
FUN FACT:  
Striking Startling Snakes!
The Eastern Hognose snake 
(Heterodon platirhinos) can grow 
to be 20-30 inches long. When 
threatened, it will mimic a cobra by 
lifting its head, spreading the two 
black spots behind its eyes, and 
hissing. If this fails, it will roll over 
and play dead. Nonvenomous and 
attractive, these snakes are a critical 
piece of the food web. Look for 
them on your next hike!

The Land We Are On
The land on which Belwin 
Conservancy exists is the ancestral 
home of the Wahpekute Dakota 
people, original stewards of this 
region. We recognize that despite 
government efforts to exterminate 
and diminish the Dakota, their 
connection to this land and water and 
their history and lifeways perseveres 
today. We pay our respects to their 
Elders past, present, and emerging.

To read more, visit  
belwin.org/the-land-we-are-on
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Disturbance is part of the natural cycle of an ecosystem.  
A blowdown in a forest or a fire across a prairie is expected, 
and, in fact, it can be healthy for plants, animals, fungi, and 
microbes. It may offer new openings in a canopy, conditions 
for seeds to germinate, or it may clear away debris so new 
life can take that space. Within days of a prairie burn, we 
see little green shoots popping up out of the blackened 
soil as that ecosystem grows and finds a new equilibrium – 
different from what was there before. 

In a way, we’re all going through a prolonged disturbance. 
The pandemic threw us into the unknown, losing loved  
ones and grappling with uncertainty. It seems like every 
time we’ve found a new balance or cadence, something  
thrusts us into disruption and change all over again. 

After an ecological disturbance, an ecosystem needs time 
and stability to find new balance and growth. We need the 
same thing. We need to rest and reflect so we can grow  
and find a way forward that is sustainable and healthy.

At Belwin, we’re stronger today than we were two years 
ago. We’ve found clarity by focusing back on core programs 

that support our mission: healthy habitats protected 
forever, access to nature, and partnerships that reach more 
people. We’re also finding the space for new ideas and 
efforts to germinate and mature, ranging from protecting 
new acreage, to a new land art installation, to a larger 
involvement of volunteers in our restoration work. 

Regardless of ecological or societal upheaval, Belwin’s work 
must endure. We keep in mind nature’s cycle of disturbance 
followed by rest and regrowth. Each phase is just as 
important as the other for ourselves, for Belwin, and for  
the prairie. 
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Katie Bloome 
Executive Director, Belwin Conservancy 
katie.bloome@belwin.org  
Direct: 651-435-0848

The Balance of Regrowth

This year, six Blanding’s Turtles hatched 
at Belwin. This species is threatened in 
Minnesota, and endangered in other 
states, so we’re thrilled to see these 
new turtles safely hatch.Young runners high-fiving Billy the Bison during 

our Bison 5k Fun Run at the 2022 Bison Festival.

SPOTTED
 IN THE WILD



The monarch butterfly is one of the 
iconic symbols of the natural world. 
Known for their bright orange wings 
and annual migration, many associate 
monarchs with transformation, rebirth, 
and endurance. 

However, these beloved insects are in 
danger. In July, monarchs entered the 
International Union for Conservation of 
Nature’s Red List of Threatened Species. 
According to the National Wildlife 
Federation, widespread habitat loss, 
increased use of pesticides, and climate 
change impacts have contributed to 
a 90 percent decline in the monarch 
population in recent decades. The 
monarch’s decline is an indicator of 
the stress that all pollinators are facing. 
Justin Sykora, Director of Operations 
at Belwin, puts it simply: “We are in 
danger of leaving our children a world 
where monarchs don’t exist.”

How can we help?

Large natural landscapes like Belwin 
are part of the solution for pollinators, 
but they are not enough. For migratory 
insects like monarchs, yards and  
other small pockets of land provide 
much-needed stopovers on their 
journeys. That means we all need to  
help tip the scales in favor of monarchs 
and other pollinators! Here’s how:

1.  Set Space Aside.  
The first step is the easiest, but the 
most crucial. Find a space in your 
yard that you can keep natural. It 
doesn’t have to be big. For monarchs, 
anything helps. 

2.   Plant Milkweed.  
Monarch caterpillars feed exclusively 
on milkweed, so planting it ensures 
monarchs have a safe, nourishing 
environment to begin their lives. 
Great varieties for our area include  
common milkweed (Asclepia 
incarnata), swamp milkweed (A. 
syriaca), and butterfly weed (A. 
tuberosa).

3.  Plant Flowers That Bloom 
Through the Year.  
Now that they have a nesting plant, 
the adults need food. By planting 
flowers that bloom at different 
times of the year, you can be sure to 
give monarchs a food source year 
round. Monarch favorites include 
rough blazing star, black-eyed susan 
(Rudbeckia hirta), and narrow-leaved 
coneflower (Echinacea angustifolia).

4.  Provide Structure.  
Flowers and milkweed are great, but 
without structure, they will eventually 
collapse. Make sure to plant native 
grasses between them for support.  

5.  Leave It Alone.  
You’re welcome to attend to this area 
and water it but, for the most part, 
leave it be. Letting wild spaces be 
wild is one of the best ways we can 
protect the monarch.

By following these steps, and by 
encouraging our friends and neighbors 
to do the same, it’s possible to make a 
big difference for this iconic insect. 
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Beyond Milkweed: 
What We Can Do to Help  
the Monarch Butterfly

VIEWS FROM  
THE BIRD BLIND:  
Success for Belwin’s 
Littlest Falcon
By Julian Sellers, Saint Paul Audubon  

The 2022 season marked the third 
year that American kestrels have 
nested at Belwin. The population 
of this colorful little falcon has 
declined 78% in Minnesota since 
the 1960s. The two nest boxes at 
Belwin are a cooperative effort 
with the Saint Paul Audubon 
Society, which has placed seven 
boxes throughout Ramsey and 
Washington counties.

Several factors contribute to the 
decline of kestrels, but loss of 
habitat probably tops the list. 
Belwin’s expansive grasslands offer 
ideal kestrel habitat with plenty 
of meadow voles, grasshoppers, 
and small snakes to hunt. And 
with nest boxes mounted on high 
poles, these cavity-nesters have 
everything they need to raise their 
families. In fact, kestrels produced 
nine offspring at Belwin last year, 
the most productive year yet!

With the young kestrels most 
likely spending their winter in the 
southern U.S., let’s hope they can 
return to Belwin this March for 
another productive nesting season.

LAND MANAGEMENT

By David Freeman, Communications Specialist



An Imprint of  
the Prairie 
If you stand at the edge of the 
Athletic Fields, you might see 
something surprising in the 
distance. Out in the Tallgrass 
Trails, near Division Street, is a 
large sphere emerging from the 
big bluestems of the prairie — its 
speckled blue and white surface 
almost blending into the sky.

This is “Roaming Stone,” a new 
land art installation by Chicago 
artist David Sprecher. Unveiled 
last August as part of 4Ground: 
Midwest Land Art Biennial, 
“Roaming Stone” is the latest way 
Belwin is using art to connect 
people with nature. As Susan 
Haugh, Program Director, puts 
it, “art is another entrance to 
experiencing land and ecology.”

Constructed over several months 
using imprints of bison hooves, 
the sculpture is, according to 
Sprecher, “an imprint of the 
prairie” as well as “a record of  
[the bison’s] caretaking.” 

Next time you visit, keep an eye 
out for this impressive sculpture!
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PROGRAMS & PARTNERS
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FIELD OF VIEW

Looking Back on the Lucy 
Winton Bell Athletic Fields

To say that Saturdays at Lucy Winton 
Bell Athletic Fields are busy is an 
understatement. Between the St. 
Croix Valley Athletic Association (VAA) 
football, baseball, and soccer games, 
and the many teams of St. Croix Soccer 
Club (SCSC), the Fields are absolutely 
packed. It can be hectic at times, but it’s 
all in the name of giving young people 
access to community, wellness, and the 
outdoors.

It took a lot of hard work to get the 
fields to where they are today. Belwin 
purchased the property, a soybean field, 
with no plans other than protecting 
the land from development. When 
SCSC and VAA approached Belwin 
with a need of providing high-quality 
playing fields for kids in the St. Croix 
Valley, it was clear this location would be 
perfect. After overcoming funding and 
permitting hurdles, the complex opened 
in 1999. With lush fields and easy access, 
it was an immediate success. 

David Hartwell, Belwin Board President, 
is grateful for this partnership.  
“It would have been hard to imagine  
25 years ago,” Hartwell says, “that 
Belwin would have found such a 
wonderful partnership that brought 
to reality the Lucy Winton Bell Athletic 
Fields and with it the enjoyment of 
countless kids and their families.” 

Today, the complex hosts 150,000 visits 
per year between weekly practices, 
local games, and regional tournaments. 
Elite athletes and casual players are 
both able to play on the fields, often 
visiting from neighboring states.  
“With teams coming in from Wisconsin, 
Illinois, Indiana, you want to be 
able to show off quality turf and a 
quality facility.” says Donna Luttinen, 
Administrator at St. Croix Soccer. 

Since day one, the partners have 
worked to maintain high-quality fields 
with a low impact on the environment, 
providing an example of balancing 
human use in a way that is compatible 
with habitat restoration. Belwin’s 
Tallgrass Trails hiking area surrounds  
the fields with trails connecting 
to the bison observation area. This 
offers players and their families an 
opportunity to learn about ecology  
and connect with nature as part of  
their recreation experience. 

Those visiting will not disappointed — 
the turf is beautiful and Belwin could 
not be prouder of this partnership 
which gives so many the benefit of 
participating in youth sports and  
an opportunity to engage with the  
great outdoors.

Young athletes participating in the 2022 St. Croix 
Soccer Cup at Lucy Winton Bell Athletic Fields

“Roaming Stone” by Chicago sculptor David 
Sprecher can be seen at Tallgrass Trails.

The installation and opening of “Roaming Stone” is 
made possible in part by support from the St. Croix 
Valley Foundation. 4Ground: Midwest Land Art 
Biennial is a program of Franconia Sculpture Park. 
For more information, visit 4groundbiennial.org. 
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Belwin’s newest public hiking site, Oxbow Trails, 
will open this fall. Experience it for yourself starting 
Saturday, October 8th. The trails will be open dawn  
until dusk on weekends only in October and November, 
or until the first major snowfall. 

This marks a “soft” open for the 40-acre site, which is 
still undergoing a large-scale restoration. Oxbow Trails 
is anticipated to open fully in the spring of 2023.

Just north of downtown Afton, Oxbow Trails features 
a range of ecosystems, including hardwood forests, 
wetlands, and a restored oak savanna. Be prepared 
with sturdy footwear – trails are currently roughed in, 
and Belwin staff will continue to develop them over  
the months and years to come.

Although you can view Valley Creek from the trails, 
there is no stream access from this or any Belwin 
property. Please note that dogs will not be allowed  
at this site, with heavy site work still underway.  
Thank you to our partners, the City of Afton and 
Washington County, who played a large part in 
developing this newest addition to Belwin’s growing 
system of public trails!

There’s A New  
Trail In Town

PROGRAMS & PARTNERS

Oxbow Trails
2398 St. Croix Trail South, 
Afton, MN 55001

Belwin Works to Protect 
Valley Creek Watershed
This year Belwin purchased 19 acres of  
land on Valley Creek with plans to convert 
the residential property to conservation  
land. For more than 50 years, Belwin  
has protected land in the Valley Creek  
watershed. This latest project demonstrates 
a renewed commitment to protect this 
pristine trout stream that offers habitat  
to many rare and threatened species. 

Funding for the acquisition of Oxbow Trails and the Valley 
Creek property was provided by the Washington County 
Land and Water Legacy Program, the City of Afton, and the 
Minnesota Environment and Natural Resources Trust Fund 
as recommended by the Legislative-Citizen Commission on 
Minnesota Resources (LCCMR). Restoration on this land was 
made possible through the Clean Water Land and Legacy 
Amendment. 

Staff spreading chips at Belwin’s newest 
public hiking site, Oxbow Trails.



WINTER SOLSTICE BONFIRE
December 20, 2022 | 6:00 pm - 9:00 pm
Join us for our annual solstice bonfire! Enjoy a roaring 
bonfire, cookies and hot cider in a warming tent, night 
hikes, and Irish music with the Mac and Cheese Band 
starting at 7:00 pm.

Lucy Winton Bell Athletic Fields  
15601 Hudson Rd. N., Lakeland, MN, 55082. $10 per car.

MIDWINTER FAMILY FUN
February 4, 2023 | 5:00 pm - 7:00 pm 
View the stars and moon with Minnesota Astronomical 
Society members, night hikes, and enjoy a campfire  
with s’mores. 

Hilltop Classroom and Joseph J. Casby Observatory
1553 Stagecoach Trail S., Afton, MN 55001. $10 per car

BELWIN BISON FESTIVAL
May 20, 2023 
9:00 am 5K “Run with the Bison” Fun Run 
10:00 am - 2:00 pm Festival
Fun activities for all ages. 5k “Run with the Bison” Fun Run, 
live music, eco-arts, food trucks, and the bison release. 

Lucy Winton Bell Athletic Fields  
15601 Hudson Rd. N., Lakeland, MN, 55082. $10 per car.

Please visit our website for complete event details: belwin.org/events

MAJOR EVENTS

EVENTS

UPCOMING EVENTS

December 9 Hiking into the Night

December 17 Women Walking

December 20 Winter Solstice Bonfire

January 14 Twilight Hike

February 4 Midwinter Family Fun

February 11 Be a Better Birder — Winter Birds!

March 18 Women Walking

April 25 Frog Walk at Oxbow Trails

May 20 Belwin Bison Festival
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Belwin Conservancy Board of Directors

David Hartwell, President 

Doug Johnson, Vice President

Jill Koosmann, Treasurer

John Satorius, Secretary

Jerry Allan

Cindy Gehrig

Kris Hansen

Jessica Manivasager 

Irene Qualters

PH
O

TO
S:

 P
ag

e 
6,

 c
ou

rt
es

y 
of

 S
ha

ro
n 

Sy
ko

ra
 a

nd
 N

an
cy

 K
lin

ge
r. 

Pa
ge

 7
, c

ou
rt

es
y 

of
 C

on
ni

e 
H

es
s 

an
d 

M
ar

k 
O

’N
ei

l



Nancy Klinger’s motto is “find your trail.” 
It speaks to discovering something 
that feeds your soul and seeing what 
new paths it may lead to. When Nancy 
retired, she knew she was looking for a 
new trail, perhaps as a volunteer for a 
nonprofit. Then a blood drive brought 
her to Belwin. Gazing out the window, 
she thought, “I love this place!” Two 
years later, she’s become a steadfast 
Belwin supporter. She’s also made a  
few friends along the way.

You’ve become part of our  
Workaday Wednesday group, 
regularly helping our staff with 
conservation work. What do you  
find rewarding about that? 

The variety of outdoor opportunities  
is wonderful. Each week, we are doing 
something different throughout 
Belwin’s many sites. The unexpected 
bonus has been getting to know the 
wonderful people with whom I’m 
working, both volunteers and  
Belwin staff. We have created very  
close bonds and I truly appreciate  
these friendships. And you cannot 
imagine how seriously people take the 
work we do. There’s a lot of pride there. 
When these volunteers get going, it’s 
mind boggling. They can do anything! 

We are also always learning something. 
I’ve always appreciated nature, but 
through this work, you’re becoming a 
part of it, and it’s becoming a part of 
you. You gain a different perspective. 
To be given that opportunity to grow 

is something special. You almost feel 
selfish. I’m volunteering, but look at 
what I’m getting out of it!

You also help with our bluebird trails.

Yes! I fell in love with bluebirds when I 
first saw one perched on a fence post in 
Afton about 30 years ago. So when the 
wonderful couple [Chuck & Hope Lea] 
were no longer able to monitor them, I 
was glad to step in. To me, that’s as close 
to heaven as you can get – monitoring 
a bluebird trail. And you know, good 
multiplies. When Belwin needed to buy 
new bluebird houses, I connected with 
MN Bluebird Recovery program, and 
now I volunteer for them too. 

Volunteering is not the only way you 
support Belwin. You’re also a donor. 
What inspires your giving to Belwin?

The same things that inspire my 
volunteering: I support the mission, and 
I know how much Belwin is adding to 
our community. After I retired, I found 
out that 3M has a program that matches 
volunteer hours with a gift to the org of 
your choice. They make it really simple!

What do you hope for Belwin? 

I’d love to see more people come out 
here and experience it. People ask me 
questions when I’m out monitoring the 
bluebird trail on Stagecoach Prairie, and 
I love sharing the message of Belwin.  
To help people really see and appreciate 
the native plants, the butterflies, the 
birds, to be a pebble in the water and 
start those rings, it’s a great feeling.
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A Volunteer Finds  
Her Trail at Belwin

A FORCE FOR GOOD

Belwin relies on your support to keep 
our restored habitats healthy and give 
everyone access to nature in all its 
splendor. Give to the Max Day is your 
chance to have a big impact on our 
work. An anonymous donor will match 
all gifts made from November 1 to 17, 
2022. Join, renew, or give an additional 
gift and see your dollars doubled!

belwin.org/donate

Make Belwin  
Part of Your Legacy

With the year ending soon, its a great 
opportunity to reflect on what’s 
important to you and take steps now to 
protect it. If you value land conservation 
and environmental education, consider 
ensuring their future in our community 
by including Belwin in your estate plan. 
It’s often easier than you think, flexible, 
and costs you nothing right now. Simply 
designate Belwin Conservancy as a 
beneficiary on your retirement account 
or life insurance policy, or include a 
testamentary gift in a will or trust. Your 
gift will have a lasting impact on the 
environmental health of our region. 

To learn more, send an email to  
angie.eckel@belwin.org

Nancy Klinger (third from right) and fellow Workaday Wednesday 
volunteers pose near an eco-patch they planted at the Education Site
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INSPIRING
THROUGH
NATURE
The mission of Belwin Conservancy is 
inspiring connection and engagement 
with the natural world.

Stay connected with Belwin online!This newsletter uses SFI Certified Sourcing paper and agri-based inks made 
in Minnesota. When you’re done reading it, please share it with a friend!

Belwin Conservancy 
1553 Stagecoach Trail South
Afton, Minnesota 55001-9703
P: (651) 436-5189 F: (651) 436-2899
belwin.org


