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LETTER

FROM THE
PRESIDENT

Dear friends:

As we approach our 50th anniversary, it is a
time of reflection and looking forward. We
plan to share many of our organizational
highlights for the past half century in the
months ahead.

Like in many communities at the time, Berks
Nature was originally founded as The Berks
County Conservancy - a charitable land trust
capable of receiving land and conservation
easement donations — in response to
developmental pressures. Our original flyer
and articles of incorporation focused on
land protection, environmental education,
and quality of life in Berks County. Within
five years we developed a strategy around
municipal outreach. Now 50 years later, we
have stayed true to that mission, amplifying
our reach and effectiveness in our community.

Now, as Berks Nature we look forward
to the work we still must do. We had a
great State of the Environment Breakfast
in November, during which over 300
members of the Berks County community
were asked to share their real-time
impressions of, reactions to, and priorities
for the County’s natural resources. Not
surprisingly, people ranked issues of water
quality, land use and encroachment on
recreational areas, imported waste, bad air
days, and electricity generation and use as
top issues for them.

To hear more about what our communities
see as top environmental issues, we are
planning 50 listening sessions for 50 years
in 2024. We want to hear from you about
what you think our conservation priorities
should be as we move forward into our
next 50 years of serving nature. Stay tuned
for more information about these listening
sessions as we approach 2024.

Finally, we are excited to partner with the
Foundation for the Reading Public Museum
to bring a professional exhibit called “Nature
all around Us” to Greater Reading. This
exhibit is about how we find nature in
our yards, urban forests, gardens, rivers
and streams. The Reading Public Museum
will display 80% of this exhibit, while the
remaining 20% will be hosted at The Nature
Place. Our respective education teams are
working together to offer joint programming
both at the Reading Public Museum and
The Nature Place throughout the spring. We
hope you will join us at both locations to
learn more and enjoy this unique exhibit.

Fall is such a beautiful time of year. Best
wishes for a safe and happy holiday season
as we reflect on the beauty of our natural
resources and the health and sustenance
they provide. Happy New Year!

// MEET THE TEAM //

BERKS NATURE STAFF

/| Wildflowers bloom across
conserved land along the
Kittatinny Ridge //
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// MEET THE TEAM //

BERKS NATURE AMBASSADORS \WELCOME TO THE TEAM
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BROOKE LEISTER //
Land Protection Specialist

For Brooke, accepting the Land Protection Specialist position
at Berks Nature is a homecoming, having interned with Berks
Nature in college. It was that internship of removing and
managing invasive plant species in the open spaces around
Kutztown that first connected Brooke's favorite hobbies —
hiking, kayaking, and time spent outdoors — with a career.

Still, upon graduating from college Brooke bounced around
between a few corporate jobs in the environmental field
from wastewater operations to consulting. Although none
of these jobs felt like the right fit, Brooke reflects now that
they all contributed to her varied skillset and network, which
is uniquely fashioned for her current role at Berks Nature.

Brooke grew up in the woods of Berks County. Without
cable or a screen at her fingertips, the backyard forest and
creek were her playground. So much the better for Brooke,
she has always felt happier in nature than confined indoors.

Now, as the Land Protection Specialist, Brooke can spend
her working hours outside as well: a perfect fit. It is fitting
to return to the organization where Brooke’s environmental
career began; in her own words, “I am home!” #

MICHAEL MINGUS //
Land Protection Specialist

Michael grew up on four acres of mostly wooded land where
he and his brother played all day as children. Camping,
bike riding, and backpacking; these were all hobbies that
Michael loved but didn't see as a career.

Then in college, Michael took a Biology 102 course where
he learned about the ecosystem-wide transformation that
occurred in Yellowstone National Park after wolves were
reintroduced. A new fascination for ecology took root; he
was hooked. “That's what literally changed my career,”
reflected Michael.

After bouncing around in the environmental field first at
the Maryland Conservation Corps and later at a stream
restoration company, Michael found his niche monitoring
wildlife habitat, wetland restoration projects, and federally
held conservation easements for the U.S. Department
of Agriculture’s Natural Resources Conservation Service
(NRCS). Discovering that land conservation was the perfect
confluence of his interests, passions, and skills, Michael set
out to find a land trust with which to share his talents.

Family brought Michael to Pennsylvania, and as a Maryland
transplant, he is excited to explore and become acquainted
with the Berks County landscape. From the meandering
streams to the rugged topography, Michael is already
finding lots to love about his new home! #
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// LEARNING IN NATURE //

\WHAT 15 YOUR FAVORITE CHILDHOOD MEMORY IN NATURE?

Tami Shimp
VP of Development and
Community Relations

“If we are

going to save
environmentalism
and the environment,
we must also save

an endangered
indicator species:

the child in
nature.”

Richard Louv
Last Child in the Woods

I 'am an only child. While I was considered
lucky by many childhood friends who had
to share lives with numerous siblings, it
was lonely at times living in a very rural
area. | quickly learned how to occupy time
by myself.

On any given day after school or on the
weekend, you would find me in my fort in
the woods. Well, fort may not be the best
description. It was a complex network of
logs, sticks and stones to mark the different
“rooms and sitting areas.”

No big walls, no roof, but it was my special
place.

A place to use my imagination. A place to
decorate with broken pottery found in the
nearby Galen Hall dump. A place to play
with my Barbie dolls or the occasional box
turtle or salamander that | would discover
along the way. A place of peace and quiet
and creativity.

The time | spent in my fort is my favorite
childhood memory. | can still remember

the details of the woods and can sense the
freedom I was lucky to enjoy. Many children

today miss that kind of experience; the
average American child spends 1% of their
time participating in unstructured outdoor
play. | wonder, if children today aren't
sharing these similar experiences, who will
be our future environmental leaders? Who
will be passionate about protecting forests
and streams if they have not spent time
immersed in them?

I am a parent of three active wonderful boys. |
get it. At times, it is much easier to let children
have screen time and spend time indoors.
They are comfortable, occupied, and you have
a quieter house. But is it the best solution for
their wellbeing? Do we allow childhood to
move indoors? | hope not!

So, if you are a parent, guardian or grandparent
reading this think about your favorite
memory in nature as a child. | am sure the
reflection of this memory put a smile on your
face. Now ask yourself if your children have the
opportunity for the same experiences.

If not, please utilize our plentiful natural
resources in Berks County and take the
necessary steps to allow your children
unstructured free play outside. Or take the
time to enjoy more time outside together.
This could be as simple as a walk outside
once a week, choosing to enjoy a meal
outside, watching the stars one night, or
going all-in with a hiking adventure or
camping trip. Get involved with our great
conservation organization, Berks Nature.
Do it for the children, and for the benefit
of the environment. #

/| Tami Shimp, VP of Development and
Community Relations at Berks Nature,
living life outside from childhood to
motherhood: holding a bird as a little girl
and hiking with her three sons. //
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A SUMMER IN THE LIFE OF BERKS NATURE'S AWE FELLOW

I am a rising sophomore Ecology major at Susquehanna University and can honestly say | went
into college having no idea what | wanted to do with my degree. | chose to study ecology
because | was raised surrounded by nature. In fact, a lot of my favorite experiences this
summer as Berks Nature’s Alliance for Watershed Education (AWE) Fellow were things that
reminded me why | fell in love with nature as a kid in the first place!

This, | think, speaks volumes for

Sara Motz

Berks Nature’s 2023 Alliance
for Watershed Education
(AWE) Fellow

how impactful what we're doing at T ~hoge to study ecology because I was

Berks Nature can be. | grew up doing
very similar activities, and now I'm
pursuing a career in a field dedicated to
environmental education, conservation, and preservation. | can only imagine what's in store for
the future of the children we educate through Berks Nature.

The AWE Fellowship culminates at the end of the summer with a capstone project based upon
the Delaware River Watershed. For my project, | developed an Amphibians of the Delaware River
Watershed Program for Berks Nature, which includes five educational games and an activity
book, which | authored and co-illustrated.

Prior to this project, Berks Nature did not offer any programs focused on local amphibians.
But, as amphibians are sensitive to pollution and other changes in their ecosystem, they are
invaluable bioindicators and are vital to understanding the health of our watersheds.

The activity book, which is written in both English and Spanish, will not only be utilized by Berks
Nature, but Reading Public works will also be distributing 2,000 copies to the Reading School
District! | am very excited to see how kids at future Berks Nature programs enjoy what I've

created this summer! 7

raised surrounded by nature.

/| Berks Nature’s 2023
Alliance for Watershed
Education Fellow, Sara Motz,
shares her Amphibians of the
Delaware River Watershed
Program at Reading’s
Riverzilla Community Day. //
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// LEARNING IN NATURE //

LESSONS LEARNED AND LESSONS SHARED

In mid-March, two of Berks Nature’s
educators, Michael Griffith and Melissa
Acosta, earned the opportunity to
present at the Pennsylvania Association of
Environmental Educator’s (PAEE) Annual
Conference.

This conference serves as an annual
gathering to both celebrate Pennsylvania’s
thriving environmental education network
and to advance the field by sharing
successes, challenges, and resources among
the Commonwealth’s talented educators and
naturalists.

Michael and Melissa’s presentation centered
on inclusion and Berks Nature’s efforts to
make our nature center, The Nature Place,
more welcoming for a greater diversity
of Berks County residents. Together,
Michael and Melissa highlighted the new
tools, resources, and opportunities the
Berks Nature education team has started
to employ in response to shifts in the
geographic and socioeconomic climate of
the greater Reading area.

As a Hispanic, bilingual woman, Melissa
has provided translations for Berks Nature’s
educational materials and promotional
flyers. In 2023, Melissa has also led
a series of bilingual English-Spanish
nature programs, thanks to her mastery
of both languages and natural gift for
environmental education.

In 2022, financial support and training
provided by Alliance for Watershed
Education and a partnership with the 18th

/| The Berks Nature Preschoolers happily at “work”

learning and growing in The Nature Place’s Teaching
Garden under the guidance of English Dawson, Berks
Nature’s Community Engagement and Outreach Assistant. //

Wonder Improvement Association allowed
Berks Nature to design a district-specific
outreach strategy to reconnect with our
neighbors in Reading’s 18th Ward.

But these efforts have not been without
their challenges as well. An overly
ambitious scope of work, low community
engagement (at times), and some degree
of impatience on Berks Nature's side are
among the early missteps in implementing
this increasingly intentional and inclusive
outreach strategy. But as Melissa has
learned, with every challenge comes the
opportunity for solutions.

“We have made, do make, and will make
more mistakes on this journey,” explains
Melissa at the opening of her and Michael's
PAEE presentation, “This presentation is
about valuing our organization's history,
honoring the past — both good and bad -
acknowledging that we need to change,
and developing steps to adapt and change.
This process never ends, and we have a lot
of room to grow.” #

THE JOYFUL HARVEST

“Ithink thatis our
deepest longing - to
belong to each other
and to belong to this
larger community of
life and for me this
notion of tending the
garden...is a powerful
way to belong.”

Robin Wall Kimmerer
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The act of gardening is profoundly
nourishing — not simply by yielding food for
consumption, but by teaching reciprocity,
by grounding us in community, and by
filling us with gratitude.

The Teaching Garden at The Nature Place
has always provided a space for our Nature
Preschoolers to learn, through experience, the
lessons of the gardener, but in 2023 tending
and exploring the garden was integrated into
every week of Eco-Camp as well.

These lessons were led by English Dawson,
Berks Nature’s Community Engagement
and Outreach Assistant. Each week, the
Eco-Campers joined English in the Teaching
Garden first for a quick lesson followed by
an activity that thematically aligned with that
week’s Eco-Camp focus before concluding
with a freshly harvested garden snack.

Despite the specific topic, each lesson
related in some way to garden care, from
planting and harvesting, to composting
and weeding.

FALL 2023 9

Campers searched the garden for insects
— learning to differentiate between the
beneficial species that aid plants and the
more inconvenient pests that challenge
us as gardeners — and used their sense of
touch, smell, and even taste to identify
mystery garden offerings.

But the teachings of the garden extend
deeper still. In the Teaching Garden,
children experience the awe of watching a
single pea — fragile and slight - flourish into
a towering vine ornamented with strings
of crisp pea pods; learn the patience and
dedication of stewarding a plant from seed
to harvest; enjoy the unparalleled flavor of
gratitude from popping a freshly plucked
cherry tomato into one’s mouth; and feel
the joy of sharing the gift of one’s harvest.

It was this last lesson that the campers
shared with their families on the last week
of Eco-Camp by setting up a farmstand
filled with offerings from the Teaching
Garden. Campers loaded up their wagons,
wheelbarrows, bike carts, and tiny arms
with as much fresh picked produce they
could carry. The spirited procession paraded
down from the garden to the parking lot
where the stand, complete with sign and
register, awaited their bounty.

During Eco-Camp pick up, parents and
Berks Nature staff alike shopped at the
stand much to the gardeners’ delight. A
joyful lesson that will not soon be forgotten:
if we indulge in the pleasure of nurturing
this earth, she will nurture us in return. #

|/ Berks Nature Eco-Capers

‘\;\ sharing their garden bounty
- at their end of summer

farmstand. //
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// FOR THE LOVE OF THE LAND //

LITTLE BY LITTLE

OFTEN, GREAT
CHANGE TAKES
MANY LITTLE STEPS

So it goes with conservation. The small
actions of individuals build upon each
other over time and, little by little,
accomplish great change.

The recently established 68.5-acre
conservation easement held by Berks
Nature in Maxatawny Township is
one such example of this gradual
transformation.

Much of the property, even its steep
slopes, was cleared and heavily farmed
before being purchased by the current
owner’s grandparents in 1944. The
property has stayed with the Ormai
family ever since, and has been home to
Ted Ormai, the current owner, since 1970.

When the current owner first took over
stewarding the family property, he
began implementing a new vision for
the property’s farm fields.

Just as his grandparents allowed trees
to return to the steep and rockier slopes
of the property, the current owner
acknowledged the shortcomings of
certain fields as productive farmland
under conventional farming practices,
and instead elevated their potential for
wildlife habitat and organic farming.
These fields were incrementally enrolled
in the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s
(USDA) Conservation Reserve
Enhancement Program (CREP).

The CREP functions as an exchange:
farmers agree to remove environmentally
sensitive  land  from  agricultural
production in  10-year contracts,
managing these fields instead as natural
habitat to support wildlife and healthy
soil, and in return these farmers receive
a rental payment from the government.

Some of these fields have been enrolled
in the Grassland Reserve portion of this
program for 10 years, others 20 years.

Ten years of enrollment in CREP as fallow
grassland revitalized the property’s soil,
and as those CREP contracts concluded
several fields were contoured and
returned to active agriculture, this time
as organically farmed fields.

Whereas the byproducts of conventional
farming can pollute waterways, organic
farmland provides a net environmental
benefit for the surrounding watershed.
Organically farmed fields are better at
sequestering carbon, a key measure
for mitigating global climate change,
support a greater diversity of plants and
wildlife, and use no synthetic chemicals,
like herbicides or pesticides, which can
harm aquatic life and even the field’s
underlying soil health.

The current owner has shown the same
level of care and stewardship to his 22
acres of forest. These woods, a mixture
of native hardwoods like oaks, hickories,

cherries, and beech, abut a rich network
of woodlands hundreds of acres in size
just beyond the property’s borders.

This forest hasn't been timbered since
the property changed ownership in 1944,
Consequently, the land, while still being
actively farmed in a rotation of corn,
oats, wheat, and hay, supports more
trees today than it did in the late 1930s.

The summer of 2022 marked another
milestone in the incremental
conservation of this special place when
Berks Nature established a conservation

easement on 68.5 acres of the property.

For years, applications were submitted
to the Berks County Agricultural Land
Preservation Board to permanently
protect this farm from development under
an Agricultural Conservation Easement.
But the Ormai family property was not a
good fit for the County’s program.

Berks Nature can serve as a powerful
facilitator in these moments. Despite the
great accomplishments of this successful
program (Berks County ranks 3rd in the
nation for farmland protection thanks in
no small part to the County’s Agricultural
Conservation Easement (ACE) initiative)
resources and priorities will always
inevitably exclude some from Berks
County’s enthusiastic farming community
and their own conservation ambitions.

In these moments, Berks Nature
can step in to help those farmers
place protections and development
restrictions on their properties.

In this case, protecting a family’s land
legacy took precedent over financial
gains. After working with Berks
Nature for seven years, an easement
was established on the property as a
donation: the current owner voluntarily
relinquished the entire appraised value of
the development rights impacted by the
easement, requiring no compensation.

FALL 2023 /111

/| Views from conserved land
and organically farmed fields
in Maxatawny Township //

Thanks to three generations of incremental work,

the conservation ethic that took root here in 1944_1:

will not wither away.

Thanks to three generations of
incremental work, the conservation
ethic that took root here in 1944 will
not wither away. The new conservation
easement will see to that. Regardless of
future owners, this sanctuary will live on
in perpetuity.

Incremental change takes vision. The
current owner admits that his own land
ethic comes from looking at the bigger
picture, not just here but even beyond
the boundaries of his family’s land. The
actions taken here may seem small, but
nature — rich biodiversity, healthy soils,
clean water - has found refuge here
and will continue to do so in perpetuity
thanks to the many small actions of one
passionate family.

The world needs more visionaries who
advance their conservation ambitions
little by little. #
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// FOR THE LOVE OF THE LAND //

BUTTER VALLEY

THE VALLEY, MY MUSE

/| Protected woodlands at
Lorwood Farm //

/| Historic Wright
Property easement //

LORWOOD FARM

/1 102.78 acres protected

/ Washington and Hereford Townships, Berks County | Perkiomen Creek Watershed

At the end of 2022, Berks Nature closed
on the Lorwood Farm easement, protecting
nearly 103 acres of land in the historic Butter
Valley region of Berks County.

Pamela Singer, Kyle Traylor, and Karen Traylor
— sisters who were raised on the Butter Valley
farm — were motivated both by a love of
nature and family. Growing up in the Valley,
the Traylor girls reveled in their time exploring
the woods, walking the country roads
between their home and the local wildlife
sanctuary: Larkland. The farm was dear to
the Traylors' grandfather as well, who had

WRIGHT WOODLAND

/1 49.68 acres protected

originally purchased the farm in the early
1940s; he hoped his beloved farm would stay
in the family after his passing.

United on this common ground of family
heritage, Kyle, Karen, and Pamela formally
eased their childhood home in honor of their
grandfather and their mother.

“Who knows one hundred years down the
line how many of these places will still be
here?” asks Kyle Traylor. To have been raised
here, to have the privilege of protecting this
land, is a gift that the Traylor sisters feel lucky
to have received.” #

/I Washington Township, Berks County | Perkiomen Creek Watershed

Karen Wright has long championed the
preservation of Butter Valley's cultural and
ecological resources as an early member of
the Lorax Foundation and as an owner of
two conservation easements: 35.79 wooded
acres in 2004 and another 49.68 acres at her
current, historic residence in July 2023. This
over 200-year-old farmstead served as the
residence and studio for Richard Schultz, a
modern furniture designer who, among other
things, earned fame under the Knoll brand.

The now preserved land shares a rich history
with Butter Valley dating back to 1773. John
Penn, former Governor of Pennsylvania, called
the land Mesopotamia, meaning “between
rivers” in Greek. In the mid-1800s the property
was an active farm and provided its owners
with everything they required for health and

happiness. Farming declined in the early 1940s
when the land found stewardship under new
owners who maintained small gardens in the
summer but gave special value to Berks County’s
native plants. This family planted a variety
of oaks, tulip poplars, hickories, viburnums,
persimmons, and more, helping the natural
return of the farmable land to woodlands.
Some of the magnificent trees and shrubs
planted then survive in good health today.

The land also holds ecological value for the
region. Located in a Watershed Conservation
zoning district for Washington Township, its
woodlands harbor the headwater springs
and seeps of an unnamed tributary for the
Perkiomen Creek, which flows downhill through
the Traylor property (Lorwood Farm) and feeds
the Green Lane Reservoir downstream. . #

/| Above: View of Butter Valley.
Photo provided for publication
Continuing the Vision, Preserving
the Values - the Washington
Township Sesquicentennial
Publication by the Washington
Township Historical Committee. //

/| Below: The Ehst Farm in
the Butter Valley circa 1940s.
Photo provided by K. Ehst for

publication in Continuing the
Vision, Preserving the Values
-the Washington Township
Sesquicentennial Publication
by the Washington Township
Historical Committee. //
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Originally, they came to farm. Invited by
William Penn himself, immigrants hailing
primarily from the Rhine Valley in Germany
braved the long transatlantic voyage to
start anew in a fertile valley tucked within
the southeastern corner of modern-day
Berks County.

It wouldn't take long for the valley to gain a
reputation for its high-quality dairy produce.
Its bounty of butter, milk, and cream was
highly sought after, even finding markets
as far downstream as Philadelphia. So
renowned were these dairy delights, that
the region was granted the name, "the
Butter Valley”, a title it still carries today.

They came to farm, but found so much
more than fields to till and pastures to tend.

The stunning interplay between the Valley's
bucolic lowland flats and verdant hillsides
attracted creative visionaries and artists of
all types including printmakers and poets,
musicians and opera singers, and, perhaps
most notably, furniture designers.

Hans Knoll and his wife, Florence, were two
such visionaries. Of the pair, Hans brought
business savvy while Florence provided
the artistic vision. Florence was creative,
a seeker of art; she recruited artists from
all over the world to design under the

Knoll brand, which became famous for its
modern design aesthetic.

The artists discovered by Florence set
their roots in the Butter Valley, giving new
life to the budding artistic community;
their descendants, partners, pupils, and
businesses continue to live and produce art
in the Valley to this day.

Among these transplanted talents were
acclaimed designers Richard Schultz and
Harry Bertoia.

While most know the Bertoia name for his
iconic chair and furniture designs, Bertoia
was also a celebrated sculptor, driven
by a lifelong love of nature and taking
inspiration from his home nestled in the
wooded hills of the Butter Valley.

His portfolio included hanging cloud
structures, welded plants, weeping willow
trees, and wire dandelions. The dandelion
series in particular combined forms inspired
by nature with the kinetic movement of his
sounding sculptures: metal installations
with musical capabilities.

Bertoia spent the final decades of his life
creating these sound sculptures with his son
Val Bertoia, which were collectively given
the name Sonambient™; a combination of
the words “sound” and “environment”.
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// FOR THE LOVE OF THE LAND //

“Natureis at
every instant
instructing us”

- Harry Bertoia

A few more days
And springtime’s
sun again

will shine

And winter’s snow
erase.

The crocus will
appear.

The redwing chant
“spring’s here”.
The skies will be
more blue

And we -dear
friend of mine -

Will feel its
uplift too.

-Ralph W. Berky (August 1,1963)

From the comfort of his childhood home and studio in Butter Valley, Val Bertoia continues

the legacy of his father's work while also creating his own nature-inspired sculptures. The

Ecological Sculpture Pathway, an evolving installation that Val created as an opportunity for
studio visitors to heal themselves by walking through nature, spirals through the very woods

Val explored himself as a child.

There were others who wandered the
slopes of the Valley, pulling inspiration
from the landscape with which to create
art and community. These figures lacked
the notoriety of Bertoia or Schulz but made
all the difference in their local actions.

Of these, few were as beloved or abreast of
Butter Valley lore as Ralph Berky.

Berky spent most of his 87 years on this
earth hiking the footpath trails between
Bally and Hereford Township, composing
songs, writing poetry, and scattering
seed and suet for the birds. Inspired by
this enduring deference for nature, Berky
established Larkland, a pioneer wildlife
sanctuary and arboretum.

For nearly four decades, Larkland was a pillar
of the Butter Valley community. In Larkland,
the Valley’s families gathered for the annual
“Doggie Roast”, an evening of fireside
music and thanksgiving; in Larkland, visitors
from far and wide wandered the winding
woodland trails on what Berky called
“contemplative walks"”; in Larkland, Berky’s
own Meadowlarks, a nature-based study
group for young boys and girls, learned the
value of standing quietly in nature to simply
listen, look, and learn.

“Ralph Berky was an ecologist long before
the word ecology was popularized,” recalled
Pastor Bob Gerhart, who knew Berky as
“Uncle Jolly” growing up in Butter Valley.

Perhaps the one misstep taken by Berky
on his long and resonant walk through

life, was failing to make arrangements
to preserve or continue his work after his
passing. Yet through no formal mandate,
Berky's reverence for nature and affection
for all life continues to be carried forward
by the residents of Butter Valley; seeds of
inspiration planted by Berky now budding
into life, blooming into action.

During early settlement, the wooded
hills protected Butter Valley from major
metropolitan  development.  Ultimately
a major thoroughfare, PA Route 100,
intruded and with it pressure to build,
develop, and pave. But the creatives of
the Valley — the farmers and artists who
looked to the land for life, inspiration, and
community — were unwilling to yield the
Valley, their muse, to the incessant trudge
of urban sprawl.

In the mid-1990s Joe Wolfgang and his
sister, Sarah, rallied the Valley's varied
conservation-minded constituency under a
shared banner; that banner was the Lorax
Foundation, a non-profit land trust with a
mission to preserve the historic farms and
valuable natural resources of the beautiful
Butter Valley.

Thanks also to the conservation efforts
of Berks Nature and Berks County’s
Agricultural Easement (ACE) program, the
Lorax Foundation was remarkably successful
in protecting their precious Valley. In 2012,
the Lorax Foundation and Berks Nature
(the Berks County Conservancy at the
time) agreed to combine their efforts. The

“From childhood on, | was always running and playing in the woods;"” reflects Val, “I was always a part of nature.”

Following in Val's youthful footsteps, the path meanders past a menagerie of humorous as well as beautiful
sculptures created by Val, his late father Harry, and fourth generation intaglio sculptor, Melissa Strawser.

The original Bertoia woodlands were conserved under a conservation easement held by Berks Nature in 2006.

Lorax Foundation dissolved, Berks Nature
adopted responsibility for managing
their Butter Valley easements, and a fund
dedicated to supporting local conservation
efforts in the Butter Valley was established.

Today, Berks Nature holds nine
conservation easements in the Valley,
totaling approximately 505 acres. Between
Berks Nature and the Berks County ACE
program, ten agricultural easements
totaling approximately 723 acres have also
been established. Following the foot trails
left by Berky and other early visionaries, the
next generation of Butter Valley stewards
answered the call for action.

“] would not be surprised at all to learn,
if you were to interview the other families
here in the Butter Valley who conserved
their properties, that they would bring up
[Berky's] name,” speculates Kyle Traylor,
longtime resident of the Butter Valley and
conservation landowner, “that perhaps at
the heart of their decision to conserve their
properties there was his early influence on
their lives.”

Traylor served as the Treasurer for the Lorax
Foundation for several years, but her path
to the Lorax Foundation (and ultimately to
the decision her family made to place their
property under a conservation easement in
2022) was blazed first by Ralph Berky.

It was Berky who first shared with Traylor
the names of John Muir and Rachel Carson;
who inspired Traylor and her sisters in their

/] "The Sonambient™barn in Butter Valley after renovation in 1969. Published
photo from The World of Bertoia by Nancy N. Schiffer and Val O. Bertoia //

childhood to create their own “Little Larkland”,
a small, meandering trail system within their
own woodlands; who taught the sisters to
stand still and quiet, bidding chickadees and
titmice to come feed on sunflower seeds
straight from their young hands.

“I think that's what he tried to share or impart
to everyone he came in contact with, that we
not take for granted the beauty of our natural
world, flora and fauna, nor our fellow human
beings,” reflected Traylor, “I think he'd be
happy to know that efforts have been made
here in the Butter Valley to protect the streams
and woodlands and fields.”

Efforts that continue even to this day. In
addition to Traylor's family property, an
easement totaling 102.8 acres, Karen
Wright, former President of the Lorax
Foundation, placed an easement on her
home; a nearly 50-acre property that was
once owned by the famous Knoll designer,
Richard Schultz.

Artists like Bertoia and Schulz, whose
collaborations  were inspired by the
woodlands they shared; ecologists like
Berky, whose sanctuary inspired young and
old to listen, look, and learn in nature; and
modern day farmers and stewards like the
Wolfgangs, Traylor, and Wright, whose
inspirations guided conservation action; all
found, and shared, a common muse in the
Butter Valley.

Some came to farm, but all found
inspiration. #
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/| Above: Ralph Berky. Photo
provided by Bob Gerhart for
inclusion in Mennonite Historians
of Eastern Pennsylvania Quarterly
publication (Volume 18. No. 1,
Spring 2015) //

/| Below: Campfire girls Janet
Bechtel and Miriam Kulp
during a campout at Larkland.
Photo provided by M. Smith for
publication in Continuing the
Vision, Preserving the Values
-the Washington Township
Sesquicentennial Publication
by the Washington Township
Historical Committee. //
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// EXPLORE AND ENJOY LOCALLY //

Tending the meadow at Bob’s Woods was one of Jeremy Haymaker’s first projects as Berks Nature’s Trails and Preserve
Specialist. The meadow was beset with a noxious assemblage of invasive plants including multiflora rose, autumn olive,
and honeysuckle. After mowing down the prickly mats of disruptive shrubs and vines, Jeremy applied an orange-based
herbicide to the meadow as a gentler method of keeping the invaders at bay.

A Meadow
Regrown at
Bob’s Woods

Jeremy then spread native wildflower seeds which now had the space and resources, with the invasives mowed, to germinate
and take root. Now, two years later and native wildflowers have returned to the meadow! In the summer of 2023, the

meadow alit with feathery purple plumes of anise hyssop, sun gold petals of black-eyed Susans, and white cheerful blooms

IN 2023, AFTER TWO HARD YEARS
OF WORK, THE FRUITS OF BERKS

of oxeye daisy.

The return of these native flowers has also invited insect pollinators back to the meadow. Monarch butterflies and tiger
swallowtails sipped from stands of eastern monarda (bee balm) and common milkweed while bees buzzed between knobby

SECRET LIFE

Jeremy Haymaker
Trails and Preserve Specialist

[/ Caption: Volunteers remdving -
invasive plant species from™”
¢ AngelicaCreek Park //

Often times, when | tell people that | am the
Trails & Preserve Specialist at Berks Nature
I'm met with a comment along the lines
of, “So what do you do? Hike through the
woods all day?”; Well... not exactly.

One of my primary responsibilities is to
provide other people with space to spend
time outside. Not everyone has access to
a forest or river in their backyard. In fact,
not everyone has a yard. Our trails and
nature preserves provide individuals with a
chance to escape the heat or the pressures
of their daily grind, providing a reprieve and
connection with nature.

However, not all Vvisitors treat these
environments with the respect they deserve.
As most land managers would attest, this can
lead to frustration. For example, it can be
disheartening when you take the time to hike
up Neversink Mountain's West Woodland
Trail, carrying 60+ pounds of tools and

NATURE'S LABOR ARE ALREADY
STARTING TO BLOOM AT BOB'S WOODS
AT THE EARL POOLE SANCTUARY.

equipment, to install confidence markers,
only to find that someone has destroyed said
markers within a week of installation. This is
all hypothetical of course (or is it?).

But | won't let the actions of a few bad apples
change my perception of the visiting public.
| know that most visitors | encounter share
gratitude and love for nature, much like me.

That includes the volunteers who I also get to
work with to steward our local ecosystems.
For example, this summer Berks Nature’s
Volunteer Coordinator, Beckey Seel, was
able to connect me with Alvernia University
students who were looking to complete
their Franciscan Service Leader Award
requirements. That's when | had the pleasure
of meeting graduating senior, Tim Hornbuckle
and three of his fellow classmates.

Tim and his classmates were to help me
construct four boardwalks that would
traverse a network of sensitive wetlands

seedheads of purple coneflower.

This resurgence is no accident; intense maintenance in the way of weed pulling and mowing have weakened the invasive
plant species, giving the native flowers the time and space needed to reestablish. As we learn time and time again, this

healing act of ecosystem restoration is a labor of time and patience. 7

/| Tim Hornbuckle and his Alvernia
classmates building new boardwalks
to gently traverse Neversink Mountain
Preserve’s sensitive wetlands //

on Neversink Mountain Preserve, a project
funded by a grant from the Schuylkill
Highlands Conservation Landscape Initiative
(CLI). To streamline the construction process,
we precut as much material as possible and
hauled it into the middle of the woods,
where the students worked together to
build the new structures.

As we built, we discussed the importance of
protecting wetland biodiversity and sensitive
plant species.

“While we were laying the foundation
runners of the bridges, it was essential that we
placed them with careful regard to the path,
direction, and width of the waterways we
were trying to protect” said Tim Hornbuckle
when asked what he enjoyed most about
the project. He continued, “Although the
waterway was seemingly a little stream,
taking such a careful approach to placing the
beams was a humbling experience.”

Upon graduating in May, Tim hopes to
improve upon his startup venture, High Five
Trees, an organization that sells shirts to
fund tree planting efforts. So far, High Five
Trees is cold stratifying 150 tree seeds and
will be planting them upon readiness. One
day Tim hopes to turn this venture into a
nonprofit just like Berks Nature.

Whether it be coming face to face with a
barred owl or witnessing the vast variety
of ephemeral wildflowers bloom to life,
nothing compares to the beauty that | get to
experience on a regular basis. As the Trails
and Preserve Specialist, are any two days the
same? Well...not exactly. And | wouldn't
want it any other way. #
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// EXPLORE AND ENJOY LOCALLY //

Several years ago, under the leadership of
Berks Nature, numerous organizations and
agencies began working together to connect

ANGELICA CREEK
TRAIL EXTENSION
UNDERWAY

the Greater Reading Area’s abundance
of fantastic yet under-utilized trails and
natural resources. Together, the partnership
prioritized nearly 90 projects to improve the
accessibility and continuity of the trails
and recreational opportunities across
Greater Reading.

One such project is the Angelica
Creek Trail. Currently, Berks Nature
manages 1.75 miles of the
Angelica Creek Trail from the
Brentwood Trailhead (along the
Schuylkill  River Trail) through
Angelica Park to Ken Grill Pool. In 2023,
thanks to funds awarded by the County

/| Construction of the Angelica
Creek Trail extension begins //

The year 2023 was a year of growth for the
Land and Conservation Team gaining not
only two new Land Protection Specialists
but also a brand new easement monitoring
tool: Landscape. Landscape is an online

LANDSCAPE

THE LANDSCAPE
APPROACH

T0 EASEMENT
MONITORING

software that tracks and reports every
aspect of Berks Nature’s land conservation
work, from acquisition to stewardship.

By combining internal and external property
records and Global Information Systems
(GIS) map-based software, Landscape
integrates project management, mapping,
and document cloud storage all in one
place. Conveniently, these essential files and

maps — from baseline documentation to

of Berks American Rescue Plan Grant, work
began in earnest to build the long-awaited
extension to this popular trail.

Altogether, the trail extension will take
several phases to complete. In 2023, Phase
1 began by extending and improving trail
infrastructure along High Boulevard and
Commonwealth Boulevard, which will help
bridge the gap between the Ken Grill
Pool Recreation Area and the Governor
Mifflin Intermediate School.

Once complete, the Angelica Creek
Trail will traverse through some of
Greater Reading’s unique, urban
greenspaces while also providing
the Governor Mifflin  School
District community with a safe
commuter route to their schools. #

monitoring reports — are equally accessible
in either the field or office.

With over 142 easements totaling over
9,900 acres, this powerful, integrative
tool is a welcome boon for the Land and
Conservation Team’s efficiency.

Berks Nature acquired the Landscape
software in May 2023 and began electronic
conversion of our easement files in July.
Already the Land and Conservation Team
is up and running with Landscape, but full
implementation of the software won't be
achieved until 2024 - just in time for the
next easement monitoring season! #

// HELPING HANDS //

ANGELICA CREEK WATERSHED ASSOCIATION
ATTENDS THE WATERSHED CONGRESS

Each vyear, the Delaware Riverkeeper

Network convenes a Watershed Congress

“Together, along the Schuylkill River to share

Dr. Osgoodand information, tools, and practices for
watershed protection and restoration. In

Dr. Kemp delivered March 2023, the Angelica Creek Watershed

not only a Association (ACWA) was invited to present
at this gathering to share the story of

thoughtful, data- Angelica Creek’s on-going restoration.
driven presentation Dr. David Osgood, Professor of Biology at
but a heartfelt Albright College, and Dr. Stanley Kemp,

. . Associate Professor and Director of the
retelhng ofAngehca Environmental  Sustainability ~ Program
Creek’s restoration at the University of Baltimore, rose to
the honor of representing ACWA at the

Watershed Congress conference.

journey.”

Together, Dr. Osgood
and Dr. Kemp
delivered not only
a thoughtful, data-
driven presentation
but a heartfelt retelling
of Angelica Creek’s
restoration journey.

In a serendipitous
stroke of luck, Dr.
. Osgood, a wetland
S o R, SR U specialist with
AT

e |
&

expertise in floodplain
Pl maturation and
restoration, arrived in Reading the same
year the Angelica Creek Dam breached.

Still, it would take four years for the

/] Volunteers from Angelica Creek
Watershed Association study
macroinvertebrates straight

from the stream. // City of Reading to officially resolve to

transform the former lakebed into a
public demonstration of green stormwater
management and floodplain restoration,
rather than rebuild the dam.
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Since then, Angelica Creek’s floodplain
and the surrounding park have undergone
a remarkable transformation. In addition
to a number of enhancements to the
park’s infrastructure healing hands took to
recovering the creek itself, which was sorely
degraded after over a century of submersion.

Throughout this restoration, members of
ACWA have tracked the creek’s health, the
interim results of which were the primary
focus of Watershed Congress presentation.

Dr. Osgood shared his research on aquatic
macroinvertebrates, those critters who
make their living underwater and are visible
to the naked eye but have no backbone,
while Dr. Kemp described changes to
the fish community as Angelica Creek
transitioned from a lake ecosystem into a
free-flowing stream once more.

Both reported similar stories, animals that
are intolerant of pollution — from aquatic
insects to brown trout — are returning to
Angelica Creek; a testimony to the creek’s
newfound health!

[t was a proud moment for ACWA, for
although the watershed association is a
program of Berks Nature, who provides
support, resources, and guidance, at their core
ACWA is a volunteer-driven organization.

ACWA volunteers continue to collect
data on Angelica Creek’s health; ACWA
volunteers have identified both emergent
concerns and celebrated unique
discoveries; ACWA volunteers initiated the
now in progress petition to redesignate and
secure greater protections for the Angelica
Creek watershed. 7
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// HELPING HANDS //

THE MAIDEN CREEK WATERSHED ASSOCIATION REVIVAL

IN AUGUST, THE NEW

MCWA MEMBERS RECEIVED
TRAINING AT THE NATURE
PLACE TO IMPLEMENT THE
GLOBE (GLOBAL LEARNING
AND OBSERVATIONS TO
BENEFIT THE ENVIRONMENT)
PROTOCOLS...

MAIDEN CREEK!

The Maiden Creek
Watershed Association
(MCWA) is now
meeting every second
Tuesday of the

month at 4:30 at the
Ontelaunee Township
Building in Reading.
Everyone is welcome
to attend! Come meet
and mingle with other
members of MCWA to
learn more about what
we do to keep the

Maiden Creek flowing!

Covering approximately 216 square miles
in northeastern Berks and northwestern
Lehigh counties, the Maiden Creek
Watershed is the second largest tributary to
the Schuylkill River! If you live in the Maiden
Creek Watershed, you are surrounded by
338 miles of meandering streams, most of
which pour into Lake Ontelaunee, supplying
the drinking water for residents of the
Greater Reading Area.

During the Covid-19 Pandemic, the Maiden
Creek Watershed Association (MCWA)
wenton atemporary hiatus. Now, after long
last, members of the MCWA are gathering
once more to revitalize this volunteer-
based group! In this newest iteration, the
MCWA members have prioritized water
quality monitoring, streamside restoration,
and community education as the group’s
core missions.

The members of MCWA are wasting no
time! In August, the new MCWA members
received training at The Nature Place to
implement the GLOBE (Global Learning and
Observations to Benefit the Environment)
protocols in their stream monitoring
efforts. All of Berks Nature's watershed
associations use GLOBE's protocols and
database to collect and enter local water
quality data for use by an international
community of scientists.

Then, MCWA set up an educational table
at the Dreibelbis Farm Fest in Hamburg
announcing the return of this newly re-
formed volunteer effort to the watershed
community. The word is officially out, the
MCWA is back! #

/| View of the Maiden Creek //

THE TULPEHOCKEN CREEK WATERSHED ASSOCIATION
TAKES ACTION THROUGH PARTNERSHIPS

Community is at the core of Berks Nature’s
watershed associations: community
education, community  responsibility,
and community action. In 2023, the
Tulpehocken Creek Watershed Association
(TCWA) strengthened their ties within the
watershed community by embarking on
two new research partnerships.

First, the regional Delaware River
Watershed Initiative (DRWI) is supporting
the TCWA's work monitoring wastewater
treatment plant discharges. Samples
collected by TCWA volunteers will be
analyzed in a laboratory at the Academy
of Natural Sciences in Philadelphia
as a quality control measure for the
TCWA's streamside monitoring data and
procedures. Ultimately, the TCWA will
compare water quality measurements from
up- and downstream of these wastewater
treatment plants.

The TCWA also continued to strengthen
their relationship locally with the US Army
Corps of Engineers at Blue Marsh Lake.
Blue Marsh Lake, a drinking water reservoir
as well as a popular spot for recreation, has
been experiencing a rise in harmful algal
blooms through the summer and early
fall. In 2023, TCWA volunteers conducted
targeted sampling at each of the inlets that
feed the reservoir to see which, if any, of
the streams flowing into Blue Marsh Lake
are introducing the pollutants that fuel
these algal blooms. If identified, future
conservation efforts could target just those
problem streams from which the pollutants
are originating. #

/I Tulpehocken Creek //

FALL 2023
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// HELPING HANDS //

BIRDSBORO'S FRIENDLY NEIGHBORHOOD WATERSHED ASSOCIATION

Berks Nature's watershed volunteers are

/I Members of the Hay Creek more than just community scientists,
Watershed Association at the

Birdsboro Family Fun Day // they’re our neighbors, our teachers, and

our friends. In September, members of the
Hay Creek Watershed Association (HCWA)
celebrated these connections by hosting a

ol

HAY CREEK
WATERSHED ASSOSIATION

FE—

« VOLUMNTEER -
+ HEALTHY STREAMS -
» HEALTHY LAND -
« CONNECT TO NATURE! «

Gat involved todayl
BerksMature.ormg/
HayCreskWatershed Association

But there’s always room for more helping hands in our Ambassador family.
Registration for the 2024 Ambassadors Class is already open! To learn more
and download an application visit berksnature.org/education/berks-nature-

ambassadors or contact Beckey Seel (Beckey.seel@berksnature.org).

“Family Fun Day” at the Rustic Park Picnic
Area in Birdsboro.

HCWA volunteers donned their waders,
grabbed their nets, and calibrated their
meters for a full day of water quality
demonstrations. They hoped to not only
educate their fellow Hay Creek residents,
but to inspire action, care, and respect for
the creek that is both a vibrant freshwater
ecosystem and the main drinking water
supply for Birdsboro.

Children eagerly pulled their parents into
the refreshing chill of the Hay Creek. On
the shore, families helped HCWA members
identify their waterlogged catch: leaf packs
filled with aquatic macroinvertebrates,
which can be used by scientists to assess
stream health. These efforts were assisted
by Stan Kemp, a Berks County resident,
volunteer for the Angelica Creek Watershed
Association, and professor in the Biology
Department at University of Baltimore.

All told, about 60 people attended the
Family Fun Day to splash, craft, play, and
learn on the banks of the Hay Creek! #

// A BEAUTIFUL DAY IN THE NEIGHBORHOOD //

CULTIVATING COMMUNITY

/| The Reading Climate Corps
planting native trees at
Angelica Creek Park //

In 2023, the Reading Climate Corps
returned to Angelica Creek Park to pick
up where the inaugural cohort left off.
After removing woody tangles of invasive
honeysuckle vines, Reading Climate Corps
members helped plant young, native trees
— black gum and black oak - to repopulate
the newly created clearing.

But the Reading Climate Corps didn't
stop with Angelica Creek Park. This year,
their environmental stewardship efforts
branched out into Berks Nature's network
of community gardens scattered through
the City of Reading.

Starting in August, Eli Perez and five other
Climate Corps members made a weekly
habit of working in the gardens. And
just in time too; the fall season offers
many challenges as gardeners prepare
for their final harvests. For Berks Nature's
Community Garden Manager, Rachel
Baltuch Dombroski, the amount of garden
maintenance required at this point in the
season is too great to accomplish alone.

Thankfully, this is where the Reading
Climate Corps stepped in.

Each week, members of the Reading
Climate Corps visited one of Berks Nature’s
ten community gardens. Every garden had
its own unique list of needs, requiring
different kinds of attention and care. Some
gardens had grown crowded with weeds
and invasive plants, which the Climate
Corps members removed. Others needed
new topsoil or mulch and pathways added
to their beds.

The varied work was welcomed by Eli and
|

their fellow Climate Corps members.
believe this partnership really gave the corps
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members an opportunity to learn and apply
new hard skills with a refreshing change of
view by going to different sites on a weekly
basis,” said Eli, reflecting upon their time in
Berks Nature's community gardens.

In this way, the Reading Climate Corps
provided an instrumental service to
Reading’s community of gardeners.

“These individuals in the Reading Climate
Corps are exactly the wonderful, motivated,
energetic, hard-working people who are
so needed in our fight for environmental
justice, locally and nationally,” said Rachel,
“Their work has enabled the community
gardeners to have a better, less weedy,
more cared-for shared space for growing
their food and connecting with nature.”

Beyond the Climate Corps, the Reading
community has mobilized to embrace urban
gardening. In 2022, Rachel helped lay the
groundwork for the Greater Reading Urban
Agriculture Group, a network that began
meeting officially in January 2023. Today,
the group consists of over 60 individuals,
representing  private, non-profit, and
governmental institutions hailing from
Reading, Berks County, and beyond.

By meeting, sharing information and
resources, and forging new bonds,
the group aims to collaboratively
advance mutually beneficial missions in
food security and access, sustainable
urban agriculture and greening, public
educational programming, and more.
Current projects of the group include
identifying, categorizing, and mapping
the active and potential green spaces in
the Greater Reading Area and creating a
shared tools and resources inventory list. #
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// A BEAUTIFUL DAY IN THE NEIGHBORHOOD //

IT WAS AN EXCITING AND
AMBITIOUS YEAR FOR BERKS
NATURE'S COMMUNITY GARDENS!

.ﬁ Across all our gardens in Reading, including those we
co-manage at RHA apartments and Opportunity House,
over 75 gardeners leased and grew produce (and some
beautiful flowers!) in 200 total plots.

J* Several gardens received new raised beds this year,
adding 20 overall!

#* Berks Nature, in partnership with Opportunity House,
VOICEup Berks, and Penn State Berks Engineering
Ahead Program, and with the generosity of Pro Max
Fence Systems' expertise, time, and materials, are in
the process of installing a brand-new nature playscape
in the green space at Opportunity House, giving their
Learning Center students ages 2-13 access to a natural
environment intended for free play in nature and
educator-guided activities. 7

NATURE I5 ALL AROUND US! NATURE

We often think of nature as a place untouched by humans, but nature is thriving right under our all arou nd us

noses in cities and towns! In fact, our human communities rely on our connections to these natural

Modified for travel and

systems to live and flourish. R Sttt
Sclence
NATURAL HISTORY Museum

| MUSEUM OF UTAH = et
The Nature All Around Us is an immersive, hands-on exhibit In January 2024, Nature All Around Us is coming to Reading! e T Lester | Doty of et
created by the Natural History Museum of Utah and modified The exhibit’s modules will be split between The Nature Place
for tour by the Science Museum for Minnesota designed to and the Reading Public Museum so be sure to visit both sites to
challenge our notion that urban and natural environments are enjoy the full experience. \ -

separate from each other by showcasing the many inextricable The Nature All Around Us exhibit is just one of the many

links between these worlds. From your own backyard to your ways Berks Nature will be celebrating our 50th Anniversary of

local main street, Nature All Around Us reveals the hidden ! .
serving nature in 2024.

worlds and rich ecosystems within our daily lives.
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to help us protect nature! At Berks Nature, our organization!
we believe that nature is essential to our

quality of life.

Thank you for becoming a Champion of Nature. Together we will make a difference.
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