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Susan Wilkins

O

nce again, it is my pleasure to write you a
spring letter—even though it is also a challenge since, at this moment, I am quite
unable to see any signs of it. Fortunately, experience
tells me spring will indeed arrive, sooner or later, on
whispery breezes or with pounding rains, and we will
rejoice to see tiny green shoots becoming exquisite,
ephemeral blooms in our dear Garden.
The thought reminds me of Thoreau, and a journal
entry he made on March 30, 1856. “How silent are
the footsteps of spring! There, too, where there is a
fraction of the meadow, two rods over, quite bare,
under the bank, in this warm recess at the head of
the meadow, though the rest of the meadow is covered
with snow a foot or more in depth, I was surprised to
see the skunk cabbage, with its great spear-heads open
and ready to blossom… The spring advances in spite of
snow and ice, and cold even.”
And so, with reassuring thoughts of spring in mind,
allow me to look back for a moment at Friends’ events
in late 2012 before moving on to plans for 2013.
On Sunday, Nov. 4, the Friends’ Annual Volunteer
Appreciation Event was held in the Terrace Room

at St. Mary’s Orthodox Church in Minneapolis.
Members of the Friends’ Board, in partnership
with Garden Curator Susan Wilkins and Garden
staff, hosted dedicated volunteers, including shelter
docents, invasive plant warriors and legacy stewards.
The relaxed evening included a buffet dinner, door
prizes and plenty of time for socializing. And we
very much enjoyed a visit and gracious comments
from MPRB Superintendent Jayne Miller, whom we
presented with a framed Anniversary poster. Once
again, the most popular door prizes were provided by
Larry Gravitz, a Friends supporter, Shelter volunteer,
and local potter. Plant design artist Melissa Hansen
created our beautiful table decorations, and Susan
Wilkins provided a delicious array of desserts, as well
as a handy Garden tote for all of the volunteers. A fine
time was had by all.
I am also happy to tell you that last fall the Friends
received a second grant from the Leuthold Family
Foundation of Minnesota in support of our work to
protect and preserve the Eloise Butler Wildflower
Garden and Bird Sanctuary. We are most grateful to
them for their generous assistance.
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Old Trees Help M ake Way For New Ones
By Jeff Gillman

W

alking around the Eloise Butler Wildflower Garden, you
can’t help noticing that there are a lot of downed trees.
But do you ever wonder, “Why doesn’t anyone clear these
out?” There’s a good reason for that. While falling to the ground may
seem like the end of a tree’s life, it is in many ways just the beginning.
When a tree dies, all of the things it collected over its long life slowly
work their way out of it to become available to other creatures. At the
same time, termites and beetles, as well as fungi and bacteria, infest
the dead tree and digest the nutrients in the dead wood, making a
home for themselves and their offspring. As they feast, the wood

becomes weaker and falls apart. Bark and wood slough off onto the
ground, adding to the existing organic material and helping to build
healthy soil on which the surrounding ecosystem depends.
All of that organic material on the ground also helps hold nutrients
that come from other decaying plants and from animals depositing
their waste nearby. The truth is, as dead trees are fed upon and torn to
pieces, they become the best possible place for a young plant to thrive.
So if a fallen tree is lucky, a seed from a tree of the same type will land
in the midst of the very place where the old tree has completely decomposed, allowing a new tree to grow there. n

Jeff Gillman is an
associate professor in
the Department of
Horticultural Science
at the University of
Minnesota and is the
author of numerous books,
including “How Trees
Die: the Past, Present, and
Future of Our Forests.”

LETTER continued
In 2013, which is the Garden’s 106th anniversary
and the 61st year of the Friends organization, we are
poised to move ahead on the Cary George Wetland
Project. Though we met our funding goals over a
year ago, the project, which began in 2011, has been
delayed by the need for a wetland survey and DNR
approval. Complicating matters further is the need
for integration with adjacent wetland work to be
funded by the MPRB.
Despite these delays, and the fact that there will be
a great deal of renovation and change going on in
larger Wirth Park in the coming year, we intend to
see this project to completion. We also remain committed to underwriting busing costs for students who
come to educational programs at the garden through
our Student Transportation Grant, which was replenished by our fundraiser last July.
In closing, if you haven’t seen it already, I want to
encourage you to visit our beautiful website (www.
friendsofthewildflowergarden.org) created by Friends
board member and webmaster Gary Bebeau. On the
site, which will continue to develop over time, you’ll
find an impressive collection of historical materials
and gorgeous photos of the Garden. You’ll also find
information about volunteering, renewing your membership, and gifting a membership, as well as current

details about Friends’ meetings and community activities. With the change to three issues of the Gentian
each year rather than four, the website is a way for all
of us to stay connected. You can also stay up to date
on Garden happenings by going to the Eloise Butler
Wildflower Garden Facebook page (www.facebook.
com/pages/Eloise-Butler-Wildflower-Garden-andBird-Sanctuary/166629750054157).
You are invited to join us for our Annual Member
ship Meeting on Sunday, May 19, at 3 p.m. in the
Community Room at the Kenwood Park Center,
2101 West Franklin Ave., around the corner from
Kenwood School and across the street from Kenwood
Park in Minneapolis. Hear the latest from the Garden
Curator and the Friends while enjoying refreshments
and good company. And we would love to hear your
ideas and suggestions about our work on behalf of
the Garden.
Hope to see you on the Garden path, maybe by the
skunk cabbage, someday soon.
Sincerely,

Please join
us for our
Annual
Membership
Meeting
Sunday, May 19, at 3 p.m.
in the Community Room at
the Kenwood Park Center,
2101 West Franklin Ave.,
Minneapolis

Got a story idea, poem,
photos or personal essay for
The Gentian?
Please contact editor

J. Pam Weiner, President

Meleah Maynard at
meleah@everydaygardener.com.
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“Dear Friends,

S

ummertime, and the livin’ is easy….” Or so
we think—because that’s the time most of us,
and our children, did not attend school. But
throughout the summer-school season, students
at the Garden are busy studying and learning, and
that’s a good thing. Along with late spring and early
fall, summer is the time when schoolchildren visit
for a nature-learning lab. In late May, I volunteered
in the shelter on a Wednesday morning when the
Garden’s Environmental Education Specialist Lauren
Borer was teaching a home-school class about botany.
She covered the structure of plants, use of a microscope and the process of photosynthesis, with all of
its amazing chemical and atomic foundations. I was
completely entranced by her active, engaging content
and method, and so were the nine-, ten- and elevenyear olds.
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After the children finished assembling hydrogen
molecules from plastic parts, Lauren took them out
into the Garden to observe plants and their attendant species of insects, birds and small mammals. We
all learned a lot in that class! And I felt I had experienced the power of inspired, experiential natural
science teaching, especially important in these times

Susan Wilkins

of “Nature Deficit Disorder.” I also realized that while
this unit was prepared for fifth- and sixth-graders, it
was valuable to this senior learner as well.
And that got me thinking about the educational role
of the Friends and how well we are meeting our goals
on that front. Our bylaws state: The Friends of the Wild
Flower Garden is an organization of private citizens whose
purpose is to protect, preserve, and promote the interests of
the Eloise Butler Wildflower Garden and Bird Sanctuary
for its unique beauty and as a sanctuary for native flora
and fauna of Minnesota, and to educate and inspire people
of all ages in relating to the natural world.

Y

ou may already be aware of some of the ways
we uphold our commitment to education.
Through our Student Transportation Fund,
for example, we support education by paying for
school buses that bring children to the Garden. In the
past, we have also provided some small scholarships
for interns and naturalists to attend classes and conferences. We have purchased books for the shelter and
provided financial support for Martha Hellander’s
book, Wild Gardener, as well as the Garden guidebook that visitors can use for a self-guided walk.
continued page 3

Photos by Gary Bebeau

“ A

W I L D

G A R D E N

I S

B E A U T I F U L

A T

A L L

S E A S O N S ”

–

E L O I S E

B U T L E R

Three Unique Plants of the Garden in L ate Summer
By Gary Bebeau

A

s the season moves into late summer, it’s difficult to choose which plants to
admire next. To borrow a phrase from Eloise Butler, in speaking of asters:
“The one I look at last, I like best of all, for each species has a charm peculiar
to itself.”

Queen of the Prairie (Fillipendula rubra)

Here are three unusual, late-summer beauties you won’t find at most garden centers, but in the Garden—yes!

This is the pink flower version of that old, imported Garden stalwart, queen of
the meadow (Fillipendula ulmaria). It is not considered native to Minnesota but
is considered naturalized in Iowa, Illinois and some states east of Minnesota.
Nevertheless, it is breathtakingly beautiful and, in the Garden, it is not found in
the prairie, where you might expect it, but in the woodland.

Butter & Eggs (Linaria vulgaris)

Partridge Pea (Chamaecrista fasciculata)

Also known as common toadflax, butter & eggs seems a more fitting name for
this plant. Though Linaria vulgaris is listed on the DNR’s invasive plant list, Eloise
Butler loved it. She wrote: “Some naturalized plant citizens, with attractive flowers,
one might like to have in the garden, if they were not so aggressive. But, if admitted,
they would selfishly shoulder out the weaker and possibly more desirable inmates.
The place for such vagrants is, therefore, the roadside where they will thrive on a
hard bed and a crust of earth….”

This Minnesota native annual is also known as sensitive pea and prairie senna.
Not a tall plant, it is sometimes missed in the wild. At the Garden, you’ll find it
near the path edges in the upland.

Partridge Pea

Eloise Butler once noted: “The beauty of the large flower of clear, bright yellow
is enhanced by a purplish brown eye formed by the stamens and the blotching of
some of the petals. The delicate, fresh, green leaflets of the compound leaf close
together when touched and also for protection from cold at night.”

s

Butter & Eggs

Queen of the Prairie

Butter and eggs and patridge pea photos by Gary Bebeau. Queen of the prairie photo from iStock.

LETTER continued
Going back in time, the Friends built the Martha Crone Shelter itself to create
a pleasant place to learn about the Garden, inside the gates and protected
from the elements. Perhaps the “hardware” items like fencing, benches and
gates also enable learning in a way.

well as volunteers from the City of Lakes Loppet, learn about habitat health.
It is our intention to expand this work further into southeast Wirth Park,
while supporting others committed to preserving natural areas by the control
of invasives wherever possible.

Along with the amazing Lauren and our very knowledgeable curator, Susan
Wilkins, the staff at the Garden includes naturalists who lead a great variety
of walks and classes. Naturalists also assist visitors by identifying plants, birds
and insects and teaching volunteers the skills they need to best help guests.
For the second year, Friends’ Volunteer Coordinator Melissa Hansen and
Curator Wilkins have created special walks for shelter volunteers in order
to increase their knowledge of Garden species so they can pass that on to
the public.

Last but not least, there’s the educational role of The Fringed Gentian. This
lovely newsletter pleases the eye with beautiful photos while giving each of us
a bit more knowledge every issue. It may be about birding, clouds, the importance of downed trees in the woods or some rare spring ephemeral, but there
will always be something that adds to our understanding of the Garden, our
treasured microcosm of the natural universe. This is the second issue under
the editorship of Meleah Maynard, and it is with pleasure and gratitude that
I say “Thank you” to her from the Board for her fine work. We are so glad she
is shepherding the Gentian so ably and well.

The newest aspect of education in our work on behalf of the Garden is the
FIPAG program, which may be the most important educational work of all.
FIPAG is the Friends Invasive Plant Action Group, a cadre of volunteers led
by co-chairs Jim Proctor and Liz Anderson and mentored by Curator Wilkins
and other MPRB staff. In addition to removing vast amounts of invasive garlic
mustard and buckthorn in the preservation zone around the Garden, FIPAG
is teaching Friends volunteers, and other groups, how to identify and remove
invasive species, the problems associated with invasives and the importance of
plant diversity. They’re also helping groups from local and regional parks, as

Sincerely,

		

J Pam Weiner
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T

he 2013 season has come to an end, and once
again the Garden’s gates are closed for a winter
rest. Perhaps you recall a past letter in this space
when I went on about the charms of the Garden’s
perimeter and surround in the snowy months,
particularly in the company of a beautiful big dog.
Those walks are gone but well-remembered, and I am
tempted to suggest that winter’s clear, cold days live
more brightly in the memory somehow. I guess we
are fortunate to remember the good parts of the past,
whatever the season.
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Although I was hampered by what my Boppa called
“a bum hip” this summer, and my strolls through
the Garden were fewer and shorter than usual, I did
manage to gather some memories to see me through
the winter. In the woodland, my slower pace made me
notice even the smallest clump of wild ginger, both
kinds of Solomon’s seal and the youngest Ohio buckeye saplings. I made the pilgrimage to the ever-dazzling
showy lady’s slippers and visited my favorite ancient
plant, the equisetum, in the wetland. One breezy
summer day I got up to the prairie and reveled in the
golden sunflowers, the buzzing of the busy bees and
the lavender clouds of wild Monarda. And I was grateful for the bench, too….
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Susan Wilkins

O

ur “goodbye” to the Garden this fall was
sweetened by some very good news about the
Cary George Wetland Project and the connecting north-south boardwalk that runs through the
heart of the Garden. Minneapolis Park and Recreation
Board planning staff and Curator Susan Wilkins
have selected a landscape design firm to create the
new installation and oversee its construction. Board
members are involved in this process and the Friends
will have input on all aspects of the new infrastructure. We are committed to seeing a functional and
beautiful feature that is true to the guiding principles
that motivated Eloise Butler and Cary George. They
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believed that the natural environment, with all of its
resident species, was the raison d’être of the Garden
and that we should provide access to its variety and
beauty to interested visitors for study and pleasure.
We are hoping to have the segment dedicated to Cary
George completed in the spring of 2014, when we
will host a celebration in his honor. Please visit our
website (www.friendsofthewildflowergarden.org) for
updates on the project and our plans.

T

he 2013 Volunteer Appreciation Event was
held on Sunday evening, Nov. 3, in the Terrace
Room at St. Mary’s Church near Lake Calhoun.
Once again, we were able to enjoy a fine evening of
socializing and lovely refreshments with our loyal
shelter volunteers, the FIPAG invasive warriors and
steadfast legacy stewards, as well as Garden staff and
special MPRB guests. As always, the Friends board
co-hosted with Curator Susan, who brings the most
amazing desserts! Door prizes were a highlight, especially the pottery and glass items donated by artistic
Garden Friends Larry Gravitz and Judy Remington.
And we had another round of gardening books to
distribute from Children’s Chance, too. It was a
fine conclusion to another year of dedicated effort
from our superlative volunteers. Please look for some
photos from the event inside this newsletter.
Looking ahead to the 2014 season, we Garden fans
are anticipating the wonder of the next spring and
the emergence of the magical ephemerals, as ever. We
cannot know what kind of spring we will have—perhaps very late, like 2013, when the Garden opened
on April 29, or maybe a more normal kind of arrival,
which would be welcome, for sure. But we do know
it will come, and so will our tribute to Cary George,
long awaited and richly deserved. In the meantime,
best wishes for a peaceful winter season and your own
Garden memories that are clear and sweet.
Sincerely,
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