GARDEN CUR ATOR’S LE T TER

By Liz Heck, Garden Naturalist

By Susan Wilkins

I

t’s been a bright, beautiful and busy season at the
Wildflower Garden. With so many wonderful programs and projects unfolding this year, the Garden
continues to blossom and grow. I’ve made note of
a few program and project highlights below,
but this letter is primarily about thanking
so many of the dedicated people who make
the Garden a special place for all.

This season, a record number of special
programs on a wide variety of nature-focused
topics were offered and enjoyed by youth and
adults. These fee-based programs for school, scout and other
youth groups, as well as an array of specialized programs for
adults, were all offered on top of the Garden’s regular public
programming. Special thanks to Wildflower Garden staff,
including Wildflower Garden Program Coordinator Lauren
Borer; Garden Naturalists Tim Glenn, Jodi Gustafson,
Elizabeth Heck, Rebecca Horton, Kimberlee Hunter, Karen
Katz, Julia Manor, Tammy Mercer, Wes Nugteren, Ron
Spinosa and Diana Thottungal; and Wildflower Garden
Interns Kirsten Knappe-Langworthy, Dakota Sexton and
Ja-nel Thompson. Thanks to your hard work and dedication,
more and more people are learning about the beauty and wonders of the natural world.
I also want to thank the Friends of the Wild Flower Garden for
all that they do to sustain and nourish the Garden season after
season. In particular, I want to express my gratitude for the
Friends’ Student Transportation Grant Program. The project
makes it possible for schoolchildren in the Twin Cities to visit
the Garden by providing funds to subsidize their bus trip. For
many of these children, a chance to be in nature at the Garden
would not be possible without this support.
It goes without saying that the many volunteers here, whose
love for the Garden is evident every day, are an integral part
of the Wildflower Garden ecosystem! The shelter volunteers, legacy volunteers, preservation zone FIPAG volunteers
and special projects volunteers all contribute to making the
Garden the wonderful place and community resource that it
is. I don’t know what we would do without all of your support
and dedicated efforts. Thank you.
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I would also like to celebrate and thank two people with deep
ties to the Wildflower Garden who are moving on to new pursuits: MaryLynn Pulscher and Diana Thottungal. MaryLynn,
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Environmental Education Coordinator for the Minneapolis
Park and Recreation Board for the past 14 years, has taken a new
position within the Park Board, as the Community Engagement
Coordinator for Regional Parks.
MaryLynn has served as an amazing advocate and resource for
all things related to the Wildflower Garden during her time as
the Environmental Education Coordinator. Tackling big-picture
issues, leading the charge on new initiatives, supporting the work
of staff and volunteers and creatively finding solutions for problems large and small, she has always looked for ways to ensure
that the health and integrity of the Wildflower Garden endures.
Thank you, MaryLynn, and we look forward to working with you
in your new role!
Diana, who started out as a volunteer before joining the Garden’s
team of naturalists 12 years ago, has made tremendous contributions during her tenure. Like MaryLynn, her accomplishments
are too numerous to list in full here, but let me highlight a few of
them. Many of the projects that Diana has curated over the years
include inventories of various plant groups, such as the goldenrods and asters, not to mention the mosses, slime molds and fungi
of the Wildflower Garden. Documentation of these species, and
the associated guides, keys and other resources she has created,
will continue to be used and expanded, benefiting innumerable
people now and in the future.
More recently, she has been the lead instructor and program
developer for a suite of programs offered to students from the
University of Minnesota’s Osher Lifelong Learning Institute
(OLLI). These programs have been met with rave reviews. A
mentor to all of us here at the Wildflower Garden, Diana will
be missed, and we wish her the best in her retirement and look
forward to seeing her wandering Garden’s trails.
Moving on to project highlights, the bee inventory fieldwork
being carried out by entomologist Elaine Evans this season has
been completed for 2013. Over the winter, data will be compiled
and analyzed so it can be used to help educate visitors about the
types of bees found in the Garden and their importance to our
ecological systems. Look for an update on this project in next
spring’s newsletter.
And last but not least, the bridge and boardwalk project is
underway, thanks to the dedication and financial support of the
Friends of the Wild Flower Garden. The Cuningham Group was
selected and hired to work with the community, Friends of the
Wild Flower Garden and Park Board staff to design an ecologically sensitive, beautiful and enduring bridge and boardwalk in
the wetland area. As of late October, the concept plans for the
project were still in development. We will post periodic updates
about this project, including dates for community open houses,
on the Wildflower Garden’s homepage throughout the winter
and early spring.
One final note of thanks goes out to everyone, including all of the
Wildflower Garden visitors and supporters from afar. Each and
every person who walks through the Garden gates, or has a special
place in their heart for the Garden, helps make the Wildflower
Garden what it is. Thank you. n

A

n inventory of sedges found in the Garden
was completed this summer after several
seasons of work. Many common favorites
were observed, but there were also some surprises,
including the discovery of some rare species. If you
aren’t familiar with sedges, superficially, they resemble grasses and rushes with long, narrow leaves. Yet
sedges are distinguished from grasses and rushes
by three-sided stems called culms. Their flowers are
also structurally different from those of grasses and
rushes, and most blooms appear between April and
July, before many of the native grasses bloom.
Sedges grow in a variety of habitats nearly worldwide,
including wetlands, prairies and woodlands, and
were found in each of these environments within
the Wildflower Garden, too. The sedge family
(Cyperaceae) is quite large, with roughly 5,000 species. Nearly all of the 25 species found in the garden
in 2013 are in the Carex genus with one species in
the Scirpus genus. The lifespan of these plants ranges
from 10 years to over 150 years. A few of the garden
species, such as the bottlebrush sedge (C. hystericina)
and owl-fruit sedge (C. stipata), have disappeared in
recent years, perhaps due to the end of their lifespan.

S

edges are often under-appreciated perennial
plants. Their flowers are extremely subtle and
yet, after a bit of study, they become just as fascinating as the most showy bloom. They teach us to
look closely, and then again even more closely, as each
species has its own distinctive personality. Sedges are
an important component of the ecosystem, providing
habitat and food for wildlife and many other organisms. Deep, dense rhizomatous roots of many species
provide excellent erosion control, even in the most
challenging environments, such as riverbanks. And
their sensitivity to nutrient changes can serve as a clue
to adverse changes in their environment.
Exciting finds discovered during the inventory
include the soft fox sedge (C. conjuncta), which is on
the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources’ list
of threatened species; cattail sedge (C. typhina), currently on the DNR’s list of special concern; and Swan’s
sedge (C. swanii), which is not known in Minnesota
and is rare in Wisconsin. One of the sedges with the
most character is the Sprengel’s sedge (C. sprengelii),
with its large pendulous blooms shooting out in all
directions. (Look for it on a wooded hillside in the
fern glen.) For additional information regarding the
Garden’s sedges, stop by the Garden shelter, where a
key to help identify and locate sedges in the Garden
is available. n

—Liz Heck created the sedge inventory in collaboration
with Otto Gockman, a biologist with Midwest
Natural Resources.
Hairy Sedge, (C. hirtifolia) found along the
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