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As Schola Vectura Returns, We Need Your Help 
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Sarah Gainey 
 

A 
s the maple sap buckets are 
being put away and snow 

boots are being traded for rain 
boots, our thoughts at the Arbor-
etum turn to spring migration. After 
a long winter, we eagerly await the 
return of our favorite species. 
 A favorite spring migrant of the 
Arboretum education staff is often 
slow to arrive, sometimes due to its 
large size and sometimes due to the 
other migration traffic it encounters 
on its journey. While specimens are 
occasionally spotted during the 
winter and maple syruping seasons, 
it is the arrival of mid to late April 
that bring them back to the Arbor-
etum in droves. Their distinctive 
bright yellow color with black 
stripes is easy to spot while we 
await their arrival at the prairie 
kiosk. Occasionally, bright flashes of 
color are emitted from this species, 
and one must approach with 
caution when those are seen. A high 
pitched squeal is sometimes heard 
from them as they slow down in 

their environmental literacy and 
emotional connectedness to the 
natural world, which in turn will 
motivate responsible decision 
making. In order to help young 
students along in that process, we 
need to first get them to the 
Arboretum, a feat more difficult 
than it initially seems.  
 Arboretum staff long ago figured 
out that if we can provide trans-
portation funds to get the kids to the 
Arboretum, our job of convincing 
teachers to bring students here 
becomes a whole lot easier. Thus 
was the birth of our transportation 
reimbursement program. With 
school districts having less and less 
discretionary funds to spend on 
things like field trips, providing 
reimbursement for their transport-
ation is a critical aspect of our 
programming. Making it easier for 
teachers to bring their students out 
enables more students to experience 
catching aquatic invertebrates in the 
wetlands, playing a predator-prey 
game in the hardwoods, or 

Bussing, continued on page 2 

their approach to the prairie. Can 
you guess what spring migrant I am 
speaking of?  
 As the migrant arrives on the 
prairie and the Arboretum 
education staff approaches, the 
limbs of this being often sway back 
and forth in a sort of greeting. The 
noise level reaches a fevered pitch 
as the species comes to a stop before 
us. After a few moments of 
anticipation, a part of the species’ 
anatomy opens up and out towards 
us pours a stream of specimens 
from a second species, which have 
cleverly hitched a ride on the yellow 
migrant in an effort to save their 
energy. If you haven’t yet guessed 
it, the spring migrant we at the 
Arboretum anxiously await is Schola 
vectura, commonly known as the 
yellow school bus!  
 The return of the school buses 
each spring and fall represent an 
important part of our mission at 
Saint John’s Arboretum. Specific-
ally, our environmental education 
program wants to provide exper-
iences for all guests that improve 
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A group of fifth graders heads back to school after a field trip at the Arboretum. The Arboretum reimburses schools for part of their transportation costs in 
order to make it easier to bring students to the Arboretum. Contribute to our new fundraising campaign, and “buy a seat on the bus!” 
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Ryan Kutter 
 

M 
any of us lead lives spread 
thin by obligations and activi-

ties, with our minds distracted by 
each new byte of data in this infor-
mation age. While our obligations 
may be worthy and the information 
(particularly this article) may be 
enlightening, there’s little doubt that 
these modern times leave us a little 
scattered. 
 While active 
and informed 
lives bring us 
many benefits, 
there are costs 
to a distracted lifestyle. We may 
become caught up in each new task 
at hand without making space to 
step back to reconsider the big pic-
ture of why we do what we do, 
missing the forest for the trees. 
 One solution to this problem of 
time and perception, perhaps the 
only solution, is discovering the 
center of the world. An informed 
mind can hardly help but be skepti-
cal when I say that Saint John’s  
Arboretum is the center of the 
world, but that’s a mind that’s still 
stuck on looking at the trees. 
 Across history most cultures have 
identified their own centers of the 
world, what mythologists identify 
as axis mundi, or the world’s axis. 
This was often a place of religious 
and spiritual significance, a thin 
point at which heaven and our  
highest ideals were closer to our 
everyday lives, and communication 
between the two realms came a little 
easier. 
 Capital buildings, landmarks, or 
the abbey church may act as an axis 
mundi for many of us today, repre-
senting a shared space and shared 
vision of who we are and what we 
can be. Fortunately as individuals 
we’re capable of having more than 
one axis mundi, as it’s more of a 
center we carry inside ourselves 
than a single physical place. These 

Journey to the Center of the World 
physical representations are meant 
to help us find and understand our 
internal axis. 
 Given that, what do you think of 
Saint John’s Arboretum as our axis 
mundi? When many of us spend 
time in the woods or prairies, 
whether hiking, fishing, painting, or 
cutting firewood, we often find 
something out there that makes us 
feel more human or more connected 

to what we see 
as our true 
selves. 
 Individually, 
this open 
space allows 

us to distance ourselves from the 
cultures we’ve invented together; it 
is a space where we can re-create 
our worldview. Understanding our 
natural spaces as the center of the 
world helps us bridge that gap  
between our humdrum, sometimes 
problem-laden physical world and 
those Edenic ideals that sit behind 
the curtain of leaves. Each of us acts 
as a hero in this axis mundi and can 
bring some knowledge back from 
that other world that will help us 
see the trees, but the forest as well. 
 The irony of axis mundi is that it’s 
a shared space that, at its best, binds 
us through a representation of the 
sacred world and also allows us a 
way of washing away our shared 
cultural baggage to rediscover 
what’s really essential. 
 What Saint John’s Arboretum 
landscapes offer us as the center of 
the world can complement what we 
find in our religious, national, or 
other social identities. Perhaps    
nature’s particular gift in this regard 
is the extent to which it invites us to 
physically wander, to explore and 
discover as a way of gathering our 
scattered attention.  
 
Ryan Kutter gardens in Saint Joseph, 
Minnesota, among other things. He 
often migrates between this world and 
the next. 

Buy a Seat on the Bus! 
 

$2 per student 
$50 per class 
$160 per bus 

 
Help us reach our goal of  

$7000 (that’s 44 buses!) 
to cover 1/2 our bussing costs 

for the 2009-10 school year.  
 

Complete the enclosed  
bus donation card and send  

your contribution today. 
 

Visit the Arboretum Web site to 
see the buses fill up all year! 

exploring for plant parts in the 
prairie. The more experiences 
students have in the outdoors, the 
easier it is to increase their knowl-
edge of and connection to the 
natural world. Our hope is they will 
then be better prepared to make 
decisions about the environment 
and their role in it. 
 We invite you to join us in our 
efforts to increase the migration 
numbers of Schola vectura. In 
addition to your annual member-
ship, consider contributing to our 
transportation program and “buy a 
seat on the bus” this year. If you can 
help us get them here, we will take 
care of the rest!  
 
 
 
Sarah Gainey is the environmental 
education coordinator for Saint John’s 
Arboretum. Besides Schola vectura, 
her favorite spring migrants are Red-
winged blackbirds and Killdeer.  

Bussing, continued from page 1 

“An informed mind can hardly help but 
be skeptical when I say that Saint John’s 
Arboretum is the center of the world….” 
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 Move Over, Smokey 

hard hats, and gloves. Some chose 
to wear eye protection. I was, 
unfortunately, not among those 
insightful few and, as a result, had 
to fend off frequent plumes of 
smoke throughout the day. We each 
received a tool that would come in 
handy for the burn. For most of us, 
this meant handling a variety of fire
-extinguishing devices, including a 
fire rake or a water-pack that was 
reminiscent of the squirt guns of my 
youth. We also had the opportunity 
to use the coolest of all the tools: the 
drip torch. At first I was nervous to 
use it because it drips a mixture of 
one-third gasoline and two-thirds 
diesel past a burning wick. Once the 
lit fuel touches the prairie grass, it 
catches on fire, outlining a section to 
burn. Despite the excitement, I, 
along with the rest of the crew, 
recognized the import-ance of 
remaining in control during the 
burn.  
 We controlled the fire by burning 
into the wind and laying a safety 
zone around the edges. The safety 
zone was created by burning strips 
of land around the perimeter of the 
area to be burned to create a black 
zone for the fire to burn into. The 
flames that arose from our burning 

Megan Van Loh 
 

L 
ike most commercial mascots, 
Smokey the Bear fails to tell the 

whole story. Preventing fires in 
forests and on prairies is certainly 
important for health and safety 
reasons, but sometimes a prescribed 
burn is just what an area needs in 
order to retain its own health. On 
Tuesday, May 19, I joined with 
dozens of other Arboretum 
employees and volunteers to start 
and maintain a prairie fire for land 
neighboring Saint John’s. 
 Burning a prairie is necessary, in 
part, because plants that have died 
over the winter are blocking the 
sunlight for the new plants below. 
Burning the dead, dried plants 
allows these new plants to reach 
nourishing sunlight and releases 
nutrients from the dead material for 
the new plants to access. New plant 
growth is noticeable almost immed-
iately after the burn. We saw new 
growth just two days after our burn. 
 In addition to clearing room for 
younger plants, a prairie burn also 
controls shrub, tree, and other non-
prairie weed growth. In contrast to 
prairie plants, the growing points 
for these plants are above ground, 
making them unable to withstand 
fire. The process of creating and 
sustaining a controlled prairie fire 
provides important ecological 
benefits for prairie lands, but it also 
gives employees and volunteers the 
opportunity to take part in an 
enjoyable, educational, and essential 
environmental activity. Helping to 
burn lands adjacent to Saint John’s 
expands the habitat benefits of the 
Arboretum lands as well.  
 On May 19, we began our after- 
noon by going to the fire depart-
ment to get suited up. We all had to 
wear yellow fire-resistant shirts, 
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were mesmerizing. The grass 
crackled as it burned and reminded 
me somewhat of the snap, crackle, 
and pop I hear in my morning 
cereal. The smell of smoke and 
burning grass was strong and, as it 
entered my lungs, I could taste it. 
The smoke and soot clung to my 
body throughout the afternoon. 
Although we had to be prepared for 
the worst, our squad quickly 
learned the routine to help the burn 
proceed smoothly.  
 By the end of the day we had 
burned 24 acres in two sections. 
When it was all over we were 
rewarded with a sack lunch to eat as 
we sat next to the large, now black-
ened, prairie. It was delicious after a 
hard day’s work, but it may also 
have been the satisfaction of a burn 
safely completed. And it didn’t hurt 
to complicate the words of Smokey 
the Bear by successfully burning the 
prairie in order to save it.  

 
Megan Van Loh is a summer naturalist 
at the Arboretum. She’d like to follow 
the Bobolink as it migrates from Canada 
to the prairies of Argentina.  

View fire photos on our Web site! 

The burn crew works to secure a black line on the perimeter of the controlled burn. The drip torch is 
dragged on the ground to ignite the dry grasses and increase the control line to a safe width. 

“Only you can prevent control  
prescribed wildfires.” 

—Smokey the Bear 
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 As a newly hatched bird enthusi-
ast and bird-banding apprentice 
during the spring of 2008, I found 
my bird encounters like that with 
the Downy to be inspiring. The most 
important part of bird banding is 
the bird itself, and to catch and  
examine a bird (without injury) is 
exhilarating. Birds are caught by 
flying into invisible black mist nets 
or by setting off potter’s traps (small 
wire traps that are triggered when a 
bird is lured in by seeds).   
 Once caught, the bird is identified 
and examined. The band (a small 
silver bracelet), with a unique iden-
tification number, is placed on the 
bird’s leg. The bands are so light-
weight that they don’t encumber the 
birds in any way. The identification 
number on the band is recorded 
along with the bird location, species, 
sex, wing measurement, and age.  
The whole process of examination 

takes no more than five minutes 
before the birds are released.  
 The data obtained from bird 
banding is useful for research as 
well as in management projects.  
The identification of an individual 
bird aids in the study of migration, 
dispersal, and other aspects of a 
bird’s life including lifespan, repro-
ductive success, and population 
growth. Banding can tell us where 
birds stop for food during migration 
and where they settle for nesting or 
wintering.  For example a Junco 
(small black and gray songbird, 
commonly seen in Minnesota  
winters) was banded in Hastings, 
Minnesota, and was caught again in 
Alaska.  Based on the information 
accompanying the band i.d., we 
know that the Junco was wintering 
in Minnesota when banded, then 
migrated to Alaska for its breeding 
season.     
 Because bird banding requires 
capturing birds in the wild and  
handling them, banding in the 
United States is regulated under the 
Migratory Bird Treaty Act and  
requires a federal permit. The Bird 
Banding Laboratory, jointly  
managed by the U.S. and Canada,  
is responsible for issuing banding 
permits. Non-permit holders can 
work under master permit holders 
as apprentices and learn the tech-
niques and skills to work toward a 
banding permit.    
 

Jenni Poliseno is a former Arboretum 
environmental education fellow 
migrating to Wolf Ridge Environ-
mental Learning Center this fall. 

Jenni Poliseno 
 

O 
ne sunny spring morning I 
heard a sound like that of a 

child screaming.  Upon further  
investigation, I spotted a small black 
and white bird caught in a bird-
banding mist net.  Once I came 
closer I discovered that the bird 
looking back at me was a Downy 
woodpecker. As a new bird-banding 
apprentice, I was nervous to handle 
my first woodpecker on my own, 
but I knew I couldn’t leave this bird 
in the net.  
 I quickly embarked on a delicate 
detangling adventure. While gently 
holding the Downy with one hand, 
cradling the neck between my 
pointer and middle fingers, I had to 
use my free hand to unravel the net 
while being extra careful not to get 
the woodpecker’s tongue stuck in 
the net in the process. I began work-
ing while the Downy, not feeling 
particularly cooperative, started to 
peck at my fingers. I kept working. 
The Downy kept pecking. Unsure of 
how long this battle would last, I 
was greatly relieved when I was 
finally able to hold the Downy in 
my hand as it came free from the 
net.              

Can’t Fly? You Can Still Travel With the Birds. 

A student working with Saint Cloud State University professor Marco Restani gently untangles a bird 
from a mist net. Restani’s research group briefly set up mist nets in the Arboretum this spring. 
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Did you know…? 
• In the early 1800s J.J. Audubon attached silver wires to the legs of phoebes 

and discovered their return the following year.  
• From 1908—1998, approximately sixty million birds were banded in the U.S. 

and Canada.  
• If you recover a banded bird, report the information to the Bird Banding 

Laboratory at the Patuxent Wildlife Research Center: 800-327-BAND or 
www.pwrc.usgs.gov/bbl 
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  Witness the Annual Migration of the Fellows 

Saint Cloud, Minnesota Birthplace Palmer, Alaska 

February 16 Birthdate July 16 

Anything with Nutella on it! Favorite camping food Oatmeal 

Aldo Leopold Your environmental hero Mahatma Gandhi 

Instilling the importance of the  
environment around us to our young 
community. 

What you’re most looking forward to 
in your year at the Arboretum 

Working outside, teaching, and  
sharing my passions with others. 

“A large volume of adventures may be 
grasped within this little span of life 
by him who interests himself in  
everything.”  -Lawrence Sterne 

Words of wisdom 
“You only live once, but if you work it 
right, once is enough.” -Joe Lewis 

If the scent of campfire were to become 
a form of cologne, I would probably 
wear it every day. 

Tidbit 
I hold the Alaska state fair record for 
the largest yellow zucchini. 

Andy Elton 
 

A 2007 graduate of Saint 
John’s University, Andy has 
a degree in biology. He 
awaits the return of the  
Mallards to Minnesota each 
year. 

Rosalie Leiner  
 

A 2009 graduate of the  
College of Saint Benedict, 

Rosalie has a degree in biol-
ogy, and her favorite migrant 

is the Monarch butterfly. 

Cassie and Jenni Leave the Nest 

I 
t’s May 1 and frantic sounds float down the hall from New Science 110. With only a month left in their year-long  
environmental education fellowships, Jenni and Cassie can’t imagine how they can possibly be wrapping up the year 

already. Neither can we. While their presence at the Arboretum will be missed, they leave much of their energy behind 
in the forms of new curricula, programming, and fabulous memories. For that we are eternally grateful. 
 
Cassie Herbst leaves her second year at the Arboretum to settle into her new home in Saint Cloud as she and her  
husband await the birth of their first child this summer.  As a Master Naturalist Volunteer, Cassie plans to regularly  
frequent the Arboretum—as long as it doesn’t interfere with her dragonfly survey expeditions. 
 
Jenni Poliseno was accepted into Wolf Ridge Environmental Learning Center’s naturalist training program beginning 
this fall in Finland, Minnesota. She’ll  work toward her graduate degree in environmental education as she shares her 
excitement for nature with the students of northern Minnesota. 
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Jenny Kutter 
 

F 
ranklin D. Roosevelt had a  
vision. In 1932 he saw two 

seemingly unrelated problems—
increasing soil erosion and declining 
timber resources in the vast open 
spaces of the nation, and thousands 
of young, energetic men in need of 
work. What followed was the mobi-
lization of hundreds of thousands of 
young men to participate in an un-
precedented wave of conservation, 
forestry, and agricultural projects 
across the nation. This mobilization, 
referred to as the Civilian Conserva-
tion Corps (CCC), had a profound 
impact on the land and the people, 
an impact that continues to be felt 
more than 75 years later. 
 In 2009, SJU Interim President 
Dan Whalen had a vision. He saw 
an opportunity to create meaningful 
employment opportunities for Saint 
John’s students at a time when the 
availability of summer employment 
could greatly impact the lives of the 
students at Saint John’s. While the 
current economic conditions can 
hardly be compared to those of the 
1930s, Whalen was inspired by the 
stories and impact of the CCC to 
create an SJU Summer Initiative to 
employ more Saint John’s students 
to work on campus and in the  
Arboretum than has ever been done  
before. Collectively, eighty positions 
were created in more than thirty 
departments at Saint John’s, includ-
ing the students working in the  
Arboretum this summer. 
 “This is a natural for Saint John’s. 
It matches the interest in preserving 
the natural environment with the 
care and compassion the monks 
have historically had for the  
environment and people,” Whalen 
said. The ultimate goal of the  
initiative is to continue to help 
young men get a good, solid liberal 
arts education. With the help of  
donors and reserve funding put  
toward the SJU Summer Initiative, 

the Arboretum has hired nineteen 
students to work the land this  
summer. Divided into four crews, 
these students will be educators, 
bridge builders, buckthorn eradica-
tors, prairie burners, trail laborers, 
and more.  
 The funding from this initiative 
also covers the tools and materials 
needed for summer land projects, as 
well as additional supervisors to 
help manage the crews. The Arbor-
etum is extremely grateful for this 
unexpected pool of resources to 
complete several projects on the 
land. What we are most grateful for, 
however, is the opportunity to  
create a lifelong interest in land 
stewardship for nineteen students 
this summer. As Whalen put it, 
“People who work the land, in some 
ways it becomes a part of them.” 
 The SJU Summer Initiative helps 
students earn the money needed to 
put toward their education, and also 
gives them a deeper connection 
with the land. Whalen noted, “My 
hope is this will be one of the best 
summers of their lives. They’ll work 
hard, go to bed tired, walk trails 
they’ve never walked before, swim 
in Lake Sag, and develop great  
camaraderie among the crews.” 
That is our hope too.  

A Flock of Johnnies Lands in the Arboretum this Summer 
2009 Summer Student Staff 
 

Brush and Burn Crew 
Patrick Cook 
Brandon Dale 
Tyler Etheridge 
William Fladland 
Leo Flynn 
Troy Schlicht 
Alex Warzecha 

 
Bridge and Trail Crew 

William Faller 
Kyle French 
Bryan Jasperson 
Michael Keegan 
Michael Shmalen 
Chris Vierzba 

 
Land Laborer Crew 

Adam Justin 
Aaron Laine 
Andrew Norman 
Dustin Schlangen 
 

Environmental Education Crew 
Bobby Mandell 
Karl Nohner 
Megan Van Loh 

 

Jenny Kutter is the Arboretum depart-
ment coordinator. Flocks of Johnnies 
notwithstanding, she prefers the chicka-
dee for not having migrated all winter.  

Removing invasive species from the prairie is just one of many summer tasks for the crews of students 
working in the Arboretum this summer. 
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 UPCOMING EVENTS 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Arboretum Staff: 
Thomas Kroll, Director/Land Manager 
Sarah Gainey, Assistant Director/ 
     Environmental Education Coordinator 
Jenny Kutter, Department Coordinator 
Andrew Elton, Environmental Education Fellow 
Rosalie Leiner, Environmental Education Fellow 
Dan Vogel, Forest Technician 

Student Staff: 
See page 6 

Arboretum Advisory Council: 
Terri Barreiro     Tom Haeg      Larry Schwietz 
Alison Binsfeld    Glenn Miller     Jim Tingerthal, OSB   
Scott Daninger    Greg Miller, OSB   Tom Wicks 
Bruce Dickau    Janette Monear    Chuck Wocken   
Kari Dombrovski   Bob Russell      
John Geissler     Stephen Saupe 
    

Dutch Oven Dinner            Monday, July 27  
$8—members, $10—nonmembers           5:30-7:30 p.m. 
Children under 12—half price     Preregistration required
     
Back by popular demand is our Dutch oven cooking demon-
stration and wonderful meal provided by Larry and Johanna 
Davis. Learn how to make amazing food with a Dutch oven 
AND sample the results. While the food is cooking, enjoy a 
wildflower walk in the prairie led by Arboretum staff. 

Energy Educators Workshop   Mon-Wed, Aug. 3-5 
                      8:30-4:30 p.m. 
                  Preregistration required
  
Open to K-12 educators, this workshop is designed to give 
teachers a background in energy topics and ways to incorpo-
rate energy issues into their curriculum. The workshop in-
cludes a stipend for attending, access to resources, continuing 
education credits, and lunch and refreshments. Please see our 
Web site for more information. Space is limited! 

Family Orienteering       Wednesday, July 15 
$5—adults, $3—under 18 yrs.         4:00-6:00 p.m. 
$1 off per person for members       Preregister by July 10 
                  Meet at the prairie kiosk
  
A perfect outdoor activity for a summer evening, orienteering 
helps kids and adults work on navigation, math and count-
ing, and teamwork skills. Appropriate for both beginners and  
experts, Arboretum staff will first instruct your family in the 
basics of using a compass, then start you on our orienteering 
course. All equipment will be provided. Activities are most 
appropriate for ages 8 and up.  

Minnesota Natural History    Tuesdays, September 15 
Lecture Series        October 20, November 17 
Free and open to the public            December 15 
                      6:30-8:00 p.m. 
                  
Interested in learning more about Minnesota’s natural world? 
Join us each month during the school year for a lecture and 
discussion on a variety of natural history topics. Lectures will 
take place indoors and are geared toward an adult audience. 
Check our Web site to see some of last year’s topics and to see 
updates to this year’s lecture schedule. 

Homecoming Open House     Friday, October 2 
Free and open to the public          2:00-3:30  p.m. 
                  
The Arboretum staff will be hosting an open house in honor 
of Saint John’s homecoming celebration. Come and see our  
accomplishments over the years and talk with the staff. Meet 
us at our offices in the New Science Center, just down the hall 
from the pendulum. 

Summer Library Programs     Dates and times vary 
Free  and open to the public                
 
In conjunction with area public libraries’ summer reading 
theme, “Be creative @ your library,” Saint John’s Arboretum 
is bringing our Art in Nature program to a library near you! 
This program will encourage kids of all ages to use their  
artistic skills outside.  Programs are currently scheduled at: 
 
Aitkin     Hinckley   Mille Lacs    Rush City 
Albany    Howard    Monticello    Swanville 
Belgrade    Kimball    North Branch  Upsala 
Big Lake    Litchfield   Paynesville   Waite Park  
Cambridge   Little Falls   Pierz      and MORE! 
Clear Lake   Melrose    Pine City   
Cold Spring  Milaca     Rockford 
 
Check our Web site for this summer’s schedule! 

7th Annual Collegeville Colors   Sunday, October 4 
Details on prices coming soon!          1:00-5:00 p.m. 
                  
Mark your calendars! You don’t want to miss this annual 
event. Enjoy art, theater, music, nature activities and treats as 
you hike amongst the beautiful fall colors. 

 

To volunteer, register, or get more information about Arboretum events,  
please call (320)363-3163 or e-mail arboretum@csbsju.edu.   

Don’t forget to check out our Web site at www.csbsju.edu/arboretum  
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