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Unitarian Universalist Congregation of Duluth 
835 West College Street 

 
Guide to the Outdoor Sanctuary 

 
Stewardship of the Outdoor Sanctuary is guided by the Seventh Principle:  
Respect for the interdependent web of all existence, of which we are a part 

 
A (Very) Brief History of our Outdoor Sanctuary 
 
Our property, like all of Duluth, was shaped in part by glacial ice, which scraped away all 
vegetation and soil down to the bedrock, and by Glacial Lake Duluth, which contributed 
to the clay and sand deposits we find around town. 
 
As the glaciers retreated (most recently about 12,000 years ago), they deposited soil 
and sediment unevenly across the landscape, resulting in areas of rich soil interspersed 
with areas of poor soils and exposed bedrock. 
 
The “native” vegetation here is derived from the plants that moved into the area after the 
last glacier retreated. Evergreens (spruce and fir, then pines) were the first trees to 
colonize the area, followed by broad-leaf deciduous trees. The mix of trees and other 
plants continues to fluctuate with changes in climate, as well as with the introduction of 
species intentionally or accidentally. Many “non-native” species are well-established 
here and essentially have become naturalized into our environment. 
 
When our congregation purchased the property in 1998, the hillside was fully forested. 
The majority of the construction occurred in 2007–2008, and the congregation occupied 
the building in the spring of 2008. 
 
The construction resulted in major changes to the landscape. Trees were removed, the 
hillside was contoured to accommodate the building, and the topsoil was removed and 
redistributed when it was replaced. 
 
Despite these major changes, the congregation and the Green Sanctuary committee 
have worked to mitigate damage to the environment and to create a space that is useful 
and pleasing to a wide range of species. 
 
Areas to highlight 
 

• The constructed areas (building and parking lot) 

• Designed to have the smallest possible footprint, in part by building the 
garage under the building 

• An attempt was made to save trees;  

• some pines were held elsewhere for replanting 

• one white pine that could not be saved was harvested for its lumber (now in 
the garage) 

• large stands of trees (at east and west ends of property, on top of hill) were 
not cleared 

• The berm provides insulation for the building 

• underwent comprehensive landscaping in June 2012, thanks to a generous 
gift from longtime member Mary Jane Owens 
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• The green roof  

• 11,000 square feet of dirt planted with native grasses and other plants 

• absorbs 70% of rainfall, reducing run-off 

• provides insulation and reduces the urban heat-island effect 
 

• The pond was created to replace vernal pools that were destroyed during 
construction 

• Directed drainage allows pond to hold and process water running off the hill 
before it reaches Chester Creek 

• Intended to dry out intermittently (as a vernal pool would), but so far that has not 
happened  

• drying out would ensure that introduced species—such as someone’s 
goldfish—would not survive.  

• ephemeral bodies of water support a unique community of species, 
including some amphibians and invertebrates that can live only in fish-free 
waters 

• Grass/sedge/meadow seed mixes were sown around the periphery of the pond 

• Tadpoles, ducks, and other wildlife have been seen using the pond 

• Lilacs, a maple tree donated by minister Karen Gustafson, and other plantings, 
as well as a bench and wood-chipped paths, have been added to make the pond 
a pleasant place for reflection 

 

• The grassy triangle west of the pond near College Street is the site designated for the 
memorial garden. Planning for its development will occur over the 2012–2013 
winter, with the intent of beginning work in 2013 

 

• Woods above the pond and at the top of the hill 

• Wooded areas were not disturbed by construction 

• Contain a mix of tree species 

• New spruce trees were planted in June 2011 at the edge of Chester Way with the 
intention of creating a visual screen as they grow 

• A “nook” has been cleared out under the spruces at the top of the hill above the 
garage entrance for use by children and adults for play or relaxation 

• A fire ring is located at the edge of the hill near the nook, with firewood stacked 
nearby. Users are responsible for safely starting, monitoring, and extinguishing 
the fire and for bringing water up to the fire ring 

 

• The hillside 

• Was seeded with grasses after construction was completed 

• Much of this grassy slope is self-sustaining 

• A portion of the open area is mowed sporadically to keep invasive species in 
check and to create a path along the hillside 

• Daffodils have been planted along the edges of the trees, and wildflowers were 
planted along the pathway to the pond 

• Plans are underway to build more permanent walking paths from the building to 
the hilltop 

 

• A picnic table is usually out by the western end of the building. An outdoor water tap 
is available on top of the berm west of the front door 
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• The playground 

• Not in the original plan; the location was selected and the playground constructed 
in 2010 

• The hillside above the playground was shored up with ripp rapp 
 

• The “apron” between the parking lot and College Street 

• At the eastern side, this area holds water (much like the pond) before sending it 
beneath College St. to Chester Creek 

• The apron is our “front door” and a priority for cleaning up: removing dead trees, 
designing new plantings 

• Plantings near the parking lot can sustain damage from plowing  
 

• Other areas include the wooded area east of the driveway and “area 11” at the 
northeast corner of the property (4 lots bordering Missouri Ave and Chester Way). 

 
Ongoing work 
 

• Following the Seventh Principle doesn’t mean we don’t “garden” 
 

• We encourage botanical diversity on the property  

• We accept both “native” species and those plants introduced from elsewhere that 
have become established 

• BUT we actively work to remove invasives 

• priorities include tansy, burdock, thistle, buckthorn, valerian (point these out 
if you come across them on the tour, offer the handout to those who are 
interested) 

• Monday afternoon “weed and feed” group weeding and socializing sessions 
are held from spring until fall 

• all are welcome to weed at any time 
 

• Routine maintenance: mowing the hill and berm, weeding and chipping the paths by 
the pond, watering newly planted trees 

 

• Continued removal of dead trees from College St. apron, clearing out of dangerous 
branches in the wooded area at the top of the hill 

 

• Watering of the new plantings and mulch on the berm (under the auspices of the 
Garden Club) 

 

• Plans for memorial garden will be discussed over the 2012–2013 winter, with the 
intention of beginning development in 2013 

 
 
 


