
“…Snow was falling,
so much like stars
filling the dark trees
that one could easily imagine
its reason for being was nothing more
than prettiness…”

― Mary Oliver, “Snowy Night”
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Out with the Old, In with the New….Kind of….
This newsletter covers both December 2020 and January 2021. 
There is so much that can be said about 2020 but doesn’t 
need to be. There is so much to think about for 2021—what will 
change, what will stay the same, what we have control over, and 
what we don’t.

As a reflection of what was and a contemplation of the new year 
before us, let me share a few thoughts:

• Our staff members and Board of Trustees have done an 
amazing job stepping up to the challenges COVID-19 have put 
before us, finding ways to safely continue our efforts to share 
the wonders and joy that nature provides. Through everything 
from our COVID-19 Preparedness and Response Plan to 
our efforts to create virtual programs and continue on-site 
stewardship efforts, we’ve worked to ensure the safety of our team and guests while 
continuing our mission to inspire appreciation and stewardship of our environment.

• Our work has been made less stressful and more fulfilling by the outpouring of support 
we’ve received from all of you! Through donations and well-wishes, we know we have 
dedicated members—more accurately, friends—who care about who we are and what we 
are all working to accomplish.

• Whether trying to understand climate change, a new virus, or the importance of 
biodiversity, science and data are important. And, just as important as science is, 
the ability to interpret and share that data with the public in an understandable way, 
allowing the public to make its own decision on what the data means, is possibly even 
more important.

• Despite what we face moving forward, we know we can garner the resources and make 
informed decisions to continue to make progress wisely and safely.

They say, this too shall pass, and, although I may agree with that saying a bit, I don’t 
want to think about what we are facing too passively. I’m optimistic for 2021, but I’m also 
realistic. There have been some very serious and sad outcomes from 2020, and there 
will be some very serious and possibly sad challenges for 2021. I just know all of us, as a 
team, will make it. Another saying comes to mind: the more things change, the more things 
stay the same. Our commitment to our members and supporters and our commitment to 
our mission of environmental education is constant!  And because of that, I look forward to 
2021 as a new year!

Note:  We will continue our electronic newsletter into 2021, publishing a new issue every 
two months. Thank you for understanding the need for this change, and we’ll certainly let 
you know when it makes sense to make another change.

Michelle Skedgell, 
Executive Director

Best wishes for a happy holiday season and our sincere 
appreciation for your support throughout the year!

From the Pierce Cedar Creek Institute Staff
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Local Conservation Efforts

Chickadee – A common and easy to identify bird. Notable for its two-tone call, they often travel 
in small flocks during the winter in all kinds of woodland and shrubby habitat. Sometimes these 
flocks will have multiple species in them, including woodpeckers and nuthatches. Hanging out 
together helps identify predators and can make it easier for them to identify food resources. 

Red-bellied woodpecker – Somewhat misnamed—they don’t have 
much of a red belly, but do have a red head; confusingly, they are 
not red-headed woodpeckers. These common woodpeckers can 
be seen throughout the year in urban and rural areas. In winter 
they will feed on insects that they can find, but they will also eat a 
variety of nuts like acorns and pine cones, as well as fruit. 

Great-horned owl – Known for their hoots, large size, and distinct 
feathered horns, these owls not only survive through the winter, 
they will lay their eggs and raise their young in late winter. Great-

horned owls prefer to reuse nests, often nesting in old hawk nests. Some nests will get used 
multiple times a year by both the owls and hawks in different seasons. 

Tree sparrow - A winter migrant, tree sparrows show up in 
Michigan in October to spend their winter here. They are easy 
to spot in the prairies around the Institute, looking for seeds 
from grasses and other weeds to eat. By the end of April, they 
migrate north back up to the northern edge of the boreal forest 
in Canada and Alaska to raise their young. 

American crow – The 
winter behavior of the 
crow is very striking. In 
the summer, crows mostly live in small family groups over 
territories. They cooperate together within the group, but 
it remains small. During the winter, crows flock together 
in huge groups, occasionally numbering in the thousands. 
The large groups help with protection from predators and 
for finding food resources.

Common Winter Birds at the Institute (or your backyard)
By December, the migrating birds have arrived in their winter home ranges. The yellow warblers, tree swallows, and many others have 
flown south and are enjoying the sunshine, warm weather, and abundant food in the southern United States, Central America, and even 
South America. Despite the loss of many of our most colorful birds, the Institute still supports a wide variety of birds throughout the 
winter. Some of these are year-round residents, living within a relatively small range throughout the year, while others are winter migrants 
to Michigan, living further north during the summer breeding season.

Most birds regularly found at the Institute throughout the year have some type of migration. They have a summer range for breeding 
and raising young and a different range for the winter that provides them the resources they need to survive. The primary reason birds 
migrate is to find food, and the ability to fly makes it easier to cover long distances. Many birds rely upon insects as their primary food 
source. Winter obviously makes it much more difficult to find the insects they need to survive. In fact, one way to think about many of 
our summer migrants is that they are tropical birds that migrate north for our brief summers to take advantage of the abundant food 
resources available in our fields and forests. 

Birds that stay through the winter need food sources that are easily available and provide enough energy. Primary foods include seeds 
of grasses, weeds, or even acorns or other nuts. Food can also include insects, though having a way to find and get at the hibernating 
insects is important. Woodpeckers are especially adept at locating and extracting larval insects under tree bark. Other birds, like hawks 
and owls, prey on small mammals or birds. Prey is often less abundant or harder to see than in the summer, but many mice, rabbits, and 
birds remain active and available through the winter. One last group of winter birds is waterfowl. They depend upon open water to provide 
food and safety from predators. Some species of waterfowl will stay around as long as there is open water. They will then move south 
only as far as they need to find open water. Again, in the spring, they migrate north as the ice breaks up.

For more information on these birds or any of the other birds in North America, check out the websites ebird.org and allaboutbirds.
org. You will find a variety of photos, recordings of calls, range maps, and other information. You can even find out what has been seen 
recently at the Institute and share your observations with other birders and scientists that are studying birds. 

Photos on this page creativecommons.org



Cedar Creek Scenery
Preparation is Key to Enjoying our Winter Wonderland
Winter is an especially great time to enjoy the outdoors at the Institute. Not 
only does winter offer a number of wildlife viewing opportunities from animal 
tracking in fresh snow to bird watching, it also provides the opportunity to 
explore the trails with some unique modes of transportation: cross-country 
skiing, snowshoeing, and sledding are all possible! In fact, when we receive 
6 or more inches of snow, the main trails are groomed for cross-country 
skiers. Snowshoes are available to rent in the Visitor Center: free for 
members and $5 for non-members.

There’s no shortage of activities to make those snowy hikes enjoyable, but 
it’s important to remember a few basic tips to keep your hike a safe one!

Watch the Weather: It’s easy to get complacent with watching the weather in West Michigan as it can often be unpredictable, but set 
yourself up for success by taking a look at the hourly forecast before you head out on the trails. This will not only limit your surprises by 
the weather, it will also give you an idea of how you’ll need to layer your clothing before leaving home.

Bring a Friend: Winter hiking poses additional slip hazards as well as potential for exhaustion or hypothermia. It’s a good idea to bring a 
friend or family member out to accompany you on a hike. The Institute’s trails provide a great chance to get out in nature without a lot of 
other people around, which also means that if you experience an emergency situation, it may take some time for someone to find you. 
Plus, it’s always a good idea to share your love for the outdoors with someone!

Layer Up!: Wearing the appropriate clothing for the conditions may be one of the most important aspects of having an enjoyable and safe 
wintertime hike. Layering is generally considered the best option when heading out for a hike because it allows you to adjust your level 
of comfort as you heat up or cool down. Wearing a wicking layer of clothing as a base layer is typically the best way to start the layering, 
then a wool or fleece layer on top of that suits well for colder days. Don’t forget a waterproof outer shell that serves not only to protect you 
from the precipitation, but also provides some wind protection. Make sure to wear comfortable waterproof boots as cold, wet feet will not 
only increase risk of hypothermia, they will distract you from the enjoyment of your natural surroundings.

As a reminder, the Institute does conduct a deer management program to help maintain a healthy deer herd and closes trails on the 
north side of Cloverdale Road from November 15 through January 2. Visitors are encouraged to wear the reflective vests available at the 
Visitor Center’s front entrance to help with visibility to area hunters and other guests while on the trails.

Enjoy your winter adventures and feel free to contact Stewardship Coordinator Mary Parr at (269) 721-4192 or 
parrm@cedarcreekinstitute.org with any questions on trail conditions or closures.
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All dressed for the weather! Volunteer Barbara VanDyken leads a hike.

Southwest Michigan Watercolor Society (SWMWS) members will hold an exhibit of their recent watercolor 
paintings at the Institute December 2020 – February 2021. 

SWMWS was organized over 30 years ago and holds a monthly meeting at the Art Center of Battle Creek. 
However, during the present pandemic, the group has temporally canceled their monthly meeting but continue 
to exhibit their work and have recently held an exhibit at Kellogg Community College in Battle Creek. 

The SWMWS artists are exhibiting their work in combination with several painters 
who have exhibited in the previous show at Pierce Cedar Creek Institute. The 
focus of this exhibit is the many creative and diverse themes found in painting 
and the vision and interpretation of the artist reflected in their work. 

The following SWMWS artists are represented: 

Julie Chapman   Avna Jungen
Ken Dey     Joanna Learner
Kathleen Doyle   Valli McDougle
Janice Garrett   Kimiko Peterson
Christine Hartzell   Charlotte Stevens
Susan Heeres   Fran Williams

Art Exhibit—Southwest Michigan Watercolor Society

Milkweed in Bloom 
by Charlotte Stevens

Exquisite Feathered Flock
by Valli McDougle
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Supporting the Mission

A Time and Place for Remembrance
Pierce Cedar Creek Institute is a special place for many people. It’s 
a place to connect with nature, to learn, and to meet new friends. 
Thanks to the Institute’s Memorial & Tribute Program, it’s also a place 
to remember the special people and events that give life meaning. 

For over a decade, the Celebration 
Garden, a native plant garden near 
Prairie View and The Play Space, has 
grown into a beautiful testament of 
the many lives it represents. For those 
interested in commemorating a loved 
one or special event in a different way, 
the Institute now offers two types of 
memorial benches: rustic cedar benches 
on the trails and at the housing units 
and formal benches on the Visitor 
Center deck. 

A limited number of benches are 
available at this time. To learn more 
about sponsoring a memorial bench, 
visit CedarCreekInstitute.org/donate or contact Development Director 
Cathy Hart-Jansma at hartjansmac@cedarcreekinstitute.org or 
(269) 721-4131 today.

Welcome, New Employees!
The Institute welcomed several new employees this year. Our New Human Resources and Hospitality Manager started in the spring and 
last month Facilities Manager Dillon Coss and Stewardship Coordinator Mary Parr joined the staff. Get to know them here!

Tracy, born and raised in Carson City, Michigan, is a natural fit at the Institute: “I would say I am pretty much a 
tomboy and love everything to do with the outdoors.” She worked in hospitality for 25 years and then transitioned 
into human resources. She moved to the area in October 2019 into a beautiful home in the woods on 25 acres. 
She is looking forward to learning how to manage her property and make it thrive. Nature 
means a lot to her: “Going into nature and being surrounded by its beauty gives me 
inspiration, and I fill with peace. I believe it is our obligation to take care of these lands 
because we are all connected.” 

Dillon is very excited to be the new Facilities Manager at the Institute. Prior to joining the Institute he worked 
in operations management, agriculture, and facilities management. Dillon and his wife Abby and three 
daughters moved to the area from central Indiana last year. They love the outdoors and enjoy fishing, hiking, 
boating, and taking care of animals. He is looking forward to learning about the Institute and using his skills 
to benefit the Institute, as well as being involved in the community: “To be able to be involved with a place that 
does so much to benefit the community is truly incredible!” Nature is also very important to Dillon. “To me 
nature means comfort,” said Dillon, “I have always felt more comfortable in the middle of the woods than in 
the middle of an office building.”

Mary describes herself as enthusiastic, hardworking, and curious. She grew up in Grand Rapids “exploring 
streams and fields, catching insects and observing mystery scat and animal prints.” She holds a B.S. 
in Natural Resources Management from Grand Valley State University and has worked for the Nature 
Conservancy in Minnesota and Nebraska and at a native wetland plant nursery in Maryland. She wanted to 
be the Stewardship Coordinator because she was impressed with the Institute’s collaborative partnerships 
and educational outreach program. “I love creating collaborating projects and events that ultimately connect 
people,” said Mary. She is especially looking forward to working to reintegrate wild rice with the Gun Lake 
Tribe. This project holds personal meaning for her; she is a member of the Sault Ste. Marie Tribe of the 
Chippewa Indians and has been on a journey of learning about her heritage.

Pierce Pick-Ups 
If you haven’t already, you really should try a Pierce 
Pickup! With Pierce Petites for smaller families and 
regular-sized entrees that feed up to six people, it’s the 
perfect meal for households of all sizes! New menu 
items are made available twice a month. We also have 
a special Holiday Menu with plenty of appetizers, pies, 
cakes, and cookies to choose from. 

Ordering is easy. Go online to view the Pierce Pickups 
menus and schedules and to place your order at 
CedarCreekInstitute.org or call us at (269) 721-4190. 

We’ll do the work for you, and you’ll get to enjoy a 
delicious Institute meal in the comfort of your own 
home. Plus, every time you order you 
support the Institute—it’s a win-win for all 
of us!
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Please register for all programs online at CedarCreekInstitute.org

Calendar of Events
December Storywalk Book: 
Ada Twist, Scientist by Andrea Beaty 
Follow one girl’s boundless imagination and 
curiosity in this month’s storywalk book. Journey 
through why, what, how, and when to embark 
on fact-finding missions and elaborate scientific 
experiments while discovering the value of thinking 
though problems and staying curious. 
FREE 

Virtual Lunch and Learn: Michigan in Transition 
Friday, December 11          Noon – 1:30 pm 
The state of Michigan has undergone numerous transformations over 
the years, but none as pronounced as the mere decades between 
1820 to 1900, when the vast forests covering the state almost entirely 
disappeared and human populations increased over 300-fold! Join Field 
Station Manager Matt Dykstra as he discusses this transition and what 
forces drove these drastic changes. This live talk was originally presented 
in February 2017. #Flashback Friday 
Members FREE  | Non-Members $5

Winter Break STEAM Grab and Go Activity Kits 
Saturday, December 19 – Sunday, January 3 
Stop by the Institute and pick up a free kit of fun, hands-on STEAM 
(Science, Technology, Engineering, Art, and Math) activities. 
FREE 

Virtual Creature Feature: Eastern Screech Owl  
Tuesday, December 29       10 – 11 am 
Escape the hustle and bustle of the holidays and enjoy a little learning 
and a lot of fun with a live animal program featuring Michigan’s eastern 
screech owl and Battle Creek Outdoor Education Center. Discover what 
makes these small birds of prey great nighttime hunters and masters 
of camouflage. This program will be live-streamed through Zoom and 
Facebook Live, so you will have an opportunity to interact with and ask 
questions of the speaker, Amy Cherry.   
FREE 

January Storywalk Book: 
Over and Under the Snow by Kate Messner 
Trek across a hushed, white landscape with a dad and daughter in 
this month’s storywalk book. Along the way discover a secret world 
of squirrels and snow hares, bears and bullfrogs, and the many other 
animals that make their winter home under the snow. 
FREE 

Virtual Lunch and Learn: Counting on Saving the Birds  
Friday, January 15             Noon – 1 pm 
Every year thousands of people of all ages look out their windows and 
starting counting—one, two, three, four—in an effort to protect our 
feathered friends. Join Lindsay Cain, Education Coordinator at Michigan 
Audubon, as she discusses the Great Backyard Bird Count, an important 
global community science project that takes place every February. Learn 
why it is important, how to get involved, and why the count was started 
from one of the organizations that initiated it! 
Members FREE  | Non-Members $5

Whoooooo Said That? Virtual Owl Workshop 
Saturday, January 16                 10 – 11:30 am 
While many birds leave Michigan for the winter, owls stay 
and “hoot” their way through the season looking for a 
mate and breeding, which makes winter the best time of 
year to see them! Learn the differences between common 
Michigan owls by sight and sound, discover what and how 
they eat with a hands-on activity, and practice owl calls with 
your very own owl caller to help you remember them. Space 
is limited. Please register by Friday, January 8. Materials 
for the virtual workshop can be picked up at the Institute 
Monday, January 11 – Friday, January 15 or mailed to you.
Members $20  | Non-Members $25  
$15 for each additional family member
$10 for each additional shipping address

Candlelight Trails: Under the Wolf Moon 
Saturday, January 23                 7 – 9 pm 
Take an evening to enjoy the quiet, peaceful sounds and 
sights of winter at night along candlelit trails. Choose 
between a half mile and a two mile trail loop, weaving 
through prairies, forests, and wetlands. Wrap up the 
evening with a grab-and-go snack and a take home activity 
kit. Please dress in layers, wear proper footwear for winter 
hiking, and respect social distancing guidelines. If weather 
conditions permit, a limited number of snowshoes will be 
available. This is a self-guided activity, but Institute staff 
will be present to answer questions. Participants must 
select one of the following start times when registering: 
7:00, 7:20, 7:40, and 8:00 pm. Space is limited to 50 
participants per start time. Pre-registration by Friday, 
January 22 is required. 
Members FREE  | Non-Members $5   
Snowshoe rental: Members FREE  | Non-Members $5 

Virtual Stroll with Nature: Moles and Voles 
Friday, January 29                 10 – 11 am 
Journey to the subnivean zone, a hidden world of tunnels 
under the snow! Discover how small animals, such as 
voles and moles, travel and survive all winter long through 
stories, hands-on activities, and suggestions for short 
“strolls” on trails or through your neighborhood. This 
program will be live-
streamed through Zoom 
and Facebook Live, so you 
will have an opportunity 
to interact with and ask 
questions of Community 
Program Manager Ellen 
Holste. This program is 
open to all ages but is 
geared towards families 
with preschool through 
elementary-aged students. 
FREE 

Just a cute little vole in the snow! 
Hanna Knutsson creativecommons.org 


