October 3, 2008 – Illinois Prairie Path
The weather was perfect today in Chicago for my planned 15-mile run with temperatures in the upper 40s and little wind.   Before I arrived in Chicago I thought I’d be running entirely on paved roads and contending with traffic lights and rush hour commuters until I discovered the Illinois Prairie Path.
Yesterday I found a guide to DuPage County Forest Preserve Trails and noted there were many trails in the preserves and several long rails-to-trails stretches.   After running for about 15 minutes I turned onto a hard-packed sand and dirt trail and set out on the Illinois Prairie Path.   I headed west and enjoyed the peacefulness beneath a canopy of tall trees whose leaves were turning from green to yellow on this cool autumn morning.   I experienced relative solitude as only occasionally did a cyclist going in the opposite direction pass me.   For about 20 minutes there was a runner about a quarter mile ahead of me that suddenly disappeared – probably off to his or her home.
A huge flock of hundreds of blackbirds was startled as I ran past and flew from bushes on the left over my head to some tall trees on the right side of the path.   I thought for a moment of some suspenseful scenes in the Alfred Hitchcock classic film, “The Birds.”   Shortly thereafter a woman was walking her dog and there were a couple walkers on the path.
Soon I noted I had been running for an hour and that meant it was time to head back.   I hadn’t noticed any wind at all and now I knew why as there was a slight breeze in my face.   Luckily it was barely apparent as my sweat-soaked shirt could have become uncomfortably cold.   A short section of the trail looked as if it had recently been resurfaced with new sand and rolled with heavy equipment.   There were hoof prints in the trail that abruptly ended.   As I glanced to my right I saw why as several beautiful horses were grazing in a lush, green meadow.
Bushes along the path had small round red berries that I surmised were poisonous since birds hadn’t eaten them.   There were also lavender wildflowers that swayed in the soft breeze under the sun which had broken through the clouds.   Before I knew it I was already back amongst the tall trees that signaled I only had a few more minutes along the pathway.    A male cardinal flew past and I was treated to its bright red colors.   That was my last brush with nature as I left the Illinois Prairie Path behind and ran the final two miles back to my cousin, Robin’s, home.
Thank goodness May Theilgaard Watts and others fought hard in the 1960s to turn the old Chicago, Aurora & Elgin Railway system’s 62 miles of discontinued train lines into a rails-to-trails pathway.   Their foresight allows residents and visitors in the Chicago area to enjoy a break from the hectic pace of city life in a beautiful natural setting.   For those who wish to run in greater metropolitan Chicago, the Illinois Prairie Path is an urban paradise.
