For the love of wetlands


My husband cannot tell the difference between a duck and a goose. This simple fact, trivial in and of itself, is symbolic of all that we do not share in common. Unlike other married couples that jog together, garden together, and weave baskets together, we have shockingly little in common. He watches TV, while I read a book. I go winter camping in the Boundary Waters Wilderness, while he stays home and defeats Final Fantasy 11 on the Playstation 2. I spent an entire year of my college life studying yellow-jackets wasps, while he sees a goose and calls it a duck. 


In spite of our differences, we get along quite well. For his part, Gary makes an effort to try new outdoors and nature experiences with me. In the twelve years since we began dating, he has camped, hiked, canoed, skied, snowshoed and even spelunked in a cave. Most of the time he has whined, but usually not too loudly. Sometimes he’s even found himself having a good time. For my part, I try to limit the number of times per year that I beg him to camp, hike, canoe, ski, snowshoe or spelunk with me, and I only rarely force him on death marches involving hail, three-foot snow drifts or biting flies. 


When Gary finds something about nature to be cool, I know that it must be really cool. Most of the animals, plants and natural features that have wowed him in the past are big ticket items – the canyons in the Badlands, nursing sea lion pups in the Galapagos Islands, and monkeys that threw nuts at us at a beach in Costa Rica. 

One day as we were standing in our front yard, a redwing blackbird from the wetland across the street flew over to a nearby shrub, puffed out its chest and called, “too-too-do-whee!” Eyes wide, Gary turned to me and exclaimed, “Wow! What kind of bird is that?” Happy that Gary had noticed one of my favorite bird species, I explained that redwing blackbirds live in wetland areas and are one of the first returning migrants in the spring. I’m always excited when I hear that first redwing calling from the top of a cattail, as it means the snow and ice will soon be gone. 

Living across the street from a large wetland area, Gary and I have a picture window on the changing seasons. Next after the redwing blackbirds come squabbling geese that run across the ice, chasing one another away from prime nesting locations. Eventually the ice and snow are gone, and a dozen species of ducks and waterfowl swim through the areas of open water sprinkled between stands of cattail, sedges and bulrush. The rare duck species like blue-winged teal and hooded mergansers are elusive and disappear almost instantly when we approach on foot, flying away with a soft, high-pitched cry that fades into the woods on the far side of the marsh. 

Wetlands large and small are found throughout the east metro area. Some have open water throughout the year, while others are only wet seasonally when melting snow or spring rains gather in low spots on the land. Wetlands not only provide excellent habitat for birds and other animals but also help to prevent flooding in nearby neighborhoods, filter nutrients and pollutants out of the watershed before the water flows into lakes and rivers, and sometimes soak water into the ground to recharge groundwater supplies. 

Equally important as the water itself is the vegetated buffer surrounding a wetland. The buffer helps to protect the wetland and is home to many species of birds and frogs as well as beneficial insects like dragonflies. People can help to protect their neighborhood wetlands by keeping the buffer areas unmowed and not dumping any yard waste like leaves, grass clippings or branches into the area. 

Using my husband Gary as a barometer, I have determined that our Minnesota wetlands, with their redwing blackbirds, chirping chorus frogs and puffy-topped cattails are equally impressive as the red rock of the Badlands or nut-throwing squirrel monkeys in Costa Rica. I’m looking forward to the day sometime soon that Gary will look out the window as a blue-winged teal lands on the wetland across the street and say, “Look honey! There’s a goose!”
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