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DIRECTOR’S MESSAGE

Protecting Habitats, Expanding Community
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Sowing 
Prairie Plants

At a staff meeting in early February, Belwin naturalist Lynette Anderson put everyone to work 
sowing prairie plants. Staff filled repurposed containers with soil, added seeds, labeled them, 
and set them outside on the deck of the Savanna Center.

Many prairie seeds won’t sprout right away. Instead, they need to experience winter first. By 
planting the seeds in moist soil and leaving the containers outdoors, staff recreated this natural 
process, called cold stratification. The combination of cold temperatures and moisture signals 
to the seeds that winter has passed—so when spring arrives, they’re ready to grow. These 
seedlings will be ready to support Belwin’s restoration work later this spring and summer.

Many of us feel a drive to leave things a little better than 
we found them — to know our time, effort, and money 
are making a difference. When I reflect on where I see the 
greatest impact, it’s often close to home in efforts that 
strengthen community.

In my role at Belwin, I see people striving for that good ev-
ery day. Our small team of 20 staff works to care for habitats 
and the people who are experiencing them. We have more 
than 170 volunteers who amplify that work by helping at 
events, tirelessly pulling invasive species throughout the 
growing season, and spending the winter learning about 
new and different perspectives on conservation. And all of 
this is supported by our 600+ households of donors who 
give year after year, continuing to prioritize nature so we 
can enjoy it for generations to come. 

I am proud to say that Belwin has grown significantly over 
the last decade while still keeping our mission of protecting 
land and connecting people to nature at the forefront. 
We have expanded in size of landmass, acres of restored 
habitat, number of people visiting, trails open to the public, 
size of staff and volunteer teams, and scope of partnerships.

This small and growing community of people has made 
a big difference for hundreds of thousands of visitors to 
Belwin, and to all the flora, fauna, and fungi who call this 
land their home or pause here on their journeys. Together, 
we make it possible for chorus frogs to sing, give warblers 
a place to rest on their journey, provide a place for people 
seeking connection with nature, and show kids the wonder 
of wild spaces. That is the power of caring for a place 
together.

Katie Bloome 
Executive Director, Belwin Conservancy 
katie.bloome@belwin.org  
Direct: 651-435-0848
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LAND MANAGEMENT

Drive down any street in any town 
and you will likely see lawns of mowed 
Kentucky bluegrass, garden and 
flower beds, and a well-placed tree. 
These yardscapes, while appealing 
to one’s tidy eye, are not very wildlife 
friendly. Keep looking and you may 
see a different kind of yard, one that 
is shaggy, but has more native plants 
which provide places for wildlife, 
particularly insects.

Our smallest co-inhabitants are  
under siege. Some statistics show  
that in the United States 28% of 
bumblebees are considered  
threatened, monarch populations 
continue to decline, and many beetle 
species are faring poorly. Several 
causes are habitat loss, pesticide and 
herbicide use, and invasive species. 
These smallest of critters, while not 
highly visible to many of us, provide 
irreplaceable ecosystem services 
like pollinating plants, aerating soil, 
decomposing organic waste, as well as 
being primary food sources for birds, 
including warblers, and other animals. 
Insects are an irreplaceable part of  
the food web that sustains all of us.

What does this mean 
In the U.S. there are currently  
135 million acres of privately owned 
residential landscapes that are  
traditional yards. That is a lot of land. 
With some minor changes, instead 

of being deserts, this could be 
habitat for our insect friends 
and all the life they support. 
Perhaps a paradigm shift is 
required as to what our yards 
should look like.

Consider that a chickadee, in 
one season, needs upwards  
of 6,000 caterpillars to bring 
one brood of hatchlings to 
adulthood. Where do the 
caterpillars live? On the leaves 
of native trees, shrubs, and 
flowers. With the change in  
our yards to non-native  
perennials and mowed grass, 
insects, and therefore chickadees, 
have a much harder time finding  
the food that sustains them. 

Making a change
To support our insect populations,  
a growing movement called  
Homegrown National Park is taking 
place in yards across the United 
States. The call to action is simple.  
Be willing to change the paradigm of 
what a lawn should look like. Choose 
native plants. Remove the invasives. 
Plant a container of asters or a small 
clump of bergamot or a whole yard of 
native shrubs and flowers. Begin with 
one small area of your yard. Become 
an active observer and notice the 
changes in life in these areas. 

 

Large areas of healthy habitat like  
Belwin are essential for wildlife, but 
they cannot sustain our wild neighbors 
alone. By creating small pockets of 
healthy habitat, backyard gardeners 
can connect the dots between larger 
oases. Together, we’re part of a bigger, 
more complete puzzle.

If you are interested in making a 
change, no matter how small or 
large, homegrownnationalpark.org 
(HNP) has a wealth of resources. As 
Doug Tallamy, University of Delaware 
professor and co-founder of HNP says 
“There are millions of us out there and 
if we each realize that we all have a role 
in conservation and a responsibility 
to be good stewards of the land that 
we love, we can collectively make a 
difference.”

Join the movement! Make a difference! 

Living Landscapes 
By Lynette Anderson, Interpretive Naturalist/Restoration Specialist

Update on Dogs at Belwin
Effective June 1, dogs will no longer be allowed at Tallgrass Trails, including 
the athletic fields, bison viewing platform, trails, and parking lot.

Dogs are still welcome on leash at Stagecoach Prairie, now Belwin’s only  
dog-friendly public area. Please keep dogs leashed and clean up any waste.  
Please take dog waste and garbage with you.

Thanks for helping protect wildlife and create a positive experience for all visitors.



PROGRAMS & PARTNERS

FamilyMeans and Belwin Conservancy have brought 
nature to people living with dementia since early 2021. 
Lynette Anderson, Belwin Interpretive Naturalist, and Heidi 
Ricks, the FamilyMeans Dementia Program Coordinator, 
collaborate on nature programming that brings people 
living with dementia into the outdoors. Participants 
share stories and memories of past experiences in 
nature, engage in hands-on learning, and connect across 
generations together on the beautiful lands of Belwin 
Conservancy.

The connection between FamilyMeans and Belwin started 
on the computer, not in the forest as you may expect. 
During the time of pandemic isolation, Heidi was looking 
for dynamic ways that people living with early-stage 
dementia could connect with nature. A phone call sparked 
a conversation with Lynette, and virtual nature walks and 
talks emerged. Heidi filmed Lynette walking and talking 
through the Belwin woods, across frozen ponds and into 
the prairie — explaining the plants, nests, pawprints, and 
beaver lodges along the way. Lynette came online to share 
in real time and answer questions from our group. Nature 
in a new mode.

The next step was to bring a group from the FamilyMeans 
Community Connection program to Belwin to enjoy the 
ponds, walk the accessible trails, view bison and watch the 
turtles in real life. Community Connection is a FamilyMeans 

group that gives people living with early-stage dementia 
ways to engage in their communities, provides social 
connection, and helps to break stigmas of what people 
with dementia can do. People who have just received a 
dementia diagnosis, or are in the early stages, tend to isolate 
themselves and stop doing things they have enjoyed in the 
past. We have witnessed how nature can calm, excite, and 
connect them again with memories and new experiences.

Since then, July has become Nature Memories month! 
There are three weekly sessions of programming for people 
with early-stage dementia, combining nature investigation, 
artistic creation and social time. The Nature Memories Open 
House takes place at the end of July. People living with any 
level of dementia from the community — along with their 
families and friends — come for nature walks, art activities, 
music, and connection to nature. This free open house 
event has grown over four years, and we welcome more 
community members to participate. We hope that guests 
return to Belwin for other nature events. And we want to 
spread the word that FamilyMeans Caregiving & Aging 
is a local resource that provides support for people with 
dementia and their families. 

Nature Memories Community Connection July session requires 
registration, so please contact Heidi Ricks at 651-789-4017 
with any questions. The 2026 Nature Memories Open House is 
free and does not require registration, July 29, from 1:00 pm to 
4:00 pm. Look for more information on the Belwin website or 
familymeans.org 
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A Partnership for Connection: 

Nature Experiences 
with FamilyMeans
Heidi Ricks, FamilyMeans Dementia Program Coordinator

“�I feel like myself here.”
 – Community Connection participant

Image courtesy of Heidi Ricks



PROGRAMS & PARTNERS

Dakhóta Iápi Okhódakichiye (DIO) was founded to help ensure the  
Dakota language lives and thrives for generations to come. In response 
to more than a century of language loss caused by colonial suppression, 
DIO is at the forefront of creating Dakota language learning materials 
and providing instruction for families, communities, and classrooms.

Belwin partners with DIO to host seasonal Dakota language camps. 
These gatherings support DIO’s work by providing a place where 
participants can learn and speak Dakota together.

Hosting the camps at Belwin offers more than a venue—it provides 
access to the land itself. DIO instructors work with Belwin’s land staff 
to learn what’s happening seasonally across the prairie, wetlands, and 
woodlands, incorporating those observations into language lessons and 
activities. In this way, language learning is rooted in place, reflecting the 
deep connection between the Dakota language and the land.

Last year, news outlet WCCO covered a Dakota language camp at  
Belwin’s new Peter J. King Family Foundation Wetlands Center. Read the 
article and watch the video at belwin.org/media.

Revitalizing the 
Dakota Language

5

Photo credit: A fisher in a tree, 
USDA Forest Service, Public Domain

These are just a few words that describe 
the mystical and nimble fisher. 

• �Fisher are a member of the mustelid 
family which includes weasel, mink, 
otter, wolverine, badger, and marten. 

• �An excellent tree climber, this fierce 
predator is known for hunting squirrels 
and is one of very few animals that can 
take down a porcupine!

• �Fisher are quite shy and avoid contact 
with humans. They can be seen 
moving about at dawn and dusk. 

• �Typically a more northern mammal, 
their range seems to be moving a little 
farther south. 

Keep a lookout for a streak of dark fur and 
long bushy tail, it may be a fisher! 

Fisher
Elusive….Arboreal….Crepusular

 FUN FACT

“��We’re keeping it alive. We’re  
speaking it with each other, and  
we’re encouraging more families to 
come together.”  
– Dakhóta Iápi Okhódakichiye language teacher Nichole Subola

Understanding  
Online Fees & Tips
If you give through Belwin’s website, 
you may have noticed the option to 
cover transaction fees and leave a tip 
for the secure platform that hosts our 
donation form. While both are optional 
and adjustable, covering transaction fees 
directly supports our work — but the 
tip does not go to Belwin. If you prefer, 
select “no tip” and your full gift will still 
go directly to supporting our work.

Giving online is an easy and impactful 
way to support Belwin — however you 
choose to give, we’re deeply grateful for 
your generosity and your trust!

DIO language camp at Belwin. Screenshot from WCCO-TV coverage. 



EVENTS
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WEEKEND AT THE WETLANDS
Saturday, June 6 & Sunday, June 7
8 AM – 2 PM

Children’s Story Hour Sunday at 9:30 AM & 11 AM 
Belwin opens the gates to its Education Site, one of the 
area’s most biodiverse nature preserves that is usually 
reserved for school programs. Participate in open hiking  
and guided nature walks.

Belwin Education Site, 1553 Stagecoach Trail S., Afton 55001

MUSIC IN THE TREES
Saturday, August 15 & 
Sunday, August 16
11 AM – 3 PM
A diverse group of  
instrumentalists and  
vocalists will perform among 
Belwin’s red pine restoration 
at this two-day outdoor 
event. Both days will feature 
musicians collaborating and 
improvising. A fully accessible 
hour-long performance will 
be held during the final hour 
each day. Tickets required. 
This is a one-of-a-kind event!

Belwin Education Site, 1553 Stagecoach Trail S, Afton, MN 55001

NIGHT IN NATURE
Thursday, October 1
5:30 PM – 8 PM
Save the date for our annual gathering to celebrate Belwin’s 
community of donors. This year the event will take place 
at the Peter J. King Family Foundation Wetlands Center. 
Invitation only. RSVPs required.

1553 Stagecoach Trail S., Afton, MN 55001

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/

The Land We Are On

OTHER UPCOMING EVENTS

May 3 Nature Journaling: Signs of Spring*

May 4 Frog Walk*

May 16 Bison Festival and 5k Fun Run

May 18 Frog Walk

June 3 Early Morning Bird Hike

June 13 Women Walking

June 24 Bison at Belwin*

July 1 Artist in Residence Artist Talk 

July 20-23 Urban Nature Explorers**

July 27-30 Urban Nature Explorers**

July 29
FamilyMeans Nature Memories  
Open House

Sept 8 Sunrise on the Prairie 

Sept 10-Oct 4 Savanna Center Gallery and Open Hiking

Oct 5, 12, & 19 Sunrise on the Prairie

Oct 10
Saving Space for Wildness in Your 
Backyard

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

*Event hosted in partnership with Saint Paul Public  
Schools Community Education.

**Event hosted in partnership with Stillwater Area Public  
Schools Community Education.

Photo credit Lainey Charlsen

Photo credit Nancy Klinger



A FORCE FOR GOOD

When Chuck met Jean on a blind date, there was a test. 

“He grilled me,” said Jean: “’Who’s your favorite singer?’ 
 – I answered, ‘Joni Mitchell.’  ‘Who’s your favorite poet?’ 
 – I said, ‘Lawrence Ferlinghetti.’”

“She passed the quiz,” Chuck says with a chuckle. 

Though they dated on and off in college, circumstance 
and geography intervened for a while. But their connec-
tion – over culture, good food (“it was my lasagna that 
got ya” says Chuck), and a shared love of getting outside 
– lingered.

In time, Jean and Chuck rekindled a relationship and 
began building a life together. 

In that life, nature was a featured player. Chuck and Jean 
shared their love of the outdoors with their two children, 
teaching them how to hike and skip rocks on regular 
trips to the North Shore. Now they enjoy watching their 
grandsons exploring the outdoors at Belwin and William 
O’Brien. Chuck passed on a love of reading, too, through 
novels where outdoor landscapes played a central role, 
from authors like Gary Paulson and Laura Ingalls Wilder.  

Chuck and Jean became acquainted with Belwin through 
Jean’s work as nutrition director and then Chief Opera-
tions Officer at Saint Paul Public Schools. But it wasn’t 
until recent years that the prairies and woods at Belwin 
became a favorite place for hiking. “So many nice things 
to see out there,” says Chuck. “There are great bugs out 
there. And the wildflowers, how they grow, and how they 
congregate. It’s like a painting in real life.” 

Now in retirement, Chuck and Jean have continued 
their commitment to the outdoors and the environment 
through donating and volunteering at places like Belwin 
and contributing to sustainability work at their coopera-
tive housing community. 

These days, Chuck’s voice is a bit quieter, and he gets 
around with the help of a walker. Both are a result of 
Parkinson’s disease, which Chuck was diagnosed with 
in 2020. Parkinson’s is a progressive, neurodegenerative 
disorder that impacts mobility, among other things. 

While it’s more difficult to get out than it once was, the 
thought of his favorite trails at Stagecoach Prairie brings 
Chuck joy. “Just the peace of it. I just love being out there. 
It’s like my mind is off somewhere enjoying it all,” he 
says. And it doesn’t take his poet’s mind long to convey 
the magic he experiences on a hike: “One of my favorite 
places is when you get to the opposite side of Stagecoach 
Prairie, there’s a trail that goes downhill steeply. You 
follow that to the left, and you come upon some big old 
white pines there. It’s a little cathedral almost. It’s just so 
beautiful. Those pines are old. You can almost feel the 
trees’ memories.”

It’s Chuck and Jean’s hope that their donations can 
support better accessibility at places like Belwin. “Having 
an emotional connection to land is huge,” says Jean. “And 
it isn’t something everyone gets to experience. We are 
counting our blessings.”

A Couple’s Gift 
to the Future
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Chuck Ronnei at Stagecoach Prairie
Photo credit Limitless Cycling

Photo credit Jean and Chuck 
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MAY 16 • 10 AM – 2 PM
FUN RUN CHECK-IN AT 9 AM

LUCY WINTON BELL ATHLETIC FIELDS
15601 HUDSON RD N, LAKELAND, MN 55043

BUY TICKETS AT BELWIN.ORG/BISONFEST

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!

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

Belwin Conservancy inspires connection 
and engagement with the natural world.

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


