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The Friends of the Wild 
Flower Garden, Inc. is 
a 501(c)(3) Minnesota 
nonprofit corporation, 
formed in 1952. Its 
purpose is to educate 
by enhancing Garden 
visitors’ appreciation 
and understanding of 
Minnesota’s native plants 
and natural environments 
and to offer assistance for 
the Garden in the form of 
funding and other support.

The Fringed Gentian is 
published quarterly for 
members and supporters 
of the Friends. The editor 
is Judy Remington, who 
welcomes your comments 
and suggestions at judy@
temenosgardens.com or 
612.377.4491. For changes 
to your mailing address 
for The Fringed Gentian, 
please write Membership 
Chair Emily Anderson at 
ebgfmembers@comcast.net 
or 224 Xerxes Ave. No., 
Mpls, MN  55405.

Printed on 100% post-
consumer waste paper.

The Eloise Butler 
Wildflower Garden 
and Bird Sanctuary is 
comprised of cultivated 
but naturalistic woodland, 
wetland and prairie 
environments, 2/3 mile of 
mulch-covered pathways 
and a rustic shelter where 
educational programming 
and materials can be 
found. It is the oldest 
public wildflower garden 
in the United States. 
The 15-acre site is 
located within the City 
of Minneapolis and is 
owned and operated by 
the Minneapolis Park 
and Recreation Board. 
The Garden is open from 
April 1 through October 
15 from 7:30 a.m. to 1/2 
hour before sunset.

“ A wild garden is beautiful at all seasons.”  –  Eloise Butler
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Dear Friends,

Minnesotans consider theMselves hardy 
Northern types, experts on autumn’s cold 
rains and winter’s pains and pleasures. We 
like to recall the severity of our 
childhood treks to school in the 
harsh winds of January and the 
drifts of February. We can 
be rhapsodic describing the 
glories of the last crimson 
leaves and the exquisite 
beauty in snowscapes and 
ice crystals. 

We cope well, by and large, 
and we are proud of our 
ability to function and even 
thrive during these darker, 
colder seasons. But what do we 
really know about their role in the lives 
of other species? Our tomatoes and petunias 
are surely dead at first frost, but many plants 
survive the winter and come back with more 
vigor as years pass. The play of our cycle of 
seasons upon the lives of plants has long 
fascinated students of nature. One hundred 
fifty-six years ago, when Eloise Butler was a 
toddler, Henry David Thoreau wrote this in 
his journal:

Consider what a vast crop is thus annually 
shed upon the earth. This, more than any 
mere grain or seed, is the great harvest of 
the year. This annual decay and death, 
this dying by inches, before the whole tree 
at last lies down and turns to soil. As trees 
shed their leaves, so deer their horns, and 
men their hair or nails. The year’s great 
crop. I am more interested in it than in 
the English grass alone or in the corn. 
It prepares the virgin mould for future 
cornfields on which the earth fattens. 
They teach us how to die.

Thoreau, Ralph Waldo Emerson and a 
generation of their educated young followers 
in the second half of the 19th century believed 

strongly in the creative powers of nature 
and the clear spiritual essence of the natural 
world. Eloise Butler is said to have modeled 
her Garden shed on the cabin at Thoreau’s 
Walden Pond. Other writers and thinkers 

have had similar sensibilities.

Last fall I attended a course 
taught by Thomas Moore, 
author of Care of the Soul 
and other books about 
psychology and theology. 
He described the soul as a 
living rhizome that is always 
present but never seen. 
Sometimes it produces the 

flowers and fruits of life as 
we know it and sometimes 

not. He advised us to cultivate 
our rhizomes with a search for 

meaningful relationships and a 
hearty appetite for healthy pleasures. 

Good advice!

Paying attention to nature teaches us that the 
processes of life and death coexist in organisms, 
ecosystems and habitats. This issue of The 
Fringed Gentian delves into these processes 
and their importance for the Garden. If we 
were there today we would see a quiet winter 
scene behind the gates. With some effort we 
might see the woodchucks, the raptors and 
even the pileated woodpecker. In the wetland, 
frogs are sleeping under the mud until early 
spring. On dead-looking plants we could find 
fully developed buds awaiting their time to 
open into new leaves and flowers. Although 
it may be harder to see, the winter Garden is 
full of life and the promise of new life. We 
may not be able to walk the paths right now, 
but this issue of the Gentian will help bring us 
there in spirit.t

Sincerely,

J. Pam Weiner
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Membership Form 
Memberships can be ordered online at 
www.friendsofthewildflowergarden.org 
or mailed with check payable to:

Friends of the Wild Flower Garden, Inc. 
c/o Emily Anderson, 224 Xerxes Ave. No.
Mpls., MN 55405 
  Please specify if the membership is a gift. 
Each membership is tax-deductible to the 
extent allowed by law.

Name

Address

Telephone          Email

 This is a gift membership from:
     
The recipient of your gift will receive a letter of welcome from the Friends.

Donation Form
Donations of gifts or memorials may be made
at www.friendsofthewildflowergarden.org 
or sent with check payable to:

Friends of the Wild Flower Garden, Inc.  
c/o Gary Bebeau, 716 West 5th Street 
Red Wing, MN 55066

In Honor/Memory of: 

Your Name:

Address:     

Telephone:          Email:
 

Also Acknowledgement to:

Address:

  
Thank you for helping to sustain the Eloise Butler Wildflower Garden and Bird Sanctuary. 7All gifts are tax-deductible.

    Individual $15         Family $25                             Sponsor $100                                 Life $500                            Other $____

A Note from Susan Wilkins
Garden Curator

Winter is a wonderful time to reflect on the 
activities of the passing year and to plan for 
the coming growing season. Always near 
the forefront of planning activities for the 
Wildflower Garden are matters related to 
management of the native plant collections. 
To care for the health of the Wildflower 
Garden’s native plants, a focus on removal 
of troublesome plants is inherent. Weed 
management at the Wildflower Garden 
is a dynamic and evolving practice, part 
science and part art. Deciding which plants 
will go and which will stay is a process that 
requires a continuous interaction with 
what is unfolding in the plant collections. 

Non-native Invasive Species
There are four broad categories of 
undesirable plants at the Wildflower 
Garden, and they fall along a spectrum. 
The first, and most unwanted, are the non-
native invasive species with which many 
of us are quite familiar. Buckthorn, garlic 
mustard and Japanese knotweed are all 
invasive plants that have a mind of their own 
and can, in a matter of years, run rampant 
throughout a garden area if afforded the 
chance. Our goal is to eradicate the non-
native invasives.

Non-native Aggressive Species
The second group is made up of non-native 
plants that aren’t going to completely take 
over a given garden area in a brief time 
period but will aggressively spread and 
eventually negatively impact the plant 
collections. These plants can move into 
non-edge zones of the Wildflower Garden, 
and their impact will be felt and seen 
over time. Our goal for this group, which 
includes such plant species as moneywort, 
periwinkle and Ohio buckeye, is to limit 
them to manageable populations near trails 
for display and educational purposes. 

Non-native Weeds
Then there are the common non-native 
weeds that prefer disturbed habitats, 
typically along trail edges and newly tilled 
soil or areas where extensive weeding and 
invasive species removal has occurred. The 
weeds in this third group won’t compete 
well with most established plants; their 
spread is limited to disturbed sites and 
edge areas found in the Wildflower 
Garden. These familiar weeds of home 
landscapes include European bellflower, 
common dandelion and red clover. Our 
goal is to limit this group to manageable 
populations near trails for display and 
educational purposes. 

Native Weeds
Finally, there are the aggressive native 
plants. In the Wildflower Garden, 
there are a handful of plant species that, 
although native, tend to be vigorous 
growers, to a fault. These plants typically 
spread by rhizomes or seed and over time 
can be just as damaging to the diversity of 
the plant collections as some of the non-
native aggressive plants. Good examples of 
plants in this fourth category include early 
goldenrod, jewelweed and prairie cordgrass. 
Again, our goal is to limit this group to 
manageable populations near trails for 
display and educational purposes. 

Several different control methods are 
used to manage invasive species at the 
Wildflower Garden. If multiple control 
methods work for a given species, staff 
members will choose the least harmful 
and most effective approach. Sometimes 
control involves the use of more than one 
method for a given species over time. These 
control methods include manual removal, 
use of direct high-heat flame, controlled 
burns, biocontrol and herbicides.

All invasive and weed species are dealt with 
on a case by case basis, as no two are exactly 
alike. Generally, the more aggressive a 
given plant species is, the more immediate 
the need for its removal. 

Decisions about which plants will 
go and how they will be removed or 
controlled is an ongoing process—one 
that requires a dynamic and responsive 
management approach.t

Memorials and Donations
to the Friends
Memorials Received
For Eleanor Peterson from
     Thomas Breyen
For Ruth Brin from
     Mary McGee
For Lorraine Anderson from
     Joy & Larry Davis

Gifts Received
In support of our programs
     Elizabeth Anderson
     Harriet Betzold
     Larry Gravitz
     Martha Hellander
     Janet Krofta
     J. Pam Weiner & James Wittenberg
     George & Barbara Will
For the Student Transportation
Grant Program
     Connie & Martin Bergstadt
     Rosalyn Baker
     Duane Proctor
Ongoing updates on the status of the 
Student Transportation Grant Program 
are on the donations page of the 
Friends website.

Your memorials and gifts to the Friends 
are much appreciated and constitute an 
important part of keeping the Garden a 
special place for generations of people 
to enjoy. Memorials and gifts are tax- 
deductible. 

When sending a memorial, please pro-
vide the name and address of the family 
being honored so we can acknowledge 
that a memorial has been received. 
An acknowledgment will be provided 
to all donors.  
                             —Gary Bebeau, memorial chair

New Members
Laurel Campbell, Snow Hill, MD
Lois Chaddick, New York, NY
James Coleman, Minneapolis
Leslie Gillette, Hopkins
Molly Kennedy, Golden Valley

                       —Emily Anderson, membership chair

Notes from the Friends Website
friendsofthewildflowergarden.com

We finished the Plant of the Week 
series in December with a selection of 
ornamental grasses suitable for the home 

garden. This feature, which is in the site 
archive, will resume in April when the 
Garden reopens.

The winter installment of the historical 
review of Garden and Friends activities 
from 100, 75, 50, 25 and 10 years ago is 
posted on the website.

Memberships now can be renewed on 
the membership page of the site. We 
have added new members and received a 
number of donations via the website.

New pages are always noted on the home 
page. The Current Events page gives you 
the latest information on Friends meetings 
and events. I hope you enjoy the poem 
selections on the home page.

Please feel free to contact us at web@
friendsofeloisebutler.org if you have any 
suggestions for improving the website.
                       —Gary Bebeau, website coordinator

To find out which plants the State of 
Minnesota considers to be invasive, 
turn to this small book published by 
the Minnesota Department of Natural 
Resources. The 37 plants on the DNR 
list are each represented by a single 
double-sided page: photos on one side; 
identification, the nature of the threat 
and control methods listed on the 
opposite side. The 79 laminated pages 
are 5-3/8” x 4-1/4.” 

While the usual suspects will be found 
here—garlic mustard, buckthorn and 
Japanese knotweed—some other entries 
may be surprising. Listed are 10 woody 
plants, 24 herbaceous plants and three 
grasses. Although the subtitle is “an 
identification guide for resource 
managers,” most of us will find this 
guide quite useful.  

Of particular interest to the Friends 
are those plants that grow in the Eloise 
Butler Wildflower Garden. Some of the 
plants on the DNR list that appear in 
the Garden are oxeye daisy, Grecian 
foxglove, leafy spurge, creeping Charlie, 
orange hawkweed, yellow iris, butter 
and eggs and yellow sweet clover.  While 
we consider some of these flowers to be 
particularly beautiful (I think especially 
of the yellow iris), control in any 
environment is essential.  

Some readers may find one or more of 
these plants in their own  garden or on 
their block. Particularly plentiful in the 
Twin Cities area are Japanese barberry, 
Russian olive and Siberian elm.

The book, available either ring- or spiral-
bound, is available from Minnesota’s 
Bookstore for $9.95.t — Gary Bebeau



By Diana Thottungal

The woods are quiet in the 
winter. No rustling leaves, 
no insect calls and few birds 

singing, just a sparkling silence and 
hidden life. Perhaps this is a good time 
to explore some of that hidden life.

Inside, Outside, Underside
The snow blanket isn’t just a coating; 

it has dimension. 
At least one local 
animal makes use 
of all aspects of 
the snow cover. 
The meadow mouse 
(Microtus pennsylvanicus) 
runs around on top 
of the snow, tunnels 
through the snow 

and caches up to three quarts of seeds 
in logs under the snow.  

Green Surprises
Mosses stay green all winter and are 
busy photosynthesizing right through 
the snow cover. Why aren’t they 
covered by the dead leaves that are 
all over everything else? Because the 
leaves stay on the flat ground or stick 
in cracks and crevices, while the tiny, 

pointy tips of 
the mosses 
hold them 
up so the 
s l i g h t e s t 
breeze blows 
them off. Not 
only do they 
stay green and 

photosynthesize, they also produce 
a substance (arachidonic acid, for 
the technically inclined) that helps 
them, and any animals that eat them, 
to protect their cell membranes 
against freezing.

Dead Leaves
In addition to insulating the soil, 
dead leaves feed all sorts of bacteria 
and fungi. Below the dry, brittle 
leaves that were fun to scuff in the 
fall are moldy, decaying ones. They’re 
involved in a fascinating process 
whereby the cellulose and other parts 
of the leaves are slowly being turned 
into soil by fungi and bacteria, some of 
the few living creatures that can digest 
cellulose (cattle need special bacteria 
in their rumens to do the job). The 
digesting slows but does not stop in 
the winter and goes on under as well 
as above the soil.

Mixed with the leaves or tucked under 
loose bits of bark are overwintering 
insects. Some of these are wooly 
bear caterpillars (these fuzzy brown 
and orange creatures can survive to 
–90ºF!), mourning cloak butterflies 
ready to emerge and fly on the 
earliest warm days and cecropia moth 
cocoons in which the larvae are busy 
metamorphosing into lovely moths.

Roots and Their Helpers
Roots are able to absorb and store 
water all winter to be ready for their 
rapid growth in spring. Helping them 
do this are underground mycelia. 
That’s the part of mushrooms that we 
usually don’t see, and a very important 
part it is. Not only do mycelia nourish 
the mushrooms we do see, they also 
help trees grow by sharing, from tree 

to tree, water, nutrients and, in the 
growing season, information, like “a 
bug just nibbled my leaf.”

Burrowing a Little Deeper
We’re not likely to see the tunnel 
entrances to chipmunk burrows, since 
they’re concealed by leaves and have 
no telltale mound of excavated dirt, 
that having been carried away during 
the digging.  Inside the burrows are 
food, a bathroom and a bed that is 
not only mattressed with soft leaves 
and seed down but also perched atop 
a food supply so the sleepy chipmunk 
can snack without bestirring itself 
when it arouses from its light winter 
sleep (they don’t actually hibernate, 
just doze and snack). At the beginning 
of the winter the bed plus hoard is 
near the top of the nest cavity; by 
spring near the bottom, as the stored 
seeds have been nibbled away.t

Diana Thottungal is a naturalist at the Eloise Butler 
Wildflower Garden. Text and mouse trail, mycelia and 

wooly bear photos copyright © 2010 Diana Thottungal. 
Chipmunk and mossy log photos by Tammy Mercer.
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                         By Bonnie Fisher

Owl Moon (1987)
Written by Jane Yolen 
Illustrated by John Schoenherr

Jane Yolen, through her lyrical telling 
of a quiet walk in the woods searching 
for an owl, and John Schoenherr, 
through his beautiful watercolor 
washes, show us that winter can be 
a time for simple, soulful adventure. 
Owl Moon won the 1988 Randolph 
Caldecott Medal for the most 
distinguished picture book for children 
published the previous year.

A child, in this story, somewhere 
between three and seven, so bundled 
for warmth in the winter woods that 
one cannot tell its gender, goes owling 
with its father, something this child has 
been waiting to be old enough to do for 
a long, long time.

I had to run … to keep up
and my short, round shadow
bumped against me.

But I never called out.
If you go owling
you have to be quiet...

Deep in the woods, Father calls the owl: 
Whoo-whoo-who-who-who-whoooooo….

But there was no answer...
I was not disappointed … sometimes there’s 
an owl, and sometimes there isn’t.

In full-page illustrations, Schoenherr 
captures the melancholy of a soft 
winter night lit by a translucent moon. 
He captures longing: portrayed as 
longing to see an owl, but conveying 
all human longing. Child imitates 
father, walking on and on through the 
shadows, not saying a word, bearing the 
cold, hoping, hoping … then finally the 
owl comes.  With broad brushstrokes, 
Schoenherr catches the powerful wings, 
the detail of dusky feathers, an owl’s 
view from a tree branch looking down 
on its human callers. 

We watched silently
with heat in our mouths,

the heat of all those words
we had not spoken.

In the final illustration, Schoenherr 
shows the vastness of winter fields, as 
father carries child out of the woods 
toward home. 

Schoenherr illustrated another classic 
book about a long walk through 
winter: Julie of the Wolves, written by 
Jean Craighead George. This one is 
about Myax (Julie), a 13-year-old Inuit 
girl who travels from danger to safety 
across Alaskan tundra, surviving by 
joining a wolf pack. In 1973, Julie won 
the prestigious John Newbery Medal 
for the most distinguished book for 
older children by an American author. 
Julie is only one of George’s many 
books about young people in nature.t
 
Note: For those who enjoyed Lois 
Ehlert’s autumn collages, look for her 
Snowballs; it’s full of delightful snow 
people, snow animals and everything 
else you can make from snowballs, 
scarves, vegetables, sticks, buttons, 
spools …

In winter, when she’s not teaching children’s 
literature at St. Catherine University, Bonnie 

Fisher likes to ski with her daughters along the 
Willow River in Wisconsin.

Frogs and toads, snakes, chipmunks and mice
What do mosquitoes and spiders do under the ice?
And what about grasses, and mushrooms and trees

What do they do when the temperatures freeze?
			   — Lucy Cutler, 2009

The Secret Life of Winter

2009 Friends Volunteer 
   Appreciation Night

Book Review
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Velvet Shank Mushroom 
photo by Tammy Mercer

My Life and Death 
as a Tree 

By Tammy Mercer

I am a large tree standIng on a gentle slope In the

forest. I have been here for more than 100 years. I am a 
deciduous tree — so every autumn my beautiful green leaves 
die and fall to the ground. Every winter the wind blows 
through my branches and many are broken and fall to the 
ground. But even though my leaves and branches are dead, 
they will be important to many species of fungi, plants 
and animals for decades to come. They will continue to be 
important to me, for they will rest at my feet and keep the 
soil from washing away from my roots. 

The leaf litter will keep the soil moist so many kinds of 
wildflowers and other plants can grow. Small mammals and 
insects will find shelter under the leaves. As the leaves and 
branches decay, they will replenish the soil with nutrients. 
This will make a good place for all kinds of seeds to take 
root, including my own.

The dead leaves and branches on the ground create a perfect 
place for migrating sparrows to hunt for food. Thrushes may 
build a nest on the ground using my old branches and leaves 
as nesting material and as perfect camouflage.

My bark provides hiding places for many kinds of insects and 
spiders, and my leaves are food for many kinds of caterpillars. 
This makes a rich foraging place for birds to find food. Some 
birds even hide seeds in my bark. 

Blue jays, cardinals and many other kinds of birds will take 
sticks from the ground and fly them back up into my crown. 
They will build a nest from these sticks and lay their eggs 
nestled in my branches.

About 30 years ago, 
a summer storm 
knocked off one of 
my beautiful large 
branches. Spores of 
fungi blew into the 
wound and started 
to spread their 
roots, called mycelia, 
through my trunk 
and branches. Insects 
landed, carrying in 
different kinds of 
fungi. Some beetles 
laid eggs, and their 
caterpillars began to 
chew their way under my bark.

As the fungi and insects began to soften my wood, a downy 
woodpecker began pecking through a knot in one of my 
branches. At first he was just looking for insects in my bark.  
One spring he kept boring and eventually made a hole big 
enough to make a nursery. His mate came along and did 
a little more pecking, and soon she was laying eggs in the 
nesting hole. 

The next season, a chickadee pair claimed the hole, did 
a little remodeling and raised a family. A few years later, 
a pair of red-bellied woodpeckers made the hole bigger 
and nested. The cavity they left was just the right size for 
bluebirds or great crested flycatchers to use in the future. 

One autumn, a flying squirrel found the cavity, and began 
to stash seeds and nuts for the winter. While the winter 
wind blew, the little squirrel was safe and snug deep in my 
trunk with plenty of food to sustain her 
between naps. 

Year after year, 
more kinds of 
fungi and insects 
moved in to eat 
and grow in my 
wood. Pileated 
woodpeckers have 
been after those 
insects under my 
bark for many 
years. Now they 
have started 

digging deeper into my softened 
wood high up on my trunk. Later that season five young 
woodpeckers flew from the nest. 

Since woodpeckers carve a new nest every year, a wood 
duck couple claimed the cavity for their nest the following 
season. Within a day after hatching, the fluffy little chicks 
jumped from the nest, landing in the soft leaf litter piled 
under my branches and marched off with their momma 
to the nearby pond.
  
One season, gray squirrels carried lots of dead leaves and 
branches up to make a large nest in my crown. The next 
year the old squirrel’s nest made a perfect platform for a 
hawk to build a nest of sticks. 

Each year the fungi spread farther into my wood, and 
grow fruiting bodies out of weak places in my bark. The 
fruit can be very beautiful, and they provide food for 
squirrels and other creatures. 

My wood becomes weaker with each season. Eventually 
I will be dead. But that will not be the end of my story. 
Many creatures will still be able to find food and shelter 
in my trunk and branches for years to come. They will 

build new nests or use the old cavities for shelter. They 
will find many insects to eat and hide seeds in my bark. 
The large gap where my limb was blown off 30 years ago 
will shelter young raccoons, wintering owls and other 
creatures too numerous to name. 

As my bark becomes loose, mourning cloak butterflies 
will survive the winter as adults under the bark, and bats 
may even find places to roost. Hollow places along my 
trunk will be perfect places for woodpeckers to drum, 
letting others know that this is their territory.

One day a storm will blow my trunk to the ground. I will 
still keep soil from washing downhill in a heavy summer 
rain. I will still provide food and shelter for many, many 
creatures. As I rot, mosses and lichens will grow, and 
eventually tree seeds and other plants will take root in 
what is left of my soft tissues. I will replenish the soil for 
all the trees, plants and other living things of the forest 
for centuries to come.t

Tammy Mercer is an MPRB and EBWG part-time naturalist.

. . . even though my leaves and branches 
are dead, they will be important to many 

species of fungi, plants and animals 
for decades to come

Raccoon Nestled in Tree
photo by Tammy Mercer

Downy Woodpecker  
photo by Judy Remington
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trunk with plenty of food to sustain her 
between naps. 

Year after year, 
more kinds of 
fungi and insects 
moved in to eat 
and grow in my 
wood. Pileated 
woodpeckers have 
been after those 
insects under my 
bark for many 
years. Now they 
have started 

digging deeper into my softened 
wood high up on my trunk. Later that season five young 
woodpeckers flew from the nest. 

Since woodpeckers carve a new nest every year, a wood 
duck couple claimed the cavity for their nest the following 
season. Within a day after hatching, the fluffy little chicks 
jumped from the nest, landing in the soft leaf litter piled 
under my branches and marched off with their momma 
to the nearby pond.
  
One season, gray squirrels carried lots of dead leaves and 
branches up to make a large nest in my crown. The next 
year the old squirrel’s nest made a perfect platform for a 
hawk to build a nest of sticks. 

Each year the fungi spread farther into my wood, and 
grow fruiting bodies out of weak places in my bark. The 
fruit can be very beautiful, and they provide food for 
squirrels and other creatures. 

My wood becomes weaker with each season. Eventually 
I will be dead. But that will not be the end of my story. 
Many creatures will still be able to find food and shelter 
in my trunk and branches for years to come. They will 

build new nests or use the old cavities for shelter. They 
will find many insects to eat and hide seeds in my bark. 
The large gap where my limb was blown off 30 years ago 
will shelter young raccoons, wintering owls and other 
creatures too numerous to name. 

As my bark becomes loose, mourning cloak butterflies 
will survive the winter as adults under the bark, and bats 
may even find places to roost. Hollow places along my 
trunk will be perfect places for woodpeckers to drum, 
letting others know that this is their territory.

One day a storm will blow my trunk to the ground. I will 
still keep soil from washing downhill in a heavy summer 
rain. I will still provide food and shelter for many, many 
creatures. As I rot, mosses and lichens will grow, and 
eventually tree seeds and other plants will take root in 
what is left of my soft tissues. I will replenish the soil for 
all the trees, plants and other living things of the forest 
for centuries to come.t

Tammy Mercer is an MPRB and EBWG part-time naturalist.

. . . even though my leaves and branches 
are dead, they will be important to many 

species of fungi, plants and animals 
for decades to come

Raccoon Nestled in Tree
photo by Tammy Mercer

Downy Woodpecker  
photo by Judy Remington



By Diana Thottungal

The woods are quiet in the 
winter. No rustling leaves, 
no insect calls and few birds 

singing, just a sparkling silence and 
hidden life. Perhaps this is a good time 
to explore some of that hidden life.

Inside, Outside, Underside
The snow blanket isn’t just a coating; 

it has dimension. 
At least one local 
animal makes use 
of all aspects of 
the snow cover. 
The meadow mouse 
(Microtus pennsylvanicus) 
runs around on top 
of the snow, tunnels 
through the snow 

and caches up to three quarts of seeds 
in logs under the snow.  

Green Surprises
Mosses stay green all winter and are 
busy photosynthesizing right through 
the snow cover. Why aren’t they 
covered by the dead leaves that are 
all over everything else? Because the 
leaves stay on the flat ground or stick 
in cracks and crevices, while the tiny, 

pointy tips of 
the mosses 
hold them 
up so the 
s l i g h t e s t 
breeze blows 
them off. Not 
only do they 
stay green and 

photosynthesize, they also produce 
a substance (arachidonic acid, for 
the technically inclined) that helps 
them, and any animals that eat them, 
to protect their cell membranes 
against freezing.

Dead Leaves
In addition to insulating the soil, 
dead leaves feed all sorts of bacteria 
and fungi. Below the dry, brittle 
leaves that were fun to scuff in the 
fall are moldy, decaying ones. They’re 
involved in a fascinating process 
whereby the cellulose and other parts 
of the leaves are slowly being turned 
into soil by fungi and bacteria, some of 
the few living creatures that can digest 
cellulose (cattle need special bacteria 
in their rumens to do the job). The 
digesting slows but does not stop in 
the winter and goes on under as well 
as above the soil.

Mixed with the leaves or tucked under 
loose bits of bark are overwintering 
insects. Some of these are wooly 
bear caterpillars (these fuzzy brown 
and orange creatures can survive to 
–90ºF!), mourning cloak butterflies 
ready to emerge and fly on the 
earliest warm days and cecropia moth 
cocoons in which the larvae are busy 
metamorphosing into lovely moths.

Roots and Their Helpers
Roots are able to absorb and store 
water all winter to be ready for their 
rapid growth in spring. Helping them 
do this are underground mycelia. 
That’s the part of mushrooms that we 
usually don’t see, and a very important 
part it is. Not only do mycelia nourish 
the mushrooms we do see, they also 
help trees grow by sharing, from tree 

to tree, water, nutrients and, in the 
growing season, information, like “a 
bug just nibbled my leaf.”

Burrowing a Little Deeper
We’re not likely to see the tunnel 
entrances to chipmunk burrows, since 
they’re concealed by leaves and have 
no telltale mound of excavated dirt, 
that having been carried away during 
the digging.  Inside the burrows are 
food, a bathroom and a bed that is 
not only mattressed with soft leaves 
and seed down but also perched atop 
a food supply so the sleepy chipmunk 
can snack without bestirring itself 
when it arouses from its light winter 
sleep (they don’t actually hibernate, 
just doze and snack). At the beginning 
of the winter the bed plus hoard is 
near the top of the nest cavity; by 
spring near the bottom, as the stored 
seeds have been nibbled away.t

Diana Thottungal is a naturalist at the Eloise Butler 
Wildflower Garden. Text and mouse trail, mycelia and 

wooly bear photos copyright © 2010 Diana Thottungal. 
Chipmunk and mossy log photos by Tammy Mercer.
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                         By Bonnie Fisher

Owl Moon (1987)
Written by Jane Yolen 
Illustrated by John Schoenherr

Jane Yolen, through her lyrical telling 
of a quiet walk in the woods searching 
for an owl, and John Schoenherr, 
through his beautiful watercolor 
washes, show us that winter can be 
a time for simple, soulful adventure. 
Owl Moon won the 1988 Randolph 
Caldecott Medal for the most 
distinguished picture book for children 
published the previous year.

A child, in this story, somewhere 
between three and seven, so bundled 
for warmth in the winter woods that 
one cannot tell its gender, goes owling 
with its father, something this child has 
been waiting to be old enough to do for 
a long, long time.

I had to run … to keep up
and my short, round shadow
bumped against me.

But I never called out.
If you go owling
you have to be quiet...

Deep in the woods, Father calls the owl: 
Whoo-whoo-who-who-who-whoooooo….

But there was no answer...
I was not disappointed … sometimes there’s 
an owl, and sometimes there isn’t.

In full-page illustrations, Schoenherr 
captures the melancholy of a soft 
winter night lit by a translucent moon. 
He captures longing: portrayed as 
longing to see an owl, but conveying 
all human longing. Child imitates 
father, walking on and on through the 
shadows, not saying a word, bearing the 
cold, hoping, hoping … then finally the 
owl comes.  With broad brushstrokes, 
Schoenherr catches the powerful wings, 
the detail of dusky feathers, an owl’s 
view from a tree branch looking down 
on its human callers. 

We watched silently
with heat in our mouths,

the heat of all those words
we had not spoken.

In the final illustration, Schoenherr 
shows the vastness of winter fields, as 
father carries child out of the woods 
toward home. 

Schoenherr illustrated another classic 
book about a long walk through 
winter: Julie of the Wolves, written by 
Jean Craighead George. This one is 
about Myax (Julie), a 13-year-old Inuit 
girl who travels from danger to safety 
across Alaskan tundra, surviving by 
joining a wolf pack. In 1973, Julie won 
the prestigious John Newbery Medal 
for the most distinguished book for 
older children by an American author. 
Julie is only one of George’s many 
books about young people in nature.t
 
Note: For those who enjoyed Lois 
Ehlert’s autumn collages, look for her 
Snowballs; it’s full of delightful snow 
people, snow animals and everything 
else you can make from snowballs, 
scarves, vegetables, sticks, buttons, 
spools …

In winter, when she’s not teaching children’s 
literature at St. Catherine University, Bonnie 

Fisher likes to ski with her daughters along the 
Willow River in Wisconsin.

Frogs and toads, snakes, chipmunks and mice
What do mosquitoes and spiders do under the ice?
And what about grasses, and mushrooms and trees

What do they do when the temperatures freeze?
			   — Lucy Cutler, 2009

The Secret Life of Winter

2009 Friends Volunteer 
   Appreciation Night

Book Review
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Membership Form 
Memberships can be ordered online at 
www.friendsofthewildflowergarden.org 
or mailed with check payable to:

Friends of the Wild Flower Garden, Inc. 
c/o Emily Anderson, 224 Xerxes Ave. No.
Mpls., MN 55405 
  Please specify if the membership is a gift. 
Each membership is tax-deductible to the 
extent allowed by law.

Name

Address

Telephone          Email

 This is a gift membership from:
     
The recipient of your gift will receive a letter of welcome from the Friends.

Donation Form
Donations of gifts or memorials may be made
at www.friendsofthewildflowergarden.org 
or sent with check payable to:

Friends of the Wild Flower Garden, Inc.  
c/o Gary Bebeau, 716 West 5th Street 
Red Wing, MN 55066

In Honor/Memory of: 

Your Name:

Address:     

Telephone:          Email:
 

Also Acknowledgement to:

Address:

  
Thank you for helping to sustain the Eloise Butler Wildflower Garden and Bird Sanctuary. 7All gifts are tax-deductible.

    Individual $15         Family $25                             Sponsor $100                                 Life $500                            Other $____

A Note from Susan Wilkins
Garden Curator

Winter is a wonderful time to reflect on the 
activities of the passing year and to plan for 
the coming growing season. Always near 
the forefront of planning activities for the 
Wildflower Garden are matters related to 
management of the native plant collections. 
To care for the health of the Wildflower 
Garden’s native plants, a focus on removal 
of troublesome plants is inherent. Weed 
management at the Wildflower Garden 
is a dynamic and evolving practice, part 
science and part art. Deciding which plants 
will go and which will stay is a process that 
requires a continuous interaction with 
what is unfolding in the plant collections. 

Non-native Invasive Species
There are four broad categories of 
undesirable plants at the Wildflower 
Garden, and they fall along a spectrum. 
The first, and most unwanted, are the non-
native invasive species with which many 
of us are quite familiar. Buckthorn, garlic 
mustard and Japanese knotweed are all 
invasive plants that have a mind of their own 
and can, in a matter of years, run rampant 
throughout a garden area if afforded the 
chance. Our goal is to eradicate the non-
native invasives.

Non-native Aggressive Species
The second group is made up of non-native 
plants that aren’t going to completely take 
over a given garden area in a brief time 
period but will aggressively spread and 
eventually negatively impact the plant 
collections. These plants can move into 
non-edge zones of the Wildflower Garden, 
and their impact will be felt and seen 
over time. Our goal for this group, which 
includes such plant species as moneywort, 
periwinkle and Ohio buckeye, is to limit 
them to manageable populations near trails 
for display and educational purposes. 

Non-native Weeds
Then there are the common non-native 
weeds that prefer disturbed habitats, 
typically along trail edges and newly tilled 
soil or areas where extensive weeding and 
invasive species removal has occurred. The 
weeds in this third group won’t compete 
well with most established plants; their 
spread is limited to disturbed sites and 
edge areas found in the Wildflower 
Garden. These familiar weeds of home 
landscapes include European bellflower, 
common dandelion and red clover. Our 
goal is to limit this group to manageable 
populations near trails for display and 
educational purposes. 

Native Weeds
Finally, there are the aggressive native 
plants. In the Wildflower Garden, 
there are a handful of plant species that, 
although native, tend to be vigorous 
growers, to a fault. These plants typically 
spread by rhizomes or seed and over time 
can be just as damaging to the diversity of 
the plant collections as some of the non-
native aggressive plants. Good examples of 
plants in this fourth category include early 
goldenrod, jewelweed and prairie cordgrass. 
Again, our goal is to limit this group to 
manageable populations near trails for 
display and educational purposes. 

Several different control methods are 
used to manage invasive species at the 
Wildflower Garden. If multiple control 
methods work for a given species, staff 
members will choose the least harmful 
and most effective approach. Sometimes 
control involves the use of more than one 
method for a given species over time. These 
control methods include manual removal, 
use of direct high-heat flame, controlled 
burns, biocontrol and herbicides.

All invasive and weed species are dealt with 
on a case by case basis, as no two are exactly 
alike. Generally, the more aggressive a 
given plant species is, the more immediate 
the need for its removal. 

Decisions about which plants will 
go and how they will be removed or 
controlled is an ongoing process—one 
that requires a dynamic and responsive 
management approach.t

Memorials and Donations
to the Friends
Memorials Received
For Eleanor Peterson from
     Thomas Breyen
For Ruth Brin from
     Mary McGee
For Lorraine Anderson from
     Joy & Larry Davis

Gifts Received
In support of our programs
     Elizabeth Anderson
     Harriet Betzold
     Larry Gravitz
     Martha Hellander
     Janet Krofta
     J. Pam Weiner & James Wittenberg
     George & Barbara Will
For the Student Transportation
Grant Program
     Connie & Martin Bergstadt
     Rosalyn Baker
     Duane Proctor
Ongoing updates on the status of the 
Student Transportation Grant Program 
are on the donations page of the 
Friends website.

Your memorials and gifts to the Friends 
are much appreciated and constitute an 
important part of keeping the Garden a 
special place for generations of people 
to enjoy. Memorials and gifts are tax- 
deductible. 

When sending a memorial, please pro-
vide the name and address of the family 
being honored so we can acknowledge 
that a memorial has been received. 
An acknowledgment will be provided 
to all donors.  
                             —Gary Bebeau, memorial chair

New Members
Laurel Campbell, Snow Hill, MD
Lois Chaddick, New York, NY
James Coleman, Minneapolis
Leslie Gillette, Hopkins
Molly Kennedy, Golden Valley

                       —Emily Anderson, membership chair

Notes from the Friends Website
friendsofthewildflowergarden.com

We finished the Plant of the Week 
series in December with a selection of 
ornamental grasses suitable for the home 

garden. This feature, which is in the site 
archive, will resume in April when the 
Garden reopens.

The winter installment of the historical 
review of Garden and Friends activities 
from 100, 75, 50, 25 and 10 years ago is 
posted on the website.

Memberships now can be renewed on 
the membership page of the site. We 
have added new members and received a 
number of donations via the website.

New pages are always noted on the home 
page. The Current Events page gives you 
the latest information on Friends meetings 
and events. I hope you enjoy the poem 
selections on the home page.

Please feel free to contact us at web@
friendsofeloisebutler.org if you have any 
suggestions for improving the website.
                       —Gary Bebeau, website coordinator

To find out which plants the State of 
Minnesota considers to be invasive, 
turn to this small book published by 
the Minnesota Department of Natural 
Resources. The 37 plants on the DNR 
list are each represented by a single 
double-sided page: photos on one side; 
identification, the nature of the threat 
and control methods listed on the 
opposite side. The 79 laminated pages 
are 5-3/8” x 4-1/4.” 

While the usual suspects will be found 
here—garlic mustard, buckthorn and 
Japanese knotweed—some other entries 
may be surprising. Listed are 10 woody 
plants, 24 herbaceous plants and three 
grasses. Although the subtitle is “an 
identification guide for resource 
managers,” most of us will find this 
guide quite useful.  

Of particular interest to the Friends 
are those plants that grow in the Eloise 
Butler Wildflower Garden. Some of the 
plants on the DNR list that appear in 
the Garden are oxeye daisy, Grecian 
foxglove, leafy spurge, creeping Charlie, 
orange hawkweed, yellow iris, butter 
and eggs and yellow sweet clover.  While 
we consider some of these flowers to be 
particularly beautiful (I think especially 
of the yellow iris), control in any 
environment is essential.  

Some readers may find one or more of 
these plants in their own  garden or on 
their block. Particularly plentiful in the 
Twin Cities area are Japanese barberry, 
Russian olive and Siberian elm.

The book, available either ring- or spiral-
bound, is available from Minnesota’s 
Bookstore for $9.95.t — Gary Bebeau



Wildflower Garden as seen through the back gate in winter

Photo by Judy Remington
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The Friends of the Wild 
Flower Garden, Inc. is 
a 501(c)(3) Minnesota 
nonprofit corporation, 
formed in 1952. Its 
purpose is to educate 
by enhancing Garden 
visitors’ appreciation 
and understanding of 
Minnesota’s native plants 
and natural environments 
and to offer assistance for 
the Garden in the form of 
funding and other support.

The Fringed Gentian is 
published quarterly for 
members and supporters 
of the Friends. The editor 
is Judy Remington, who 
welcomes your comments 
and suggestions at judy@
temenosgardens.com or 
612.377.4491. For changes 
to your mailing address 
for The Fringed Gentian, 
please write Membership 
Chair Emily Anderson at 
ebgfmembers@comcast.net 
or 224 Xerxes Ave. No., 
Mpls, MN  55405.

Printed on 100% post-
consumer waste paper.

The Eloise Butler 
Wildflower Garden 
and Bird Sanctuary is 
comprised of cultivated 
but naturalistic woodland, 
wetland and prairie 
environments, 2/3 mile of 
mulch-covered pathways 
and a rustic shelter where 
educational programming 
and materials can be 
found. It is the oldest 
public wildflower garden 
in the United States. 
The 15-acre site is 
located within the City 
of Minneapolis and is 
owned and operated by 
the Minneapolis Park 
and Recreation Board. 
The Garden is open from 
April 1 through October 
15 from 7:30 a.m. to 1/2 
hour before sunset.

“ A wild garden is beautiful at all seasons.”  –  Eloise Butler
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Dear Friends,

Minnesotans consider theMselves hardy 
Northern types, experts on autumn’s cold 
rains and winter’s pains and pleasures. We 
like to recall the severity of our 
childhood treks to school in the 
harsh winds of January and the 
drifts of February. We can 
be rhapsodic describing the 
glories of the last crimson 
leaves and the exquisite 
beauty in snowscapes and 
ice crystals. 

We cope well, by and large, 
and we are proud of our 
ability to function and even 
thrive during these darker, 
colder seasons. But what do we 
really know about their role in the lives 
of other species? Our tomatoes and petunias 
are surely dead at first frost, but many plants 
survive the winter and come back with more 
vigor as years pass. The play of our cycle of 
seasons upon the lives of plants has long 
fascinated students of nature. One hundred 
fifty-six years ago, when Eloise Butler was a 
toddler, Henry David Thoreau wrote this in 
his journal:

Consider what a vast crop is thus annually 
shed upon the earth. This, more than any 
mere grain or seed, is the great harvest of 
the year. This annual decay and death, 
this dying by inches, before the whole tree 
at last lies down and turns to soil. As trees 
shed their leaves, so deer their horns, and 
men their hair or nails. The year’s great 
crop. I am more interested in it than in 
the English grass alone or in the corn. 
It prepares the virgin mould for future 
cornfields on which the earth fattens. 
They teach us how to die.

Thoreau, Ralph Waldo Emerson and a 
generation of their educated young followers 
in the second half of the 19th century believed 

strongly in the creative powers of nature 
and the clear spiritual essence of the natural 
world. Eloise Butler is said to have modeled 
her Garden shed on the cabin at Thoreau’s 
Walden Pond. Other writers and thinkers 

have had similar sensibilities.

Last fall I attended a course 
taught by Thomas Moore, 
author of Care of the Soul 
and other books about 
psychology and theology. 
He described the soul as a 
living rhizome that is always 
present but never seen. 
Sometimes it produces the 

flowers and fruits of life as 
we know it and sometimes 

not. He advised us to cultivate 
our rhizomes with a search for 

meaningful relationships and a 
hearty appetite for healthy pleasures. 

Good advice!

Paying attention to nature teaches us that the 
processes of life and death coexist in organisms, 
ecosystems and habitats. This issue of The 
Fringed Gentian delves into these processes 
and their importance for the Garden. If we 
were there today we would see a quiet winter 
scene behind the gates. With some effort we 
might see the woodchucks, the raptors and 
even the pileated woodpecker. In the wetland, 
frogs are sleeping under the mud until early 
spring. On dead-looking plants we could find 
fully developed buds awaiting their time to 
open into new leaves and flowers. Although 
it may be harder to see, the winter Garden is 
full of life and the promise of new life. We 
may not be able to walk the paths right now, 
but this issue of the Gentian will help bring us 
there in spirit.t

Sincerely,

J. Pam Weiner




