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In this series we have been exploring the intricate ways that native plants interact
in their native ecosystems, and the roles they play. They are indeed special entities
as a result of having co-evolved, over millennia with other local inhabitants.
Nothing can replace them in the food chain—in the web of life.
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‘Finicky’ feeders: Specialized insects all around us
By Charley Eiseman

Gardeners have skirted aro und the edges o f the co nnectio n b ut have no t quite
co nsidered the facts fro m this p ersp ective. Ho rticulturists have to uted intro duced p lants
that are ‘p est free’ and ‘disease resistant’, witho ut asking the necessary questio ns—why,
and what relevance m ight these attrib utes have in the larger schem e o f things.
Ento m o lo gists have b een aware o f the sp ecial relatio nship b etween p lants and insects.
They are the o nes who have given us the Galerucella b eetle that feeds exclusively o n
p urp le lo o sestrife, thereb y help ing to b ring that ram p antly invasive p lant under co ntro l.
Here ento m o lo gist Charley Eisem an intro duces ano ther reaso n why Native Plants
are im p o rtant, ano ther way they p articip ate in eco system functio ns.
Most people know that as caterpillars, Monarchs feed exclusively on milkweed leaves.
Pretty finicky you might say, but that’s only because a lot less attention is paid to the
food choices of other insects.
In fact, if you visit your local milkweed patch, you'll find all sorts of other milkweedspecific insects, many of them similarly brightly colored to warn predators of their
toxicity. Other insects munching the leaves include milkweed tussock moth caterpillars,
milkweed longhorn beetles, milkweed weevils and swamp milkweed leaf beetles. Each of
these has its own particular style of feeding. Perhaps the most distinctive is the milkweed
longhorn, which bites the leaf's midrib to stop the flow of sticky latex, then is able to eat
the tip of the leaf without getting its mouthparts gummed up. The larva of each type of
beetle has its own niche: leaf beetle larvae feed openly on the leaves, the weevil larvae
CONTINUED ON PAGE 10

The Saga of 128 N West Street
by Nada Finn
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Before: 2007-2008

After: 2012

My husband and I purchased the property at 128 N.
West Street, Waukegan IL in 1998. This house was built
as a private residence in 1893 (recently officially
designated an historic building by the Waukegan
Historical Society), but is now zoned commercial and
residential. It needed new windows and roof; it needed
paint; the front porch was rickety; the siding needed to
be replaced; but it was conveniently located on the west
side of Waukegan’s downtown, one block from city hall
and the Lake County government buildings. The house
was to be my husband’s law office.
Restoration of the house began in 2002, its external
appearance in keeping with the Historical Society’s
requirements. In 2009, the law practice was reorganized
with three attorneys, one of them our daughter—hence
the Finn and Finn on the final sign. The building is also
home to two non-profits that our family founded: WAGS
(Waukegan Animals Getting Saved) created by our
daughter to work with local Animal Control to aid
animals in need of medical attention; and GreenTOWN
Waukegan, created in 1995 by my husband as a
community improvement organization.
During that time, I had become interested in
community gardening and urban agriculture. With
encouragement from GreenTOWN, the decision was
reached to make our office building a model for better
stewardship of our earth, with a greener approach to
landscaping using native plants. Additional motivation
for restructuring the yard came up every time it rained.
The parking lot, convenient to the front entrance, became
Lake Finn. I began dreaming of a rain garden in the front
yard, replacing the traditional yews, of which I was not
inordinately fond.
I met David Hussemoeller of EarthWild Gardens and
Dan Krill of DK Environmental in 2005 and by 2007 we
were discussing taking out existing plants in the front
yard and replacing them with natives. They discussed
with me the pros and cons of this project, and what I
would gain by eliminating lawn care and maintenance
costs. We discussed the drainage problem, and talked
about a rain garden. By fall David and Dan had
presented plans, dividing the landscaping project into
three parts: front yard in 2008; south side of the house,

adjacent to the parking lot, in 2009; and the backyard
later. While working around the back entrance of the
building, I wanted to think about incorporating into the
design several raised beds for growing vegetables and
herbs.
At the end of 2007, I submitted an application for the
2008 Illinois Rainwater Grant. I presented our plans,
drawings and plant lists.
In the spring of 2008, I was gratified to receive $500
for construction of our rain garden, and we were ready to
break ground. Literally.

Fall 2008, after a summer’s growth.

Men and machines came and removed the turf and
the mature yews. Phase one planting followed, with a
native plant rain garden installed in front of the house,
and more natives planted between the sidewalk and the
parking lot. The rest of the summer I watered and
weeded. David and Dan stopped by periodically to check
the plantings.
The following spring we removed the large yews and
the sod on the south side, between the house and the
parking lot. More watering and weeding ensued, but the
summer was a hot one and some of the plants did not
make it. David was diligent and replaced them.
The plants in front of the house did well in this, their
second, year. Since they had been planted as second-year
plugs, they were mature enough to bloom and set seed.
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Great Stuff

at the Wild Store
In the fall, I had the pleasure of no t removing them, but intentionally
letting them stand for the birds, the insects and other wildlife. It was a
glorious feeling to be able to do that.
In 2010, we installed three raised beds in the office back yard, planting
them with a variety of vegetables and herbs. In the fall, for the first time, I
collected seeds in the front yard, to use elsewhere in the yard or to give
away! What a feeling! And we’ve continued this practice each fall, then
leaving the plants standing—for the wildlife.
In the spring of 2011, I planted potatoes in the three raised beds, looking
forward to ‘hilling’ them and harvesting young potatoes for summer meals.
A storm brought down five large trees in the back yard. We replaced them
with five small fruit trees.

Wild Ones Sweatshirts
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Fall 2012: along a flag-stone path from front steps to parking lot.

In Lake County, we have a non-profit group called Conserve Lake
County that helps people apply more eco-friendly landscaping practices on
their own private lawns and gardens, working toward cleaner water, richer
soils, and more resilient ecosystems. They provide how-to information and
offer free consultation visits to assist home owners in incorporating ecofeatures in their yards. They say: “Lake County is our home. Like you, we
believe that keeping nature healthy is essential to keeping this a great place
to live, work, play, and raise a family. A place for people and wildlife.
Working together, we can make a difference.”
Conserve Lake County also has a program called Conservation@Home.
Home owners may apply for an assessment of the state of their yard, with a
view toward having their yard certified as eco-friendly. The program uses a
points system to establish certification, revolving around a property owner’s
use of native plants, lawn care practices, dedication to soil health and clean
water, support of wildlife, and removal of invasive species.
I applied for this assessment and later in 2012 the yard received
certification and a plaque, the first business to be so certified in Lake
County.
I did not embark upon a path of creating a more natural environment in
this space with the idea of winning an award or being certified for my
efforts. If anything, I wanted to leave footprints for others to follow, to
inspire others to help play a bigger role in improving our collective
ecological well-being. If everyone came to realize that conservation truly
starts in one’s own backyard, it wouldn’t take long to make a tremendous
difference in our shared quality of life.
The certification is good for five years, but I can’t see ever going back to a
lawn with yew shrubs. I feel like I’ve accomplished something sustainable,
and I intend to keep it that way. Z
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