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A Family’s Vision

Ashworth family donation expands Swan Lake conservation area

Northern Harrier, Jennifer Holmes

Heading north on Whidbey’s West 
Beach Road, open vistas unfold as you 
approach Swan Lake. The magnificent, 
snow-capped Olympics appear to the 
west, while the lake’s marshy shores 
slope eastward into grass and hay fields. 

Nearby, historic Fakkema Farm was 
protected in 2020 with a conservation 
easement between the Fakkema 
family and the Land Trust. Now, the 
neighboring 36 acres to the north      

have also been protected, thanks           
to the foresight and generosity of the  
Ashworth brothers, Scott and Mark. 

The land could have been developed 
into as many as seven home sites, but 
instead the Ashworth’s opted to donate 
a conservation easement to protect the 
farmland and sensitive wetlands. I, as a 
Land Trust board member, was curious 
to learn more about their vision.    

By Jay Adams
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Family Gift
continued from page 1

I reached out by phone to Scott. “My 
mother, Elaine Fisher Gourlie, and nine 
partners first acquired the land here in 
1970,” he said. “She eventually bought 
out the other partners, then left the land 
to us.” Scott said he and Mark had held a 
longtime interest in saving the land from 
development.

“We simply wanted to share what has been 
ours for 28 years with folks who love nature 
and care about the outdoors. Our mom 
would have loved that we’ve made this 
donation.” 

It’s a fall day with clear skies and a soft 
breeze when I decide to experience the 
site firsthand. I begin on the Island County 
Parks trail south of the lake and pass 
through a grove of mixed conifers and 
hardwoods. I’m an avid birdwatcher. The 
trees may shelter birds not found in the 
open lands. 

Soon, the trail turns east where a small 
bridge marks the beginning of the Land 
Trust’s Beach View Trail. I recall the 
Ashworth’s also donated an easement      
for 600 feet of this trail, so users can    
enjoy the panoramic views to their fullest. 

Gazing towards the lake, it’s easy to see the 
significance of the Ashworth’s generosity. 
The easement keeps good soils available 
for farming while removing threats to 
the sensitive wetlands, water quality and 
wildlife. Views of this iconic landscape 
will remain to be experienced by all who     
value the picturesque quality of Whidbey 
for years to come. 

(Note: The Ashworth property is best experienced 
from Beach View Trail, accessible from West Beach 
Road. Limited designated parking is available at 
the Oak Harbor Christian Reformed Church off 
Wieldrayyer Road.) 

The Swan Lake conservation area includes marshlands in the foreground; the Ashworth property 
and barn on the eastern shore; and Fakkema Farm and forest on the horizon. Dave Wechner

Farm fields on the Ashworth propertyRuddy Duck, Michael Sheldon
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Devoted to Nature
Island open space brings solace and legacy gift

Ruth Cook adored nature all her life. She was a member of a large, 
prosperous family descended from two brothers from Switzerland 
who made their fortunes as a merchant and a steamship captain. 
They settled in Vancouver, Washington in the mid-19th century.  

Ruth’s parents were stationed many places during her father’s 
Naval career. An only child, she lived in Vancouver with her 
numerous aunts, uncles and cousins. She hiked trails near the 
Columbia River and the ocean at Long Beach. “She loved the 
outdoors and the new adventures she found there,” said her 
cousin, Joanie Metcalf, who lives in Seattle. Ruth spent a lot of   
time exploring the natural world.

She lived mostly in Seattle until she moved to Whidbey in the  
early 1990s to care for her elderly father, who retired in Baby 
Island Heights between Freeland and Langley. After her father 
died in 1994, Ruth made the Whidbey house home for the rest    
of her life.

Ruth appreciated the island’s natural beauty and began hiking 
trails created by the Whidbey Camano Land Trust, especially 
in Saratoga Woods. She became a Land Trust member and    
donated regularly for nearly two decades.

When Ruth died last year at age 81, she made a legacy gift of 
stock shares to the Land Trust in one of the largest bequests ever 
received by the organization. “Ruth loved her family, and she was 
a very generous person who left gifts in her will to many family 
and friends. The gift to the Land Trust reflected her generosity,” 
Joanie Metcalf said. 

On her many Whidbey hikes, Ruth usually brought Bo, a very large 
dog with long white fur. After her father’s death, Bo was her loyal 
companion everywhere she went.

After making her last gift to the Land Trust before she died, Ruth 
wrote a note, later found among her papers.  “Nature is my friend, 
my ‘church.’ I have walked the Land Trust trails for years and 
always find solace there and have met some great people and 
animals there.” She thanked the Land Trust for “being a very well 
managed organization, dedicated to protecting nature.” 

And thanks to Ruth’s love of nature, the Land Trust will continue 
to safeguard the islands’ wild lands and ensure the places she 
treasured so dearly remain for the future.  

Contact us about including the Land Trust in your estate plan at info@wclt.org.     

Saratoga Woods where Ruth hiked with her dog, Bo. Vica Hefflinger

By Harry Anderson
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Camano’s Kristoferson Creek, a hub for salmon recovery efforts

Convergence Zone

Partners in habitat restoration discuss the importance of Kristoferson Creek

Aerial view of Livingston Bay, Evan Caldwell

Kristoferson Creek on Camano Island

The life story of a wild salmon is packed 
full of drama. From the time they emerge 
as tiny ‘fry,’ they may be hunted, fished, 
caught and sometimes released–multiple 
times. If they survive to adulthood, they 
will take on a monumental challenge, 
returning to the freshwater stream where 
they were born to spawn, and then perish 
as the lifecycle begins anew.

But predators aren’t the only threat to 
this keystone species of the Salish Sea. 
Over the past two decades, scientists 

have recorded steep declines in regional 
salmon populations. And experts agree, a 
primary reason is habitat loss from human 
development and pollution. 

Salmon require clean waters to thrive. In 
turn, they sustain healthy ecosystems by 
transferring nutrients during migration 
between bodies of water. Salmon are a 
food source for more than 130 species 
including orca, river otters, seals, Bald Eagles 
and humans. When they die, they become       
food for small invertebrates and microbes. 

For more than a decade, a dedicated group 
of partners has been working on Camano 
Island to restore salmon habitat in a crucial 
area around Kristoferson Creek. The creek, 
which flows into Triangle Cove and then 
Livingston Bay, is the only salmon stream 
on Camano and the most productive in 
Island County. 

In 2006, the Whidbey Camano Land Trust 
acquired more than 3,200 tideland acres 
in Livingston Bay, critical salmon habitat 
adjoining 4,000 tideland acres protected 
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“We are pretty excited and I’m still in disbelief about it. 
The Tribe had tried to acquire the land for ten years.

- Franchesca Perez, biologist with the Stillaguamish Tribe

Triangle Cove, a salmon ‘hot spot’ recently acquired by the Stillaguamish Tribe 

by The Nature Conservancy. The Land 
Trust also partnered with Island County to 
protect the 400-acre Camano Ridge Forest 
and two salmon spawning grounds in lower 
Kristoferson Creek. 

In 2018, the partners joined forces again 
to expand Barnum Point County Park to 
170 acres, creating a significant refuge and 
feeding ground for juvenile salmon. That 
same year, the Snohomish Conservation 
District installed two salmon-friendly 
culverts at Kristoferson Creek, dramatically     

improving access for fish returning to spawn. 

Recently, the Stillaguamish Tribe acquired 
Triangle Cove, one of the few non-diked 
estuaries in Island County and a key salmon 
hot spot. “We are pretty excited and I’m still 
in disbelief about it,” said Franchesca Perez, 
a biologist with the Tribe. She said the Tribe 
had tried to acquire the land for ten years. 
“Never say never,” she laughed.  

It’s good news for those who care about 
salmon recovery and the ecological health  

of the watershed. Juvenile salmon that 
leave the Stillaguamish River can now 
migrate through 8,000 acres of protected 
Skagit and Livingston Bay tidelands and 
wetlands, stretching to Barnum Point 
and the shelter of Triangle Cove, into the 
spawning grounds of Kristoferson Creek. 

For those wild salmon that return home, 
they’ll find fewer barriers and better 
refuge in their passage.
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Creature comforts
Give back to nature this season with 
a wildlife habitat pile constructed in a 
wooded or quiet area of your yard. Build 
the pile with small trees, limbs, leaves and 
branches. Piles can serve as winter shelter 
and protection for songbirds, chipmunks, 
squirrels, rabbits, frogs, salamanders 
and insects. Find tips and more at                                
www.nnrg.org/habitat-piles/.

20,000 strong
The Land Trust’s stewardship team is 
responsible for the care and monitoring 
of nearly 10,000 acres of island forests, 
wetlands and shorelines. A key focus 
is restoring native plants to improve 
habitats. This month, staff and 
volunteers will complete planting 
20,000 seedlings and broadcasting 
8 million seeds at Admiralty Inlet 
Preserve near Coupeville. It’s all 
part of an ongoing effort to restore 
two rare native prairies.   

Return of the oaks
This fall, volunteers from the Land Trust 
and Oak Harbor Garry Oak Society met 
at the Del Fairfax Preserve bearing seed-
ling oak trees and acorns. Their mission? 
Help re-establish this monarch of the 
woodlands in its native habitat. Each 
hopeful was given a name, including 
Sage, Barry and For the Future. Histori-
cally, north Whidbey had thousands of 
Garry oaks, part of a savannah ecosys-
tem. Today, their presence has become 
rare, largely due to development. 

Stars of hope
The Salish Sea ecosystem is changing, 
raising the importance of local 
conservation to a state  of urgency. 
Sunflower sea stars, once an important 
predator in nearby waters, have 

Field Notes
Outtakes from the Land Trust

been decimated by a fast spreading       
wasting disease. Their decline has led 
to a population surge of a favorite prey, 
purple sea urchins. The urchins, in turn, 
have a role in the devastation of West 
Coast kelp forests. Now, the University 
of Washington is breeding captive sea 
stars in their Friday Harbor lab with 
hopes of helping to one day restore wild 
populations. More in the fall issue of 
magazine.uw.edu.

Welcome home chum

December marks the annual return of 
salmon to just four spawning habitats in 
Island County. Two of these are located 
on Land Trust preserves:  Glendale Creek 
at Glendale Beach Preserve on Whidbey 
and Kristoferson Creek on Camano. The 
Land Trust helps protect salmon habitat in 
these creeks by restoring native plants and 
protecting the larger watershed. 

Swan songs
Winter is the perfect season to spot these 
white-winged visitors from the north. 
Trumpeter and Tundra Swans migrate 

from Alaska and Canada to the ice-free 
waters of the Pacific Northwest. The 
two species are similar in appearance. 
Trumpeters show pink or deep orange 
at the edge of their bills. Tundras have 
rounded heads and concave bills. Winter 
flocks can be seen at times near the Land 
Trust’s Dugualla Bay Preserve located off 
Dike Road on Whidbey.  

Aiding orcas

In October, the Land Trust stewardship 
team hosted a dozen volunteers for 
Orca Recovery Day, a regional effort to 
bring awareness to the protection of this 

endangered species. The hardworking 
crew took on the challenge of removing 

invasive blackberry bushes from the 
wetlands at Crockett Lake Preserve. 
Wetlands are an essential compo-
nent of healthy marine ecosystems, 
filtering water and runoff. 

A gift with meaning

Land Trust membership begins at 
just $50 per year, making it a perfect 
gift for nature-friendly family and 
friends. In return, they’ll receive a year 
of conservation news, and invitations to 
seminars and events. Plus, the satisfaction 
of knowing they are keeping the islands 
healthy and glorious for the future. 
Visit www.wclt.org/member-benefits/.

Harbor se
al, Floria
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Planting Garry oaks at Del Fairfax Preserve



Serviceberry (Amelanchier alnifolia)
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DOUBLE YOUR IMPACT

Picture these glorious islands without the forests, 
farms, beaches and trails that make them so 
extraordinary. Life here will change if we fail to 
protect what we cherish. 

Now, exciting news! The Land Trust has received 
funding for a generous $75,000 gift match. That 
means if you make a holiday gift beyond your 
annual donation, the impact of your extra gift will 
be doubled. There is no better time to accelerate 
protecting the islands for the future than right now! 

The Land Trust’s annual membership is a true 
value at just $50. Or you can join like-minded 
conservationists at one of the following levels.   
More at www.wclt.org/member-benefits/.  

Year-end gift match ends soon

Seeds for birds and small mammals, full sun to 
shade, striking fall color. (133)

Showy white flowers, berries for birds and 
people, full sun to dappled shade. (90)

Is your garden a magnet for birds, bees and butterflies? If not, you could be missing crucial 
components—native plants and insects. Native plants are adapted to our climate, resistant to 
pests and diseases, and generally require less water. Native insects are crucial for pollination, 
control of damaging insects, and as food for birds, reptiles, amphibians, and small mammals.

Butterflies and moths are vital members of our insect world. Butterflies are well known for their 
beauty and as pollinators. Moths receive less respect, yet their species outnumber butterflies in 
our area 10 to 1. Their ecological role is as dramatic as it is underappreciated. 

Both moths and butterflies produce caterpillars during their life cycle and most need native host 
plants to develop. Caterpillars are incredibly important to many nesting, insect-eating birds. 
Birds feed their young an enormous quantity of caterpillars in the brief time between hatching 
and leaving the nest. That’s because chicks can easily digest these plump, soft packages of high-
quality protein. Lack of this vital food source means fewer birds. Fewer birds mean more insect 
pests, and less beauty and birdsong in our lives. 

Here are five great native species you can plant that host an array of beneficial caterpillars. Just 
how many? See the number of caterpillar species shown in parentheses below.

Kinnikinnik 
(Arctostaphylos uva-ursi)

Create a bird-friendly yard with native plants
By Mark Sheehan

Conservation Partners
For just $500 per year, these valued partners 
support land protection all year long. 

Island Guardians
These committed conservationists safeguard 
the islands with a gift of $1000 or more.

Island Visionaries  
With a gift of $5000 or more, these generous 
benefactors share a future vision for the islands.  

Legacy Circle
A special distinction honoring the remarkable members who 
have named the Land Trust in their will or estate plan. Through 
their foresight and intention, they make a crucial difference in 
the growth and vitality of the Land Trust’s mission. 

Douglas maple (Acer glabrum var. douglasii)

Small cluster white flowers in pendants, cover 
for wildlife, full sun to partial shade. (40)

Ocean spray (Holodiscus discolor)

Sun-loving, drought-tolerant, 
evergreen ground cover with   
pink flowers and berries fancied 
by birds. (44)

Berries loved by birds and people, 
full sun to dappled shade. (149)

Evergreen huckleberry 
(Vaccinium ovatum)

Natural Attraction

Photos from Snohomish Conservation District
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Tall, fragrant evergreens. Dramatic shorelines and bluffs. Vistas that beckon us to explore and pause in wonder. Through your 
support of the Land Trust, you’ve given our communities the priceless gift of all this and more. 

In the spirit of the season, our staff members want to share something in return—some of our favorite winter escapes to the places 
you’ve helped protect.  Join us on the land this winter. Because your support of island conservation makes lasting memories for 
all who thrive in nature.

It’s a Winter Wonderland

Camano Ridge Forest is pure heaven when the frost is on the tree leaves and 
boughs. Access is great and my dog Angus is a huge fan of the tranquil trails.

                                                            Jessica Larson, Stewardship Director 

We love to take our daughter and dog to Del Fairfax Preserve. It has beautiful 
forest and meadow views, perfect for some peaceful family time in nature. 
And the trail is stroller friendly!

         Mallory Bello, Land Protection Assistant

There is no place I’d rather be with my family than Admiralty Inlet Preserve 
on a clear winter’s day. Views of the snow-capped Olympics, walking through 
old-growth forest, peering down on a kelp forest from towering bluffs - it’s a 
magical place for the imagination.

 Kyle Ostermick-Durkee, Stewardship Specialist  

On those special days our islands are covered in snow, we love to explore 
Trillium Community Forest. Our own little winter wonderland, easily accessible 
off the highway. 

                                        Taylor Schmuki, Stewardship Assistant

Every winter our family bundles up for Barnum Point County Park. We take 
Pond Trail which ends at a quiet pond with a lone bench, a perfect spot for 
birdwatching and quiet contemplation.”

                         Brittany Inbody, Stewardship Assistant


