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Dixon Waterfowl Refuge: 
From corn and soybeans to a Wetland

of International Importance
Story by Sheryl DeVore

CANOEING IS ONE WAY TO BIRD THE WATERFOWL REFUGE
The canoe gently touched the cattails as my husband, Steve Bailey, and 

I stopped paddling to listen and watch. Yellow-headed blackbird males—
one so close we could almost touch it—uttered their guttural courtship 

calls. Farther out in the marshy waters of the Sue and Wes Dixon 
Waterfowl Refuge at Hennepin & Hopper Lakes in Putnam County, 

a least bittern lifted a short distance from cattails, then 
landed in another nearby secluded spot.
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Sheryl DeVore
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THAT TWO-HOUR canoe excursion on a late 
spring day during a bio blitz also yielded 33 common 
moorhens—all courting males. The blackbird, bittern 
and moorhen are listed as threatened or endangered 
in Illinois, and they all breed at this remarkable place 
that was not too long ago a vast corn and soybean 
field. Today it’s a 3,000-acre nature preserve that also 
is listed as a Wetland of International Importance.

“There aren’t very many places like this in Illinois 
anymore where you can find a connected mosaic 
of backwater lakes, wetlands and prairie system,” 
said Vera Leopold, grants manager for the Wetlands 
Initiative, which owns and manages the property. 
“There’s a whole range of habitats available to 
birds here. And it’s unique because it was a total 
restoration. Almost all of it was farmed for corn and 
soybeans for almost a century."

“The circumstances aligned that the Wetlands 
Initiative was interested in trying a large-scale 
restoration and a lot of area farmers were willing to 
sell land at the same time,” said Leopold, who also 
monitors birds at the refuge. 

“It was the perfect storm that made it possible. 
Since 2001, we have restored more than 3,000 
acres.”

There really is no question why this refuge is 
listed as an Important Bird Area in Illinois—the only 
question is, if you haven’t been there, what are you 
waiting for?

Within the past 16 years, 276 bird species have 
been observed at the refuge, which is free and open 
daily to the public. At least 22 state threatened or 
endangered birds have been observed migrating 
through or breeding at the site. Rare finds have 
included black-bellied whistling duck, great-tailed 
grackle, Ross’ goose, white-faced ibis, black-necked 
stilt and Hudsonian godwit.

Early spring and late fall migration can be 
exciting when thousands of canvasbacks, pintails, 
shovelers and coots can be seen in a day. In late 
spring and early autumn, migratory warblers and 
sparrows arrive. Some duck species, which are rare 
breeders in Illinois, summer at the refuge, including 
northern pintail, gadwall, ruddy duck and redhead 
duck. In summer you also have the chance to hear 
and see nesting marshland birds, including the 
yellow-headed blackbird, as well as grassland birds, 
such as sedge wren, dickcissel and lark sparrow, 
along with northern parula in the woodlands. Winter 
has its own avian rewards when northern harriers 
and short-eared owls fly over the grasslands seeking 
food.

ABOVE:  A pair of common moorhens copulate at the Dixon Waterfowl 
Refuge in late spring 2015. Photo by Steven D. Bailey.

BELOW:  The state-endangered yellow-headed blackbird breeds at the Sue 
and Wes Dixon Waterfowl Refuge. This photo was taken in late spring 2015 
at the refuge. Photo by Steven D. Bailey
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More than a century 
ago, Hennepin & Hopper 
Lakes were natural 
backwater bodies of water 
along the Illinois River 
floodplain. The lakes were 
drained for nearly a century 
to develop cropland. 
In 2001, the Wetlands 
Initiative restoration work 
entailed turning off the 
pumps to begin to return 
the landscape to what was 
present before European 
settlement.

In 2012, the Dixon 
Waterfowl Refuge was recognized as a Wetland of 
International Importance by the Ramsar Convention 
on Wetlands because it provides habitat for 
endangered species, native fish populations and 
large numbers of migratory waterfowl. Just 38 sites 
in the U.S. have earned this distinction.

Restoration and land purchase continue. A 
recent $100,000 federal grant, which required 
a three times match, is enabling the Wetlands 
Initiative to restore Sandy Hollow, a mosaic of 
degraded to high-quality woodland, prairie and 
savanna. The Wetlands Initiative has purchased 
and planted native seeds as well as hundreds of 
oaks and shrubs, and thinned out some of the 
degraded woodlands.

Today more than 670 species of native plants, 
some planted, others emerging from a dormant 
seedbank, thrive at the Dixon refuge, including 
some that are state-threatened or -endangered. 
Forty-nine species of dragonflies and damselflies 
and 62 species of butterflies also have been documented at the 
refuge. 

While early morning is best for birding the preserve, any time 
of the day can produce some great avian moments. Don’t forget to 
enjoy the plants and other wildlife. 

A view from the lake tower onto the lakes. Photo by Steven D. Bailey.

BIO
Sheryl DeVore serves as the chief editor of the 
Illinois Ornithological Society's flagship publication 
Meadowlark, a position she's held since the group's 
founding in 1992. DeVore has also written three 
books on birds of Illinois and Michigan, and regularly 
contributes nature stories to the Chicago Tribune, 
Bird Watching Magazine, Birds & Blooms Magazine 
and other regional and national publications.

Dixon Waterfowl Refuge is in Putnam 
County off Route 26 just south of the 
town of Hennepin.
 
For directions and additional 
information on the site visit 
wetlands-initiative.org.

The Sue and Wes Dixon Waterfowl Refuge includes prairie land where 
pale purple coneflowers grow and where grassland birds nest. 
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