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Native butterfly gardens at DuPage Fairgrounds showcase Conservation@Work  
 
The welcome sign is up at the DuPage County Fairgrounds.  
 
What used to be a junk pile filled with discarded asphalt, branches, and what Association Manager 
Jim McGuire describes as “all kinds of junk” has been transformed into a beautiful butterfly garden 
that is now filled with colorful blooms and teems with activity from birds, bees, and other critters.  
 
“We invite the neighbors and folks from the courthouse to come and picnic here,” he said. “We get 
lots of compliments on the changes we made.” 
 
McGuire said he sees a lot of morning dog walkers enjoying the grounds in Wheaton that he 
described as a forgotten place for a while. The gardens were crowded with people sitting on the large 
boulders throughout the walkway to watch the annual fireworks display, and they were a favorite spot 
by the thousands of visitors to the recent DuPage County Fair.  
 
McGuire had been contemplating doing something with the mess on the north side of the property 
bounded by the railroad tracks, county complex to the west and a school to the east. Then he attended 
a breakfast hosted by The Conservation Foundation (TCF). 
 
“We went (to the breakfast) because we thought about planting trees,” he said. “They talked about a 
butterfly garden and we came up with a game plan.” 
 
He came out to TCF’s Naperville headquarters where he got a tour of the native gardens and more 
ideas on how to transform the area into a showcase native butterfly garden.  
 
McGuire shared his plans at a neighborhood meeting, and once the word got around, things really 
took off. He brought in purple coneflowers and catalpas from his own yard in Warrenville and got 
logs from the county for landscaping. He said he got plants from anywhere he “could beg, borrow, 
and steal.” 
 
“We’d show up in the morning and there’d be pots filled with plants piled up by the door,” he said. 
“People would be cleaning up their yards and bring plants over we could add.” 
 
He said a guy helping with a tractor told him about his mom in Bristol who had a lot of boulders, so 
he went out there and brought them back. The garden is designed in tiers to give it layers and the 
boulders are used as retaining walls, and also as places to sit.  
 



“We created the garden so people could walk through and take a break and sit down and enjoy it,” 
McGuire said. “We put the boulders there so they could be sat on. Every one of them is what we call 
‘butt tested.’” 
 
He said they’d install the boulders and then somebody would sit on them to test them out. If it didn’t 
“feel pretty good,” the boulder would be turned around to provide a smoother seat.  
 
In addition to coneflowers, milkweed, black-eyed susans, and several varieties of sunflowers, 
McGuire said there’s a “lot of different stuff to give a feel of the ‘ag’ side” such as fennel, dill, 
cilantro, and towering broom corn to not only attract butterflies, goldfinches, and hummingbirds, but 
also to give the gardens a “wild look.”  
 
The garden is in its second year, and last spring McGuire had Fairground employees eat lunch 
outside, then weed the garden.  
 
“We dress for it, turn the music up, it’s fun,” he said. “Stories are being told while we’re working, all 
of us, the whole staff. It’s been a sense of pride for all of us. We all take pride in it.” 
 
McGuire’s vision also includes the area along Manchester Road that used to be grass with a chain 
link fence. Now it’s filled with rows of corn and sunflowers that have become a popular photo spot 
for passersby. 
 
“Every night I leave here, there’s two or three cars stopped with people taking pictures in front of the 
sunflower garden,” he said. “I have no idea how many thousands of people have our sunflowers as 
their screen saver.” 
 
McGuire’s vision has earned the Fairgrounds a Conservation@Work certification, TCF’s program to 
encourage businesses to create natural habitats such as this one at their workplaces not only to keep 
maintenance costs down and to control stormwater issues, but also to create a beautiful haven for 
native wildlife and to improve the environment. 
 
McGuire takes pride in describing the Fairgrounds as a place where community gathers. 
 
“The community includes all the wildlife and the critters, too!” he said. “It’s just amazing how much 
is going on here.” 
 
He emphasized that’s what he wants people to know about.  
 
“Come out and enjoy.” 
 
The welcome sign is up at the DuPage County Fairgrounds. And they’ll leave the light on for you.  
  
The Conservation Foundation is one of the region’s oldest and largest not-for-profit land and 
watershed conservation organizations, with more than 4,000 members. Founded in 1972, TCF has 
helped preserve more than 35,000 acres of open space, restored and cleaned miles of rivers and 
streams, and educated thousands of kids by engaging them in nature and the outdoors.  
 
TCF’s mission is to improve the health of our communities by preserving and restoring natural areas 
and open space, protecting rivers and watersheds, and promoting stewardship of our environment. 



 
Work is focused in DuPage, Kane, Kendall and Will Counties to preserve and restore nature in your 
neighborhood. Find out more at theconservationfoundation.org.  
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Association Manager Jim McGuire walks by the broom corn planted in the native butterfly garden at 
the DuPage County Fairgrounds in Wheaton. 

 
 
 

Boulders are placed for sitting to rest while enjoying the butterfly garden at the DuPage County 
Fairgrounds. All have been “butt tested” for comfort.  

 

 



The DuPage County Fairgrounds earned a Conservation@Work certification recently for its native 
butterfly garden. Pictured is Jim Kleinwachter (l), of The Conservation Foundation, and Jim 

McGuire, association manager for the DuPage County Fair Association. 
 

 


