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John Wicher, left, and Travis Penn are happy they worked with the Land Trust to ensure their amazing wetland and waterfront property on Whidbey remains a refuge for wildlife.
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Forever Wild, Eternally Grateful
Couple Glad They Protected a Wildlife Oasis
By Harry Anderson

Back in 1997, as they both worked in increasingly 
stressful jobs and lived in increasingly traffic-snarled 
Seattle, Travis Penn and John Wicher began a des-
perate search for a weekend home on an island that 
would offer them peace, quiet and fresh air. They 
first looked on Vashon and Bainbridge, then finally 
Whidbey. They ended up buying the last home they 
looked at: a gorgeous two-story “country lodge” 
hidden away on some tree-lined acres in Central 
Whidbey with a view of Saratoga Passage.

Their original plan was simply to be weekend urban 
refugees, but in the intervening years they have gained an appreciation for the impor-
tance of their property for wildlife. And now they are true believers in land protection 

Hooded Mergansers join other bird species 
on Eagle Lake. Photo by Craig Johnson.
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Great News for Baby Salmon!
Elger Bay Estuary Protection Grows
Now expanded to 58 acres, the Land Trust’s 
Elger Bay Estuary Preserve on Camano Island 
is one of Island County’s few remaining intact 
pocket estuaries. These precious places, 
sheltered from wind and waves, are where 
freshwater and saltwater mix. 

Estuaries also are one of the most productive 
environments on earth, often called “nurseries 
of the sea.” They provide feeding, nesting, 

An additional 20 acres expanded our Elger Bay Estuary Preserve on Camano Island. Aerial photo by WA Department of Ecology.

breeding, and refuge for numerous species of 
fish and other marine animals.

Young wild salmon, including endangered 
Chinook, leave rivers where they hatch early in 
the year and enter Puget Sound. These young 
salmon then need estuaries, like Elger Bay, to 
find food, refuge from predators, and time to 
adapt to saltwater. Elger Bay also provides vital 
habitat for migratory birds and other wildlife.

Life-Giving Wetlands

CLIMATE 
RESILIENCY

Dunlins making a critical migratory stop at Crockett Lake Preserve. Photo by Craig Johnson.

Wetlands are teeming with life. In fact, 
they’re the key to survival for most island 
animals and many plants. Some can only live 
in wetlands while others depend on them for 
water, food and shelter. 

Healthy wetlands are like a sponge, soaking 
up water in the wet season and holding it 
through the islands’ dry summer months, 
which are becoming hotter and longer 
with climate change. Finding water during 

summer is especially crucial for wildlife.

Wetlands also mitigate climate change by 
capturing large amounts of carbon in their 
saturated soils. And wetlands enhance water 
quality and reduce coastal storm damage. 

That’s why the Land Trust is focused on 
protecting and restoring significant wetland 
systems, including places like Crockett Lake 
and Elger and Dugualla bays. Members make 
these successes possible. Thank You!
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Bountiful and Beautiful – A Wetland Paradise
Glorious wetlands! They are among 
the most productive and beneficial 
ecosystems on earth. That’s why we’re so 
glad to announce the protection of the 
new Glendale Wetland Preserve on South 
Whidbey off Cultus Bay Road. 

Building off of a previously protected and 
adjacent forested wetland property, 51 
acres are now permanently protected in 

the upper watershed of Glendale Creek. 
The mosaic of open water, forested and 
emergent wetlands, upland meadow and 
forest protects water quality in Glendale 
Creek, one of only three salmon-bearing 
streams in Island County. 

The new preserve provides incredible 
wildlife habitat used by an abundance of 
species found here, including amphibians 

and water-dependent birds. Hawks, 
falcons, and owls cruise the preserve for 
food while Pileated Woodpeckers hunt 
insects in red alder snags. Songbirds sing 
in delight.

This precious space was protected with 
funds from a generous private donor and 
an Island County Conservation Futures 
grant. We are grateful for this gift to all.

Glendale Wetland Preserve, on South Whidbey, is home to a wide variety of birds and other wildlife. Its protection is music to the ears of Pacific Chorus frogs.

Possession Sound Preserve: South Whidbey will soon have a wonderful new place to take a stroll 
down a rather steep trail to a lovely half mile stretch of beach! The 45-acre Possession Sound 
Preserve, located just south of Clinton, is scheduled to open to the public in early 2021. A day-use 
parking area has been constructed but will need some time to settle before it can be used by 
vehicles. Fencing has gone up and signs and native plants will be installed before opening day.

New Preserve Taking Shape
More Productive 
Farmland Saved
In a race against time, the Land 
Trust recently acquired 22 acres 
of undeveloped land that came 
up for sale along Highway 20 at 
the southern entrance to Ebey’s 
Landing National Historical Reserve. 

Instead of being divided up for two 
homesites, the property will remain 
in agriculture and the pastoral 
highway view enjoyed by thousands 
of motorists will be undisturbed.

“It’s good farmland,” said Robert 
Yoderian, adding that generations 
of Youderians have grown cabbage, 
beets, grains, and beef cattle on it.  

To-date, the Land Trust has 
protected more than 1,200 acres of 
productive farmland to ensure local 
food production into the future.



Photo by Paul Lischeid

Sometimes, the Simplest
Things in Life are the
Greatest Treasures.

Nature, in all of its glory, is on display every day on Whidbey 
and Camano islands. Nature’s benefits are abundant. Nature 

fills us with wonder. Restores our sense of optimism. Improves 
our physical and emotional well-being. Thank you for protecting 

island open spaces and wild places!

Opposite, kayaker at Davis Slough. Clockwise from top left, trail users at 
Trillium Community Forest; river otters; beach fun; riding through Crockett 
Lake Preserve landscape; and Arctic Terns at Crockett Lake Preserve.

Photo by Julie Boyd

Photo by Jann Ledbetter

Photo by Janett Wingett



6     WHIDBEY CAMANO LAND TRUST

Eagle Lake
continued from page 1

and the mission of the Whidbey Camano 
Land Trust. They donated a conservation 
easement to the Land Trust on 18 acres 
of undeveloped and forested waterfront 
property near their home last year.

Its main feature is a large shallow lake 
teeming with wildlife that is fed by a net-
work of small ponds and wetlands. It’s the 
home and feeding ground of an amazing 
array of wild creatures: ducks, eagles, 
geese, otters, beavers, toads, frogs, deer, 
and so much more. Thanks to the gen-
erosity of Travis and John, the area, now 
known as the Eagle Lake Conservation 
Easement, will remain “Forever Wild” as it 
is and always has been.

River otters pop up at Eagle Lake even during the chilliest times of year. 

A Beautiful Opportunity to Maximize Your Gift!

$75,000 MATCH CHALLENGE

There’s no better time to save the places you love on these treasured 
islands than today.

Thanks to an incredible $75,000 Match Challenge created by a few 
generous donors, if you act now, you can now DOUBLE your conservation 
impact! Any year-end gift you make beyond your regular annual donation 
will be matched dollar-for-dollar!

Your support, including year-end gifts, is what protects precious natural 
areas, shorelines, and farms. There are still more places to protect to 
ensure the islands remain livable and healthy for all living beings.

“We got involved with the Land Trust 
about 15 years ago and have enjoyed 
visiting some of the properties it has pro-
tected,” Travis said. They kicked around 
the idea of putting a conservation ease-
ment on the lake portion of their proper-
ty for most of the past decade. 

Then Island County decided to put a new 
road in their area as a spur to take some 
traffic off Highway 525. Originally, the 
road would have come within half a mile 
of their “island paradise” and “we knew 
that would bring real estate development 
and suburbia on our doorstep,” John 
said. Eventually, the county moved the 
road much farther away from them. But 
that initial threat moved them to act.

They decided to put an easement on 
their property around Eagle Lake. Some 
property owners who place conservation 
easements on their properties with the 
Land Trust receive a monetary payment 
representing the value of the development 
rights they are giving up. But Travis and 
John took a different route: they would 
donate the easement and seek the tax 

benefit that derives from permanently re-
ducing the value of undeveloped land from 
what it might be if sold to developers.

“We’re taking hikes 
and enjoying all the 
open spaces that are 
protected by the Land 
Trust, and it makes 
us grateful that we 
protected ours.”– John Wicher

They had their accountant confer with 
the Internal Revenue Service about tax 
consequences and hired a lawyer and an 
appraiser. It all came together in 
December 2019. 

“Looking back, it’s easy to see how it all 
works,” Travis said.  “But we had no expe-
rience with the process and it then looked 
a bit cumbersome, and we needed a lot of 
advice and hand-holding, especially from 
Pat Powell – which thankfully we got.”

Now that it’s all done, they are feeling a 
sense of satisfaction. “During the pan-
demic, we are spending much more time 
on Whidbey than in Seattle,” John said.  
“We’re taking hikes and enjoying all the 
open spaces that are protected by the 
Land Trust, and it makes us grateful that 
we protected ours.”
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Bringing Fire Back to the Prairies
Ancient Tool Helps Rare Plants and Improves Habitat

Since about 9,000 B.C., the fertile, open 
prairies on Whidbey and Camano islands 
provided the indigenous Coastal Salish 
peoples with a wealth of abundance, 
including edible greens, root vegetables, 
and game animals. And during most of 
those millennia, humans intentionally 
set fires on prairies to eliminate invasive 
trees and shrubs and enhance food 
production.

When Europeans arrived on Whidbey 
Island, there were approximately 
80,000 acres of prairies. Today, due 
to conversion to agriculture and 
development, less than 1 percent of the 
island’s native prairies remain.  

Fortunately, two significant native prairie 
remnants are protected at our Admiralty 
Inlet Preserve near Coupeville. They are 
among the last 11 natural sites in the world 
where the endangered golden paintbrush, 
once a common prairie plant, still survives.  

We’ve reintroduced controlled fires to 
these prairie remnants because, as the 
islands’  indigenous people know, it works! 

Controlled burns, such as this one at our Admiralty Inlet Preserve, benefit native prairie plants in many ways.

Periodic controlled burns remove the 
dense build-up of dead vegetation. 
This provides prairie plants with more 
nutrients and room to grow. It also 
improves habitat for native birds, bees, 
and butterflies.

Our third intentional prairie burn 
occurred in October with lots of help 
from volunteers and professionally 
trained crews with the Center for Natural 
Lands Management and Central Whidbey 
Fire and Rescue.

Northwest Youth Corps spent three weeks working on our Walking Ebey’s Trail system. Thanks to the National 
Park Service and State Parks for sharing the crew in this partner project!

Stewardship Happenings

Volunteer Robert Chapman trims back vegetation 
along the trails at Trillium Community Forest.

A Washington Conservation Corps crew takes a break 
from weed removal at Possession Sound Preserve.
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This elephant seal is the face of May in the Land Trust’s 2021 Calendar. Photo by Cara Hefflinger.

Wild Encounters
Discover Them on Our Website 
Wildlife habitat is abundant on the islands. So are 
stories about nature on our website. Check out 
the following stories and more by going to our 
Habitchat blog at www.wclt.org:

• Shorties Return: Like clockwork, Short-eared 
Owls are back at Crockett Lake Preserve. See lots 
of photos of these unusual daytime hunters.

• Otterly Amazing: Learn how 10 is not a 
crowd when it comes to one river otter family.

• A Natural Fit: A Land Trust board member 
shares how protecting the wonders of the islands 
became a calling.

• Monthly Inspiration: Find out where you can 
still buy a Land Trust 2021 Calendar. They make 
great gifts for the holidays.
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