
We in the United States have some sense of the Australian environment even if we’ve never been 
there. We know about the kangaroos, koalas, wombats, and emus. We’ve heard about the massive, 

diverse, and fragile ecosystem of the Great Barrier Reef. Australia is home to unique species due to its 
isolation from the rest of the world.

We also know about the dangerous and deadly species in Australia: spiders, snakes, scorpions, 
jellyfish, sharks, and crocodiles. The continent has some of the most spectacularly lethal creatures on 
Earth. Coupled with an interior that is semi-arid with mostly ephemeral sources of water, being outdoors 
in Australia can at times feel just a little hostile.

Our kids, Michael (5) and Quinn (2), are Outdoor U/Abbey Arboretum regulars and as such, have a 
fine appreciation for getting outside and interacting with the environment. They’re the kind of kids who 
make friends with insects, who want to hold them, check them out, and bond with them. To prepare to 
go to Australia for five months, we had more than a few conversations about not making close friends 
with Australian plants and animals, particularly ones that are unfamiliar or might be poisonous.

In our semester in Australia we hoped that both our family and our students would learn to find the 
balance between appreciating the spectacular, unique environment that was our temporary home with 
being safe. However, since we just do not know this place as well as the woods and prairies of central 
Minnesota, we’ve often found ourselves erring on the side of caution, asking Quinn and Michael to quit 
crawling through the bushes, imagining spiders lurking there.

One day we took a short train ride into the city of Perth, the state capital of Western Australia. 
We visited the Western Australia Museum and then set out to visit King’s Park, a large urban park 
overlooking the city skyline. This March, in a radio interview, travel writer Bill Bryson called King’s Park 
“the most beautiful, interesting, surprise-around-every-corner park I have ever seen. I would live there if 
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Naturescape, Down Under     John & Jessy O’Reilly

Michael O’Reilly (5) is at home exploring wild places, whether in Australia at the Rio Tinto Naturescape (above) or traversing the trails of the Abbey Arboretum. 
Both places are deliberate in their mission to give kids a “playground” centered on exploring nature and making discoveries. John O’Reilly.

continued on page 2



they let me” (3/14/14 6PR Radio). Unexpectedly, in the 
center of a city with almost 2 million people, we found 
ourselves encountering the Australian Outback.

A portion of King’s Park has been dedicated to the Rio 
Tinto Naturescape. Naturescape is meant to be a different 
sort of playground, one where play is centered around 
exploring nature and making discoveries. The playground 
is an expanse of re-created native Australian bush. The 
centerpiece of the Naturescape is Paperbark Creek. You can 
take off your shoes and wade into the stream, following 
it like a trail, under a bridge, over a log and into a space 
where the river widens into a pond. The pond has a little 
rock island in its center and on the banks—what is that? 
Are those caves? Clearly, whatever they are, we need to 
investigate. 

Behind the caves, we spy a clearing with thick metal 
frames. There, we can try our hand at building Aboriginal 
shelter called a Gunya with a fire ring inside, and a log 
for sitting on. Nearby is the “Tangle” with ropes to swing, 
climb and balance on. In another section there are “tree 
hide” towers to climb so we can survey the scene, and a 
wetland to look for creatures. There is also a separate zone 
for educational groups to visit not unlike the Outdoor U 
programs we offer in the Abbey Arboretum.

The park captures the essense of exploration and 
discovery and cultivates this sense in the kids (and adults) 
who visit. Michael takes the lead and we can see his 
eyes light up with the sight of a new turn in the bend, 
or something new to play with beyond a patch of trees. 
Unlike the prefabricated plastic and metal structures 

commonly found in playgrounds (which oddly enough 
have the exact same elements in Australia as in the States) 
which constrain play to one particular area and a small 
range of play options, Naturescape has limitless potential 
for imagination and exploration. 

The Naturescape is not without concerns. There are 
signs warning us that snakes and spiders can exist in this 
slice of the Australian bush as well as many opportunities 
for bumps and bruises. Also, the namesake of Rio Tinto 
Naturescape, Rio Tinto Group is a multinational, British-
Australian mining company. It is however known for 
pioneering some socially and environmentally responsible 
mining practices.

But overall, the Naturescape is a well-designed 
playspace for encountering nature at your own pace, 
with an element of surprise and discovery, with the open-
endedness that many of us remember from our own 
childhoods. For our family, it reminds us of happy days 
exploring the trails and waterways of the Abbey Arboretum 
and helps us think of the Australian environment as a little 
less scary and a little more like home.

John O’Reilly is an environmental education coordinator 
for Outdoor U. Jessy O’Reilly is an assistant professor of 
sociology at CSB/SJU. Leading a semester abroad for CSB/SJU 
students gave their family a great adventure and an extended 
summer season to explore. And though Australia may have 
begun to feel a bit like home, we’re glad they’re coming back to 
us this summer.
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“For our family, it reminds us of happy days exploring the trails and waterways of the Abbey Arboretum and 
helps us think of the Australian environment as a little less scary and a little more like home.”

Goodbye, Hello, Goodbye
One of the best things Outdoor U alumni can 

do is to come back and visit. But it’s even 
better when they can come back to stay a while. 

MJ Bach (‘10, far left, teaching at a maple 
syrup festival) was a student naturalist from 
2006-2010 and is now finishing her 2013-14 
environmental education fellowship. Kate Delfs 
(‘13, right) was a student naturalist from 2010-
2013 and came back as an educator for spring 2014. 
We are who we are and do what we do because 
people like them make it so. We say farewell for 
now, knowing they’ll be back to visit us again soon. 

Meet our 2014-15 fellow, Ella Gray, in the 
autumn issue of Sagatagan Seasons. Photos by Amy Saupe.



Field trips are exciting. They offer a 
chance to slip away from the typical 

routine of classroom life and get hands-
on experience with the real world. They 
provide a form of enrichment that can’t 
be achieved in the classroom. They allow 
students freedom. Freedom to have fun, 
to make mistakes, and to learn on their 
own. As a new graduate of Saint John’s 
University, I look back and realize that 
my entire college experience has been a 
bit like an Outdoor U field trip.

Much like elementary students 
leaving their classroom for the day, I 
left my home and familiar life behind. 
I embarked on a four-year journey with 
only a vague idea of what to expect. I 
still remember the drive to campus as 
I moved in for my first year. I was so 
jittery and excited I could hardly stay 
in my seat, acting like an eight-year-old 
bouncing around on a bus.

As buses of students arrive at the 
Abbey Arboretum, they are introduced to our top three 
objectives for the day: stay safe, have fun, and learn lots. 
The same basic concepts are covered in a college student’s 
first-year orientation (albeit with some college-age nuance).

Members of both age groups are filled with questions 
at the start. College students wonder, “What should 
my major be?” “Are classes going to be as difficult as 
my teachers said they would be?” and “How do I make 
friends?” 

As a student naturalist leading field trips, I have been 
asked, “Will we see any bears?” “Do you live in those stick 
houses?” “Do you know my grandpa?” and my personal 
favorite, “I have a question; my hands are cold.” As a 
teacher I love it when students ask me questions because 
it means they are engaged and interested in what I have to 
say. Learning, after all, is all about forming questions and 
finding answers.

The real fun begins as the main event takes place. 
On our field trips this includes searching for bugs in the 
prairie, skimming the wetland for aquatic critters, and 
scavenging for signs of wildlife in the woods. 

In college it means going to class, attending concerts, 
not going to class, pulling all-nighters, buying books you 
never read, learning how to do laundry, trying to hide a cat 
in your dorm, and forming strong, lasting friendships.

As the field trip comes to an end, we take time to 
review. We process what we learned from the activities and 

how each lesson is connected in a very purposeful way. We 
discuss how the different habitats we’ve explored are home 
to unique types of plants and animals, and why. 

Reflecting on my time at Saint John’s, I’ve come to 
realize just how much I’ve learned. I’ve discovered that 
while performing daily tasks, we too can get caught up in 
the moment and lose sight of the overall purpose. Only 
after some retrospection are we able to fully understand 
what we’ve done and experienced, and how interconnected 
it all is. 

Of course all my professors and classes have filled 
me with scholarly knowledge, but just like a field trip, I 
think some of my best learning has come from outside the 
classroom. I learned how to manage my time well, how 
to cook, and how to travel. I learned that “wasting time” 
is often not actually a waste. I learned how to live with 
people other than my family and I learned how friends 
can become your family. As a teacher as well as a student, 
I’ve learned that learning never ends and I can’t wait to 
continue onto my next great field trip. 

Alex Van Loh is a 2014 graduate of Saint John’s Uni-
versity with a degree in biology. A recipient of a highly-coveted 
Fulbright grant, Alex will spend the next year teaching English 
in Germany. As a talented and engaging educator, scholar, and 
entertainer we have no doubt that this next “field trip” will still 
have Alex “acting like an 8-year-old, bouncing around on a bus.” 

Learning Outside the Box     Alex Van Loh ‘14
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The wading boots are lined up for the next group of students on an Outdoor U field trip. Student naturalists Alex Van 
Loh ‘14 (right) and Haliegh Linn (‘15) are ready to lead a watery learning adventure. Kate Delfs. 
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When asked about my favorite part of summer, my 
answer is often quite simple: things are growing.  

Life all around, the bios if you will, is suddenly active 
everywhere. 

I am a botanist by heart and by trade. Flora in all forms 
enthralls me. 

Summer walks, whether I intend them to or not, 
always end with discovering something I’ve never observed 
before or finding something for which I had forgotten to 
look. As a biologist I have disposition for being in nature, 
observing, and unearthing new things.

In stark contrast to winter, spring brings rapid changes 
and hurried growth from the moment the mercury raises 
to zero degrees Celsius. This is an exciting time in a 
Minnesota botanist’s year. For a busy person (even a busy 
botanist), summer can be more drawl by comparison. 

After seeing the dramatic explosion of color, the 
botanical world has a predilection to appear at stasis. 
Nutrients are unhurriedly photosynthesized and stored 
in seeds, new tissues gradually develop to take advantage 
of the sudden increase in solar insolation. So often this 
growth is too slow to earn a second glance.

This is an inherent problem of being an enthusiast of 
plants. Viewing the static life of organisms is stimulating, 
but deeper fascination is inspired by dynamic, long-term 
examinations. The problem is that rooted organisms, living 

at a slower pace, make this deeper understanding difficult 
to obtain. 

I can only name a handful of processes that plants 
do that even I would be willing to sit around and watch. 
Plants are passive and generally too slow for constant 
observance. 

Thus my observations during walks in the woods are 
really “snapshots” of the plants and fungi around me. 
One can only observe a fern’s crosier or a fugal basidioma 
(mushrooms) or a lichen’s thallus for so long. Flowers can 
hold my attention for a bit longer, but even I can lose 
interest in observing a flower after thirty minutes.  

These walks, while wonderful learning experiences, 
are comparable to making an acquaintance in a passerby 
rather than finding a lifelong friend. Getting to know 
any organism requires much more time and devotion 
(especially the botanical ones).  

Enter my introduction to time-lapse photography. 

You may be more familiar with time-lapse photography 
than you know. What you may not know is that 
anyone can do it. Time-lapse is basically the process of 
systematically capturing images at regular intervals for 
a period of time and playing them back as the frames 
of a movie. These snapshots of time play back at thirty 

A Moment In Time     Cody Groen ‘14

Every gardener plants seeds in the ground in anticipation of the moment that life will emerge from the soil. Using time-lapse photography, the common bean (Phaseolus vulgaris) 
suddenly becomes a dynamic organism, fascinating to watch. Cody Groen. 
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photographs (or observations) per second, creating an on-
screen illusion in which most of the “too slow to notice” 
time is removed.  You can essentially lapse hours, days, 
weeks, or years into a short clip that manipulates the mind.

This is what I needed as a botanist. I lack patience (and 
the faculty) to watch and observe plants for days at a time. 
Time-lapse is a way to “cheat” nature; to take an easier path 
of observation. It works amazingly well. 

If this approach seems too technical, there is an easy, 
although perhaps less vivid, way to manually “time-lapse” 
any organism: just go out and observe a plant, and do it 
every day. Even visiting the same place once a week can 
provide great insight. Try a thirty day challenge, stopping 
to observe a plant each day, for just a few minutes. You’ll 
get to see a real life version of the illusion that time-lapse 
photography puts onto our screens.

You’ll be surprised what goes on when no one is 
looking. Watch a plant as it produces its flowers. Watch 
a patch of forest floor to catch the morels mushrooms or 
other organisms pushing out of the ground.  

The films you can create or awe-inspiring sights you 
can see contain, literally, endless possibilities. Film a bean 
or pea tendril for seven days and you’ll never again look at 
wild cucumbers in a cedar tree, or bean tendrils on a trellis 
without having a profound sense of knowing what it took 
to achieve that moment.

Getting a truly holistic knowledge of nature’s 
vicissitude is difficult. You have to be there. You have to 
observe. You have to be patient. You have to put in the 
time. But it is worth the effort.

We have a finite amount of time to lapse. Make yours 
count.

Cody Groen is a 2014 graduate of Saint John’s University 
with a degree in biology. A dedicated and passionate student, he 
was recognized by the American Botanical Society as a Young 
Botanist of the Year for Special Botanical Achievement in 2014. 
He’ll spend the next year in Bogota, Columbia as part of the 
Benedictine Volunteer Corps for Saint John’s Abbey.

You can view some of Cody’s beautiful time-lapse videos by 
searching for Cody Groen on YouTube.com.

Admired in warm climates and greenhouses, the distinct shape of the flower of Strelitzia 
reginae gives rise to one of its common names: bird of paradise (right). For a passionate 
botanist, the discovery of time-lapse photography creates infinite new opportunities for 
observing the plant world. Cody Groen.
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What is summer? If we possessed the power to ask and 
be heard, we might find the answer to our question 

to be quite different from species to species. 

A summer of travel.
There are more than one hundred species of birds that 
travel to Minnesota every summer to mate and raise 
young. They pack what would be for an average human, 
eighteen years of committed family life and child rear-
ing into one hot, grueling summer. Gutters and outdoor 
light fixtures are ideal places to build a home for American 
robins, though I think I might agree more with the scenic 
getaways of the Bald eagle pair nest-
ing in the soaring white pine on Lake 
Sagatagan, or the Common loons in 
the marsh sedges on the edge of  
Wimmer Pond. 

Marvel at the oft-reported and 
incredible journey of the 3.4g Ruby-
throated hummingbird, losing half of its 
stored-up body weight in a non-stop, 500-
mile journey across the Gulf of Mexico. All 
that just to spend a fleeting summer mating 
and raising young in their far north stomping 
grounds. If we were to follow our hearts to such 
great heights, risking our lives and losing so much 
along the way, just to be in the right place for 
such a momentous act…

The Sandhill cranes we know so well 
also put forth great effort and expenditure 
every year to reach their favored Minnesota 
wetlands for breeding (though their trip from the 
southern U.S. is a cakewalk in comparison to the 
hummingbirds’ arduous journey). 

Having no real winter to compare it to, what 
does a Minnesota summer really mean to them? 
On the surface, a “summer” in the Boundary 
Waters of northern Minnesota and a “winter” in 
the Caribbean for the Black-throated blue warbler 
doesn’t sound too bad to me. 

A summer of love.
For those lucky species that maintain lifelong partner-
ships between mating pairs, like Common loons and 
Sandhill cranes, summer is a time for sharing the work 
of raising young. It’s not known which partner, male or 
female, makes the final decision on nest location among 
Sandhill cranes, but once a site has been chosen, the 
work of nest building is shared by both male and female. 

Using surrounding cattails, sedges, rushes, reeds and 
grasses, they build a pile into which the female can lay an 
egg or two. The rest of the summer is then spent raising 
the single average nestling to survive. Feeding on aquatic 
tubers and seeds, small vertebrates and invertebrates, they 
build their strength and wait for their young to grow 
strong for the fall migration. Summer to a Sandhill crane 
is therefore one of abundance; food, water, the warmth of 
planetary tilt, and love.

A summer of song.
Step outside some sunny morning and tune your ears to 

the deafening chorus of songbirds. Whis-
tles, cackles, clicks, chucks, whirrs and 
whines are being emitted at mind-bog-
gling volume by eager males, all trying to 

be heard, and preferred, over the other. 
Our all-too familiar Red-

winged blackbirds take the cake 
when you’re anywhere near a 
marsh or meadow bordering a 

waterway. Their ostentatious conk-la-
ree! can beat out the more modest songs 

of competing males with ease. Summer for 
the Red-winged blackbird is different from 

the humdrum family life of the loon or the 
cardinal, however, in that male blackbirds spend 

their summer defending a territory within which 
multiple females build their nests and raise young. 

In some cases, up to fifteen females may be 
nesting within a single male’s territory. Defensive 
males can be seen all summer long, perched atop tall 
reeds and water-logged fence posts, flashing their red 

and yellow shoulder markings and working diligently 
to keep predators away with their threatening calls and 
aggressive chasing.    

Our summers may be full of baseball games, 
fishing trips and car camping, but we’re never far from 

the incredible work of our backyard birds. The call of a 
territorial Red-winged blackbird, the surprise of finding 
a hatched robin’s egg in the grass or the flash of brilliant 
red as a male Northern cardinal swoops in to feed his 
family are all reminders of the wonder, the magic and the 
brilliance of summer in Minnesota. 

Jenna Pollard is a 2010 graduate of the College of Saint 
Benedict. A naturalist, educator, Outdoor U member and volun-
teer, she is not one to shy away from experiences new and old: 
in travel, in love, in song, and so much more.

What is Summer?    Jenna Pollard

A male Red-winged blackbird (Agelaius phoeniceus) 
defending its territory atop a cattail in early spring. 
Jenna Pollard. 
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Summer library programs                               Dates and times vary
Free and open to the public               June 23 - August 8

In conjunction with area public libraries’ summer reading program, Saint John’s Outdoor U is bringing our  
Experiment with Nature program to a library near you! We’re ready to help you use your sense of wonder to 
learn to be a naturalist and explore nature wherever you are. Bring your curiosity...we’ll bring the rest!

Programs are currently scheduled at:
Albany  Cambridge  Howard Lake  Princeton
Becker  Dassel   Litchfield  Rush City
Belgrade  Grove City  Mora   St. Michael
Buffalo  Hinckley   Pierz   

Collegeville Kidstock, Featuring           Saturday, June 28
Paul Spring & The Magic of Jared Sherlock                   12 - 5 p.m.
$10 - Adults         Pre-register by June 25 
$5 - Youth (ages 4-17), *Outdoor U Members: Youth are FREE!*    and save 50% off the gate price!
FREE - Child (ages 3 & under)  

Celebrate summer with Saint John’s Outdoor U. Join us for our outdoor family-friendly summer music 
festival with performances by Paul Spring at 2 and 4 p.m. and The Magic of Jared Sherlock at 3 p.m.! Enjoy 
a variety of outdoor activities, including canoeing, a bonfire with s’mores, educational tables, bouncy houses 
and live music. Bring a picnic or purchase food at the event.

Paul Spring is a singer-songwriter from St. Cloud, MN. His first collection of kids and family music, Home 
of Song, was released in 2013 and was described on NPR as “an ode to books and stories, and to the families 
who nurture them.” Jared Sherlock is a professional illusionist and a comic magician. A graduate of SJU, 
Sherlock is an award-winning entrepreneur who performs for theaters, events, and fundraisers nationwide.

Tap TakeOver @ ThirdStreet Brewhouse           Saturday, July 19
Open to the public                     4:00 - 8:00 p.m.
$4 tap beer  |  live music  |  Smoke ’n’ Motion BBQ food truck

Outdoor U is storming the brewhouse and taking over the taps at our summer fundraising and community-
building event! 100% of proceeds from the tap sales will support Outdoor U programs thanks to Third-
Street Brewhouse. Mark your calendars and bring your friends and neighbors to Cold Spring on a Saturday 
in July. Good beer and conversation required. Dancing optional.

Minnesota Natural History                3rd Monday Each Month
Lecture Series            Sept. - Nov. & Feb. - Apr.
Free - Students (any age) & Outdoor U members                 6:30 - 8:00 p.m.
$5 - Nonmembers, nonstudents

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 take place indoors. Check our 
website to see past topics or for updates for the 2014-2015 lecture schedule.

In Depth    Looking for more details about topics in this issue?

The Overprotected Kid, by Hanna Rosin, The Atlantic, March 19, 2014
Introduction to Creating Time-Lapse (video), Cody Groen, digitalcommons.csbsju.edu
The Cornell Lab of Ornithology, allaboutbirds.org
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