

Warbler Ridge is also important for birds that nest here, especially for birds that need large areas of 
unbroken woodlands. 

Examples of these types of birds on this site include: Cerulean Warblers, Worm-eating Warblers, 
Northern Parula, Scarlet Tanagers, Yellow-Billed Cuckoos, Ovenbirds, Acadian Flycatchers, Red-
eyed Vireos, Yellow-throated Vireos, and Hairy Woodpeckers. 

Look For: 
Birds like warblers and Scarlet Tanagers are more often heard than seen. After viewing the videos 
above, listen for similar birdsong as you hike. You may catch a glimpse of these jewels of the 
forest! 

 
More info about the Warbler Ridge Conservation Area 
 

 
Blackburnian Warblers, with their beautiful flaming-orange throat, rest and refuel here on their way 
to Canada in the spring. (Photo: Jeff Bryant) 

http://www.glennbartley.com/naturephotography/North%20American%20Warblers.html
https://ebird.org/hotspot/L7460232
http://grandprairiefriends.org/stewardsites/warbler-ridge.php
http://grandprairiefriends.org/stewardsites/warbler-ridge.php
http://grandprairiefriends.org/stewardsites/warbler-ridge.php


 
The Northern Parula is one of the warbler species that nests here. (Photo: Jeff Bryant) 
 

 
The Scarlet Tanager is a songbird that depends on large areas of contiguous woodland. (Photo: Jeff 
Bryant) 
 

 
Warbler Ridge Conservation Area is a vital link on the Mississippi Flyway, one of the main 
migration routes through the continent that millions of birds use each year. Source: Brittanica.com 
  



5. The Embarras River: A Vital Natural Resource 
You are standing at the outside edge of the Embarras River’s floodplain. The river is just a few 
hundred yards west of this stop, across the level meadow. 

This river is one of Illinois’ outstanding rivers because of its diversity of habitats. Its diverse 
habitats include sandbars, gravel bars, gravel-sand raceways, riffles, and silt-bottomed pools. 

Because of the variety of habitats, the river provides homes for over a dozen threatened or 
endangered aquatic species! 

In fact, most of the river – 112 miles of its total length of 190 miles – is rated as a Biologically 
Significant Stream. Only one other area in Illinois has more river miles rated at this level! (The 
Shawnee Hills area in far southern Illinois has 126 miles of rivers and streams rated at this level) 

French explorers named the river Embarras (pronounced: em-bar-raw), which is a French word that 
means ‘obstacles’ or ‘blockages.’ 

 

This is Where the Wisconsin Glacier Stopped 

Warble Ridge Conservation Area lies at the intersection of two large landscapes. 

Here, the Embarras River cuts through the southernmost moraine formed by the Wisconsin Glacier, 
which melted about 10,000 years ago (see Illinois map above). 

Moraines are huge piles of gravel, rocks, and sediment left behind at the outside edge of a glacier. 
Look for granite rocks of various size - these were carried here by the glaciers from hundreds of 
miles north of here; even from as far away as Michigan or Canada.  

The hills around you are remnants of that moraine. Glacial meltwaters cut a path through the vast 
amounts of gravel and sediment left behind by the glacier. Later, the Embarras River formed along 
this same path. 

Just a few miles south of here, the landscape is 10 times older. The last time it was covered by 
glaciers was over 125,000 years ago! 

 

Look For: 

At this stop, look for the ways the landscape has been shaped. Can you see low, flat areas in the 
floodplain? These are places that glacial meltwaters, and later the Embarras River, cut through the 
moraine that the glaciers had left behind.  

The ridges and ravines along the trail were also initially formed by glacial meltwaters, and they 
have eroded slowly since then. 

 

 
More info about the Warbler Ridge Conservation Area 
 

http://grandprairiefriends.org/stewardsites/warbler-ridge.php


 
The Embarras River is one of Illinois’ most biologically significant rivers. (Photo: Chris Rankin) 
 

 
The Embarras River starts in Champaign-Urbana. Its upper reaches include the creeks in 
Meadowbrook Park and southern part of University of Illinois campus, and the detention ponds near 
the intersection of Windsor Rd and U.S. Route 45. 



 
This is a map of the river’s watershed. The Embarras River flows from Champaign-Urbana to the 
Wabash River in Lawrence County, IL. It is 190 miles long, and the watershed covers 2,435 square 
miles. (Map: Embarras River Management Assoc) 
 

 
The Embarras River is part of the Wabash River's watershed. Water in the Embarras flows into the 
Wabash and then eventually into the Mississippi River, which flows to the ocean. (Source: 
Wikimedia Commons) 



 
Harlequin Darter (Etheostoma histrio). Endangered in Illinois. (Photo: North American Native 
Fishes Association) 
 

 
Eastern Sand Darter (Ammocrypta pellucida) Threatened in Illinois. (Photo: North American Native 
Fishes Association) 
 

 
Bigeye Shiner (Notropis boops) Endangered in Illinois. (Photo: North American Native Fishes 
Association) 



 
Snuffbox (Epioblasma triquetra) Federally endangered 
 

 
Kidneyshell (Ptychobranchus fasciolaris) Endangered in Illinois (Photo: James St John) 
 

 
The hills around you are remnants of the southernmost moraine that was left behind by glaciers 
almost 10,000 years ago! 
 



 
Look for granite rocks of various size along the trail. These were carried here by glaciers from 
hundreds of miles north of here. 

  



6. Restoring Wetlands for both Wildlife and Humans 
One of the major projects at Warbler Ridge Conservation Area is restoring wetlands in the river 
floodplain. 

Look across the road to see a wetland restoration project that began in the fall of 2017. The area was 
graded to hold water and a flow control structure was installed at the south end. Then we seeded 
wetland-specific plants, which will get established in the next few years. 

Come back often to see the wetland plants develop and enjoy how wildlife respond! 

For now, look for bird species such as Great Blue Herons, Bald Eagles, Wood Ducks and other 
ducks, Yellow Warblers, and Prothonotary Warblers. As the plants mature, other species, like Sora, 
will also move in here. 

The plant species will include buttonbush, blue joint grass, prairie cordgrass, blue flag iris, various 
sedges, and swamp milkweed. Since this restoration project has just begun, it might take some time 
before you notice these plants. 

 

What is a Wetland? 

Wetlands are areas that are covered, or saturated with, water for extended periods during the 
growing season. In other seasons they may be dry. 

 

Why are Wetlands Important? 

All wildlife depends upon good habitat in order to live and breed, and many species specifically 
require wetland habitats to do this. 

• Many fish and amphibians depend on the wetlands next to rivers as places to spawn, for young 
fish and tadpoles to grow, and for feeding. 

• Migrating wetland birds need Illinois wetlands so they can stop, rest, and refuel for the long 
trip. 

• Wetlands also provide habitat for other plants and animals that depend on these types of 
habitats, and who may have few others places to live. 

Wetlands benefit society as well: 

• They reduce flooding by holding floodwaters and releasing them slowly 

• They help clean the water that moves through them, improving water quality downstream 

Unfortunately, Illinois has lost nearly 90% of its wetlands. Many species that once were plentiful 
are now endangered or threatened. 

Their survival depends on wetland restoration projects like this one. 

 
More info about the Warbler Ridge Conservation Area 
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Panoramic view of the wetland in June 2018. A former flat agricultural field was graded in fall 2017 
to add in curving low-lying areas. Wetland plants have been seeded and some shrubs have been 
planted. In time, this will be a thriving floodplain wetland full of life. (Photo: Pam Leiter) 
 

 
Wetlands benefit both society and wildlife. They reduce flooding by holding floodwaters and 
releasing them slowly. As the water moves through the wetland, it gets cleaner before entering the 
river. Wetlands also provide wildlife habitat. (Image Source: Dr. Patricia Shapley) 

 
Bald Eagle (Photo: Dan McHale) 



 
Great Blue Heron (Photo: Jeff Bryant) 
 

 
Wood Duck (Photo: Jeff Bryant) 
 

 
Sora (Photo: Jeff Bryant) 



 
Yellow Warbler (Photo: Jeff Bryant) 
 

 
Prothonotary Warbler (Photo: Jeff Bryant) 
 

 
Monarch butterfly on swamp milkweed (Photo: Suzanne Cadwell) 



 
Tiger swallowtail on buttonbush (Photo: Rachid H) 
 

 
Blue flag iris (Photo: Frank Mayfield) 

 
Bee on a boneset plant (Photo: Steve Burt) 

 
  



7. Restoring a Corridor  
We hope you are enjoying your hike so far! This trail takes you through woodlands, along wetland 
restoration projects and bottomland forest re-plantings, and near to prairie areas planted to benefit 
pollinators. 

These projects, and Warbler Ridge Conservation Area as a whole, are part of a long-range 
landscape-level conservation initiative. 

Starting in 2012, Grand Prairie Friends worked with a variety of land conservation granting 
agencies to purchase land as it became available for sale along the Embarras River. With their help, 
along with donations from our members, we were able to create a continuous protected natural area 
that connects with both Fox Ridge State Park to the south and Woodyard Conservation Area to the 
north.  

Diverse habitats like these along rivers – also called riparian corridors – are especially important for 
wildlife. We are excited for this unique opportunity to restore an important link in our natural 
heritage for future generations! 

Connecting multiple fragments of land has many benefits for wildlife as well as humans. 

Benefits for wildlife and plants: 

• Continuous, diverse habitats that provide more resources for survival 

• Increased genetic diversity 

• Large, unfragmented, natural areas to raise families in, which some birds and other animals 
require. 

Benefits for humans: 

• Cleaner water and air for all 

• More opportunities for enjoying nature 

• Enhanced nature interactions that ultimately benefit physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual 
health 

Currently 1000 acres of natural areas have been stitched together at Warbler Ridge Conservation 
Area. This is one of the largest protected natural areas in east-central Illinois! 

Grand Prairie Friends is working to further enhance these habitats. We are replanting woodlands, 
re-creating wetlands along the river, removing invasive plant species that would otherwise take 
over, and adding biodiversity to the flora and fauna. 

Grand Prairie Friends values both land conservation and community, and we are excited that this 
project will benefit both! 

 
More info about the Warbler Ridge Conservation Area 
 
 

http://grandprairiefriends.org/stewardsites/warbler-ridge.php


 
Preserving large natural areas along rivers benefits both people and wildlife. 
 

 
Scarlet Tanager (Photo: Jeff Bryant) 
 



 
Ovenbird (Photo: Jeff Bryant) 
 

 
Worm-eating Warbler (Photo: Kenneth Cole Schneider) 

   
  



8. Microclimates: Variation in the Landscape Creates Diversity 
The ridges and ravines around you contain a variety of conditions, such as amount of sunlight, 
moisture levels, temperature, and soil type. 

The land tends to be dryer and sunnier on ridgetops and south-facing slopes. In low areas there is 
more moisture and less sun. 

These differences create microclimates of specific growing conditions that can influence which 
plants live where, or when they bloom. 

Trees such as pawpaw are common in the ravines. Red oaks tend to grow on the slopes, while white 
oaks like the ridges. 

Spring: The same spring wildflower species might bloom at different times in different areas. As 
you hike, look for the same plant at different stages of flowering. 

Summer: Look at how much light is reaching the ground through the forest canopy. Can you see a 
link between sunlight and the types of plants you see? 

 
More info about the Warbler Ridge Conservation Area 

 

 

 
Bloodroot is one of the earliest spring woodland wildflowers to bloom. Its name comes from the red 
sap in the roots. Its leaves die back by early summer. (Photo: Pam Leiter) 
 

http://grandprairiefriends.org/stewardsites/warbler-ridge.php
http://grandprairiefriends.org/stewardsites/warbler-ridge.php
http://grandprairiefriends.org/stewardsites/warbler-ridge.php


 
Spring beauty is a small woodland wildflower that blooms in early spring. After blooming its leaves 
die back until next year. (Photo: Pam Leiter) 
 

 
Cut-leaved toothwort blooms in early spring. After flowering its leaves die back until next year. 
(Photo: Pam Leiter) 
 



 
Dutchman's breeches blooms in early spring. Its name comes from the flowers, which look like 
pants hanging out to dry. After flowering its leaves die back until next year. (Photo: Larry 
McGahey) 
 

 
White trout lily blooms in early spring. Its name comes from its mottled leaves that look similar to 
trout. After flowering its leaves die back until next year. (Photo: Pam Leiter) 
 

 



Wild geranium blooms in mid spring. After flowering its leaves die back until next year. (Photo: 
TCDavis) 
 

 
Mayapple emerges in mid spring. Its leaves look like umbrellas. After flowering its leaves die back 
until next year. (Photo: envirorunner) 
 

 
The mayapple flower hangs below the umbrella-like leaves. (Photo: Lotus Johnson) 
 

 
Jack-in-the-pulpit blooms in mid to late spring. After flowering its leaves die back until next year. 
(Photo: Liz West) 



 
Trees such as pawpaw are common in the ravines. (Photo: Anne McCormack) 
 

 
Pawpaws bloom in spring. (Photo: Ted) 
 

 
Sycamore trees are common in the ravines. Their mottled white/green/brown bark is unique. (Photo: 
yooperann) 



 
Red oaks tend to grow on the slopes; look for pointed tips on leaves to identify oaks in the red oak 
family. (Photo: Rafael Medina) 
 

 
White oaks tend to grow on the ridges; look for rounded tips on leaves to identify oaks in the white 
oak family. (Photo: JanetandPhil) 

  



9. Dr. L. Barrie Hunt: A Natural Legacy 
Dr. L. Barrie Hunt was a beloved member of the Eastern Illinois University faculty. He taught 
ornithology and biology there for over 20 years - from 1967 until his retirement in 1989. 

His love of birds started early in life, and he was very active in research and in the birding 
community. For 50 years, he was a volunteer bird bander for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. He 
also served on the boards of the Illinois Audubon Society and the Douglas-Hart Foundation.  

Barrie was an expert birder – his combination of learning, experience, and field skills was 
unsurpassed, and he was admired by all who knew him. 

Barrie and his wife Shirley were married on June 18, 1955. In 1981, they purchased what would 
become Warbler Woods to protect the 193 acres of natural area there, and dedicated it as a nature 
preserve in 1999. He passed away in 2009, and Shirley donated Warbler Woods Nature Preserve to 
Grand Prairie Friends in 2014. 

 
More info about the Warbler Ridge Conservation Area 

 
Dr. L. Barrie Hunt was an expert birder & avian researcher for many years. 
 

 
Dr. Hunt leading a field excursion for his ornithology class of Eastern Illinois University students in 
spring 1985. 
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Barrie & Shirley Hunt dedicated their Warbler Woods property as a nature preserve in 1999. It is 
now part of the Warbler Ridge Conservation Area. 
 

 
Barrie and his wife Shirley in 1994. 
 

 
Dr. Hunt graduated from Asheville School in North Carolina, and earned degrees from Miami 
University and the University of Wisconsin-Madison. He was also in the U.S. Air Force for 2 years. 



 
Barrie shows off a mobile of an Osprey. 

  



10. Maintaining an Ecologically Healthy Forest 
The forest around you may appear different than other forests you have visited. It is more open and 
clear because it is largely free of invasive shrubs that have overtaken other forests in east-central 
Illinois. 

Because of this, native plants can thrive here instead as well as the wildlife that depends on them for 
food and shelter. This means we can enjoy a larger variety of plants and animals that live here! 

Grand Prairie Friends works hard to maintain this healthy balance by removing invasive plants 
when they appear. 

"When one tugs at a single thing in nature, he finds it attached to the rest of the world."  John Muir 

For more information about invasive plants in Illinois, and native alternatives for your home 
landscape, download this brochure. 

 
More info about the Warbler Ridge Conservation Area 
 

 
Invasive shrubs such as bush honeysuckle can dominate the forest floor. They leaf out in early 
spring before all other plants in the forest, and block the sunlight those plants need. 
 

 
Underneath these dense shrubs is a bare landscape. The honeysuckles have blocked out the light 
that wildflowers and young trees need. 

https://www.ilhipp.org/uploads/5/3/8/1/53813593/hipp_invasives_booklet_4-11-2017_for_web.pdf
http://grandprairiefriends.org/stewardsites/warbler-ridge.php
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Healthy, open forests like the one around you allow plenty of light to reach the ground in early 
spring. This gives wildflowers and young trees a boost. 
 

 
Soon, spring wildflowers abound and young trees put out their leaves. 

   
  



11. Oak-Hickory Forests are Vital for Wildlife 
The most common tree species at Warbler Ridge Conservation Area are white oak, red oak, and 
shagbark hickory. 

As you hike, look for oak leaves, acorns, hickory leaves, and hickory nuts. They will be most 
abundant in the fall, but you might still find some in the spring and summer.   

 

Oaks are a Keystone Species 

Oaks support more biodiversity than any other tree in Illinois forests! 

• Acorns and hickory nuts are a major source of food for a wide variety of birds, mammals, and 
insects. They play a key role in the region’s food webs. 

• Over 100 species of mammals and birds eat acorns, including deer, gray squirrels, flying 
squirrels, chipmunks, raccoons, rabbits, opossums, wild turkeys, crows, blue jays, quail, 
grouse, ducks, and more. 

• Over 500 species of insects live and feed on oaks! 

• Birds often find more insects to eat in oaks than in other kinds of trees. Many of the almost 
100 bird species that nest in the region use oak-hickory forests. 

• Declining bird species, such as Red-headed Woodpeckers, Black-billed Cuckoos, Northern 
Flickers, and others, prefer oak woodlands. 

• Over 170 species of fungi can be found in oak-hickory forests! 

• Oaks provide shelter and nest holes for many wildlife species. 

 

Oaks are in Trouble 

Oaks are a vital part of the natural communities they live in. Unfortunately, oaks are in decline due 
to a variety of factors. 

For instance, oak seedlings need lots of sunlight. However, maple trees and invasive shrubs have 
invaded many woodlands, shading out oak seedlings. As a result, many Illinois woodlands do not 
have enough younger oaks to replace older trees as they die off. 

 

Saving Our Oak-Hickory Forests 

For all of these reasons, restoration and management of oak-dominated forests is an essential goal in 
promoting biodiversity and managing wildlife. 

That’s why Grand Prairie Friends manages this forest community to promote the reproduction and 
growth of oaks over other encroaching species that threaten to change the character of the forest. 

 

More info about Warbler Ridge Conservation Area 

http://grandprairiefriends.org/stewardsites/warbler-ridge.php


 
Flying squirrels depend on acorns and other nuts. (Photo: USFWS) 
 

 
Ruffed Grouse depend on acorns for food. (Photo: Seabamirum) 
 

 
Even Blue Jays eat acorns! (Photo: Jeff Hart) 
 



 
Red-headed Woodpeckers birds prefer open oak woodlands for nesting habitat. (Photo: June West) 
 

 
Flickers were common in Illinois in the early 1900s, but are now scarce in southern Illinois and 
declining in the rest of the state. They prefer open forest and savanna habitats, and spend a lot of 
time on the ground eating ants. (Photo: Steve Kersting) 
 



 
Black-billed Cuckoo (Photo: Tom Benson) 
 

 
White oak leaves have rounded lobes. (Photo: JanetandPhil) 
 

 
White oaks produce acorns on a one year cycle, but are more sporadic from year to year in acorn 
production. They sometimes produce bumper crops. White oaks sprout in the fall right after the 
acorns drop. They have fewer tannins than red oak acorns and are eaten by wildlife often before red 
oak acorns are eaten. The inner surface of the acorn shell is not hairy. (Photo: Kyle Spradley) 



 
Red oak leaves have pointed lobes (Photo: Raphael Medina) 
 

 
Red oak acorns spend the winter in a dormant state and sprout in spring. The trees take two years to 
mature an acorn, but reproduce yearly, and commonly provide a reliable crop on a yearly early 
basis. The inner surface of the acorn shell is hairy. (Photo: NatureServe) 



 
Shagbark hickory (Photo: Kevin Faccenda) 
 

 
Shagbark hickory nuts (Photo: Johnathan Rush) 

 
  



12. Welcome! 
Warbler Ridge Conservation Area, Grand Prairie Friends 
Welcome to the Warbler Ridge Conservation Area! At about 1,000 acres, this is the largest natural 
area owned by Grand Prairie Friends, a 501(c)3 non–profit land trust & conservation organization in 
east-central Illinois. 

We have been committed to preserving and restoring tallgrass prairie and woodlands in east-central 
Illinois since 1984. Warbler Ridge is one of eight sanctuaries owned and managed by Grand Prairie 
Friends. As a land trust, we have protected about 1,100 acres of natural areas in east-central Illinois. 

Our mission: Preserve and restore natural communities in east-central Illinois and to promote an 
understanding and appreciation of natural resources.  

 

Be a Grand Prairie Friend! 
Land Trusts: Preserving Our Natural and Historical Heritage 
As a nonprofit land trust, Grand Prairie Friends acquires, preserves, and restores natural areas in 
perpetuity, meaning forever. 

The Illinois landscape has been profoundly changed since the first European settlers arrived. Very 
little - less than 1% - of the original Illinois landscape remains. Woodlands whacked, prairies 
plowed, and rivers reshaped. 

Without the work of Grand Prairie Friends protecting remnants and restoring damaged landscapes, 
these exceptional areas would be lost to future generations. Some of these landscapes also include 
important historical features. 

“A conservationist is one who is humbly aware that with each stroke [of the axe] he is writing his 
signature on the face of the land.”  Aldo Leopold, renowned conservationist of early 1900’s 

 

Get Involved! 
We hope that your visit inspires you to help protect this beautiful property, and others like it! 

Here are ways to get involved: 

4. Become a member of Grand Prairie Friends, or donate funds to support our mission: visit our 
website.  

5. Volunteer at workdays or fund-raising events. For more info, 
email volunteer@grandprairiefriends.org. 

6. Hike our properties and encourage others in your community to do so. 

“Like winds and sunsets, wild things were taken for granted until progress began to do away with 
them. Now we face the question whether a still higher ‘standard of living’ is worth its cost in things 
natural, wild and free.” Foreword, A Sand County Almanac – Aldo Leopold 

“We abuse land because we regard it as a commodity belonging to us. When we see land as a 
community to which we belong, we may begin to use it with love and respect.” Foreword, A Sand 
County Almanac – Aldo Leopold 

 

http://grandprairiefriends.org/join.php
http://grandprairiefriends.org/join.php
mailto:volunteer@grandprairiefriends.org


Hiking at Warbler Ridge Conservation Area 
Along this hike, you will see ridges and ravines that were originally shaped by glaciers about 
10,000 years ago. This upland forest is a remnant of the oak-hickory woodland that once surrounded 
both sides of the Embarras River for many miles. This upland deciduous forest hosts beautiful 
spring wildflowers and colorful fall foliage. 

You will also see wetland and forest restorations in the Embarras River floodplain. 

Look for the numbered signs that identify this tour's stops along the way. 

This trail is about 3 miles long (one-way). Some portions have steep hills. In the future, we plan to 
add trails. Stay tuned! 

Enjoy your hike! 

 

How Do I Pronounce Embarras? 
Embarras is a French term meaning ‘blockages’ or ‘logjams.’ It is pronounced em-bar-raw. 

 

Open Hours:  
Dawn to dusk year-round. 

 

Parking:  
Limited parking is available at both trailheads and at the trail midpoint lot. 

 

Visitor Guidelines: 
Warbler Ridge Conservation Area is protected within the Illinois Nature Preserves Commission 
system.  

Please: 

• Be mindful during your visit - take only pictures and leave only footprints. 

• Stay on the trails for your own safety and to prevent damage to the plants. 

• Respect this land as a home for native plants and animals. Removal or destruction of any 
material, plant or animal, is prohibited. 

• Please keep pets leashed. 

For more information about visitor guidelines and prohibited activities, please visit our website or 
check out the signs at the trailheads.  

 

What Should I Bring?  
You may want to bring bug repellent (in summer) and a water bottle. Restrooms, potable water, and 
trash receptacles are not available on-site. Please pack out your trash. 

 

http://grandprairiefriends.org/stewardsites/warbler-ridge.php


 
Warbler Ridge Conservation Area is a beautiful, hilly natural area. We hope you enjoy your visit! 
Photo: Durango Mendoza 
 

 
The green numbered signs along the trail mark the Warbler Trail tour stops. 
 

 
Our work ensures that future generations will be able to enjoy the natural wonders of Illinois. 
 



 
We love our volunteers! They are a wonderful group of passionate people. 
 

 
Keeping invasive plants under control helps the whole forest, and the people who visit it too! 
 

 
Workdays include removing invasive species, planting native plants, or helping with prescribed 
burns. 
 



 
Workdays always include yummy snacks! 
 

 
Several volunteers enjoying a break. 
 

 
Volunteers help with our annual native plant sale each May at Lincoln Square mall in Urbana, IL. It 
is one of our annual fundraisers 
 



 
Volunteers also help with the Rattlesnake Master Run! In November, Grand Prairie Friends offers 
this 10K run and 5K run/walk at Meadowbrook Park in Urbana, IL. It is one of our annual 
fundraisers. 
 

 
Map of Warbler Ridge Conservation Area 
 



 
Warbler Ridge Conservation Area is protected within the Illinois Nature Preserves Commission 
system. 
 

 
Grand Prairie Friends designates property according to the rules of the Illinois Nature Preserves 
Commission (INPC). Look for these signs as you hike; see how many you can find! 
 

 
Grand Prairie Friends is named after the Grand Prairie ecosystem - a vast tallgrass prairie, 
interspersed with forested rivers and oak savannas, that once covered one-third of Illinois. 
 



 
Grand Prairie Friends owns 8 natural areas throughout east-central Illinois. They include prairies, 
savannahs, woodlands, wetlands, and river corridors. 
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