
The Grace Teninga Discovery Trail 
Along this moderately strenuous 2-mile loop trail to  
the dune top and back, you will find many points of 
interest about the sand prairie ecosystem. Here are 12 
to discover. Enjoy your walk and happy exploring! 

The trail begins at the boot brush station and heads to 
the northwest. Before hiking the trail, please be sure to 
use the boot brush station to remove any weed seeds 
which might be on the bottom of your soles.

1. Rattlesnake master (Eryngium yuccifolium)  
Looking a bit like a yucca plant but actually in the  
carrot family, this beautiful 
yet prickly plant can be found 
in prairies and open wood-
lands throughout the eastern 
US. The brilliant white flow-
ers bloom in late summer, and 
are a favorite nectaring plant 
of butterflies. This plant can grow up to 6’ tall! 

2. Pricklypear cactus (Opuntia humifusa) This native 
species of cactus is found in 
open sand and dry areas in 
Indiana, including Kankakee 
Sands and the coastal dunes 
of Lake Michigan. In July, it 
produces a brilliant yellow 
bloom. Look, but don’t touch.  
The fine, almost invisible 
spines of this cactus are barbed and do hurt. 

3. Controlling Invasive Species The southeast 
portion of this unit is currently in agricultural 
production. From 2002 to 2013 this area was part of the 
prairie restoration, but was being overrun by bird’s foot 
trefoil (Lotus corniculatus), one of the most aggressive 
and difficult to control invasive, non-native plant 
species in our area. Bird’s foot trefoil is a legume that 
has clover-like leaves and clusters of bright yellow 
flowers. It quickly forms vegetative mats which shade 
out other plants and prevent anything else from 
growing. This is referred to as a “monoculture” and is 
harmful to the diverse wildlife of the prairie. Despite 
multiple years of intensive herbicide treatment, the 
plants continued to grow and set seed. When no other 
means of control are effective, a drastic measure like 
till-farming can be utilized for several years to  
eradicate live plants and any remaining seeds, and to 
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ensure the invasive plant does not spread. 

4. New Jersey Tea (Ceanothus americanus) This 
shrubby perennial can grow to 3’ tall and is found 
throughout the eastern and 
midwestern US. It blooms in 
bunches of small white 
flowers (it’s also known as 
“wild snowball”) and is a 
favorite of many insects. In 
the fall, the seeds cure, and a 
capsule forms and pops open 
when ready. 

5. Beach wormwood (Artemesia caudata) Occurring 
in dry sandy soils, beach wormwood and other sages 
were used both medicinally 
and ceremonially by Native 
Americans. This particular 
variety grows to 3’ tall and is 
found throughout the US and 
Canada. Beach wormwood 
is used by many animals for 
food, and its thin frosty leaves 
are reminiscent of an evergreen. 

6. Wetland If you look to the northeast corner of the 
area, you will notice a difference in the types of plants 
growing there. This small area stays relatively wet all 
year long, providing habitat for wetland plants. This 
area is a great example of the diversity of restoration 
plantings that we are undertaking at the Efroymson 
Restoration—everything from dry upland prairies to 
low wetlands.   

7. Oak Sapling (Quercus veluntina) In this area, the 
black oak is the predominant 
savanna tree. A savanna could 
be described as a prairie with 
a few scattered trees.  One 
day, this little oak sapling will 
grow up and oversee its very 
own acre of open prairie. 

8. Roundheaded bush clover (Lespedeza capitata) 
This plant is in the bean family and flowers in late 
summer. It prefers drier soils, and has a taproot up 
to 7’ long, making it extremely drought-resistant. 
Historically used for a variety of medicinal purposes, 
bush clover has undergone pharmaceutical testing in 
modern times. 

9. Little bluestem (Schizachyrium scoparium) This 
short stature prairie grass is one of 
the most widely distributed native 
grasses in North America. Little 
bluestem boasts beautiful blue-green 
leaves in summer and a deep, rusty 
color with fluffy white seed-heads in 
fall. It typically grows to 3’ tall and 
prefers medium to dry soil. 

10. Sand Blow Sand blows occur where there is deep 
sand and thin plant cover. High winds, common in 
the prairie, routinely expose these areas, leaving open 
dune-like expanses that attract specialized plants and 
animals. All the sand at Kankakee Sands was deposited 
more than  12,000 years ago, when glacial melt-water 
rushed down the Kankakee River valley, depositing its 
sediment in the area now known as the Kankakee River 
Basin. Please stay on the trail, as exposed areas like 
these are very fragile.

11. Plains pocket gopher (Geomys pinetis) This  
burrowing rodent (aptly named as its cheeks are  
actually big furry pockets) creates tunnels through 
the soil, which helps to aerate plant roots. It digs and 
pushes the soil ahead of it, and when too much soil  
accumulates, the pocket  
gopher pushes the soil up out 
of the ground forming the tell-
tale sandy mounds. This type 
of soil disturbance creates an 
opportunity for more plants to 
grow and provides homes for 
other species. 

12. Wild quinine (Parthenium integrifolium) This  
prairie plant blooms throughout the summer in 
clusters of bright, white button-looking flowers. It can 
reach four feet tall, and was 
used medicinally by Native 
Americans and early settlers to 
treat burns and aches. It occurs 
throughout the eastern US, but 
only as far west as Wisconsin 
and Arkansas.  

The mission of The Nature Conservancy is to conserve the 
lands and waters on which all life depends. To learn more, 
visit nature.org/indiana.

Grace Teninga
Discovery Trail 
Kankakee Sands
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