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By Harry Anderson

For the last century, it would be 
impossible to overestimate what 
the Pickard family has meant to the 
preservation of Whidbey’s rural, 
agriculture-based way of life.

This year marks the 100th anniversary 
of the family’s arrival on Ebey’s Prairie. 
Moritz Pickard, a German Jewish 
immigrant, came to the island in 1921 
with his Seattle-born wife Ernestine 
and their toddler son Herb. Pickard had 
just purchased the Prairie Mercantile 

Store in Coupeville, which had opened 
two years earlier to provide hardware, 
livestock supplies, apparel and groceries 
to the town and farm families.

The venture was promising until a 
decade later when the Pickards found 
many local families struggling to 
survive during the Great Depression, 
followed by World War II. The family 
provided a lifeline by extending credit 
to their customers and the store quickly 
became the hub of local commerce and 
social life.

Pioneers in Preservation
One family’s devotion to the land

Jan Pickard, left, her mother Muriel and brother 
Ken have been instrumental in helping to preserve 
the rural character of Central Whidbey Island.
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In 1946, Herb and his wife Muriel bought the 
business from his parents and continued their 
tradition of community service and involvement. 
They sold the store in 1972 when it became the 
Prairie Center Market.

Today their daughter Jan Pickard, a Coupeville 
resident, has fond childhood memories. She 
recalls working in the original store in the cold of 
winter. “There was an old fireplace in the corner 
and in the mornings the local farmers would 
come in to drink coffee, sit around and yack. 
It was beautiful.” 

Jan also remembers her father’s devotion to 
the rural way of life he grew up with. That 
passion turned to activism when development 
threatened to destroy the open spaces of Ebey’s 
Prairie in the late 1970s. A plan to build 500 
houses there motivated Herb and his son Ken 
to help push the U.S. Congress to create Ebey’s 
Landing National Historical Reserve, the first 
reserve of its kind anywhere in the country.

“They knew that unlimited development would 
ruin this precious rural landscape and they 
knew it had to be stopped,” Jan said. “Dad was 
a merchant and his rule was not to take strong 
positions on public issues if you own a business.  
But when it came to protecting open spaces, 
rural culture and hiking trails, he made an 
exception to that rule.”

Herb and Muriel Pickard raised 
their family on Ebey’s Prairie 
where their Prairie Mercantile 
Store became the hub of local 
social life. Photos courtesy of Jan 
Pickard and the Island County 
Historical Museum.

Ken and Herb became founding members 
of the Whidbey Camano Land Trust in 1984 
and served on its board for the first six years. 
Eventually, the Pickards put conservation 
easements on some of their Whidbey 
properties to limit future development. 
Herb and Muriel were later instrumental 
in establishing the Island County Historical 
Museum and Pacific Northwest Art School.

Herb passed away in 2003. After Muriel’s 
death in March at age 98, her estate provided 
significant legacy gifts to the Land Trust. Jan 
reflects on her family’s connection to the land 
from her home overlooking Ebey’s Prairie.

“The freedom we had growing up here is part 
of the passion we have for this place,” she said. 
“Dad grew up riding horses and hiking all over. 
When he married mom, she came to love it as 
much as he did.”  

Muriel may not have been the activist her 
husband was, but she continued to support local 
organizations and land preservation throughout 
her lifetime.

For more than a century, the Pickards have 
maintained a tradition of caring for the land. 
And from the seeds they’ve planted, their work 
will carry forward for another hundred years.
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A Forest of Memories
Passion for nature inspires gift of land
A lush green forest. Trickling streams. Elizabeth Ruthford loved the 
quiet, wooded sanctuary her family owned on South Whidbey.

She and her husband, Daniel, purchased the property in the 
1960s, adding more land over the next decade. Bordered 
by two farms, the site became a refuge that took 
them back to another time.

“Both of my parents were raised in a rural 
setting,” said Brad Ruthford. “My dad was born 
on a little farm in Lake Stevens. My mother 
spent most of her childhood on a cattle 
ranch. They both were connected to nature 
from an early age.”

When Elizabeth died in 2020, long after her 
husband passed, she specified in her will that 
the 21 acres be conserved. Her four children 
carried out her wish, donating the property to the 
Land Trust. The property will be permanently protected 
as a “forever wild” preserve benefiting native plants, wildlife 
and the environment.

“It’s a really healthy forest with mature cedar, alder and fir,” said 
Ryan Elting, the Land Trust’s Conservation Director. “There are 

also high-quality wetlands. Keeping the property undeveloped will 
help safeguard water quality and aquifer recharge for the nearby 
Clinton Water District wells.”

Located near the Land Trust’s Possession Sound 
Preserve, the Ruthford property extends a habitat 

corridor important for the safe movement of 
birds and other wildlife.

Brad remembers seeing a lot of woodpeckers 
on the property during weekend stays at 
the family’s beach place. They’d walk the 
trails with their dogs, gather firewood or 
just explore. His mother loved wandering 
the land, viewing deer, birds and other wild 

creatures.

Brad said he considers the protected land 
“a memorial” to his parents.

“It was never discussed in the family to develop that 
property,” he said. “It was loved for the natural place it was. Our 
family hopes that the generosity of my parents and their desire 
to preserve the land on Whidbey encourages other people to do 
so too.”

Elizabeth Ruthford, below, cherished the wooded property on South Whidbey and specified in her will that it be conserved.
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One of the reasons Brittany Inbody chose 
a career in conservation is the satisfaction 
she gets from helping the environment. 
She was still beaming more than two 
months after coordinating the removal 
of creosote-treated logs from the Land 
Trust’s Elger Bay Estuary Preserve.

“The insects, fish and crabs are healthier 
for it,” said Brittany, a Land Trust stew-
ardship assistant. “We’re giving them a 

chance to thrive.”

The Camano Island project was a 
collaboration with the Washington 
Department of Natural Resources (WDNR) 
and Washington Conservation Corps. It’s 
the fourth time the partners joined forces 
to remove creosote-treated wood from 
island shorelines.

Creosote has been used for more than a 
century to slow the decay of wood pilings 

that support saltwater docks and piers. 
But creosote is toxic to many living 
organisms. It contains more than 300 
chemicals, including known carcinogens. 
These and other ingredients reduce the 
growth and immune system function of 
juvenile salmon.

The impact on forage fish is particularly 
devastating. Leaching creosote can cause 
up to a 95% reduction in the survival of 

Partners unite to remove tons of toxic material

Washington Conservation Corps members mark creosote-treated logs at Elger Bay Estuary Preserve. Janett Wingett

A CHANCE TO THRIVE

Every linear foot of piling can contain up to a gallon of  
liquid creosote. Even if the wood is more than a hundred years old, 
it’s still leaching as much as it did when it went in.

— Chris Robertson, Washington Department of Natural Resources

“
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Brittany Inbody, Land Trust stewardship assistant, above, helped coordinate a project that benefits juvenile salmon and other species.

herring eggs, a critical food source for 
salmon. Salmon is the primary food source 
for endangered Southern Resident orcas.

In 2004, WDNR launched its program to 
remove pilings treated with creosote. 
Today, the agency focuses on floating 
debris that wash up on local beaches, said 
Chris Robertson, WDNR aquatic  
restoration manager.

The Elger Bay estuary provides important 

habitat for fish and wildlife. It’s also a 
nursery for juvenile salmon. This signifi-
cance is why ongoing removal of creosote 
pilings will be necessary as the tides 
continue to draw them into the estuary.

“Every linear foot of piling can contain up 
to a gallon of liquid creosote,” Robertson 
said. “Even if the wood is more than a 
hundred years old, it’s still leaching as 
much as it did when it went in.” 

Since the program began, WDNR has 
removed 55 million pounds of creo-
sote-treated wood in Puget Sound. During 
the recent Elger Bay cleanup, 190 tons of 
creosote-treated wood were removed by 
helicopter. 

That’s a lot of harmful chemicals that will 
no longer impact all living things, including 
humans, that are part of the Puget Sound 
ecosystem.

Friends of Issaquah Salmon Hatchery

Janett Wingett Brittany Inbody
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Eroding bluffs
Sound Water Stewards is measuring bluff 
erosion at Barnum Point County Park,  
Possession Sound Preserve and other 
shorelines protected by the Land Trust. 
Their observations and photographs will 
be used by scientists to measure climate 
change impacts around the region. The 
research, led by Dr. Eric Grossman, is  
conducted by the U.S. Geological Survey 
and Western Washington University.

Got oaks?
We’re joining forces with the Oak 
Harbor Garry Oak Society to test-
plant seedlings at the Del Fairfax 
Forest Preserve on North Whid-
bey this fall. The group is working 
to increase this native tree species 
on Whidbey where they were once  
abundant. Also known as the Oregon 
white oak, it is the only oak native to the 
Pacific Coast of North America.

Tree-mendous benefits
Speaking of trees, oaks support more 
forms of life than any other tree genus in 
North America, according to Doug 
Tallamy, an entomologist and best-selling 
author. In addition to Garry Oaks, other 
native trees especially beneficial to island 
wildlife include bitter cherry, red alder 
and willows. 

Student snapshots
Thirty-two students from the digital 
media classes at Coupeville High School 
honed their photography and video skills 
this spring by visiting Trillium Commu-
nity Forest, Dugualla Bay Preserve and 
other Land Trust properties.  Shooting 
outdoors allowed them to capture some 
lovely images of landscapes and nature.  
“Some said they never knew we had so 
much beauty here in all of these places,” 
said instructor Susan Johnson.

Field Notes
Outtakes from the Land Trust

Signs of the times
Two striking interpretive panels showcas-
ing the work of renowned nature artist 
Larry Eifert have been installed at Dugualla 
Bay Preserve. Larry, who resides in Port 
Townsend, has created murals for some of 

America’s most beloved national parks, 
including Yosemite, Joshua Tree and Mount 
Rainier. A special thank you to volunteers 
Jim Somers and Steve Holmberg for help-
ing with the installation.

Carry it forward
Each year, the Land Trust offers intern-
ships for environmental stewardship. 
Interns work with staff to learn how to 
maintain and restore native habitat on 
protected lands. This year, we welcomed 
Vica Hefflinger and Alicia Feinauer. Vica 
grew up on Whidbey Island and recently  
graduated from Oregon State Univer-
sity with a degree in environmental 
science. Alicia is pursuing a degree in 
environmental conservation at Skagit 
Valley College. And kudos to Mutiny Bay 
Blues, owned by the Fletcher family, who 
generously sponsor one of the eight-

week internships. If you’re interested in 
sponsoring the second one, we’d love to 
hear from you!

Uncommon sighting
Two years ago, Land Trust member Mary 
Jo Adams sighted four Spotted Sandpiper 
chicks at Dugualla Bay Preserve on North 
Whidbey. Previously, Spotted Sandpipers 
were not known to nest on Whidbey 
Island. Adams was elated this year when 

she observed three more chicks at the 
same location. Hopefully, the uncom-

mon will become more common.

Whale of an opener 
Only days after Possession Sound 
Preserve opened to visitors in July, 

orcas could be seen traveling not far 
from the shoreline. The new preserve 

offers excellent habitat for marine life 
and other wildlife, including a variety of 
owls and seabirds. 

Friendly faces 
The Land Trust is pleased to introduce 
April Booth as our membership coor-
dinator. She recently relocated with 
her family to Whidbey and is excited to 
support members in her new role. April 
has a rich background with nonprofit 
organizations and a deep love of the 
islands and nature. 

Happy trails
New adventures await at the recently 
opened Beach View Farm Trail on North 
Whidbey. Visitors can enjoy a pleasant 
amble on the 1.5-mile walking path with 
spectacular scenery, including a historic 
working farm, wetlands, the Strait of Juan 
de Fuca and the Olympic Mountains. It’s 
a perfect setting for bird watching. And 
it’s accessible for people of all ages and 
abilities. Please do leave bikes and dogs at 
home to help keep farm animals safe. For 
directions, visit www.wclt.org.

             
 Amara 

Garib
yan
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Anonymous (7)
Linda Bainbridge
Frances Bainor-Boyle and 
James Boyle
Linda Beeman
Joan Benedusi
Dale and Joani Boose
Lynn Boose
Dick and Kathy Bowen
Emily Byrum and Brian Hecht
Sally and Tom Cahill
Ann and Capt. Tom Campbell, USN, Ret.
Laurie Carron and Dan Weber
John Cienki and Stephanie Rodden
Amanda Clark
Evelyn Daly

Ellen and Ken Dickey
Glenn Duncan and Nancy Luenn
Harry Dursch and Kirsten Lemke
John Edison
Martha and Steve Ellis
Charles Fay
Julia Glover and Robert Kenny
Paul Goldfinger
Christie Hammond
Grant and Jody Heiken
Linda Heinichen
Joe and Val Hillers
Gary and Marni Jezek
Karen Johnson
Steven Jones
Karen Kelly

Diane Kendy
Phyllis Kind
Bruce and Marty Kortebein
Tom Leschine and Kit O’Neill
Barbara and Lincoln Libby
Georgie Lindquist
Ann and Gregory Lyle
Melissa Merickel and Jim Somers
Brad and Ronda Miller
Cary Peterson
Pat Powell
Susan Prescott and    
Michael Seraphinoff
Charlton Price
Karen and Scott Price
Pam Pritzl

Bill Rick and Sarah Schmidt
Dyanne Sheldon
Marcia Sill
Jean Singer
Jana Kay Slater
Mira Steinbecher
Ray Thorne
Chris and Kellie Tormey
Sharon and Tom Vos
Nancy Waddell
Lisa and Mark Williams
Constance Wolfe
Diane Wyzga

Planning for a Better Future

Each year, we recognize the remarkable 
members of the Legacy Circle, a distinc-
tion honoring those who have named 
the Whidbey Camano Land Trust in their 
estate plans.

Through their foresight and intention, 
Legacy Circle members make a crucial 
difference in the growth and vitality of the 
Land Trust. Funding from estate 

A Lasting Gift for 
Generations

gifts enriches the lives of all who value 
conservation and cherish the islands’  
protected lands and waters.

Why Join the Legacy Circle?

Planned gifts ensure the Land Trust can 
flourish for decades to come. Donations 
help support land acquisition, steward-
ship, restoration and professional staff 
that make it all happen. Please join us in 
recognizing and extending our deepest 

gratitude to the members of the Legacy 
Circle. 

Learn More

If you too have included the Land Trust in 
your estate plans, we invite you to let us 
know so we can recognize your gift.  
To learn more about making a planned gift, 
please contact Kellie Tormey, Community 
Engagement Director, at kellie@wclt.org or 
call 360.222.3310.

LEGACY CIRCLE

LeGaCY CirCLe MeMBers

James Shipley

Rumi reminds us that there are many ways to 
kneel and kiss the ground. One way I’ve chosen 
is to include Whidbey Camano Land Trust in my 
plans as a way of giving back, saying thank you 
with deep appreciation for all that the 
organization provides for us.

— Diane Wyzga

“ “At this time in our lives, we’ve been grateful for 
what life has brought us. A legacy gift to the 
Whidbey Camano Land Trust will accomplish 
many goals. It will help advance the mission of 
protecting vital lands and waters for generations 
to come. It is the ultimate ‘pay it forward.’

— Melissa Merickel and Jim Somers
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You’re invited to an open house JUST for Land Trust members!

A Tribute to Trillium
Community Forest

Saturday,  
September 25

12:30 - 3:30 p.m.
Event parking at the Trillium Trailhead 

on Pacific Dogwood Drive and 
 Hwy 525 north of Freeland.

Come celebrate more than a decade of preservation 
 for this beloved woodland.

• Hiking
• Nature Tours
• Refreshments
• Fall Fun!

Questions? Email info@wclt.org. For directions, go to 
www.wclt.org/trillium. Pre-registration is not required.
COVID Notice: All local and state guidelines will be followed at this 
outdoor event. Masks are strongly encouraged. If you are not fully 
vaccinated, we ask that you please stay safe at home. We look 
forward to seeing you at a future opportunity.


