
Time in college goes by fast, especially when 
you skip the last year. The past three years 

of my life have shaped my future in ways I’m 
still discovering. Classes as a biology major were 
informative, friends are great, and my time in 
the Abbey Arboretum has been inspiring and 
much appreciated in the busy life of a college 
student. Looking back, the one piece of my 
college experience that has had the greatest impact 
upon my life and professional development is the 
incredible opportunity to work for Saint John’s 
Outdoor University (and I’m not just saying that 
because the editor was my boss). 

My job title, student office and marketing 
assistant, doesn’t sound exciting, but my work was 
so much more and each day was different than the 
last. I found that I never settled into a “routine” 
of any sort; the pace of work and the rhythm of 
Outdoor U would not allow it. A typical “day in 
the office” might include creating an ad for the 
Langlauf ski race, rushing off to a kindergarten 
winter exploration class, heading into the Abbey 
Arboretum to take photos of aspen logging, and 
finishing out the day serving maple syrup sundaes 
to college students, all in between attending classes 
and possibly doing a bit of homework. 

During my first semester as a student, I was 
called out of the office just as I was starting to 
become familiar with office work, to help with a 
prescribed fire. I was given a fire shirt, hard hat, 
a ten-minute crash-course, and then off I went 
to burn a prairie. Seeing restoration ecology up 
close and personal solidified my desire to work at 
the junction of land management and scientific 
research, and I’m eager to continue my studies in 
the field. You could say my love of working with 
Outdoor U was “sparked” early on.

Over the years, I’ve also been able to involve 
myself with all things maple syrup. From tapping, 
collecting and cooking, to all the behind-the-
scenes prep work, bottling and clean-up, I 
have a complete understanding of what the 
entire operation takes. That includes the forest 
management, promoting sugar maple trees 
throughout the years to ensure a healthy sugar 
bush. For the rest of my life spring time will always 
be maple syrup season and a time to remember 
the Outdoor U community and the sweet lessons I 
have learned along the way. 

In summer 2016 I stayed on campus to work 
for Outdoor U. I made some of my closest friends 
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“Some people have told me that Saint John’s and the Abbey Arboretum grab ahold of 
you and never really let you go...” 

Helping with a prescribed burn in the Abbey Arboretum is just one of 
the extra-ordinary duties of the student office and marketing assistant. 
Graduating senior, Dan Beyer, had is love of Outdoor U “sparked” early on. 
Outdoor U Archives.

One of the highlights working at Outdoor U was meeting and working with 
the other student staff, including his “replacement” office assistant, Allison 
Lewandowski. Working together on projects is great, but even better is 
passing the baton on finding the “best” places to explore in the Abbey 
Arboretum. Dan Beyer.



at work that summer, and we have had an untold number 
of adventures and shenanigans. These friendships have led 
to adventures climbing in Utah, trekking in Patagonia, or 
seeing Trampled by Turtles backstage at a music festival – 
none of which would have been possible without my time 
and friends from Outdoor U. 

There is the time we convinced Eleanor (collegebound 
coordinator) that dark cranberries exist (hint, they’re 
raisins), doing everything I could to use puns and wit to 
pester Hannah (student naturalist) into laughing as we sat 
by Lake Sag, or the lazy summer evenings spent wandering 
the restored prairie in silence, chasing fireflies and counting 
stars. It’s these laughs, these memories and these people 
that will stick with me for decades to come.

Most recently I’ve had the chance to meet and work 
with the up-and-coming student office and marketing 
assistant. I see similarities in Allison and myself at the 
beginning of our journeys at Outdoor U: both of us 
ambitious and eager to learn, yet overwhelmed by the 
number and diversity of tasks. Three years ago if you had 
asked me to identify big bluestem, use Photoshop to edit 
images, what the standard length of a logged tree was or 
where dragonflies go in the winter, I would have been at a 
complete loss. My short three years with Outdoor U has 
not only given me skills and knowledge related to nature, 
but they have opened my mind to the deeper connections 
present in our natural world. I can only hope Allison feels 
the same when she is preparing to leave this place in a few 
years. Outdoor U has ignited my passion and drive to be a 
curious and lifelong learner.

I have built a deep connection to the Abbey Arbo-
retum and my home at Saint John’s over the past three 
years. Walking through the woods, I know where to find 
the clay pits where the bricks used to build the Quad were 

formed, the site of the original sugar shack, the old down-
hill ski hill with the greatest view of Pine Knob or even 
the black walnut stand lost to the monastery for fifty years 
until it was found by former land manager Tom Kroll, with 
the help of a peculiar looking squirrel with a tale to tell (as 
the story goes). The Abbey Arboretum and the countless 
walks with co-workers and professors has provided me the 
greatest classroom of my entire life. 

The hundreds, if not thousands, of unique experiences 
I have had over the years helped to prepare me for where 
I am going: as a professional, friend, parent and life-long 
learner. I now have experience working for a non-profit 
organization, hands-on time in land management and 
conservation, outdoor education skills and even some 
graphic design and advertising (as my job title alludes). 

Some people have told me that Saint John’s and the 
Abbey Arboretum grab ahold of you and never really 
let you go, and that I will always be drawn back to the 
towering pines and swaying prairie grasses in the shadow of 
the Abbey bell banner. While I am off to new and exciting 
adventures as a forest technician in Wyoming, the time 
I’ve had, skills gained and memories made working for 
Outdoor U will stick with me forever. Words will never do 
it justice, but I am so incredibly grateful for the invaluable 
opportunity to call myself a member of the Saint John’s 
Outdoor University family. 

Dan Beyer is a 2018 graduate of Saint John’s University 
and was a student office assistant at Outdoor U. While we were 
shocked to learn that Dan would be graduating a full year early, 
we were not terribly surprised that he could do so. His work 
ethic, passion for the outdoors, adventurous spirit and incredible 
pun-machine have served us well and will be sorely missed.
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Friendships among the student staff at Outdoor U often blossom during summer employ-
ment, leading to many great outdoor adventures and “shenanigans.” Dan Beyer.

When pictures of the ski trail conditions or abbey logging operation are needed, or 
when the eagles are nesting or light on the falling snow is just right, who better than 
the student office assistant to send on an adventure to capture it all? Outdoor U 
Archives.



The new fellow is from North Carolina and she really 
likes bugs,” were the first words we heard from Sarah 

Gainey about the new environmental education fellow two 
summers ago. Ashley Walker was the fellow at Outdoor U 
from June 2016 to June 2018. 

One of the first tasks for the fellow is to familiarize 
themselves with the Abbey Arboretum. As student 
naturalists we went on countless hikes with Ashley that 
first summer and she would pick up beetles, point out 
bees and catch flies (and then release them back to nature). 
Did we mention she could sometimes classify these insects 
down to their order? 
We both gained 
a much greater 
appreciation for 
insects while Ashley-
the-entomologist was 
here. Her love for insects was so strong that she even wrote 
curriculum and taught an insect pinning class. 

Ashley has taken many of us on an imagination-rich 
journey to discover the magnified world of hidden and 
unexpected beauty of insects while opening our eyes 
to the fascinating interconnections we have with these 
incredible creatures. Entomology, like other life sciences, 
satisfies our need for knowledge and curiosity about nature 
while providing us with important information about 
environmental issues. 

Ashley wrote curriculum for two summer library 
programs: Nature Olympics and Animal Architects. Her 
creative nature and innovative  
spirit helped both of these pro-
grams be informative yet exciting 
for the kids who attended. From 
spider web crafts with paper plates 
to using big Jenga blocks to create 
a beaver lodge, Ashley developed 
clever ways for kids to learn about 
nature.

One of the most important 
roles of the fellow is teaching field 
trips and Ashley was completely 
in her element whenever she was 
around kids. She is a very organized 
person and often seemed to be one 
step ahead of all of us (including 
Sarah at times!). Ashley worked 
closely with Sarah to help change 
some of the curriculum for these 
field trips so that it was better 

adapted to the students’ needs. We all worked together last 
summer to help create a new modified route for some of 
the field trips. 

As fall turned to winter and spring, Ashley quickly 
learned all there is to know about maple syruping at Saint 
John’s. Growing up in North Carolina, Ashley had never 
seen maple syruping or snow until she came to Minnesota! 
Yet she capably taught students about the physiology of 
sap flow and the science of sledding. The pure joy and 
surprise displayed on her face as she went sledding for the 
first time is one that we will never forget. Ashley brought 

many great qualities 
to the fellowship at 
Outdoor U and she 
helped us learn a 
bit more about life 
along the way. 

Mentorship opportunities are often emphasized to 
students at both a professional and personal level, but 
rarely are they manifested with such a strong, nurturing 
force. As the fellow Ashley was a mentor for not only 
preK-12 students and colleagues, but most especially for so 
many CSB and SJU students. The scope of college students 
touched during Ashley’s two-year fellowship is incredibly 
wide: teaching first year biology labs during the maple 
syrup season, leading a Collegebound group or the Ghost 
Ranch spring break trip, or even instructing one of her 
insect pinning workshops. 

We understood her mentorship best through the  
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Outdoing environmental education fellow Ashley Walker is in her element leading kids and teachers across the boardwalk on 
a field trip in the Abbey Arboretum. Jill Adelman-Weis.

Not Your Ordinary Educator    Ella Grote ‘18 & Hannah Weis ‘19

continued on page 4

“Ashley saw more talent and ability within us than we saw in 
ourselves and helped bring it out of us as educators.”



lens of student naturalists teaching the Outdoor U  
preK-12 curriculum. Student naturalists can be a strange 
hodgepodge of people. Most of us are nature geeks, some 
of us are aspiring teachers, others are biology nerds, and 
a few are still pretty clueless about what it means to be a 
college student. But all of us in some fashion are budding 
educators and require the support and empathy of a 
positive mentor. Teaching children is hard and teaching 
them outside is even harder. So as student naturalists, we 
often make a lot of mistakes, especially starting out. 

But whenever Ashley got the chance to observe one 
of our classes, she always had something uplifting and 
constructive to say about how we structured a certain 
activity or handled a difficult situation. More times than 
not, Ashley saw more talent and ability within us than we 
saw in ourselves and helped bring it out of us as educators. 
Her warm demeanor and patience are consistent indicators 
of her exemplary mentorship. It was incredible watching 
her teach. She always holds herself with such strength and 
confidence. 

Ashley was like an older sister to both of us throughout 
her time here at Outdoor U. She offered advice on inter-
esting classes to take at CSB/SJU, told us her favorite book 
she most recently read, and swapped teaching strategies 
with us. We both agree that her knowledge of insects has 
helped us to respect and understand bugs more. Ashley 
also always told us that it is normal to not have our lives 
after college figured out as we discussed graduate schools, 
classroom teaching and outdoor jobs. We learned many 
lessons from Ashley over these past two years and she has 
left a lasting impact not only on Outdoor U, but on both 
of us as well.

The most successful fellows at Outdoor U are the ones 
that incorporate their own experiences and passions into  
 

their work. Their overwhelming enthusiasm for their  
projects is reflected in their willingness to commit the 
necessary time and energy to see them through to the 
outcomes they had envisioned. Because of this Ashley’s 
legacy at Saint John’s Outdoor University will persist 
through her passion for entomology and love for teaching 
children outdoors. 

For that and so much more, we are grateful and we 
wish Ashley the best on her next adventure teaching kids in 
North Carolina.

Ella Grote is a 2018 graduate of the College of Saint Bene-
dict and was a student naturalist at Outdoor U. Hannah 
Weis is a senior biology major and secondary education minor 
and is also an Outdoor U student naturalist. Both worked closely 
with Ashley Walker during her two years as the environmental 
education fellow. Counted among the list of things they learned 
from Ashley are:

• Don’t get a puppy while in college;
• The eyes of a jumping spider are really cute;
• Be confident in yourself and your abilities;
• Practice empathy towards all living creatures;
• Always check twice to make sure you have your keys 

and coffee mug before leaving the office.
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Student naturalists learned firsthand from Ashley’s confidence as an educator, even as 
she was learning about both winter and maple syrup for the first time herself during her 
two years in Minnesota. Jenny Kutter.

As the environmental education fellow, Ashley Walker developed curriculum for Outdoor 
U library programs, including Animal Architects and Nature Olympics. In most all her 
teaching, she incorporated her love of entomology and taught many how to love insects. 
Hannah Weis.



One of the key elements of the mission 
of the Abbey Arboretum is to 

“provide opportunities for education and 
research.” These 2,944 acres surrounding 
Saint John’s University provide a unique 
landscape for learning and are an active 
laboratory for research and inquiry. 
Current research projects bring faculty, 
staff, students and citizen scientists 
together in a quest for greater depth of 
knowledge about a variety of topics. 

Measuring the genetic diversity of eastern 
white pine trees 
Dr. Katherine Furniss (CSB/SJU biology department)
Sophia Buysse ‘20, summer research fellow

While native to the central Minnesota 
region, eastern white pine (Pinus strobus) 
was not identified in an 1856 survey of 
the Abbey Arboretum lands. Dr. Furniss’ 
study hypothesizes that all the eastern 
white pines in the Abbey Arboretum were 
planted from a small seed 
source and thus have low 
genetic diversity. This summer 
the research team will map 
the eastern white pine trees in 
the Abbey Arboretum, collect 
needles, extract DNA, amplify 
DNA loci and perform frag-
ment analysis to determine 
the genetic diversity. If needed 
the results of this work will 
be used to develop a plan for 
increasing the genetic diversity 
of eastern white pine in the 
Abbey Arboretum (adapted 
from CSB/SJU biology 
website).

Assessing the impacts of understory vegetation manage-
ment techniques in promoting oak seedling growth
John Geissler  (Abbey land manager / Outdoor U director)
Thesis project for Master of Science in natural resources science and 
management 

This survey investigates the impact of placing weed 
mats coupled with annual hand release around oak 
seedlings under varying degrees of canopy cover.  The 
results will be useful for guiding future oak management 
at Saint John’s Abbey Arboretum and to regional private 

landowners interested in treatments to 
improve success with oak regeneration.

Saint John’s Big Birding Day
Kyle Rauch (Outdoor U environmental education 
coordinator)
Citizen scientists and birding enthusiasts collecting 
annual bird siting data.

Since 2004 expert birders and citizen 
scientists have been gathering at Saint 
John’s to document as many species of 
birds they can on a May day during peak 
spring migration. This year 108 species 
were found including a first time siting of 
a Virginia Rail (Rallus limicola). Long-term 
data sets, particularly of indicator species 
like birds, help us keep our fingers on the 
pulse of ecosystem health. 

Abbey Arboretum Wildlife Studies
Kristina Timmerman (CSB/SJU biology department)
Briana Lovao ‘19 and Ellen Munshower ‘19, 
summer research fellows

This study will have 
two goals: first, to continue 
documenting wildlife use of 
the Abbey Arboretum via 
remote camera traps. Cameras 
will be placed in areas where 
mustelids (otters, mink, and 
fisher, to name a few) have 
been documented in previous 
years. The goal is to obtain 
further information about 
their spatial use and to use 
this information to establish 
a mark-recapture program in 
future years. The second goal 
includes trapping and marking 
painted turtles (Chrysemus 

picta) and documenting their use of lake shorelines 
(adapted from CSB/SJU biology website).

John Geissler is the Outdoor U director and Abbey land 
manager. These studies not only develop the skills of future 
scientists, but they ultimately improve our awareness, under-
standing, connection to and care of our local ecosystems. And 
both benefit the Abbey’s ability to manage this “landscape for 
learning” for generations to come.
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Not Your Ordinary Classroom     John Geissler ‘99

Faculty and student researchers have em-
barked on a study of the genetic diversity 
of the eastern white pine in the Abbey 
Arboretum. Study results can help inform 
forest management decisions that promote 
population resilience. Katherine 
Furniss.

Student research fellows Briana Lovato (far left) and Ellen Munshower build traps 
for painted turtles and collect habitat data as they document the painted turtle 
population and their use of lake shorelines in the Abbey Arboretum. Kristina 
timmerman.
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Local rotary club volunteer rejoicing planting the wild 
orchard. Dan Beyer.

Many Hands Make Light Work     

A special thanks to David Paul Lange, OSB for creating our beautiful Abbey 
Conservation Corps logo (left). Volunteer at one of our upcoming workdays 

and earn a free t-shirt with the new logo!

Upcoming Projects:
• Acorn collection
• Buckthorn and barbed wire bust
• Conifer bud-capping
• And more!

Wild Orchard – May 5, 2018 
Over 50 volunteers planted, matted, caged, and watered 525 trees and shrubs 
(wild plum, hazelnut, crabapple, black walnut, shagbark hickory, white oak and 
cottonwood) on the north end of the solar panels.  
Impacts: solar panel visual screen for neighbors to the north, edible fruits and nuts 
for humans and wildlife, carbon sequestration and soil and water conservation near 
Steinbach Creek.

Pine Knob Entrance Restoration (old gravel pit) – May 31-June 1, 2018
Part 1: Conifer Planting
Over 2000 conifer seedlings (white pine, red pine, scotch pine, white spruce 
and norway spruce) have been planted, staked, protected from deer browse and 
watered. 
Impacts: age diversification of conifer forest stands, plant and wildlife habitat, 
carbon sequestration, soil and water conservation near Cichy Pond and aesthetics.  
This planting was completed in eight hours thanks to an outstanding crew!

Part 2: Extension of Oak Savanna Restoration
Prepared seed bed and seeded nine varieties of native grasses, thirty native forbs 
and fifty bur oak seedlings in a one-acre extension of the oak savanna.  
Impacts: restoring the rarest habitat in Minnesota, increasing native plant and 
wildlife biodiversity, reclaiming a disturbed site and aesthetics in this heavily used 
entrance to the Abbey Arboretum off the new athletic field complex.

Gravel Bed Nursery – June 5, 2018
Installed a ten-by-twenty foot gravel bed nursery (pea gravel with soaker hoses) to 
hold tree seedlings.  
Impacts: greatly increase flexibility of planting season, encourage fibrous root 
growth to improve seedling survival and showcase another tool for natural resource 
stewardship helpful for local landowners.

Join our volunteer workforce:   csbsju.edu/outdooru/events/volunteer

• Add your email to the volunteer list
• Sign up for one of our volunteer workdays

• Record your volunteer hours online
• Saturday workdays coming this fall

Naturalist, Hannah Weis ‘19, protecting the next gen-
eration of Saint John’s conifers. Jenny Kutter.

Land laborers, Nate Jordre ‘21 and Paul Wenner ‘19 
build the gravel bed nursery. John Geissler.



Tap Takeover @ ThirdStreet Brewhouse             Friday, August 3 
Good beer. Good food. Live music. Great community.                 4:00 - 9:00 p.m. 
Open to the public         thirdstreetbrewhouse.com
Outdoor U is storming the brewhouse and taking over the taps at our summer fundraising and community-
building event! Proceeds from tap sales support Outdoor U programs thanks to ThirdStreet Brewhouse. 
Food will be available for purchase from Smoke’n’Motion food truck. Mark your calendars and bring your 
friends and neighbors to Cold Spring on a Friday in August. Good beer and conversation required.  
Dancing optional.

Abbey Conservation Corps                      Wednesdays, Apr 15 - Nov 15
Wednesday Workdays                               1:15—3:30 p.m.

Join a new volunteer program to help with land stewardship efforts in the 2,944-acre Abbey Arboretum this 
season. Projects for this summer and fall may include acorn collecting, buckthorn and barbwire bust, and 
conifer bud capping. No experience necessary. Read more about the Abbey Conservation Corps on pages 
1-2. Watch for Saturday workdays to be scheduled this fall!

Coming this fall...
Collegeville Colors                 Sunday, October 14 
Where art and nature invite you for a walk.                             1:00 - 4:00 p.m.
FREE thanks to sponsorship by St. Cloud Subaru!
Spend the afternoon hiking in the woods of Saint John’s Abbey Arboretum as you enjoy the fall colors, 
artwork, live music, nature activities, and more along the Chapel Trail - rain or shine!

Banff Mountain Film               Thursday, November 15
Festival World Tour                            7:30 p.m.
Tickets on sale beginning September 17              Pellegrene Auditorium, SJU
Journey to exotic locations, paddle the wildest waters and climb the highest peaks. The Banff Mountain 
Film Festival World Tour begins immediately after the Film Festival held every November in Banff, Alberta, 
Canada. Attend one or both nights of inspiring films.

Member & Volunteer Open House                 Friday, Dec. 7
Invitiations will be mailed by early November            
Celebrate the holiday season with good food, entertainment and conversation with friends, new and old. 
Fundraiser valet service, silent auction and other opportunities to support Outdoor U and the Abbey Arbo-
retum at the best party of the year.

Save the dates...
Langlauf Nordic Ski Race   Sunday, Jan. 20
Ski & Spirituality Retreat   Friday - Sunday, Feb. 15-17
Maple Syrup Festival          Saturday, Mar. 30   

Get Involved    Saint John’s Outdoor University Saint John’s Outdoor 
University Staff:

John Geissler 
Saint John’s Outdoor U Director

Abbey Arboretum Land Manager
Sarah Gainey

Assistant Director
Envr. Education Coordinator

Kyle Rauch
Assistant Director 

Envr. Education Coordinator
Jenny Kutter

Department Coordinator
Editor, Sagatagan Seasons

Ashley Walker 
Environmental Education Fellow

Summer Student Staff:
Zach Fritz
Ella Grote

Louis Haupert
Nate Jordre

Sarah Minnehan
Olivia Rengo

Hannah Weis
Paul Wenner

Education 
Advisory Council:

John Benschoter
Alison Binsfeld
Mike Connolly
Sandra Cordie

Scott Daninger
Kari Dombrovski

Neil Franz
Troy Fritz

Lew Grobe, OSB
Dick Howard
Troy Knight

Maria Surma Manka
Jon McGee

Glenn Miller
Greg Miller, OSB

Stephen Saupe

Saint John’s  
Outdoor University

2346 Science Drive
P.O. Box 3000 

Collegeville, MN 56321-3000

Main Office: 
104 New Science Center

320.363.3163
OutdoorU@csbsju.edu

www.csbsju.edu/OutdoorU
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Can you name these common prairie flowers? Olivia Rengo
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