Teaming up again

Reclaiming a natural asset: Nature at the Confluence

A

new collaboration between
Ebenezer and Ayres Associates
broke ground just a few months
ago and is expected to open next
summer. The Lake Elmo Senior Living
building will be larger but similar
to Red Rock Senior Living in many
ways. Jill Nokleby Kaiser says the
project has gotten off to a smooth
start. “Matt (Frisbie) incorporated all
our feedback [from Red Rock],” she
said. “We got done in the first two
meetings what would normally have
taken six or seven meetings to work
out, because he listened.”

By Kay Kruse-Stanton

there.’ And then to be creative
along the way, and if there’s
something that’s a challenge, help
us to fix it. Matt did a very good job
at that. He just gets it.”
“We looked at all the recent
research on senior housing to see
what was new and most helpful for
seniors and the staff who work with
them,” Frisbie said. “We knew we
wanted it to be convenient and have
it really open and full of natural
light. You’ve got residents that you
hope you can make their lives better
and their families’ lives better, and
then there are the staff and how do
you improve their lives.”
Communication was vital during
the design process, and Frisbie and
Burnam worked hand-in-hand with
Ebenezer to ensure that the focused
design time resulted in better
health care services for Ebenezer’s
residents and staff.
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“In the end what we ended up
doing was using the site’s problems
– the size and the grade – to our
advantage,” Burnam said. “It took
a lot of design concepts, but we
finally got to the point where we
had a compact yet open layout.
We built an underground garage
into the hillside – which is great
for Minnesota winters – and took
advantage of the height to get that
great vantage point on the second
floor.”
The end result has been a success
for both Ebenezer and the residents.
“It’s all about the residents,” Juan
said. “Ultimately if they’re happy
and their families are happy, then
we’re happy. And the residents and
staff seem to love it.”
“I would say it was the best thing
I ever did to come,” Freeman
beamed. “It’s a wonderful place.”

F

acre urban ecological park that members hope will bring
residents together, provide opportunities to learn about
the area’s natural and human history, and spur further
renovation and economic development. In time, the park
could encompass about 75 acres.

Beloit 2020, a private non-profit organization, is focusing
its considerable energy on turning the area into a 34.4-

“It’s where a Ho Chunk (Winnebago) village was, and it is
where the first European settlers started the community
that is today Beloit,” said Jeff Adams, professor emeritus

or decades the confluence of Turtle Creek and the
Rock River in South Beloit, Illinois, has been an
uninviting area of littered grasslands, dense woods,
and the detritus of more than 100 years of industrial use.
That’s about to change.
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ABOUT BELOIT 2020
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n the late 1980s, Beloit area community leaders
began a private, non-profit corporation to
foster improvement of the City’s core. Much
of the organization’s work has focused on
redevelopment of properties along the Rock River
corridor as it flows through the city. Nature at
the Confluence is the first of the projects on the
corridor in South Beloit, Illinois.
The corporation, now called Beloit 2020,
is governed by a board selected from the
membership. Members include decision makers
of all larger private sector entities in the Beloit
area. Annual dues cover operational costs;
fund drives are directed at specific community
projects. The corporation actively seeks
community input on projects and plans, and it
works with other community organizations to
complete projects successfully.

Confluence. The hope is that students will be able to use
the property as an outdoor classroom.
of economics at Beloit College and executive director of
Beloit 2020. “Interest in this area has always been on the
back burner.”

its exact location has not been determined, the Ho Chunk
village at the confluence in the early 1800s had at least
three times as many residents as Chicago had at the time.

One of the goals of Beloit 2020 is to encourage economic
development and urban renewal. This project, called
Nature at the Confluence, is patterned after the Urban
Ecology Centers in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. The concept
is that urban decay occurs over time and goes mostly
unnoticed, Adams said. Installing a vibrant, natural
community gathering area provides contrast to the decay,
drawing attention to the need for change and encouraging
neighborhood improvement.

Jacob Blue, landscape architect with Ayres Associates, has
been working with Beloit 2020 on the project for several
years and provided the ecological inventory of the area.
“We walked the 75 acres and mapped the different
habitats that existed and compared them to the historical
survey records of when the area was platted in 1836,”
Blue said. “We knew the area was going to be dedicated to
nature. The question was how do we tell the story of the
nature of this site in view of its later uses?”

“It’s worked astonishingly well in Milwaukee,” he said.
One of the first steps in transforming this forgotten natural
area into an asset for the region was to investigate its
history and current state, to help guide historical and
ecology exhibits and displays planned for the park. People
have occupied the site for more than 1,000 years. Although
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The goal is to restore areas to healthy, sustainable habitats
that would have been typical before industrial uses,
thereby encouraging park visitors to learn more about
their region and ecology in general. The location is ideal:
Beloit College and 33 schools are within 5 miles of the site;
more than 150 schools are within 15 miles of Nature at the

The plan includes restoring grasslands and savanna –
habitats that would have been present 200 years ago
– with trails, access to quiet water sports, a natural
amphitheater, and exhibits on area Native American history
as well as the use of rain gardens, restoration of forests, the
role of wetlands, and other ecological topics.
“Visitors can have the ecological experience, the Native
American interpretation experience, the opportunities to
experience and learn from nature in a park that also offers
recreational opportunities in a natural setting,” Blue said.
As the work progresses, Nature at the Confluence could
become an urban destination point, with a 30-foot-high
“eagle’s nest” overlook, community meeting places and
outdoor classroom experiences, and special programming
to draw visitors to South Beloit and its adjoining neighbor,
Beloit, in Wisconsin.
The first truly visible change to the property is set to begin
soon: “We’ve announced the successful completion of
TRENDS
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Americans had a thriving village at the confluence in the
early 1800s, although evidence of the actual location of the
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village has not yet been uncovered during studies of the
property.
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ore than a thousand years ago, people settled near

European settlement of the region also dates to the early
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1800s. Survey records of 1836 describe the oak savannah
and prairie grasses that made up the landscape. About that
same time, a local resident – Caleb Blodgett – sold some
of his property near the confluence to the New England
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Emigrating Company, marking the start of what would
become the cities of Beloit, Wisconsin, and South Beloit,
Illinois.
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Present ecological communities found on site, based on the site Natural Resources Inventory, 2014.

a $1 million campaign to build the Learning Center and
complete the surrounding landscaping,” Adams said. The
Learning Center will provide education exhibits on the
ecology and history of the park, including information
on Native American settlements in the area. Beloit 2020
has already created a $1 million endowment to fund the
exhibits and programs the Learning Center will house.
“It’s a perpetual fund to make sure the building will be
more than just a meeting place,” Adams said.
Beloit 2020 relies on donations to pay for improvements at
the site, and organizers hope construction of the Learning
Center will further encourage investment in Nature at the
Confluence. Everyone involved recognizes the challenges:
demolishing old structures, cleaning up trash, reducing the
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powered railroad locomotives, and soon the riverbanks
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were reinforced to support a busy rail corridor. That same
37

presence of invasive species, improving poor soils to begin
the process of establishing healthy habitats – essentially
doing everything necessary to turn this forgotten area into
a community asset.
“We have to think long term,” Adams said. “How do we
keep it plugging along? Patience and persistence, in the
context of the plan. And each specific project completed
encourages us to stay focused and committed to the long
term.”

water provided needed cooling for metal processing, and
the region became a center for foundry work. Much of the
confluence was considered undesirable swampland, and
early settlers filled the lowlands with used foundry sand,
building debris, and other waste.
South Beloit and Beloit thrived in part because of all the
water resources the Rock River had to offer. In recent years
the area around the confluence of Turtle Creek and the Rock
River has become a forgotten asset, mostly ignored by local
residents. Nature at the Confluence seeks to reclaim this
historic gem as a means of bringing together community
residents and encouraging economic development.
– Kay Kruse-Stanton
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