
“When you change the way you look at things, the 
things you look at change.” 

 — Max Planck

Red-Tailed Hawk  Jon Nelson creativecommons.org
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Naturally Refreshing!
This past summer it was inspiring to see a record 
number of visitors enjoying our trails and the 
out-of-doors. We all know the health and mental 
value that being in nature provides us at any age. 
Through decades of research we know being in 
a natural environment has a number of positive 
benefits; for example, it has been shown to 
• Reduce blood pressure, muscle tension,       

and stress
• Improve mood and reduces depression
• Improve immune function
• Improve short-term and working memory, and
• Reduce inflammation.

These research results could be summed up as 
follows: nature makes us happier and healthier!

Now that winter is here, this list of benefits may be 
even more important. My challenge to all of us—
including me—is to embrace the beauty and joys 
of our Michigan winters and continue the healthy 
habit of letting Mother Nature take care of us. I know many of you enjoy winter; maybe it’s 
even your favorite time of year. Others, like me, tend to “make the most of it.” This year, I 
am changing that thought process—being outside this winter is WONDERFUL! Along with 
the benefits listed above, research reported in a recent Reader’s Digest article noted that 
being outdoors in the cold:

• Improves brain function, helping us think more clearly
• Burns more calories 
• Is good for our skin
• Increases “brown fat,” which boosts our metabolism, and
• Kicks our immune system into gear to help fight infections.  

So, I’d like to pass along a bit of advice, a saying I hadn’t heard until Sara Syswerda 
enlightened me: remember, there is no such thing as bad weather, only bad clothing 
choices. It seems this is a version of an original quote attributed to Alfred Wainwright, but 
I like Sara’s version better. I’ve already taken her advice and enjoyed several recent hikes; 
the fact we’ve had quite a mild winter so far has helped. So, I encourage you, even if you 
can’t hike the trails, come sit on our deck, enjoy the view, and take a deep breath of clean, 
cold air, and after you are done, stop inside to say hello, or I might even put my coat on 
and join you!

Michelle Skedgell, Executive Director
Headed out for a walk...

Some beautiful areas you can see by walking less than a half mile from the Institute!
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Local Conservation Efforts
Surviving Winter in Your Sleep
Winter is a difficult time for animals; while food resources are 
limited, staying active in the cold requires more energy. A variety 
of strategies and adaptations help animals survive, including 
possessing dense coverings of fur or feathers, migrating 
to warmer climates, burrowing underground to find milder 
temperatures, and hibernating. 

Hibernation refers to various processes by which vertebrates 
go through extended periods of inactivity through the winter. 
These processes include lowering body temperature, reducing 
heartrates and breathing, and minimizing brain activity. 
Hibernation lessens an animal’s need for food, increasing the 
likelihood of survival when food resources might be limited. 
While it certainly has its benefits, there are also challenges to 
spending winter this way. Going into, staying in, and coming out 
of hibernation all require adaptations in the body’s chemistry 
and in behavior. Managing wastes in the body while inactive is 
challenging. Storing enough food either inside the body as fat or 
outside the body in caches requires work and lots of eating in the 
fall. Additionally, if a predator finds a hibernating animal, there is 
no way for it to defend itself or escape the predator. 

In Michigan, one of the creatures with the longest hibernation is 
the meadow jumping mouse. These mice are commonly found 
near wetlands, including at the Institute, and typically eat seeds, 
berries, and insects. They are distinguished by two unique 
characteristics: one is their ability to jump up to three feet in 
distance, and the other is their long hibernation. Meadow jumping 
mice typically begin hibernation in late-September or early-
October and remain in hibernation until mid-April to early-May.  

The most famous and largest hibernators are bears, particularly 
black and grizzly bears. Bears don’t enter a state of hibernation 
quite as deep as many of the smaller creatures; it is still possible 
to rouse them during the winter. In addition to being the largest 
of hibernators, bears also give birth during this period. Bear cubs 
are typically born in late January or February. Mother bears come 
out of hibernation and raise their internal temperatures to help 
keep the babies warm and cared for. However, they won’t leave 
the den to eat, drink, or eliminate wastes for months until things 
warm up in the spring. Mother bears and their young emerge in 
April when food resources are more available, and the cubs have 
already undergone significant growth and development.

The meadow jumping mouse spends over half of the year in hibernation!  
J.N. Stuart creativecommons.org

An alternative 
to hibernation is 
torpor. Instead 
of remaining in 
hibernation all 
winter, some 
animals will 
lower their body 
temperatures 
and metabolism 
for periods of 
hours within a 
day, most often 
at night or in the 
day during storms. 
Some birds will 
regularly go into 
torpor, including 
mourning doves, whippoorwills, and hummingbirds. However, 
most birds only enter torpor during severe weather because they 
are so vulnerable to predators when in torpor. The exception is 
the hummingbird, which will do it at night year-round to conserve 
energy when they cannot go out to seek food. 

While it is commonly referred to as hibernation, turtles, frogs, 
and other reptiles and amphibians don’t actually hibernate; they 
go into brumation. As cold-blooded animals, they have much less 
internal control of their metabolic rates. They simply slow down 
to a point where they can’t move and metabolic systems slow 
or stop. Many 
of the reptiles 
and amphibians 
in Michigan do 
have unique 
adaptations for 
survival. Among 
the most unique 
is the wood frog. 
As it gets cold, the 
wood frog will bury 
itself in leaf litter. 
Ice will form inside 
the frog’s body 
between tissues, 
but the wood frog’s liver produces a concentrated sugar solution 
that enters each of the cells, preventing ice from forming inside 
the cells and rupturing them. This remarkable adaptation allows 
them to freeze solid over the winter (like a frogcicle!) but then 
thaw out and continue about their way in the spring. 

While out at the Institute this winter, look around and imagine 
all the creatures that are hiding just out of sight. They might be 
weathering the winter in a burrow, buried in mud, or even just 
hiding under some tree roots and leaves, saving up their energy 
until winter is over.

A frozen wood frog!
 Jan Storey, National Science Foundation

Check out this hummingbird in torpor! 
       arabellasunga creativecommons.org 



Cedar Creek Scenery
Enhance Your Home Garden with Native Plants
While the final hours of winter come to an end, the first seeds of spring will be sown in the Institute’s greenhouses in preparation for 
the annual Native Plant Sale. Many of the seeds have been stratifying in cold-moist conditions through the winter and will soon begin 
germinating. Within a few weeks after planting, we will see the first cotyledons emerge, and the greenhouses will begin booming with life.

If you enjoy observing flora and fauna of 
natural areas, consider encouraging them 
to come to your home by enhancing your 
gardens and property with native plant 
species. Native plants in landscaping 
can promote a flush of biodiversity by 
providing numerous benefits to local 
insects, pollinators, birds, and other 
animals. Native forbs and grasses provide 
essential sources of nectar and pollen for 
insects, bees, and butterflies. Planting a 
variety of flowering species in varying colors and bloom seasons is helpful in creating a well-balanced diet for pollinators all season long. 
Additionally, birds benefit from the flush of insect activity in the summer months and rely on the rich seeds through the fall and winter. 

Not only do native plants support the local fauna, they also perform excellently in comparison to other non-native horticultural plants. 
Native plants are specially adapted to our local climate and can perform well in a variety of soils. Additionally, they require less frequent 
watering and no fertilizers. Also, native species are resistant to most pathogens, diseases, and insect blights that can adversely affect 
non-native horticultural varieties and can be costly to treat. 

This year the Institute is providing a suite of Michigan native wildflowers and grasses that will perform well in full sun, full shade, and 
moist to dry environments. Please check the available species list on the Institute’s website. The drive-thru plant pick-up will be held 
Saturday, May 22 from 8 am – Noon. The final day for pre-sale orders is Friday, May 7. 
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Seeing the Forest for the Trees
Michigan forests are home to approximately 100 different tree species. While leaves are the obvious choice for tree identification, there 
are more characteristics available year-round and become especially important for winter naming. 

• Bark can be really difficult to learn because the bark of many trees changes in 
appearance as it ages. But a few trees are easily recognizable by their bark. Black 
cherry bark is dark and scaly with upturned edges, resembling “burnt potato 
chips.” The bark of shagbark hickory seems to peel away in large, flat, curving 
plates, giving it a “shaggy” appearance. Musclewood bark is smooth and gray with 
distinctive folds that resemble muscles.

• Trees with opposite branching, their branches grow directly opposite each other on 
their stem, easily narrow down choices to maple, ash, dogwood, or horse chestnut. 

• Looking at leftover seeds and tree buds can be very helpful. Bright red berries of 
winterberry and hawthorns are a burst of color in the dead of winter. Red maple’s 
short, button-like, reddish buds distinguish them from the pointy, bullet-shaped 
buds of the sugar maple. Trees with acorns and clusters of “end” buds are one of 
several oaks. 

• Although leaves are not great for identifying many trees in winter, conifers 
generally hold their leaves all year-round. The most common is the northern 
white cedar, which is easily identifiable as the only conifer with flattened, scaly 
needles. Red pine needles are 3 – 4 inches long and grow in bundles of two, while white pines spell out their name in their long, 
smooth needles that grow in bundles of five—the same number of letters in W-H-I-T-E. Tamaracks are the only needle-bearing 
tree that lose their many clustered, short-branched needles in the winter.

• Habitat is another characteristic to consider. A pine tree growing on a dry, sandy plain probably is a jack pine. A non-needled, 
deciduous tree growing in a swamp is likely a black ash or elm. A lowland spruce is consistently a black spruce while a white 
spruce prefers uplands.

• When learning to identify trees, start with the most common ones first. In Michigan those include sugar maple, red maple, 
northern white cedar, red pine, white pine, northern red oak, quaking aspen, bigtooth aspen, black cherry, and hemlock.

Just a few of the beautiful native wildflower plants that will be available at the sale.

A chickadee taking a rest in a northern white cedar.
woodswalksandwildlife creativecommons.org
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Supporting the Mission

Thank you, ScienceStrong Donors! 
Thanks to donations* from the following donors, we raised over $32,000 for ScienceStrong! 

Douglas A. & Margaret E. DeCamp Foundation - $15,000 matching grant.

Summer is for Engineering
Summer is an ideal time for students to develop a passion for science and the environment, 
so we started planning new summer learning opportunities for students and families during 
the fall. Based on our experiences in 2020, we learned to think outside the box, developing 
programs that lend themselves to both in-person and virtual formats. 

To aid in this effort, we applied for and received a grant from the Wilson H. Craig, Jr. Fund at the 
Barry Community Foundation, so we can buy engineering and tinkering kits for students. These 
kits will allow us to help students learn new science content through hands-on building projects. 
They can learn how real-world scientists are using things like automation and robotics to help 
them gather information about the natural world. 

These engineering and tinkering kits will be used for free family programs in June, July, and 
August. If it is safe to do so, these programs will be held in person at local libraries and at 
the Institute, but, if necessary, they will be held virtually. Each student who participates in a 
program will have their very own kit to keep and tinker with. Be sure to check back in our summer newsletter to get more details on this 
cool opportunity for the young people in your life. Thank you to the Barry Community Foundation and ScienceStrong donors for making 
this opportunity possible!

John and Marshall Syswerda with their finished 
product from the “Walking Robot” engineering kit.
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Please register for all programs online at CedarCreekInstitute.org

Calendar of Events
February Storywalk Book: 
Winter Trees by Carole Gerber
Join a boy and his dog on a wintry nature walk as 
they use their senses of sight and touch to explore 
seven common trees not by their leaves but by 
their shape, buds, branching, and bark.
FREE

Virtual Stroll with Nature: 
How Much Can a Woodchuck Chuck?
Friday, February 12   10 – 11 am
Join us in learning about the world’s most well-known amateur 
meteorologist and spring weather forecaster—the groundhog!  Also 
known as woodchucks, whistle pigs, and land beavers, discover the 
secrets behind their shadows and reasons for their many names 
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 Pierce Cedar Creek 
Institute Community Program Manager Ellen Holste. This program is 
open to all ages but is geared towards families with preschool through 
elementary-aged students.
FREE

Pierce Valentine Dinners To Go with Virtual Program
Sunday, February 14  Dinner Pickups: Noon – 5 pm
Dinner Program: Love is in the Air (Literally) via “On Demand” with video link 
From penguins to swans, birds are some of the most faithful animals 
in nature—some even mating for life. In fact, the 
very first connection between St. Valentine’s 
Day and romantic love can be traced back to 
the 14th century English poet Geoffrey Chaucer, 
who compared human love to the mating rituals 
of lovebirds. Learn the many ways birds show 
affection for each other and how we can show 
our appreciation for our feathered friends by 
making them suet feeders to help survive Mother 
Nature’s “cold shoulder.” All dinner guests will receive the materials 
and recipes to make their own suet feeders and be guided through the 
process with video instructions picked up with their Pierce Valentine 
Dinner To Go. Dinners must be ordered by Tuesday, February 2 at 5 pm. 
Visit CedarCreekInstitute.org to view the menu and place your order.

Science Storytime: Tracks in the Snow
Friday, February 19   10:30 – 11:15 am
Hear stories, sing songs, and engage in play and hands-on 
activities while learning about the many animals that are active during 
Michigan winters and the tracks and other signs they leave behind in 
this storytime hosted by the Hastings Public Library and Pierce Cedar 
Creek Institute. This storytime will be live-streamed through Zoom and 
Facebook Live, so you will have an opportunity to interact with and ask 
questions of the Hastings Public Library Youth Services Librarian Paige 
Brandli and Pierce Cedar Creek Institute Community Program Manager 
Ellen Holste. Although open to all ages, this storytime is recommended 
for toddlers through elementary-aged students.
FREE

Management for Reptile and Amphibian Survival: 
Virtual Herpetology Conference
Friday, February 26   10 am – 3 pm
Today reptiles and amphibians are among the most 
vulnerable species on earth with one out of four species 
at risk of extinction. Join us in learning from local 
herpetologists and scientists about the threats that face our 
scaled and smooth skinned-friends and what we can do to 
help them survive.
FREE

Conference Schedule
10 – 10:15 am: 
Introductions

10:15 – 10:45 am: 
David Mifsud, Herpetological Resource and Management

10:45 – 11:15 am: 
Dr. Jim Harding, Michigan State University

11:15 – 11:45 am: 
 Dr. Ellen Haynes, Wildlife Epidemiology Lab at University of Illinois

11:45 am – 12:15 pm: 
Yu Man Lee, Michigan Natural Features Inventory

12:15 – 1:15 pm: 
Lunch Break

1:15 – 1:45 pm: 
Dr. Bruce Kingsbury, Purdue University Fort Wayne

1:45 – 2:15 pm: 
Dr. Jennifer Moore, Grand Valley State University

2:15 – 2:45 pm: 
Dr. Fred Janzen, W.K. Kellogg Biological Station, MSU

2:45 – 3 pm: 
Wrap-up and Discussion

Be a Winter Wildlife Detective: Virtual Animal Track 
and Skull Identification Workshop
Saturday, February 20  10 am – Noon 
While the best trackers can follow wildlife any time of year, 
most of us need mud, sand, or snow to hold tracks and other 
animal signs, and winter—when snow is almost everywhere—
is a great time to sharpen your wildlife detective skills. Learn 
the features you need to look for to identify animal tracks and 
skulls, practice your identification skills with realistic tracks 
and skulls, and receive guides to continue learning and 
practicing long after the workshop. Space is limited; please 
register by February 14. Workshop materials can be picked 
up at the Institute February 15 – 19 or mailed to you.
Members $20  |  Non-Members $25
$15 for each additional family member 
$10 shipping charge (per address) 



March Storywalk Book:
We Are Water Protectors 
by Carole Lindstrom
Winner of the 2021 Caldecott 
Medal, this book takes the 
reader on a journey with a young 
indigenous girl as she reminds us 
we are all together on this Mother 
Earth and invites us to help protect 
its water.
FREE

Virtual Stroll with Nature: Over the Rainbow
Friday, March 5   10 – 11 am
The basic rainbow ingredients are simple—water and light—but 
they create something spectacular! Join us in discovering how 
rainbows form, where to find them, and how to make your own 
rainbow 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 Pierce Cedar Creek Institute 
Community Program Manager Ellen Holste. This program is open 
to all ages but is geared towards families with preschool through 
elementary-aged students.
FREE

Paint Your World: Watercolor Art Project
Saturday, March 6 – Monday, March 22 
March signals the 
end of winter and new 
beginnings with brilliant 
new colors “springing” 
all around us. Discover 
these spring awakenings 
and your own creativity 
with a watercolor 
creation during National 
Craft Month. Stop by 
the Visitor Center and 
pick up a kit containing 
a canvas panel and watercolor set with paints and a brush. Enjoy 
painting from the Institute’s new deck behind the Visitor Center 
or borrow one of our clipboards and head out on the trails. Kits 
will be available by the bathrooms at the southside of the Visitor 
Center from dawn to dusk.
FREE

Calendar of Events
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Please register for all programs online at CedarCreekInstitute.org

Virtual Lunch and Learn: 
The Up-tick of Michigan’s Ticks
Friday, March 12   
Noon – 1 pm
In recent years Michigan has seen an 
increase in the spread of tick species 
and tick-borne diseases, such as Lyme 
disease. In honor of National Tick 
Awareness Month, join Dr. William Miller, 
Assistant Professor of Biology at Calvin 
University, as he discusses his research that 
examines the relationships between ticks, 
wildlife, humans, and health. 
Members FREE  |  Non-Members $5 

Science Storytime: Water All Around Us
Friday, March 19   10:30 – 11:15 am
Hear stories, sing songs, and engage in play and hands-on 
activities while celebrating World Water Day (March 22) and 
learning about the importance of water in our daily lives in this 
storytime hosted by the Hastings Public Library and Pierce Cedar 
Creek Institute. This storytime will 
be live-streamed through Zoom and 
Facebook Live, so you will have an 
opportunity to interact with and ask 
questions of the Hastings Public 
Library Youth Services Librarian 
Paige Brandli and Pierce Cedar 
Creek Institute Community Program 
Manager Ellen Holste.  Although open to all ages, this storytime is 
recommended for toddlers through elementary-aged students.
FREE

Virtual Worm Composting Workshop
Saturday, March 27   10 – 11:30 am
Composting with worms, also known as vermicomposting, is a 
classic win-win situation. It is a convenient way to dispose of 
kitchen waste, provides 
rich soil for your garden 
plants, gives worms 
a “happy home,” is 
fairly inexpensive, 
and is relatively easy 
to maintain once you 
know how. In this 
workshop, you will 
receive a container of 
red worms and learn 
how to make and maintain your composter, what to feed your 
worms, and common mistakes made in vermicomposting. Space 
is limited; please register by March 21. Workshop materials can 
be picked up at the Institute March 22 – 26 or mailed to you.
Members $15  |  Non-Member $20
$10 for each additional family member 
$10 shipping charge (per address) 

Overlooking the Black Walnut Trail at the Institute.


