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In this issue...
The natural world has often been a place people turn to during hard times. The land has literally helped hard-pressed humans survive by pro-
viding plants and meat for food during times of scarcity. In modern times and in developed countries, nature provides comfort of the spiritual 
and emotional kind to people living under duress. Few alive today can recall times more stressful and challenging than those we are currently 
experiencing. For many, living under strict shelter-in-place and/or social distancing requirements, a walk through a natural area can provide a 
soothing balm for the mind and soul. Even for those unable to get out, or without nearby natural areas, even watching video footage of natural 
scenery can be calming. We at Spring Valley hope that all of us will soon be able to once again wander pathways through prairies and wood-
lands. In the meantime, seek out whatever experience of nature, even virtual, you can find.

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, information 
on summer programming is on hold. 
Information will be released via our website 
and social media when avaialble. 
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Ralph Waldo Emerson once wrote, “What is a weed? A plant whose virtues have not been discovered.” These 
virtues may be the simple aesthetic beauty of an individual plant or the medicinal properties yet to be recognized 
or perhaps something that provides inspiration. A walk through the prairie and woodlands may inspire or invigorate 
one, with little thought given to the hidden potential, both realized and undiscovered, of the plants that surround us. 

Common milkweed (Asclepias syriaca), a conspicuous prairie plant found 
throughout Eastern and Central United States, is easily identified by its straight, 
sturdy stalk, leaves of deep green above and silvery green beneath, and large 
warty seed pods that appear in late summer. Its common name is derived from the 
bitter, milky sap that exudes from the plant when the stalk or leaves are snapped 
off. It is an important nectar source for bees and food source for larval monarch 
butterflies, as well as some moths and beetles. The sweet nectar was extracted 
from the flowers and used by Native Americans and European voyageurs as 
a sweetener. Equally important, however, was the role it played in saving lives 
during World War II. Following Japan’s entry into the war, the supply of material 
(Kapok) used to fill “Mae West” life jackets imported from the Japanese controlled 
island of Java was cutoff. The fine buoyant, silky fibers found in milkweed seed 
pods became its replacement. “Two bags, one life” became the slogan for school 
children across 29 states to gather the milkweed pods, of which 11 million pounds of fluff were collected by the end 
of the war, saving countless lives.

Common burdock (Arctium minus), a biennial plant native to Northern Europe and parts of Asia, but commonly 
found throughout most of the continental United States, forms a large leaved rosette during its first year of growth, 
followed by a stout, rough grooved stalk up to six feet tall in its second year. The inflorescence appears in numerous 
heads of pink, purple and white nearly one inch across and enclosed in a prickly bur. Most of the plant is edible and 
popular in Asian cuisine, but that is not the plant’s ultimate claim to fame. A Swiss inventor by the name of George 
De Mastral happened upon the plant while walking his dog in the early 1940s. He observed how the hook-like burs 
attached themselves to his dog’s fur and set out to devise a way to create the unique fastener by copying the bur’s 
microscopic hooks. The name given his new invention was derived from the material he used to perfect it (Velour) 
and the shape of the hook that resembled a crochet needle. Where would we be without Velcro (Velour+Crochet)?

Virtues of the Land  by Matt McBrien

Meadow with Hedgerow

Common Milkweed

Burdock



S p r i n g  V a l l e y  •  N a t u r a l  E n q u i r e r  •  M A Y /J U N E  2 0 2 0

33

Another plant whose only virtue might possibly be its aesthetic beauty is 
white snakeroot (Ageratina altissima). A perennial found throughout North 
America east of the Rockies, its emerald green triangular egg-shaped 
leaves are arranged along a solid green stem topped with a velvety, 
clean white bloom. This unassuming plant carries within it a toxin called 
Tremetol, an unsaturated alcohol when processed from the leaves and 
stems that looks and smells similar to that of turpentine. Grazing cattle 
often consumed the plant. The toxins would then spread to the fatty 
tissues where it was then passed on to anyone who consumed the meat or 
milk. “Milk Sickness” became a common condition and one of the leading 
causes of human death in parts of the East and Midwest during colonial 
times. Most notably was the death of Nancy Hanks Lincoln, the mother of a 
9-year-old boy named Abraham Lincoln.

On your next visit to Spring Valley or any other natural area, I encourage you to take time to examine the diversity of 
plants found in the prairies and woodlands and consider the potential these plants may have to feed, clothe or cure, 
or to change how we live or alter our path in some subtle way. These are the undiscovered virtues of a “weed” that 
Emerson referred to, waiting to be unlocked by a keen observer or by accidental encounter. 

White Snakeroot

It’s spring! The season of new birth, colorful blossoms, 
mating and migrating birds, and the beginning of 
summer. It’s the season to celebrate nature. To get 
started, spend a little time with the following quote 
from the German mystic, Hildegard von Bingen: “We 
shall awaken from our dullness and rise vigorously 
toward justice. If we fall in love with creation [substitute 
the word nature] deeper and deeper, we will respond 
to its endangerment with passion.”

Put another way, it’s been said that “In the end, we will 
conserve only what we love; we will love only what we 
understand and we will understand only what we are 
taught.” – Baba Dioum (Sengalese Forestry Engineer)

So, how DO we love nature? Is this something we do? 
We think? We feel? Can you remember moments in 
your life when you’ve been in love with nature? Are 
there any places, types of weather, or times of the day 
when you are most likely to experience a wonderous 
awe for the world? 

Take some time today, this week, or this month to put 
yourself in the physical and mental space to fall more 
deeply in love with the world around you. Below are a 
few suggestions.

Watch the sun rise or set.
Go for a short walk and notice what you notice for 
5 minutes.
Delight in a beloved pet.
Watch the afternoon light filter through the trees.
Embrace the weather, no matter the conditions.
Look for the moon tonight. What phase is it in?
Can you see any stars or constellations?
Water a plant.
Plant a garden.
Smell a flower. 

In short, Make Time for Earth! And Earth will make time 
for you!
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Long ago, the first explorers and botanists ventured into a vast wilderness. Thousands of strange and undocumented 
plants grew all around them in a rough and tangled mass. Over time as new plants were discovered, classes and 
taxonomy charts were created. After evaluating structure, leaves, flowers, and other traits, the daunting task of 
naming these plants was next. Latin names are fairly straightforward, grouping species into families and genus types 
according to physical similarities. Common names, on the other hand, leave room for interpretation. The lack of 
guidelines for these can be fascinating. The flora fore-founders could rely on imagination, creativity or logic. Let’s 
take a look at a few of the more interesting plant names, along with some of the stories on how these titles were 
chosen. 

When at a loss for words, one of the easiest and most effective ways to describe something is to compare it to 
something similar. Early botanists definitely took this method to heart by naming many plants after something that 
was already discovered within nature, astrology, or everyday life. Unique qualities of different plants reminded these 
individuals of something else and, just like that, a name grew from the dirt. Earthstar mushrooms are found across 
the United States and it is plain to see how they got their name. Often growing in mulch, these fungi emerge from the 
soil and eventually open up into a star-like shape. The weight of a single raindrop can send a cloud of spores into the 
air for the next growing season. Shooting star is a high-quality plant that grows in prairie and woodland ecosystems. 
The drooping flowers resemble a shooting star falling back toward Earth. Turtlehead is an extremely unique plant 
found in wetlands. If you examine the white flower in the picture, it is apparent that the correct name was chosen. 
Often, plant names make sense when looking at the flower. This is exemplified with Dutchman’s breeches. While 
the small white flowers do resemble pants, the initial creativity to come up with this name is impressive. Finally, a 
personal favorite of mine, butter-and-eggs, was named for the yellow and white color combination. Upon looking at 
the plant, one can see how the name was chosen, but the founder must have been hungry at the time, as it is a bit of 
a stretch. 

Distinct growing characteristics also assisted botanists. From the crimson roots of bloodroot to the fruiting bodies of 
mayapples—different traits resulted in different titles. For example, skunk cabbage is one of the first forbs to emerge 
in late winter. Due to the lack of active pollinators present in January, the plant’s flowers release a strong skunk-like 
smell to attract insects like flesh flies and carrion beetles. The plant can actually generate its own heat to melt the 
surrounding snow during this process. As seen in the photos, names like Jack-in-the-pulpit and Virginia bluebells are 
pretty straightforward. Others, such as obedient plant, stem from unique growing traits. The flowers of this species 
grow in a vertical column and, if pushed in a certain direction, pivot and remain in the new position; hence the name 
of being obedient. Prairie smoke is an early prairie riser. Due to its short structure, the plant emerges before the 
taller grasses steal all of the sunlight, and the string-like pink flowers extend a few inches off of the plant. The name 
originated from pioneers and settlers who described the flower’s fibers moving in the wind as a prairie wildfire. 

The prairie provided many functions and uses for Native Americans and pioneers. It could act as a hardware store, 
a hospital, and a supermarket for those in need. Different plants were also believed to have medicinal qualities. The 
roots of rattlesnake master were once thought by pioneers to be an effective antidote for rattlesnake bites. While the 
claim was erroneous, the name stuck. Indian pipe is a saprophyte, lacking the ability to photosynthesize. Because of 
this, it must acquire nutrients from organic matter in the soil. The flowers droop to create a pipe-like structure. Native 
Americans used the juices from Indian pipe to treat eye sores. Legend has it that the plant would always appear in 
the exact spot where they would knock the ashes from their pipe onto the forest floor. The origins of other plant 
names, like the compass plant, came from their practical uses. As a member of the silphium family, a compass plant 
can reach heights of over eight feet. Due to this, the plant must acquire a lot of sunlight to grow and prosper. So, the 
plant possesses the unique strategy of turning its large lobed leaves to face east and west. While this helps the plant 
gather the most sun throughout the day, it also helped pioneers narrow down direction on cloudy days. Much like 
moss growing on the north side of a tree, the plant’s leaves acted as an elementary GPS within the prairie. 

Within the field of conservation, plant names get thrown around without much thought. Mad-dog skullcap, green 
dragon, and showy lady slipper may be used in common conversation. A name is a name, unless one stops to 
consider the unique and artistic qualities of these titles. The inspiration for this article actually came from my 
daughter. She recently received a stuffed unicorn as a gift, and I asked what she would like to call her new toy. Her 
response was, “Glitter Fluttershy Sparkles.” After a laugh and some words of encouragement about her creativity, 
I started to picture early botanists out in the field. I envisioned them crouched on one knee while staring at a plant 

The Root of a Name by Matt Streitmatter
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they had never seen before. Much like my daughter’s name choice, even back then, after all the clues had been 
discovered and plant traits categorized, there were some botanists that decided to throw science and logic out the 
window. The choice was made to dig deep into their subconscious and pull out a name like foxglove beardtongue. 
And, personally, I find that great.

Sources for Pictures

https://www.illinoiswildflowers.info/index.htm

https://www.kentconservation.org/product/prairie-smoke/

https://www.highcountrygardens.com/wildflower-seeds/individual-species/chelone-glabra-seed

https://herbsocietyblog.wordpress.com/2019/01/14/skunk-cabbage-ephemeral-alchemical-and-smelly/

http://www.z-hub.org/nature/507swmi-plants.html

Earthstar Mushroom

Dutchman’s Breeches

Virginia Bluebells

Jack-in-the-pulpit

Compass Plant Leaves

Shooting Star TurtleheadSkunk Cabbage

Mayapple Fruit Prairie Smoke

Bloodroot RootsButter and Eggs
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Hello Turtles! Introduce yourselves and tell us how you got your names  Eastern Box Turtle: I am an Eastern Box Turtle, a type/
species of common box turtle. My name refers to my ability to completely enclose my head and limbs within my high domed 
upper shell (called a carapace) and hinged lower shell (plastron) to help protect myself from predators. Although I have the turtle 
name, I am actually more closely related to tortoises than actual turtles, who are aquatic. 
Painted Turtle: I am a Painted Turtle, the most commonly seen aquatic turtle across North America. I get my name from the yellow 
striping patterns on my head, arms and legs, as well as my red splotched underbelly appearing as if someone painted on me. 
Red-Eared Slider: I am a Red-Eared Slider, I sometimes get mistaken for a Painted Turtle, but my carapace is not as flat as a 
Painted Turtle (my shell is bumpier). I also have spotted plastron and red markings on the side of my head—which is where the 
red-eared part of my name comes from.

What do you eat?  Eastern Box Turtle: In the wild, I have a wide diet of both animal and plants (called an omnivore); this includes 
earthworms, slugs, small insects, wild berries, mushrooms, grasses, flowers and even animal carrion. It all depends on what I can 
find on a particular day…some might call me an “opportunistic feeder”. Here at Spring Valley, I eat a Box Turtle/Tortoise food mix, 
fruits and any insects or worms I come across in my enclosure. 
Painted Turtle: As an aquatic turtle, I feed on algae and aquatic plants, in addition to small water creatures including aquatic 
insects, crustaceans and small fish. At Spring Valley, I get a collection of fruits and an aquatic turtle food called ReptoMin Floating 
Food Sticks. I have also been known to munch on some worms if I come across them in my enclosure. 
Red-Eared Slider: My diet is very similar to Painted’s diet, I also am an omnivore; meaning I eat both aquatic plants and small water 
critters. I, too, am hooked on the ReptoMin food and receive the same collection of fruits. 

Where do you sleep?  Eastern Box Turtle: In the wild, I prefer a moist forest floor that is flat in shape. My shell is just too heavy 
to be climbing hills. At night I will dig a hole or shallow burrow to sleep in and protect myself. At Spring Valley, there are no large 
trees, so sometimes I sleep in a hole I have dug, other nights I sleep under the staircase. 
Painted Turtle: Both in the wild and here at Spring Valley, I will sink to the bottom of my pond and sleep through the night down in 
the mud.
Red-Eared Slider: I do the same a ‘Painted’ does.

Do you have a favorite color?  Eastern Box Turtle: Red fruits are my favorite…strawberries and cherry tomatoes in  
particular.
Painted Turtle: Green, lots of aquatic plants wherever I call home.
Red-Eared Slider: Obviously red…I am a RED-Eared Slider.

How old can you get?  Eastern Box Turtle: In the wild, I can reach over 100 years; in captivity, it is much less, around 30 years.
Painted Turtle: On my own in the wild, I can reach around 25-30 years in age. As a pet, I have been known to reach 50 years of age 
though with good owners. 
Red-Eared Slider: I max out around 30 years in age in the wild, usually a little bit less in captivity. 

The painted and a red-eared turtle slip into the pond for a quick dip. 
Are you up to answering a few more questions Box? What other animals live with you?  Sure! There are 9 turtles in total: 6 Red-
Eared Sliders, 2 Eastern Box Turtles, and 1 Painted Turtle. We also live with an American toad, a bullfrog, a Western Chorus Frog, 
and Bullhead fish.

What is your favorite thing to do?  We all like to sit and sun ourselves all day long in the quiet.

Interview with Nature Center Turtles  by Kyle Wenz &  

                   
 Elizabeth Hammon

Eastern Box Turtle Painted Turtle Red-Eared Slider
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How would your life be different if you lived outside?  We would have to sleep through the entire cold winter for starters. Brrrr 
that sounds terrible! We would also need to go in search of food instead of having it handed to us. And most dangerously, we 
would have to worry about predators coming after us in the wild. 

How do turtles survive the winter?  It gets cold in Northern IL, so we must find a comfortable place buried in mud and mostly 
sleep through the cold months. We will surface from the mud to occasionally eat and get a breath of fresh air, but then go right 
back down in the mud. 

Who helps take care of this Turtle Pond?  Spring Valley staff and Aquarium Adventure staff. 

Have you ever met people?  We have! But only when we chose to. If we do not want to be disturbed, we will hide from humans. 

Do you bite???  We all have mouths, don’t we? So, we could bite. We would never bite unless absolutely threatened. We would 
much rather just hide in our shells for protection though.

Why should people wash their hands after touching you?  Although we live at the Nature Center, we are still wild animals that do 
not take baths the way that humans do, so we may have different ‘germs’ than what you’re used to. People should also wash their 
hands before touching us as to not make any of us sick.

If I find a turtle in the middle of the road, what should I do?  Carefully shoo us in the same direction we are travelling. Never send 
us back in the opposite direction because we will just turn around once you leave, increasing our odds of being hit by a car. Please 
do not pick us up, unless we appear injured and unable to move on our own. 

If I find a baby turtle, what should I do?   It is okay to observe a baby turtle, but please do not disturb us. Our mom laid her eggs 
near where you see me for a reason and now we are learning to survive on our own.

If I find a turtle can I bring it to Spring Valley to live with you?  As exciting as it seems to have a pet turtle, we are wild animals. 
We are accustomed to living as a wild animal and would not make a great pet. It is also against the law for you to remove an 
animal from its habitat.  

Do turtles make good pets?  Most species do when purchased from a reputable pet store or reptile breeder (you want to be safe 
with your purchase). We can make good pets (we make next to no noise, are docile in behavior, and live a long time) if we have 
great owners. We do have special living requirements, so do your “homework” and research turtles as pets before getting one. If 
you have questions about turtles as pets ask any Spring Valley educator at the Nature Center.  

How can you tell a male from a female?  There are many ways to tell male turtles from females.  A few are:
• Typically, males have red eyes; females have brown.
• Male turtles have concaved plastron (bottom shell/belly), for mating purposes; females have flat a plastron. 
• Males typically have longer claws than females, for mating purposes.
• As adults, females are larger than males (measured by taking the diameter of the carapace). 
• Male turtles will have thicker and longer tails than a female.

How can people help turtles in the wild? 
Save our habitats! It is our home and supplies us with all that we need to survive: shelter, food and water. We need clean water. 
Plastic from garbage can hurt us or make us sick. Help keep trash in its place and pick up any litter you see. 

Sources for Pictures

https://www.chesapeakebay.net/discover/field-guide/entry/eastern_box_turtle1

http://fwp.mt.gov/mtoutdoors/HTML/articles/portraits/2014/westernpaintedturtle.htm

https://missoulian.com/news/state-and-regional/montana-turtles-to-be-collected-for-texas-release/article_209af01e-3c50-
11e4-a916-df9780da7c86.html
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WEBSITE: 
parkfun.com

E-MAIL: 
springvalley@parkfun.com

MEMBER:

Environmental Outreach Program
We’ll bring our outreach program to your site. Topics include 
forests, worms, spiders, mammals, owls, food chains, food webs, 
wetlands, and the water cycle. Students will participate in hands-on 
activities, songs and games. Topics may be adapted to students 
in grades one through six, and are aligned with Illinois State 
Standards and NGSS. 

Programs at Spring Valley
School, Scout and adult groups are encouraged to take advantage of 
Spring Valley’s Environmental Education Program. Programs change 
seasonally and are geared for specific age groups. Correlations to 
the state standards, connections with NGSS, and activity sheets are 
available on the SPD website, www.parkfun.com.

Learn local history with a visit to the Heritage Farm. Elementary and 
high school students recreate farm life in the 1880s with Hands on 
History; second graders experience it through Heritage Quest. Children 
from the age of four through second grade will learn about food, 
farmers, and farm animals in Farms and Foods. 

SCHAUMBURG PARK DISTRICT 
BOARD OF COMMISSIONERS:
Mike Daniels

Sharon DiMaria

David Johnson

George Longmeyer

Bob Schmidt

Tony LaFrenere, Executive Director

SPRING VALLEY MISSION 
STATEMENT:
Spring Valley’s mission is 
to educate area residents 
regarding the natural and 
cultural history of the 
Schaumburg area and how 
people have and continue to 
interact with and upon the 
landscape.

SPRING VALLEY  |  Schaumburg Park District  •  1111 East Schaumburg Road, Schaumburg, Illinois 60194

NATURAL ENQUIRER STAFF:
Mary Rice ........ Editor
Dave Brooks .. “In this Issue...”

SCHAUMBURG PARK DISTRICT 

Scout Badges
We offer many opportunities for scouts. Our programs will help with 
your badge, pin or patch requirements. Call for more information or 
stop in for a brochure.

Spring Valley Firepit and Shelter Rentals
Make your next scout group, business or family gathering something 
special! Spring Valley offers the use of a picnic shelter and fire pit in a 
wooded setting near Merkle Cabin. Use of the site includes firewood, 
trash/recycling receptacles and benches, as well as picnic tables. No 
alcohol or amplified music permitted. Restrooms are available at the 
Heritage Farm or Nature Center, a 5–10 minute walk. The adjacent 
Merkle Cabin contains a restroom and may be rented for additional 
fees. 

Hourly use fees:
Residents: .................$40 Civic groups: .................................... $35

Non-Residents: .......$55  Corporate/business groups: ...... $80

Spring Valley is a refuge of 135 acres of fields, forests, marshes and streams with over three miles of handicapped-accessible trails, a 
museum featuring natural history displays and information, a new nature playground and an 1880s living-history farm. Spring Valley 
is open to the general public. Admission is free.

Hours:
Grounds and Trails
April 1 - Oct. 31 ...........Daily ................8 a.m.-8 p.m.
Nov. 1 - March 31 ........Daily ................8 a.m.-5 p.m.

Due to COVID-19, all facilities are 
closed through May 30. 

Unless otherwise noted, all programs are held rain or shine. Participants 
should dress appropriately for weather conditions.

Vera Meineke
Nature Center & 
Bison's Bluff Nature Playground

Volkening
Heritage Farm

Merkle Cabin

Schaumburg Road
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Spring Valley
135 acres

Vera Meineke Nature Center
847-985-2100
The earth-sheltered visitor center provides an introduction to 
Spring Valley’s 135 acres of restored prairies, woodlands and 
wetlands and three miles of trails. The center contains natural 
history exhibits that change seasonally, a demonstration 
Backyard for Wildlife, an observation tower, classrooms, an 
extensive library, gift sales area and restrooms.

Volkening Heritage Farm
847-985-2102
Step back into the past for a look at Schaumburg as it was in the 
1880s – a rural German farm community. Help with seasonal farm 
chores, participate in family activities and games of the 1880s, 
or simply visit the livestock and soak in the quiet. Authentically 
dressed interpreters will welcome and share activities with 
visitors throughout the site.


