
I would like to welcome and thank you all for attending this morning’s breakfast. For
those that I have not yet met, I’m Don Miller the Executive Education Director at
Severson Dells Nature Center. I have been employed at Severson Dells for over 17 years
and had volunteered eight years prior to that. We are here today to, “Celebrate the past,
dream of the future.”
 
To celebrate the past one needs to know the beginning.
 
Mr. Harry Severson purchased the 369 beautiful acres that is now Severson Dells Forest
Preserve in 1929. He and his wife Fannie loved the land. They walked it, rode on it with
their horses and shared it with many visitors. It was Mrs. Severson’s request upon
donating the property to the Winnebago County Forest Preserve District in 1975, to
maintain the land to preserve and protect the flora and fauna native to this area.
 
However, it was Mrs. Severson’s DREAM to have the region use the site for nature
education for all ages and interest
 
Mrs. Severson never got to realize her dream, but I think she would be happy if she found
out that we now serve over 5,000 students in kindergarten through sixth grade in our
school experiences. We work closely with each teacher’s curriculum to bring the books
alive that they are using in the classroom. As well as meeting state learning goals we
make sure that the kids take the time to develop an appreciation in and an awareness of
the beauty around them.
 
I never got the chance to meet Mrs. Severson so I don’t know what her tolerance of
snakes was, but let me share this story with you. Remember this past October 2nd? It was
a special day – 86 degrees and we had some 40 first grade students out to the Dells. As
part of school experience we always take a nature hike focusing on a theme given to us
by the teacher. Kids are outside on this hike for about an hour and a half and are placed in
groups of 10 or so. 
 
 On that day between the four hikes and 40 kids, we saw 29 snakes. YES 29! Here’s the
story of my first hike that day. At the first snake capture, seven kids out of the ten wanted
nothing at all to do with it. Two kids wanted to touch it while I held it and only one
wanted to hold it themselves. At this point I had no idea where the parental chaperones
were at.
 
 I shared some lessons of the natural history of snakes, respect for these magnificent
beings and how to handle them without damaging them. Some 9 snake find later, those



kids were the biggest group of snake charmers I had ever seen. Carefully catching,
holding, and gazing at these beautiful snakes in their hands to show me, to tell me, to
inspire me about the wonders of their find.
 
I like to think snake friend or not, that Mrs. Severson would have smiled.
 
Many of the students we work with this is their only exposure for this type of experience.
Over 60% of the students that visit qualify for the low income lunch program in the
Rockford Public School System.
 
 
Most our program focuses on “the sense of place” of this region. We take people of all
ages on all of the four rivers of this area. Canoeing slowly down the current taking in the
sites of landscapes, birds, fish and water.
 
We offer hikes to sand prairies, into the oak woods, and through a blue bell forest so
thick you would think you were wading in the ocean. We want to immerse all people into
nature.  We want to “leave no person inside.”
 
We offer numerous teacher classes and workshops so that people can learn and share
their knowledge with others. To be advocates of nature and energize and excite others to
the beauty and awe of nature.
 
I’m proud that we work with over 15,000 people of all ages and interest that come
through our program yearly. In a community region that has over 250,000 people there
are many who don’t come to visit, who stay inside, who don’t walk in the woods, who
don’t learn to see or feel.
 
Our community is losing nature education opportunities at an alarming rate. Funding has
disappeared from other programs recently and that is why Severson Dells has to remain
strong and vibrant.
 
We estimate that 6,000 classroom students over the last two years no longer receive an
opportunity to have a nature experience. As a society we are becoming less and less
committed to nature with each passing generation.
 
 
Allow me to share some of our dreams;
 
We would like to partner with area schools in programs rooted in hands-on experiences.
Making them connect and develop a sense of belonging to this region. Average cost to
implement that type of program would be almost $12.00 per student.
 
We would like to begin a preschool next fall that focused on the lost art of unstructured
play in the out of doors. We would hope to offer scholarships to the economically
challenged families in our communities, so no child is left without a nature experience.
 
We want to continue doing more programming at the Pecatonica River Forest Preserve,
as well as other sites in the county so that those near those sights realize there value of
their areas.
 
We wish to build our endowment to solidify our future so that we can provide these
valuable services to the next generation and the one after that.
 



 
I had a dream of my own when I started this job in 1989. It was a selfish one, the dream
being to have a great job that allowed me to work outside. It didn’t take me long once I
was at Severson Dells to start dreaming a different dream.
 
The infectious disease of wonderment took hold, it happened sitting on the pond deck
with 10 3rd graders, watching frogs and turtles slurping around in the pond shallows
below as tropical colored dragonflies patrolled the mosquito less skies above; it happened
on full moon night on prairie reading poetry with seniors; it happened on a family night
hike as the barred owls hooted their “who cooks for you” right to my soul.
 
And it happened many other places too as is still happening today.
 
My dream now has changed and maybe it is still selfish one. I want to share with as many
people as I possibly can, what it is I see, what it is I hear, what it is I feel. Then sitting in
that silent moment of wonder and understanding I want to see them smile and I’ll know
then, they get it.
 
 
 
One of the most powerful speeches ever given concerning dreams has to be that delivered
by Martin Luther King. He said, “I have dream” He didn’t say he had hope or he had a
wish he had a dream and he shared with all of us, put it right out the table for all to grab
hold of.
 
I read recently in the Orion magazine that stated
a pessimist thinks things will never work out no matter what action he or she takes, so
they do nothing,
 
an optimist thinks things will  work no matter what action they take, so they do nothing.
 
But an activist, an activist believes that he or she can make a difference, so they take
action. So please be an activist for Severson Dells, the community, the Earth, your
actions do count.
 
Come latch on to our dreams; let our dreams be your dreams.
 


