
by Caitlin Barale Potter, Education and 
Community Engagement Coordinator.

Finally - the moment so many 
of us have been waiting for! On 
Wednesday June 13th, in front of 
a handful of Cedar Creek staff and 
local media, our seasonal bison 
herd was unloaded and thundered 
off to spend the summer as part of 
a long-term research experiment 
on oak savanna restoration and 
management. Few of us had any 
idea what to expect when the trucks 
and trailers carrying our herd of 32 
bison pulled up to the property. 
This was a totally new process for 
Cedar Creek. Unsurprisingly, adding 
live animals to an experiment is 
a completely different task than 
planting trees or adding fertilizer 
- particularly when those animals 
weigh hundreds of pounds apiece. 
Would they run into the enclosure 
right away? Would they be spooked 
by the staff watching with cameras 
at the ready? Would they find a weak 
spot in the fence we had checked 
and double-checked and triple-

checked? The owners of the 
herd, NorthStar Bison (based just 
across the border in Wisconsin), 
assured us that there was nothing 
at all to worry about, but that didn't 
keep us from feeling the butterflies 
in our stomachs as the countdown 
to open the first trailer began.

5, 4, 3, 2, 1: BANG. Marielle Hewitt, 
from Northstar, threw open the back 
door of the trailer. Another NorthStar 
employee caught it and held it open. 
And with hardly a moment for us to 
gasp in anticipation, the first bison 
came dashing out of the trailer! 
He hit the ground running and 
was quickly followed by another, 
and another, then two more, then 
another one - all pushing and 
snorting and shaking the ground 
and the trailer as they leapt out and 
headed at a run into the savanna.
Some had their tails raised (bison-

speak for "I'm a little scared!") while 
others seemed calm and collected. 
Within moments, they had headed 
up a little ridgeline, away from the 
spectators but still in view, and 
settled down to graze. The first bison 
in our part of Minnesota in over a 
hundred years. Incredible!

It was a magical moment to 
experience, and there have been 
many more moments since then: 
photos shared by neighbors who 
have seen the herd seeking out the 
prime grazing and drinking spots 
near Durant St., exclamations of 
surprise and awe from summer 
campers watching a bison wallow in 
the dirt from our new gazebo south 
of the Fish Lake Nature Trail, and the 
unbridled joy of our researchers who 
catch a glimpse of the herd living 
(continued on page 6)
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A portion of Cedar Creek's new bison herd enjoying their summer grazing 
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Field Notes, Summer 2018

Happy summer, and an especially warm 
welcome to all our new friends: new 
newsletter recipients, new researchers and 
interns, and our new herd of bison! It's 
exciting to see our community continue 
to expand, and we're thrilled to highlight 
some of these new directions in the pages 
of this newsletter. We are on track for 
another record-breaking year in terms 
of people reached through our research, 
education, community engagement and 
conservation programs. Thank you for 
being a part of it all!

It feels like summer snuck up on me this 
year. One moment it was blizzarding and 
we were celebrating the arrival of the 
sandhills, and the next thing I knew it was 
today - temperatures pushing 100°,  bison 
grazing in the savannas, monarchs flying 
around the colorful, blooming prairie, and 
interns out weeding the BigBio plots. What 
happened to spring?? 

Summer is always an exciting time here. 
With so much plant ecology work taking 
place onsite, the growing season is when 
most of our research activity takes place 
and it's a treat to have so many brilliant 
and creative people waltzing around the 
reserve setting up projects and collecting 
data. Whether they are burying bags 
of fungal samples or catching native 
bumblebees, weighing and sorting 
plant samples, distributing wolf urine or 
banding birds, there's also something 
fascinating going on! Enjoy reading about 
some of it in this Field Notes.

And as always, get in touch if you have 
Cedar Creek stories or photos to share! 
They just might end up in the next edition 
of Field Notes!

Sincerely, 
Dr. Caitlin Barale Potter
612-301-2602, caitlin@umn.edu

Coordinator’s Corner
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There’s something comforting about 
being alone, being hidden, even if 
I’m hidden in plain sight. This year, 
I began a residency at Cedar Creek 
Ecosystem Science Reserve. Cedar 
Creek is a large ecological research 
site that runs as part of the University 
of Minnesota (although the studies 
go well beyond the university itself ).
 
But I’m not a scientist.
 
I’m a writer. Or at least that’s the role 
I’m playing here at Cedar Creek. As 
one of the two current artists-in-res-
idence, and the only creative writer, 
I have access to the usually limited 
access site, which gives me the op-
portunity to function in that strange 
place as both insider and outsider: 
the artist in the science field.
 
And while that might coincide well 
with the first line of this—because 
sometimes I can be hidden in plain 
sight—the direct meaning is that on 
this site there are plenty of places to 
observe and write and take photos 
with no one else around, to be “lost” 
in the swamp or fields or woods 
(gorgeous oak savanna) while the sci-
entists and staff are elsewhere. I’ve al-
ways enjoyed that feeling, that sense 
of disappearing into the wild—al-
though I’m either too cowardly or too 
self-aware to actually disappear in 
the wild—and being in the outdoors 
in probably my most natural home.

But at Cedar Creek, it’s a bit differ-
ent. Even with the direct absence of 
people, the work is still all around me 
while I’m meandering through the 
seeming wilderness. The research 
projects, too, are often hidden from 
view—perhaps unintentionally, but 
that’s what nature does—while they 
are also in plain sight, right there on 
the edge of the path or on the side of 
that tree or that brook or that bog or 
that upturned root ball.

So my project, a series of poems 
exploring the intersections between 
science and nature and humanity, 
must inherently look at the hidden-
in-the-open. The things we see but 
ignore. The things we forget to see. 
But also what we truly see when we 
take the time to look and observe, 
which, in so many ways, is what 
modern ecology is all about: observ-
ing what we’ve often neglected to 
observe, even if it is there, right in 
front of us (or, in some cases, below 
the surface of what is there in front of 
us). I’ve really just begun this project, 
drafting a number of poems based 
on brief observations, conversa-
tions with scientists, participation in 
educational programs, and reading 
through some of those studies. I’m 
not a scientist, but it is with respect 
and care that I embark on this experi-
ence, learning more than I’ll ever give 
back, I’m sure.
 
As an aside, this is the first real “po-
etry project” I’ve done where I have 
a focus and intention even before I 
began writing; I have goals for my 
writing and a sense of the direction 
I’m going, but, as with science, this 
hypothesis—what I think will come 
of the project—might very well 
turn out differently, might become 
what I’d never expected—because 
artists, too, must always keep their 
senses aware and be ready for the 
world we’re exploring to throw us 
for a loop. And, I’ll readily admit, this 
knowing and not knowing is both ex-
hilarating and frightening (although 
perhaps not so different than writing 
a novel or a single poem—there’s an 
idea, but the path and the end re-
main in the deep shadows until just 
before you arrive).

Read Brian's poem 
Transition Zone 

on page 10.

Observance: Science and Poetry
by Brian Baumgart. Brian is one of Cedar Creek's 2018 Artists in Residence, focusing in 
poetry and creative writing. Follow his blog at: briandbaumgart.wixsite.com/website

Cristy in the field with her litter bags.
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Restoring Biodiversity in a Fertilizer-Filled World
by Cristy Portales. Cristy is a graduate student in Dr. Forest Isbell's lab, as well as a multi-year participant of the summer Graduate Fellows 
program and a contributor to many Cedar Creek education, community engagement and diversity initiatives.

Nitrogen inputs to ecosystems around the world have 
more than doubled since the industrial revolution. 
While nitrogen is an important plant nutrient that 
can stimulate growth, increased nitrogen inputs can 
also result in reduced plant diversity and increase the 
abundance of exotic species. Several communities and 
governments around the world have recognized this is 
an important issue and have taken measures to reduce 
the amount of nitrogen they add to ecosystems. These 
efforts have been successful in many cases and are 
resulting in rates of nitrogen deposition going down in 
parts of the United States and Europe. These reduced 
nutrient inputs could ultimately prevent further di-
versity loss; however, it is unclear if reducing rates of 
nutrient inputs will be enough to restore plant diversity 
in areas that have already lost it. Experiments set up 
at Cedar Creek by David Tilman and collaborators in 
the 1980’s suggest that long-term nitrogen inputs in 
grasslands might result in persistent and long-term re-
ductions in biodiversity, with effects that can last more 
than two decades after experimental nutrient inputs 
stop. My research at Cedar Creek is trying to figure out 
what might be preventing the recovery of biodiversity 
in these grasslands.

Ecosystems are 
very complex and 
have many inter-
active parts, which 
makes them very 
challenging but 
also really exciting 
to study! For exam-
ple, we know that 
long-term nutrient 
inputs to grass-
lands can change 
soil microbial com-
munities and how 
they function in 
ways that might be 
preventing na-
tive species from 
re-establishing. We 

tested this using greenhouse experiments and learned 
that, at least in this case, soil microbes are not to blame: 
they are not preventing native species from establish-
ing and growing. Back to the drawing board! 

Something else we noticed is that litter (i.e. old stalks 
and leaves from previous seasons - leaf litter - as op-
posed to trash and garbage) tends to build up in plots 

that were fertilized for 
the first decade of the 
long-term experiment. 
This could result in ni-
trogen sticking around 
for longer than we pre-
viously anticipated. To 
test this, we have set up 
a leaf litter decomposi-
tion experiment which 
will help us understand 
whether nitrogen is 
staying in the ecosys-
tem and being rapidly 
recycled, which might 
prevent native species 
from establishing. 

Other ongoing projects this summer will help us 
understand whether restoration strategies including 
seed addition, litter removal, and burning could induce 
and accelerate the recovery of biodiversity in these 
grasslands. We hope that this information can inform 
management decisions and help us understand how to 
increase plant diversity in regions where diversity has 
been lost.

Cristy in the field with her litter bags.

Leaf litter bags will be allowed to 
decompose in the field for three years. 
Periodical harvests will allow us to test 

whether differences in litter and soil 
nutrient levels impact decomposition 

and nutrient recycling.

The Nitrogen Cessation experiment in late summer. In the back-
ground, a control plot with high diversity of native species such 
as little bluestem; in the foreground a plot that has received high 
levels of fertilization and is mostly dominated by quackgrass, an 
exotic species.
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4 Stay tuned for opportunities to contribute to the remote camera 
project as a citizen scientist this fall!

Field Notes, Summer 2018 Cedar Creek Ecosystem Science Reserve, z.umn.edu/ccEd

Meet the Scientist: Meredith Palmer
by Meredith Palmer. Dr. Palmer is the postdoctoral associate on the new wolf project, and can be found checking remote cameras and 
dousing enclosures with wolf urine. You can learn more about her at meredithspalmer.weebly.com

Meredith is an ecologist and post-doctoral research 
associate working in Dr. Forest Isbell's lab (like so many 
scientists featured in this newsletter!). She studies 

predator-prey 
dynamics in North 
American and 
African ecosystems, 
examining the 
way in which large 
predators such 
as wolves and 
lions affect the 
demography and 
behavior of their 
prey. Specifically, 
she is trying to 

figure out how the risk of being eaten (or the ‘non-
consumptive’ effects of predation, to use technical 
jargon) changes anti-predator decision making in large 
herbivores. If herbivores can recognize that particular 
places or times of day are especially risky, how do 
they alter their behaviors to deal with that increased 
predation threat? Differences in how herbivore 
behavior changes the impact these species have on the 
landscape and ecological community, so Meredith and 
her team also tracking the cascading effects of predator 
via prey behavior on plant and soil communities. 
This trickle-down impact of predators is known as a 
‘behaviorally-mediated trophic cascade’, but currently 
very little is known about the circumstances under 
which these ecosystem-wide predator effects occur or 
might occur. 

At Cedar Creek, Meredith is focusing on how ecological 
communities respond to the recolonization of wolves. 
Using a grid of camera traps spread across the entirety 

of Cedar Creek's 5600-acre property, Meredith and her 
team are looking to see whether functional ecological 
relationships between predators and prey are restored 
after the wolves’ decades-long absence and quantifying 
the changes that renewed predation risk causes at 
multiple trophic levels. While we wait for the wolf 
population to grow, Meredith has a few additional jobs. 
One is checking the camera grid and recording data on 
habitat, visibility and camera functionality. 

Meredith is also in charge of simulating wolf presence 
at a subset of our camera trap sites: she is spending a 
glamorous summer sprinkling predator urine around 
to mimic wolf marking sites! She hopes that these 
predator cues will lead to behavioral changes in 
prey, so that it is possible to separate the responses 
of the ecological community to deer reacting to 
the risk of wolves through behavior changes versus 
the consumptive effects of wolves eating deer and 
decreasing their population. As part of this project, 
Meredith will be relying on the help of readers like you 
and members of the general public to classify our tens 
of thousands of remote camera images – stay tuned for 
more on this project coming in fall 2018! 

(continued on page 5)

Want to learn more?
Follow Meredith's blog at 

meredithspalmer.weebly.com

Meredith Palmer

Meredith at work in Africa

Simulating a predator (African wild dog) on the savanna

At Cedar Creek, checking grid cameras.
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The Red-headed Woodpecker Recovery Project is a 
community-driven research project investigating the 
habitat, behavior, and conservation of red-headed 
woodpeckers (RHWO). As you may recall from previous 
editions of Field Notes, RHWOs rely on the oak savanna 
ecosystem and have experienced substantial population 
declines in recent years. Our work learning more about 
them is always an adventure, as little is known about 
the basic biology and patterns of this species! We hope 
you enjoy these reports of interesting behavior from our 
citizen scientists and research team.

From citizen scientist Keith Olstad: I started out a 
bit before 7am in the “J” survey area.  I went to the 
previously identified nest in that area. The RHWO pair 
seemed quite leery of me, though I sat on the ground 
50-60’ away, tucked behind shrubs. It took them forty 
minutes before they began cautiously returning to the 
nest. Each time either arrived, the hatchlings set up 
a raucous chorus. But while I observed the adults for 
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Follow us on Facebook and Twitter by searching for @CedarCreekESR

Meredith Palmer
(continued from page 4)

Before beginning this research position at Cedar Creek, Meredith did her Ph.D at the University of Minnesota 
working with the Serengeti Lion Project (www.lionresearch.org) and the Snapshot Serengeti (www.
snapshotserengeti.org) camera trapping programs in eastern and southern Africa. In the hazy distant past before 
that, she worked on a wide range of species, from frogs to spider monkeys and fishes to cheetah, on projects 
that took her from South America to the South Pacific. Meredith is the world’s only expert in birds that roost in 
giraffe armpits (read all about it at news.nationalgeographic.com/2018/02/animals-serengeti-tanzania-birds/) 
and spends her free time playing roller derby for the Minnesota RollerGirls (www.mnrollergirls.com) recreational 
league under the moniker ‘BB-SK8’. 

Meredith and reseach technician Jake Miller check a remote camera in Cedar Creek's savanna - a familiar 
ecosystem for a wildlife ecologist used to working in African savannas!
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Savanna Soap Opera: Notes from the Red-headed 
Woodpecker Research Team

The Red-headed Woodpecker Recovery Project is a 
community-driven research project investigating the 
habitat, behavior, and conservation of red-headed 
woodpeckers (RHWO). As you may recall from previous 
editions of Field Notes, RHWOs rely on the oak savanna 
ecosystem and have experienced substantial population 
declines in recent years. Our work learning more about 
them is always an adventure, as little is known about 
the basic biology and patterns of this species! We hope 
you enjoy these reports of interesting behavior from our 
citizen scientists and research team.

From citizen scientist Keith Olstad: I started out a 
bit before 7am in the “J” survey area.  I went to the 
previously identified nest in that area. The RHWO pair 
seemed quite leery of me, though I sat on the ground 
50-60’ away, tucked behind shrubs. It took them forty 
minutes before they began cautiously returning to the 
nest. Each time either arrived, the hatchlings set up 
a raucous chorus. But while I observed the adults for 

those forty minutes, I swear I saw them stashing insects 
in loose tree bark in neighboring trees! Each time they 
did that, they were in deep shade and behind branches 
so I couldn’t get photos or video, but I’ll be interested in 
knowing whether anyone else observes this behavior 
One theory would be that they continued to forage for 
insects while I was in the nest area, but stashed the bugs 
rather than return to the nest until finally they decided I 
was no threat. Once they began bringing insects into the 
nest, I got numerous photos of what they were feeding 
the young so that we can identify the food sources.  I 
spent almost an hour and a half observing the nest.

Then the next big news is that when I walked from that 
nest back towards the main road, I observed at least 
five more RHWO and possibly six! This is many more 
RHWO than we’ve ever seen before in this area. I’m pretty 
sure that three have them were carrying bugs in their 
bills, so I suspect that they have nests with hatchlings 
somewhere in the area, (continued on page 10)



(continued from page 1)
their bison lives as as our scientists drive out to various 
research experiments to collect data on other projects. 
The opportunity to see these giant herbivores out on 
the landscape is truly remarkable. 

NorthStar Bion and Cedar Creek staff preparing
 to open the bison trailer

Although in many respects it seems as though the 
project is just beginning, the hard work has been 
underway for quite a while. From applying for and 
securing funding through Minnesota's Environment 
and Natural Resources Trust Fund, to constructing a 
fence to contain the herd and communicating our 
plans to neighbors, supporters and local media, it's 
been a long road. Cedar Creek staff and interns have 
worked with local collaborators to build several miles 
of fence not only on the outside of the enclosure, but 
also in smaller exclosures inside, where we can measure 
the growth rate of different plants with and without 
grazing. Prescribed burning had to take place before 
the herd arrived - a challenge with all the new fences 
and infrastructure! Hundreds of young oak trees were 
planted and measured, several motion-triggered and 

time-lapse cameras were installed and a new trail 
extension was mapped and signed. Ancient trash pits 
were dug out and filled in for the safety of the herd, 
two wells were installed to make sure that water was 
available all summer long, and a handful of new bison 
interpretive naturalists were recruited and trained. 
Systems were established for daily herd counts and 
health checks, as well as for the unlikely event of a 
bison wandering out of the enclosure. We even had 
the assistance of a local Boy Scout choosing to focus 
his Eagle Scout project on constructing a wonderful 
gazebo for our visitors to bird- and bison-watch from! 
It's truly been a labor of love, and we couldn't be more 
thrilled to have the herd finally here!

Now that the excitement of the release is over and the 
herd is settled in, our hard work continues. You can 
read a little about the motivation for the project on 
page 5, where new postdoc Chad Zirbel introduces 
himself and his work with the bison. We invite you to 
come visit the bison this summer as well - our viewing 
gazebo and its associated trail extension from the Fish 
Lake Nature Trail is open and staffed on Saturdays from 
9am to noon (open til 6pm on July 21st as part of East 
Bethel Booster Days). If you choose to visit at other 
times, please respect all posted signs about trespassing 
and parking so that we can maintain good relationships 
with our neighbors and ensure that you, the herd and 
our long-term research areas are safe and secure. Please 
keep in mind that the herd roams an area of more then 
200 acres, so even on Saturday mornings there is no 
guarantee of seeing them. It's still a beautiful place to 
visit though, with wonderful opportunities for learning, 
bird-watching, exploring bison biofacts, and just being 
outdoors! See you out there this summer!

Bison Update

Field Notes, Winter 2016

Field Notes, Summer 2018
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Follow us on Facebook and Twitter by searching for @CedarCreekESR

Visitors watching the bison from our new viewing gazebo, constructed as an Eagle Scout project out of Troop 733.
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Field Notes, Winter 2016

Meet the Scientist: Chad Zirbel
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Chad is a new postdoctoral associate at Cedar Creek 
working with Forest Isbell and Dave Tilman on the 
bison and savanna research project. Chad will be 
investigating whether bison grazing reduces the 
intensity of prescribed burning and competition from 
dominant grasses to promote oak regeneration and the 
diversity of savanna species.

Oak savanna is one of Minnesota’s most threatened 
ecosystems. Today, less than 0.1% of savanna remains, 
and most have lost their native grasses and wildflowers 
as the lack of fire allows trees to dominate and shade 
them out. Historically, oak savanna was widespread 
across the Midwest, and the unique mosaic of open-
grown oak trees and abundant prairie grasses and forbs 
supported many types of insects, birds and mammals 
(including the red-headed woodpecker - a declining 
species found in abundance in Cedar Creek's savannas).

Savanna restoration research using fire at Cedar Creek 
started in 1965 and has shown that prescribed burning 
eliminates shrubs and non-savanna tree species and 
restores savanna species. However, this research has 
also shown that these frequent fires are preventing 
oaks from regenerating. It is now clear that fire, by itself, 
is leading to the slow loss of savanna as oaks are not 
replacing themselves.

Grazing by large herbivores, such as bison, may be 
essential for savanna restoration and preservation as 

bison preferentially graze the most abundant native 
grasses. When not grazed, these grasses compete with 
oak seedlings and, when these ungrazed grasses burn, 
their high abundance causes intense fires that kill oak 
seedlings. By introducing bison to the oak savannas 
at Cedar Creek we hope to better understand how we 
might preserve Minnesota’s oak savannas long into the 
future. Other locations around the country have shown 
the efficacy of using bison to restore and maintain 
prairies, but we will be among the first to test the 
theory in an oak savanna.

Before coming to Cedar Creek, Chad completed his 
Ph.D at Michigan State University where his research 
aimed to understand how plant functional traits 
structure the community assembly and functioning of 
ecosystems undergoing restoration. His dissertation 
work focused on improving restoration success by 
applying knowledge from basic ecology research while 
also using restoration as a system to test community 
ecology and diversity-ecosystem function theory. He 
Chad also has experience studying the effects of bison 
grazing through a research project at the Konza Prairie 
Long-Term Ecological Research site in Kansas.

In his free time, Chad is an avid homebrewer and baker. 
He also enjoys hiking and nature photography. When 
he isn’t out with the bison you can find him in his office 
in the Lindeman building. Stop by and say hello!

Chad out on the range at Cedar Creek. Bison herd out on the range at Cedar Creek.
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by Chad Zirbel. Dr. Zirbel is the postdoctoral associate on the new bison project, and one of only a handful of people on the Cedar Creek 
staff allowed to drive his work truck into the bison enclosure.
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The latest bison news is available at cedarcreek.umn.edu/conservation/bison
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Learn more about Cedar Creek's education programs 

www.cedarcreek.umn.edu/ed

Field Notes, Summer 2018

New Education Progams, Fall 2018
There's never a dull moment in the education arm 
of Cedar Creek! Every year, we continue to grow our 
programs and partnerships, and look for new ways to 
connect young learners to the outdoors. In fall 2018, we 
have two new categories of programming being rolled 
out. We will be offering in-school programming in the 
St. Francis School District (ISD 15) elementary schools 
thanks to a grant from the Minnesota Department 
of Education, and offering monthly homeschool 
classes for students aged 12 - 18. These new directions 
complement our existing field trip programs, which 
reach nearly 5000 5th-12th grade students annually. 
We excited to connect with these new segments of the 
education population!

In-school science in St. Francis
In 2018, Cedar Creek Ecosystem Science Reserve 
and the St. Francis Area Schools (ISD 15) received a 
generous grant from the Minnesota Department of 
Education as part of Title IV "Well-Rounded Education 
Opportunities" funding.

This funding is being used to develop and implement a 
novel science support program that brings Cedar Creek 
ESR education staff into classrooms to share lessons, 
investigations, experiments, and demonstrations with 
K-3 elementary students and staff at all three district 
elementary schools. This project has three major goals: 
1) to improve students’ understanding of the scientific 
process, the natural world, and required state science 
standards, 2) to train and empower ISD 15 teachers 
to deliver these lessons on their own and to integrate 
science and the science standards into additional 
subject areas, and 3) to improve the “Science Culture” 
of ISD 15 schools by incorporating science into the 
school culture and making it fun and engaging for both 
students and teachers. By exposing students to well-
crafted lessons and experiences tied not only to state 
standards but also to hyper-local scientific research, 
understanding and interest in science should grow. 
For teachers, working alongside outside specialists 
and professional scientists will increase confidence in 
teaching science and promote a deeper understanding 
of the context and specifics of the science standards 
they are required to meet.

We began work on this project in spring of 2018 with 
visits to the third graders at Cedar Creek Community 
School and East Bethel Community School. Cedar 

Creek ESR naturalists took over for the day, and 
led enthusiastic students and teachers through 
investigations and discussions of animal adapations, 
macroinvertebrates and water quality, ecosystem 
functions and more. It was a blast to get to spend 
the entire day learning and exploring both in the 3rd 
grade classrooms and out in the school forest! In the 
2018-2019 school year, we will build on our successful 
3rd grade adventures by working with classroom 
teachers to offer similar experiences multiple times a 
year at grades K-3. Our lessons are hands-on, tied to 
state science standards, and cross-disciplinary. We aim 
to build strong relationships with individual students 
and teachers and to set these important community 
members on a path towards science literacy and 
environmental awareness. We are grateful to the 
support and hard work of the ISD 15 teachers and 
staff and to the folks at MDE for the opportunity to 
experiment in this new direction!

Homeschool Days at Cedar Creek
One of the most frequent questions we get asked 
here at Cedar Creek is whether we offer homeschool 
programs, particularly for middle school and high 
school age learners. We are uniquely positioned to 
make these sorts of opportunities available since 
our primary function is as an active ecology research 
station rather than a nature center. We are excited to 
announce a once-a-month series of homeschool classes 
beginning in September! Classes will meet at the 
reserve on the second Thursday of each month, from 
10am - 3pm. Fee is $18 per session per student.

Each month we will focus on a specific topic studied by 
researchers here at Cedar Creek, and go in-depth into 
subjects of importance to the world, to our research 
community, and to society as a whole. As with all our 
education programs, instruction will be provided by 
Cedar Creek's seasoned naturalists, and each session 
will offer the opportunity to experience life as a 
scientist. Participants will spend time indoors and out, 
conducting hand-on investigations, interacting with 
researchers, visiting long-term scientific experiments, 
and exploring nature.

A flyer with our upcoming topics list is reprinted on 
the next page. Registration is required, and both 
registration and additional information are available 
online at z.umn.edu/CChomeschool. Please share!

by Caitlin Potter, Education and Community Engagement Coordinator



2018-2019 Homeschool Days

Cedar Creek Ecosystem Science Reserve

2nd Thursday of each month, 10am – 3pm
September 13th: Science of Climate Change
October 11th: Forest Ecology and Tree ID
November 8th: Wildlife Field Methods I 
December 13th: Art & Science 
January 10th: Geology of the Anoka Sandplain 
February 14th: Wildlife Field Methods II
March 14th: Experimental Design and Inquiry
April 11th: Phenology and Citizen Science 
May 9th: Ornithology/Birding
June 13th: Dragonflies & Damselflies

Classes are designed for students ages 12-18. Instruction is both indoors and 
outdoors. Each session includes hands-on investigations and opportunities to 
engage with scientists and visit world-class research areas.

$18 per student per session. Advance registration required.

More details and registration information online at z.umn.edu/CChomeschool

Hands-on science education for ages 12 - 18 at the 
birthplace of ecosystem ecology and biodiversity studies!
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www.cedarcreek.umn.edu/artistinresidence
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Transition Zone

The ocean is ocean only if the fields of grass wave
from one woodland shore to the next, slivered breakers
snapping in gusts scented with new flowers.

In winter, I’d forgotten this sound: tiny deities’ footsteps
and hushed breath like warm fringe on my ears,
but here is spring, the humidity coming, coming, just 

on the other side

of Earth’s torso

and twilight marks the last sip of beer or wine or last year’s honey.

Sandhill cranes cut black stripes in the purpling blue above, dinosaur cries
returned to their Promised Land; they drop, wing-deep into the wild grass
shivering like the best sex, heads lifted in ecstasy,

or, perhaps, throats filled with beetles. I watch them, my own throat
tightening, catch the bend of their thin legs lift, stab forward, disappear
into the deep grass, disappear into the woodland. I’m left on the other side

of the broad expanse of oceanic field, listening, but the gods have gone.

by Brian Baumgart, 2018 Artist in Residence.



by Brian Baumgart, 2018 Artist in Residence.

Learn more about Cedar Creek's Artist in Residency program at 
www.cedarcreek.umn.edu/artistinresidence

Field Notes, Summer 2018

Photos by Frank Meuschke, 2018 Artist in Residence

Above: Field D and DroughtNet after a burn. Below: BioCON in June.

11
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Savanna Soap Opera
(continued from page 5) but I did not see them favoring any 
tree that made me suspect it was the nest tree.  I spent 
well over an hour and a half hiking north across the 
survey area in order to get a closer look at the birds, but 
never got very close. They flew long distances whenever 
they moved. Two seemed to be interacting as a pair 
though!

From citizen scientist Siah St. Clair (Siah's photos as 
well): I watched nest 105 yesterday for 2 1/2 hours. The 
pair of adults at this nest seemed particularly attentive, 
and were often both there at the same time. Maybe 
because of nearby predators and/or because there 
were three nestlings inside just ready to fledge. About 
halfway through my observation, a starling appeared 
out of the sky from the west and landed on a branch 
about 10 feet from the nest hole. It then quickly flew 
to the branch right in front of the nest hole, and then 
immediately started towards the hole. I couldn't help 
but hear the noise from the near-to-fledging nestlings. 
One of the parent RHWOs was there before the starling 
reached the hole, and chased it away. This whole 
incident was over in a second, and my motor drive, 
which shoots 7 pictures per second, only got the one 
picture of the chase, which shows how fast it happened!

I was surprised to see this. I know about starling nest 
depredation and have seen starlings throw eggs out of 
a flicker nest.  But I didn't know they would approach 
a nest with nearly full-grown nestlings. One nestling, 
at least, was occasionally looking out the nest hole. I 
am curious to speculate what the starling would have 
done if the adult RHWO had not been so vigilant and 
immediately on the spot. Shortly after this incident a 
Red Shouldered Hawk flew over the nest 3 times, quite 
high in the sky.  Hope these little nestlings find shelter 
fast when they fledge in a day or two!

Here are several pictures I took of the nest. 

I think one picture 
looks like one 
parent is saying 
"Is everything ok 
in there?" to the 
other parent (the 
male) looking in. 
Neither had food. 
Just checking on the 
teenagers.  

This picture shows the female sitting to the side as the 
male emerges from 
the nest. He had been 
completely inside the 
nest cavity for 2 minutes 
at this point with the 
three large nestlings 
and he had no food 
when he entered. 

This final picture 
is of one of the 
nestlings looking 
out when neither 
parent is present 
to tell him/her 
to stay hidden.  
Teenagers!!

From research technician Jesse Beck: I just saw two 
RHWOs fighting at one of our nests. They collided 
in mid-air and tumbled to the ground while locked 
together repeatedly. One of them flew up from the 
ground holding its wing out as if hurt. I tried to get 
video on my phone but they had moved off a ways 
by the time I was recording. There was a third adult 
there as well that didn't appear to engage but was 
calling frequently. It was going on when I got there and 
seemed to have calmed down a little by the time I left 
about ten minutes later. It was crazy.

The nest is near the road and I'm thinking it's the nest 
where the dead unbanded bird Siah found may have 
come from.  Maybe the aggression had something to do 
with that, like a rival pair trying to take over a territory 
now that there's only one adult to defend it. 

More information about the Red-headed Woodpecker Recovery Project is available at 
redheadrecovery.org and rhworesearch.org

Field Notes, Summer 2018
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Caught on Camera!
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Vervain in bloom

NSF-RCN MEETING: Cross-Scale Processes Impacting Biodiversity
JUNE 10-15, 2018; Cedar Creek Ecosystem Science Reserve

Biodiversity researchers from around the world 
visited Cedar Creek for a week-long workshop

Send your photos to Caitlin (caitlin@umn.edu) for inclusion in a 
future edition of Field Notes!

A plot of buried fungal samples for a decompo-
sition project. Labeled metal tags are attached 
to small mesh bags that contain the samples.
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Young visitors exploring the trail to the new 
bison gazebo
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Spring birds in the savanna (clockwise from 
top left) - Baltimore oriole, Tennessee warbler, 

brown thrasher, Blackburnian warbler
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Student discovery: a tadpole 
turning into a frog!
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Paddling Cedar Creek
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Coon Rapids 7th graders 
look at macros
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Upcoming Events
July 5th, 6-8pm: Red-headed Woodpecker Hike: Take advantage of the oppor-
tunity to go behind the fences in our oak savannas to see and learn about red-headed wood-
peckers! You have an excellent chance of seeing many other bird species as well. Volunteers from 
the Habitat and Education Team of the Red-headed Woodpecker Recovery project will lead a 
birding hike in the oak savannas and share information about our community-led study of this 
species. Meet your guide at the Fish Lake Nature Trails parking lot off Durant St. We recommend 
wearing long pants, long sleeves and closed-toed shoes, and bringing your binoculars and your 
camera! (free, ages 10+)

July 15th, 8:30am-4:30pm: Cedar Creek Wildlife Survey tracking day: 
Join expert trackers and fellow citizen scientists to survey Cedar Creek's sand roads for animal 
track and sign! We'll be exploring several places in the reserve on the lookout for the track and 
sign of sandhill cranes, coyotes, foxes, weasels and more. Come for the day, learn a new skill, and 
enjoy time outdoors with new friends! RSVP required: please email Jon Poppele (poppele@umn.
edu) or Caitlin Potter (caitlin@umn.edu) or register online (http://www.mntracking.org/events/
jul15-2018) to let us know you are coming! More details available on the Minnesota Wildlife 
Tracking Project website. (free, ages 10+)

July 16th, 5:30 - 8pm: Lindeman's Legacy (nature walk and lecture):   
Join us for an evening digging into the life and legacy of Raymond Lindeman, one of Cedar 
Creek's early scientists. We'll begin at 5:30pm with a hike to Cedar Bog Lake where Ray did his 
research on ecosystems and energy flow in the 1930s and 40s (weather permitting), then we'll 
gather in the aptly-named Lindeman Building at 6:30pm or so to hear a presentation from Bill 
Hoffman. Bill, a UMN staff member, has spent a considerable amount of time researching and 
writing about Lindeman's early life, scientific work, and impact on the field of ecology. For a 
preview, read his chapter in Conservation on the Northern Plains, a collection of essays including 
one by Bill about Ray Lindeman. (free, families welcome)

July 17th, 12pm - 1pm: Managing Deer Browse for Forest Health: In-
sights from the Great Lakes Silviculture Library webinar broadcast: Join 
your neighbors at Cedar Creek for a live broadcast of this month’s Sustainable Forests Education 
Cooperative webinar, part a monthly seminar series put on by the U of M Extension and the U of 
M Department of Forest Resources. The webinar will be shown live on the big screen in the Lin-
deman Research and Discovery Center. July's speakers are Mark White from The Nature Conser-
vancy and John Geissler from St. John's Abbey Arboretum! Bring your lunch. More details will be 
available on the Facebook page and at z.umn.edu/18web leading up to the event. 

July 20th, 3-4:30pm: Bumble Bee Survey: Help scientists collect, identify and moni-
tor Cedar Creek's bumble bee population! In partnership with experts from the Xerces Society and 
under the direction of the statewide Minnesota Bumble Bee Survey, take part in an important proj-
ect to document the population trends of our native bumble bees. No experience necessary and 
kids are welcome - we'll provide all the equipment and training you need. Meet at the Lindeman 
Center. (free, families welcome)

Additional events will be listed on Facebook and the Cedar Creek website.14
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at caitlin@umn.edu or 612-301-2602
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July 21st: East Bethel Booster Day: Celebrate summer! 
Cedar Creek will be in the East Bethel Booster Day parade at Boost-
er Park at 11am, and will have a booth with activities for the whole 
family in the afternoon. The bison viewing gazebo will also be 
staffed from 9am to 6pm so you can bring your family for a nature 
walk and potential bison viewing whenever you're tired of celebrat-
ing in town! (free, families welcome)

July 25th, 6:30 - 8pm: Ecology Book Club at Cedar 
Creek: The Ecology Book Club meets on the 4th Wednesday of 
each month at Cedar Creek. Our July meeting will continue discuss-
ing "Death and Life of the Great Lakes" by Dan Egan. Join us for a 
provocative discussion! No need to have finished the book to join 
in and no science background necessary. Questions? Email cedar-
creekbookclub@gmail.com or visit our facebook page. (free, adults 
recommended)

August 4th, 9-11am: Red-headed Woodpecker 
Hike: Go behind the fences in our oak savannas to see and learn 
about red-headed woodpeckers! You have an excellent chance of 
seeing many other bird species as well. Volunteers from the Habi-
tat and Education Team of the Red-headed Woodpecker Recovery 
project will lead a birding hike and share information about our 
community-led study of this species. Meet your guide at the Fish 
Lake Nature Trails parking lot off Durant St. We recommend wear-
ing long pants, long sleeves and closed-toed shoes, and bringing 
your binoculars and your camera! (free, ages 10+)

August 17th, 10:30am - 3:30pm (arrive when you 
can leave when you'd like): Dragonfly Survey: 
What dragonflies live at Cedar Creek? Learn about dragonfly natural 
history, phenology, and how to catch and identify adult dragonflies 
with scientists and volunteers from the Minnestoa Dragonfly Soci-
ety. Like birds, dragonflies inhabit a variety of habitats and appear 
at different times of year; Cedar Creek in late summer is a great 
place to see a variety of species. We'll start indoors at the Lindeman 
Center with a short presentation from scientist Ami Thompson, 
then migrate out to Fish Lake to run around outside catching drag-
onflies and practicing identification. If you arrive after 11am, please 
go straight to Fish Lake - Ami says stragglers are always welcome! 
(free, families welcome)

Comic by RHWO research 
technician Megan Massa
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Upcoming Events
August 17th, 3-4:30: Bumble Bee Survey: Help scientists collect, identify and moni-
tor Cedar Creek's bumble bee population! In partnership with experts from the Xerces Society and 
under the direction of the statewide Minnesota Bumble Bee Survey, take part in an important proj-
ect to document the population trends of our native bumble bees. No experience necessary and 
kids are welcome - we'll provide all the equipment and training you need. Meet at the Lindeman 
Center. (free, families welcome)

August 21st, 12pm - 1pm: Update on the DNR's Sustainable Timber Har-
vest Analysis webinar broadcast: Join your neighbors at Cedar Creek for a live broad-
cast of this month’s Sustainable Forests Education Cooperative webinar, part a monthly seminar 
series put on by the U of M Extension and the U of M Department of Forest Resources. The webi-
nar will be shown live in the Lindeman Research and Discovery Center conference room. August's 
speaker is Jon Drimel from the Minnesota DNR! Bring your own lunch. More details will be available 
on the Facebook page and at z.umn.edu/18web leading up to the event.

August 22nd, 6:30 - 8pm: Ecology Book Club at Cedar Creek: The Ecology 
Book Club meets on the 4th Wednesday of each month at Cedar Creek. Our August book will be 
announced on our website and facebook page in late June. Join us for a provocative discussion! 
No need to have finished the book to join in and no science background necessary. Questions? 
Email cedarcreekbookclub@gmail.com or visit our facebook page. (free, adults recommended)

August 24th and September 1st, all day: Cedar Creek at the State Fair: 
Going to the State Fair? Stop by Cedar Creek's booth in the U of M Central Building for science ac-
tivities, information about upcoming programs and events, giveaways, and more! (included with 
cost of fair admission, families welcome)

September 12th, 11am - 1pm: StoryWalk with the Anoka County Library: 
Our third StoryWalk (offered in conjunction with our partners at the Anoka County Library) will fea-
ture fun for the whole family! Join librarians and Cedar Creek naturalists for arts and crafts, hands-
on activities, and a self-guided hike through the pages of Fall Is Not Easy by Marty Kelly. Bring your 
lunch and enjoy a picnic on the patio as well! (free, families welcome)

September 21st-23rd, all day: Cedar Creek Wildlife Survey weekend 
training and survey retreat: Interested in learning more about wildlife tracking and how 
to identify Minnesotan animals from their tracks and sign? Join expert certified wildlife trackers for 
a fun-filled weekend of classroom and field instruction, real surveys, socializing and more! Details 
will be available on the Minnesota Wildlife Tracking Project's website later in the summer. RSVP 
required, and shared housing is available at a minimal cost. 

Additional events will be listed on Facebook and the Cedar Creek website.
16
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September 22nd-23rd, all day: Exclusive Access Photography Field Trip: 
With support from the Minnesota Landscape Arboretum, Cedar Creek's 2018 Artist in Residence 
Frank Meuschke will lead a two-day landscape photography experience of a lifetime! Meet oth-
er ecology and photography enthusiasts as you enjoy learning more about our local ecosystems, 
and delve into its many photographic subjects on guided hikes through the reserve. Learning will 
be organic and on the fly while on foot to various destinations and while photographing. Space is 
limited, and registration is required on the Arborteum's website (class # 750-09-22-18). Additional 
details available on the Arboretum website as well. ($259 for double occupancy room, adults only).

Visit the Bison Gazebo!
On Saturdays from 9am and noon, a new trail extension from Fish Lake to the bison 

viewing gazebo is open. For your safety and the safety and security of the bison and, 
this trail extension is closed at all other times. It leads, via sand roads, to a gazebo 

staffed by trained naturalists. Because the bison herd roams across 200+ acres of sa-
vanna, there is no guarantee that they will be visible from the gazebo. However, you 

are invited to pop by for a look and an opportunity to learn more about bison from our 
naturalists! They will be on hand with fur, bones, a bison skull and lots of information 
about the species and the project. The gazebo is also a wonderful place to birdwatch!

The bison gazebo is open the following dates or until the bison herd departs:

July 7th, 9am - noon
July 14th, 9am - noon

July 21st, 9am - 6pm (extended Booster Days hours!)
July 28th, 9am - noon

August 4th, 9am - noon
August 11th, 9am - noon
August 18th, 9am - noon
August 25th, 9am - noon


