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Mussels— Don’t Forget the Little Guy 
by  Jodi Gustafson, MNA Newsletter Co-Editor 

 A passionate researcher and advocate for freshwater 

mussels, Mark Hove delivered a fast paced overview of mussel 

life cycles and unique adaptations at the 2010 Minnesota 

Naturalists Conference in Hudson, Wisconsin.  Mussels’ 

startling method of attracting fish rivals the lures of the most 

dedicated fisherman, and not for the purpose of consuming 

fish. Mussels attract fish in order to ensure a safe host for their 

tiny progeny, called glochidia. 

 

Mark is a research scientist who studies mussels in his 

basement lab at the University of Minnesota . In addition to his 

hours in the field cataloguing the distribution of mussels in 

Minnesota’s rivers, streams, lakes, and ponds, Mark’s lab 

boasts giant tanks where he studies the mussel life cycle and its 

unique interaction with fish. 

 

Unlike clams, which start filtering nutrients from the water 

from the beginning of their lives, mussels spend the first few 

years of their life as a parasite on a host organism – fish.  

Microscopic glochidia attach themselves to the gills of fish, 

where they consume the fish’s blood.  This temporary, 

parasitic life style ends when the glochidia is big enough to 

drop off.  It then settles onto the bottom of a river and begins 

its proper adult lifestyle of filtering nutrients out of the water, 

and moving around with an appendage called a “foot” that 

emerges from between the bivalve’s shells when it needs to 

move. 

 

What is the value of freshwater mussels? Economically, they 

produce pearls and buttons. NASA has studied freshwater 

mussel shells, which have a balance between hard and brittle. 

The tiles on the space shuttle also need to be hard but not 

brittle. Mussels clarify the water. In a study of water clarity in 

fish tanks, both of which had suspended particles, and one of 

which had mussels, the fish tank with the mussels was 

noticeably clearer after only thirty minutes. 

 

In This Issue: 

How do the glochidia find a fish to attach to?  Female mussels 

attract fish using three strategies. Glochidia broadcasters cast 

webs into the shallows, where fish go at night to escape larger 

fish.  The thin strands of the webs are full of glochidia. When 

the fish rub against the webs, the glochidia attach. 

 

Mantle weavers create small pieces of skin, which grows out 

beyond the valve of the mussel. The mantle waves gently in the 

water current, imitating a leech, or worm, or minnow. When 

the fish attacks, the lure disintegrates, and the glochidia are 

released to attach themselves to the fish’s gills. 

 

Conglutinate producers package their young in packets that 

look like food. For example, the fluted kidneyshell mussel 

creates a red, jelly- like packet that imitates almost perfectly a 

midge. This attracts darters, which, like terriers, are very 

inquisitive, with good eyesight for color. But when the darter 

attacks the faux midge, instead of a tasty meal, it gets covered 

in glochidia. 

 

The greatest diversity of freshwater mussels is concentrated in 

the southeast United States.  Fewer  species diversity is 

observed the further north you go.  Minnesota has 41 species of 

freshwater mussel, many of which are threatened, species of 

concern, or extirpated.  Conservation of mussels depends on 

their resiliency to bounce back from their threatened status. 

Dams, which slow water and causes sediments to settle on top 

of mussels, is a major cause of mussel decline.  Other causes 

include poor water quality, and invasive zebra mussels, which 

attach to freshwater mussels, starving them of food and 

oxygen. 

 

However, there is good news about mussels. Thanks to water 

quality legislation, and the reintroduction efforts of universities 

like Virginia Tech, mussels could be poised for a big 

comeback. 
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 The President’s Letter 
by April Rust, MNA President 

 The 2011 MNA Board met in January for the first 

time at a daylong board retreat at Dodge Nature 

Center in West St Paul. We spent the day getting to 

know one another while learning about board member 

and committee responsibilities. We signed up for 

committee roles and started making plans for the year.  

You may know past or current board members or have 

served on the board yourself, yet it’s still good to re-

visit who makes up the board and what we do. The 

basics: MNA’s board includes roles of president, vice 

president, secretary, treasurer, 2 newsletter editors/

info committee chairs, and up to 5 at large members. 

As for who’s currently in those roles, all you need to 

do is take a look at page 3 of this newsletter - there we 

are in each issue with names, roles, photos and contact 

information.  MNA has five standing committees as 

listed in our bylaws – Nominating, Program 

(conference), Information Network (newsletter/

website), Legislative, and Naturalist Training. We 

introduce ad-hoc committees when the board sees a 

new need or role. Current ad-hoc committees include: 

Environmental Stewardship and Scholarship, 

Membership, Field Trip and Events, Fundraising and 

K-12 Science Standards.  

As you may recall, MNA members voted for changes 

to our constitution and bylaws in 2007 that adjusted 

our board election schedule so that half of the board 

members would be elected each year instead of all 

members being elected every two years. The benefit of 

the new setup is that we always have a board with 

some connection to past boards while introducing new 

members and perspectives each year. As a board 

member in three different roles over the past seven 

years, I am excited to see the results of this change. 

While some board members like me can run again for 

new roles over time, there are always new people 

joining in to help frame who we are and what we do.  

This year’s board comes with some experience 

working together.  Although we’ve got some returning 

board members in new roles for the year, we only 

have two brand new board members. While this higher 

level of continuity between 2010 and 2011 boards is 

helping us jump in to the year with both feet and keep 

working on past 

initiatives fairly 

smoothly, it also 

brings some 

challenges.  One 

of the main 

challenges is to 

make sure that 

we don’t run on 

assumptions. It’s 

all too easy in a familiar setting to plan and 

communicate based on “the way things have always 

been”. We’ll be working to be careful to communicate 

clearly with one another on the board and with all of 

you and to track what we do to pass on to future board 

members.   

To start off that communication effort, this year we’ve 

got a lot of events and work that we want to keep you 

aware of and involved with as you’re able. Everything 

from our regular naturalist training events, field trips, 

and social events to our involvement with MAEE at 

the Midwest Environmental Education Conference in 

March and integrating MNA member opportunities 

and events into the NAI national conference in St. 

Paul this November.  Our newly designed website will 

be live soon and a new online membership 

management system will be up and running shortly, 

helping the board and the membership committee 

streamline communication with you and reach out to 

new members. 

Next year we’ll have five open spots on the board and 

three of the current members in those roles won’t be 

able to run for their same positions again since they’ll 

have completed the maximum two terms in the same 

role. That’s where you come in. We always need new 

people to throw their hat in the ring for the election 

and it’s not too early to start considering joining the 

board. We also are always in need of members like 

you to actively participate in MNA however you’re 

able. Renew your membership and attend MNA 

events, help plan MNA events, write a newsletter 

article or recruit colleagues to contribute articles, join 

a committee, or get in touch with me this year to say 

you want to join the board. We’d love to have you! 
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 The MNA Board 

NAI Update 
By Hallie Wunsch, MNA Vice President 

 As you know, the traditional November MNA 

conference is on hold this year to allow more of our 

members the rare opportunity to attend the National 

Association for Interpretation’s Annual Workshop in 

St. Paul on November 8 – 12, 2011.  The MNA 

conference planning committee will be gathering 

soon to start planning how we can integrate aspects 

of our usual conference throughout NAI and the 

year. We’ll be sharing those plans as soon as 

possible. In the meantime, here are a couple NAI 

National Workshop opportunities and deadlines we’d 

like to share. 

 

Student Scholarships Available  

NAI is offering competitive student scholarships for 

the NAI 2011 National Workshop in St. Paul, 

November 8 – 12.  Three scholarships are available 

for graduate students and two for undergraduate 

students. Scholarship amounts are $1,500. 

Applications must be received by April 15th. For 

more details see:   http://www.interpnet.com/

resources_interp/scholarship.shtml 

 

NAI Call for Proposals  

NAI 2011 will feature roughly 100 concurrent 

sessions in three tracks: programs, management, and 

media. To submit a proposal, visit: http://

www.interpnet.com/workshop/cfp_nai2011.html and 

download an application. We hope many MNA 

members will present and offer field trip experiences 

to help show off our work and centers here in 

Minnesota! 

For mailing addresses and 
more information visit the 

MNA website: 
www.mnnaturalists.org 

http://www.interpnet.com/resources_interp/scholarship.shtml
http://www.interpnet.com/resources_interp/scholarship.shtml
http://www.interpnet.com/workshop/cfp_nai2011.html
http://www.interpnet.com/workshop/cfp_nai2011.html
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 When I was young, I used to collect rocks. I inherited this 

trait from my father, who would collect anything of note found 

in the outdoors. Skulls, nests, eggshells, bones and other flot-

sam and jetsam lined the windowsills of our cabin.  A small, 

dried-up baby snapping turtle sat on the dashboard of our car, 

observing us with vacant eyes as we drove to piano lessons or 

hockey practice.  Being a touch more fastidious than my dad, I 

only collected artifacts that could be picked up without leaving 

behind remnants of themselves.  Rocks fit the description. 

 

Indeed, rocks are one of the easiest things to collect.  Head to 

any part of the world, and you are likely to find a rock small 

enough to put in your pocket and transport home.  For a young 

college student, they were also very affordable.   I collected 

rocks from the deserts of Utah, the beaches of Greece, and the 

coasts of Washington.  Each of these rocks I treasured, and 

when I looked at them, I could envision the different ecosys-

tems and habitats that had once been their homes.  Rocks began 

to line the ledges and windowsills of my home.  When I ran out 

of space on one sill, I moved to the next. 

 

Then I travelled to Hawaii. I was in a rock collector’s heaven, 

and so was my dad.  Lava rock as thin as glass, with swirls of 

color, almost like oil on water, stretched as far as the eye could 

see at Hawaii Volcanoes National Park.  Basalt, frozen in mo-

tion, twisted and turned in fascinating formations.  Even some-

one who didn’t collect rocks would be hard pressed not to slip a 

sliver of hardened Pahoehoe into their backpack.  For this rea-

son, the Park Service heavily emphasizes the importance of 

“Take only pictures. Leave only footprints.” in their literature 

and signage at Volcanoes National Park.  As they explain in 

their Junior Ranger Handbook (and yes, I religiously complete 

these handbooks at every park I visit, regardless of my age), 

“Rocks can tell stories of amazing eruptions, but only if we 

leave them where 

they fell or 

flowed”.  I took 

note…and so did 

my father.   

 

We left with 

memories, but 

with no rocks lin-

ing our backpacks.  

For me, who had 

always been a rock 

collector, often 

removing rocks 

from the earth 

which created 

them, I suddenly 

felt guilty.  Sure, 

that rock sitting on 

my desk at work is 

a reminder of the 

diversity of our earth, and a tool to use in teaching others, but 

did I need a whole windowsill full? And suddenly those rocks 

on my windowsill, though free of cost, were not free of conse-

quence.  How much more interpretive value could have been 

gained if that rock was found in the field, and not on a desk?  

 

In addition, the cultural importance of rocks to the people of 

Hawaii was hit home as we boarded the plane back to Minne-

sota.  After a delay in boarding our plane due to an overbooked 

flight (and no volunteers for travel vouchers), we sat on the 

tarmac for an additional two hours due to a mysterious me-

chanical problem.  The pilot gave updates; the flight attendants 

gave updates, and they, like we, sat waiting.  Then a gate atten-

dant made an announcement.   She respectfully requested that if 

we had taken any volcanic 

rocks from Hawaii, gate 

attendants would be col-

lecting it in the aisles.  

Perhaps then the volcano 

goddess Pele would allow 

us to leave.   

 

Sleepy heads turned to-

wards each other, quizzi-

cal eyes met.  Did we just 

hear her correctly? Re-

gardless of our beliefs on 

the matter, to this Hawai-

ian gate attendant, the 

sacredness of rocks was to 

be taken seriously.  Even-

tually we took off, though 

to my knowledge, no 

rocks were produced.  I 

have never spent a flight 

in quite such an anxious state, convinced as I was that it might 

be my last. For I knew my father had taken a few rocks from a 

beach outside of Volcanoes National Park, and that they were 

now sitting in the underbelly of the plane.   

 

I learned my lesson on an island in the Pacific. I have only 

fallen off the bandwagon once since then, for a particularly 

lovely green rock found in Olympic National Park.  However, 

that rock now sits on my dashboard, a reminder not to lapse 

again. I regularly tell children visiting our park that they have to 

leave behind turkey feathers and bone bits, because other ani-

mals might find nourishment or shelter from these objects.  

What about rocks?  What do they offer?  They offer a story of a 

journey, whether that story is of a volcanic eruption or glacial 

flow.  A rock’s story can be told in many ways, but perhaps it 

can be best told when that rock is found by a small hand rather 

than spotted sitting in my windowsill.   

 

Now, what to do about that stone fire pit I’ve always wanted? 

    

Quitting Stone Cold: The sober truth about rock collecting 
By Autumn Hubble 

Photo from Autumn Hubble 

Photo courtesy of Autumn Hubble 

Autumn Hubble 
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 While driving through the Minnesota back country, 

have you spotted scenic areas that would be interesting 

to explore? During the mild seasons, however, close 

scrutiny reveals the folly of undertaking such hikes. 

 

The scrubby brush and thorny bushes cling and rip like 

barbed wire. Dense stands of trees with their green foli-

age camouflage many existing routes. The swampy bot-

toms, seeping underground streams and marshes furnish 

soggy, sticky and sinking ground. Bullrushes and cattails 

act as spears. These fortified moats, along with other 

barricades stymie most efforts. 

 

Wildlife, hidden trails, and animal tracks, wildflowers 

and lush berries are things you might see. Nature has all 

but sealed off these domains to the curious hiker. 

When winter arrives in Minnesota, however, the land-

scape radically changes. Swamps, lakes, and marshes 

freeze over. The layer of ice serves as a bridge for walk-

ing. The cattails and bulrushes turn brown and dull. 

Many trees and bushes shed their leaves. Suddenly visi-

bility widens in the forest or thicket. A deep carpet of 

snow covers snags, buries scrub brush and levels uneven 

ground. The deck of snow provides a firm base for trans-

versing over and around most barriers.  As Native 

Americans of yesteryear discovered, with snowshoes 

hitched to your feet, a peaceful invasion of the wilder-

ness becomes a reality. The restless winter hiker can 

breach nature’s armor. 

 

Blooming flowers and ripe berries have disappeared, but 

their freeze dried remains are left behind. Bothersome 

ticks, mosquitoes and deer flies have retreated.  Birds 

still fly, some upland game search for food and wild crit-

ters actively prowl the woods and bottoms. Their auto-

graphs etch the white veneer, leaving marks easy to fol-

low. Each creature leaves its distinctive trail. By reading 

their signatures, stories unfold that are dramatic and 

sometimes harsh. 

 

For the person stalking the snow it’s a way of carving 

out a temporary path that does not have a final ending. 

Enjoy a method of walking in the winter that is healthy, 

educational, and a means to cure the cabin fever of a 

long Minnesota winter.  

Essay: Stalking the Snow 
By George Weatherston 

 

Nov. 14, 2010 

 

Comin through the 

prairie 

forests, wetlands and 

streams, 

fixin all the earth 

using natural means. 

 

Charging through blue 

stem 

both big and little, 

Takin samples of seeds 

right down the middle. 

 

Lookin for buck thorn 

and givin it the eye, 

and bringing it down  

with a modern day 

scythe. 

 

Native and invasive 

who will win this race, 

To possess the land 

this beautiful place. 

 

Well there're comin 

down the trail 

and pickin up the trash, 

Restoring all of nature 

with little or no cash. 

 

A growing crop of peo-

ple 

comin up through the 

mist, 

Takin care of this earth 

There're called Natural-

ists.  

Poem: The Naturalists Are Coming 
By Janie O’connor 
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 Skunk Cabbage— Harbinger of Spring 
 by Samantha Weatherston, Newsletter Co-Editor 

Photo by Jodi Gustafson 

 In late March or early April, even while the dead 

leaves from fall are soggy and brown and no buds on 

trees have leafed out, one of the first signs of spring 

may be around. If you happen to be hiking in a low 

lying muddy area, eastern skunk cabbage may be 

near. Look for this plant in wet woodlands, along 

streams, and near marshes. While nothing else may 

be green, you can see the first shoots emerging as the 

first sign of spring. 

 

The first emergence of the plant will show a maroon 

colored bract enclosing a club-shaped spadix. The 

spadix is covered with tiny creamy-yellow flowers. 

A bract is a modified leaf that in this case encloses 

the flower. Many descriptions in plant guides call 

this bract a spathe. The flowers are not showy. The 

tiny white flowers bloom from the top down. When 

leafed out, this perennial herb has broad leaves that 

clump like a gigantic lettuce. These leaves that can 

grow up to two feet long and a foot wide collect the 

rays of the sun to store energy in the plant’s rhizome. 

 

The eastern skunk cabbage sprouts up even when ice 

and snow still sits nearby. This phenomenon occurs 

due to the heat generated by the plant itself. Cellular 

respiration specific to this family of plants generates 

heat. Temperatures in some parts of this plant can 

increase by 20 degrees above air temperature. This 

thermal energy warms up the surroundings to create 

favorable conditions for growth. 

 

Eastern skunk cabbage has a descriptive name both 

for its common name as well as scientific name Sym-

plocarpus foetidus. A stinky, fetid smell. Hmm, not 

so pleasant. Aren’t flowers supposed to smell beauti-

ful? Well, it depends upon who you are. Flies like 

this smell, and unless you like the smell of rotting 

cantaloupe in your kitchen garbage can you may not 

find it pleasant. 

 

Look for the purplish cone-shaped bracts in early 

spring and the massive bush of leaves at the height of 

summer. Known sightings in the Metro area include 

Minnehaha Creek and the Eloise Butler Wildflower 

Garden.  

Symplocarpus foetidus (as per USDA) 

Kingdom  Plantae – Plants 

Subkingdom  Tracheobionta – Vascular plants 

Superdivision  Spermatophyta – Seed plants 

Division  Magnoliophyta – Flowering plants 

Class  Liliopsida – Monocotyledons 

Subclass  Arecidae 

Order  Arales 

Family  Araceae – Arum family 

Genus  Symplocarpus Salisb. ex Nutt. 

Species  Symplocarpus foetidus (L.) Salisb. ex 

Nutt.  



 

Page 7   January—February 2011 

MNA Bulletin Board 


 

The MNDNR, Division of Parks and Trails, 

would like to take this opportunity to invite 

you to participate in an exciting summer event 

at Minnesota’s  newest state park… 

  

Lake Vermilion State Park and Soudan Under-

ground Mine State Park will be holding a 24 hr. 

BioBlitz event on June 25-26th, 2011.  What’s a 

BioBlitz?  Open the attached flyer to find out. 

  

All I ask is to spread the word, consider partici-

pating, and help to make this an event to remem-

ber. 

  

If you have any questions, want to find out 

more, or are interested in helping, please contact 

me directly.   

  

Thank you, 

  

Tavis Westbrook 

PAT Regional Resource Specialist 

Office  (218) 327-4104 

Cell      (218) 244-6641 

Tavis.Westbrook@state.mn.us 

 

 

 

Women’s Chainsaw Course 
3 Saturday Sessions: January 29, February 26 
and March 26, 2011 
9:00-11:30a.m. each session 
Clifton E. French Regional Park, Plymouth, 
MN  
  
Have you considered using a chainsaw or 
brushcutter for trail clearing, storm clean up, 
firewood cutting, or pruning? This class is de-
signed for women with little or no chainsaw 
experience.  You will learn to confidently pur-
chase, operate and maintain your own chain-
saw or brushcutter.  Safety equipment and 
safe practices will be emphasized.  The in-
structor is Ed LaFavor, OSHA Training Offi-
cer with the Minnesota Department of Labor 
and Industry.  
  
Attend one or all three Saturday sessions:  Ses-
sion 1 - Chainsaw Basics; Session 2 - Chainsaw 
Use and Maintenance; Session 3 - Chainsaw 
Field Demonstration.  The cost is $20 per ses-

sion – prepaid to hold your space.  Ages: 18+.  
To request registration information or more 
details, contact MNWWNchainsaw@aol.com, 
or call Barb Spears at 651-328-0463.  Class size 
is limited, so register early!  Sponsored by the 
Minnesota Women’s Woodland Network 
(MNWWN), UMN Extension, Minnesota For-
estry Association Metro Chapter, and USDA 
NRCS. 
  
 
Barb Spears. MNWWN and MFA Metro 
Chapter Chair 
TWF Consulting, LLC 
651-328-0463 
 

 

 

The Will Steger Foundation is proud to an-

nounce its sixth annual Summer Institute for 

Climate Change Education! 

  

The Summer Institute will be held August 11-12, 2011 at 

the School of Environmental Studies in Apple Valley, 

MN. This year's Institute will focus on the Will Steger 

Foundation’s new Environmental and Natural Resources 

Trust Fund project: Minnesota's Changing Climate; En-

gaging Students in Environmental Stewardship Through 

Adventure Learning.   

 

 

The Institute will include: 

-training on this new resource 

-a copy of the curriculum, applicable to the teacher's 

grade level 

-sessions focused on Minnesota's natural environment 

-workshops focused on skills to explore the outdoor en-

vironment 

-one continuing education credit (for a fee) 

-mileage reimbursement and accommodations through 

an additional application 

  

Find more information and apply today on our website: 

http://www.willstegerfoundation.org/new-minnesotas-

changing-climate 

  

Please contact Ann Benson, Summer Institute Coordina-

tor, ann@willstegerfoundation.org or call 612-278-7147 

with any questions. 

 

 

 



MNA Membership Form 

Name__________________________________ 

Address________________________________ 

City, State, Zip__________________________ 

Phone (hm) (___ )_______________________ 

            (wk)  (___)_______________________ 

Fax____________________________________ 

E-mail__________________________________ 

Organization___________________________ 

(This information will appear in the membership 

directory, unless otherwise noted) 

 

How did you hear about MNA?

___________________________________________ 

 

How long have you been a member? 

___________________________________________ 

 

Membership runs one year from payment of dues. 

Please make checks payable to MNA  and mail to: 

MNA Membership, c/o   Krista Prokosch, Lebanon Hills 

Visitor Center, 860 Cliff Road, Eagan, MN 55123  
 

MINNESOTA NATURALISTSô ASSOCIATION 
PO Box 75127 
St. Paul, MN  55175 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Our Mission: 

òThe Minnesota 

Naturalistsõ Association 

exists to advance natural 

and cultural resource 

interpretation for the 

purpose of fostering wise 

stewardship of all 

resources.   

The MNA offers its 

members growth 

opportunities in skill and 

career development and 

serves as a forum for 

interpreters to pool 

knowledge, share ideas, 

and establish contacts 

with colleagues.ó 

I am a: 
 

ß NEW MEMBER 

ß RENEWAL 

ß MAEE MEMBER 
 

 

 

Membership Level: 
 

ß $25  Professional 

ß $20  MAEE Member (Prof.) 

 
 

Please check if applicable: 
 

ß Please do NOT  include 

me in the membership 

directory 

 

ß Please do NOT  include 

me on mailing lists 
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This newsletter was printed on recycled paper materials. 


