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Pembroke Township in Illinois sits approximately 75 miles south of Chicago’s three 

million residents, skyscrapers, and bustling businesses. Unlike Chicago, Pembroke Township 

boasts a population of less than 3,000, and almost half of its working-age adults are out of work. 

In a town where even the Nestle Corporation couldn’t sustain a factory, two out of the 

township’s three elementary schools have been closed, and the entire police force was let go 

(Moser, W., [date]), it should be no surprise to find rampant abuses and environmental injustices 

in the place that progress -- or even mere adequacy -- seems to have forgotten. 

PEMBROKE TOWNSHIP PROFILE 

Pembroke Township was founded in 1877 from parts of the nearby Momence Township, 

in an area that lies about 50 miles south of the Kankakee River. The soils that make up what 

would otherwise be an area rich in nutrients and destined for productive farmland are almost 

comically unsuited for such. According to the University of Illinois Extension, the lands that 

make up Pembroke “...resulted from raging glacial meltwaters that flooded northeastern Illinois 

as successive stages of the Pleistocene glaciers liquefied and retreated to the north, leaving 

glacial lakes in their wake. As these lakes evaporated, they left deposits of fine sediments—

mostly sands that were pushed by prevailing winds into dunes. Ultimately, the dunes hosted a 

unique aggregation of plants and animals that thrived in sandy, well-drained soils” (Pembroke 

Township: The Lost Corner of the Kankakee Sands). This is decidedly not the best possible soil 
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composite for food or other high-yield agricultural endeavors, though the consequent passing by 

of industrial agricultural activity (such as rampant pesticide use) have left this area uniquely 

situated to take up the task of supplying some of the all-natural and organic goods that have 

come into more recent demand.  

Pembroke Township Farmer 
(source: pembrokefarmingfamily.org) 

 

The Pembroke Township region saw an influx of former slaves in the 1860s, who settled 

into the area that had been overlooked by white farmers due to the marginal soil quality. Today 

Pembroke Township is just over 90% black, 5% white non-Hispanic, and less than 1% each 

American Indian, Alaskan Native, Asian, or other. In 2009, Pembroke Township had a median 

household income of approximately $25,000, with the median age of residents ranging between 

30-35 years old.  Approximately 45% of the residents of Pembroke Township have less than a 

high school education, and the rate of residents living below the poverty level sits around 35%- 

By comparison, the entire state of Illinois sits at only 10.7% (Pembroke Township, Kankakee 

County, Illinois). 
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CROSS BROTHERS PAIL RECYCLING 

While Pembroke Township does not have a significant history of environmental abuses 

within its borders, a very significant site within Pembroke Township is the former Cross 

Brothers Pail Recycling, which is currently classified as a National Priorities List (NPL) 

Superfund site. The 20-acre site, situated near residential areas and pastureland, is currently used 

as a reclamation facility for discarded wooden pallets. From 1961-1980, however, James and 

Abner Cross operated Cross Brothers Pail Recycling as a barrel reclamation facility that involved 

nearly insane levels of environmental abuse. Through the use of aerial surveys, the EPA 

discovered the operation was placing large barrels and drums containing highly hazardous 

materials, such as dyes and inks, directly into the ground and allowing the materials to leach into 

the surrounding soil (Cross Brothers Pail Recycling). Once the materials had dispersed, 

hazardous solvents were poured over the barrels to dissolve the remaining residue; at times, 

barrels were even lit on fire in order to burn off what residue remained before they could be 

reused. Empty barrels were also moved into a “reconditioning shed” to be sandblasted and 

repainted, which led to a layer of hazardous sludge and waste up to six inches thick across 

approximately 10 acres of the operation.  

After closure and cleanup of the site was mandated in 1980, the IPEA advised two nearby 

residents to obtain alternate sources of water than the wells they had been using; the Cross 

brothers provided the affected residents with the means to simply dig their wells deeper. In 1985, 

the IPEA assisted in further cleanup efforts: over 6,500 tons of contaminated soil and vegetation 

were removed, 60 tons of crushed barrels, over 500 drums containing hazardous wastes, and over 

500 empty drums were also removed (Cross Brothers Pail Recycling). After hydrogeological 

studies including geophysical surveys, surface soil sampling, soil boring, and groundwater 
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sampling were completed in the late 1980s, the site was found to have been heavily contaminated 

with volatile organic compounds (VOCs) such as benzene, toluene, and heavy metals including 

lead (Cross Brothers Pail Recycling).  

The EPA categorized the greatest threat to human health to stem from direct contact with 

contaminated soil, or through exposure to the heavily contaminated groundwater that leached 

into nearby residential, livestock, and agricultural water supplies. In 1990, an order was 

submitted to the “potentially responsible parties” instructing them to design and implement 

certain actions on the site; a pumping system that flushed water throughout the area to flush 

contaminants from the soil was installed. In 2000, the EPA approved a shutdown of the pumping 

system due to data that showed that the cleanup was not progressing at an adequate rate. Among 

the 200 residents estimated to live within 0.25 miles of the Cross Brothers site, there were an 

estimated l2 privately owned wells within half a mile of the site, five of which were located in 

the path of potential groundwater contamination (Cross Brothers Pail Recycling).  

NOTABLE CONTAMINANTS 

Benzene, one of the VOCs identified at the site, is a clear liquid that can be the result of 

naturally-occurring processes such as forest fires or volcanic activity, but is also a common 

byproduct of industrial processes. Benzene is frequently used as a building block for 

manufacturing plastics, rubber, and synthetic fabrics such as polyester or nylon (EPA, 2015). 

Benzene is classified as a human carcinogen, and prolonged exposure to high benzene 

concentrations “may eventually result in leukamemia, in many cases preceded by pancytopenia 

or aplastic anaemia” (EPA, 2015), which are conditions arising from decreasing numbers of both 

red and white blood cells. As part of the Safe Drinking Water Act of 1974, the EPA determined 
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the Maximum Contaminant Level Goal -- or the MCLG -- of benzene to be zero. While non-

enforceable, the MCLGs are based on possible health risks and long term exposure to prevent 

human health problems.  

A CITY STRIVING FOR HOPE 

While the environmental outlook for Pembroke Township may initially seem bleak, 

recent efforts and partnerships have certainly been kinder. As part of the growing movement in 

organic and all-natural foods, Iyabo Farms has risen as a certified organic farm that provides 

foods to farmers markets, restaurants, and health food stores. Pembroke Township residents have 

also taken an interest in sustainable endeavors with the Black Oaks Center for Sustainable 

Renewable Living, which educates citizens on how to lessen dependence on fossil fuels and high 

energy consumption. Partnerships with universities and museums have led to the development of 

an archaeological field school, the Pembroke Savanna Sands Ecosystem Project, located on 62 

acres of the black-oak savannas, as well as designating “hundreds of acres of oak savannas, pin-

oak flatwoods, sand forests, and sand prairies as Illinois Nature Preserves and Illinois Land and 

Water Reserves” (Pembroke Township: The Lost Corner of the Kankakee Sands).  

For Pembroke Township, these partnerships with the environment will never quite cancel 

out such a major abuse as the Cross Brothers Pail Recycling site, but can go a long way towards 

healing the relationship between citizens and land. With continued education and engagement 

efforts with the community, Pembroke Township is in the unique position of being a place where 

citizens can develop healthy relationships with the relatively untouched Earth around them.   
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                          Participants at the Black Oaks Center built an Earthbag entrance wall for the center. 

(Source: blackoakscenter.org) 

 

Environmental abuses such as the Cross Brothers Pail Recycling site are slowly becoming events 

that will no longer be tolerated -- Pembroke Township may have once seemed to be the village 

that was forgotten or neglected, but it is slowly becoming a village looking forward with 

eagerness to a brighter and more sustainable future. 
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