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WVWA’s Mission
is to protect the quality 

and the beauty of the Wissahickon
Creek and to enhance life in the 

watershed by:

Protecting and 
enhancing open space.

d
Promoting awareness of environmental

issues through education.
d

Promoting wise land use..
d

Preserving historic sites important 
to the history of the Wissahickon.
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As illustrated by the area
map accompanying this arti-
cle, Briar Hill is at the heart of
several hundred acres of open
space that has already been
preserved by the Watershed
Association and by Whitpain
Township, making it even
more valuable from an eco-
logical standpoint.  

The new preserve is just
across Lewis Lane from his-
toric Camp Woods, which is
comprised of parcels given to
the Watershed Association by
Phoebe Wetzel and James
Cheston in the 1990’s.  Camp
Woods connects with the
Armentrout Preserve, protect-
ed by Whitpain Township and
by WVWA in 1997 and 1998.
West of Briar Hill is Prophecy
Creek Park, which was pro-
tected by Whitpain Township

BRIAR HILL ADDED TO

WVWA PRESERVE LIST

in 2000.  Less than a mile
southeast of Briar Hill lies the
109-acre Willow Lake Farm,
which came to WVWA in
2002, thanks to the generosity
of Jane O’Neill and her fami-
ly.  East of Briar Hill is land
already owned by the
Watershed Association along
Prophecy Creek, and less than
a mile away to the northeast
lies the Wissahickon
Waterfowl Preserve outside
the Borough of Ambler.
WVWA’s 52-acre Four Mills
Nature Reserve, the site of our
administrative offices and
education programs, com-
pletes the picture to the east.

Water quality in Prophecy
Creek is regarded as the best
of any tributary to the
Wissahickon Creek.  The open
space already preserved by
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Wissahickon:
Worth Preserving

The Wissahickon Valley
Watershed Association

is proud to announce the
release of a new book about
the Wissahickon Creek and
efforts to preserve the land
around the Creek.  The
book is called Wissahickon:
Worth Preserving; The
Preservation of a
Pennsylvania Watershed. It
features photographs by

Jamie Stewart and text by Neree Aron-Sando.

Jamie has captured with his camera the extraordinrary character of the
Creek, from top to bottom.  Complementing the photographs is a text by
Neree Aron-Sando, formerly the editor of the Ambler Gazette, who
interviewed long-time WVWA members and researched the history of both
life along the Wissahickon and the Watershed Association.  The book is
being published by the Watershed Association and will be available for
sale through the WVWA office for $45 after April 18.  

Thanks to Jamie and Neree’s generosity, and thanks also to the generosity
of several underwriters, all proceeds from the book’s sale will go directly
to the Watershed Association for its programs.

t All photos are by Jamie Stewart unless otherwise noted. t

i

Worth PreservingWorth Preserving

Published by the Wissahickon Valley Watershed Association
12 Morris Rd, Ambler, PA 19002-5499 • 215-646-8866 • publisher@wvwa.org

• ISBN13: 978-0-9792171-0-4

• Library of Congress Control Number:

2007920759

• Release date April 19, 2007

• 10” x 11” x 3/4” Hardcover

• 112 Pages, 186 color photographs

• Trail map printed on end papers.

THE PRESERVATION OF A PENNSYLVANIA WATERSHED

A 100-acre treasure of natural land in Whitpain Township known as Briar Hill Preserve has been pro-
tected through a combination of conservation easements and WVWA’s acquisition of more than a third
of the property.

Sixty-two acres of the 100-acre tract have been subdivided into three parcels and protected through
a series of conservation easements donated to WVWA and to Whitpain Township by 
Carole Haas Gravagno.  Conservation buyers have been found for those three parcels.  WVWA has
acquired another two parcels totaling 38 acres that are contiguous with land along Prophecy Creek that
was protected through an easement donated to the organization by F. Otto Haas in 1985.

Public access to the portion of Briar Hill Preserve owned by WVWA will be provided via a public
walking trail from Prophecy Creek Park (part of the Whitpain Township Park System). The trail will be
parallel to Prophecy Creek.

IMPORTANCE OF PRESERVING BRIAR HILL
WVWA and by Whitpain
Township, together with the
undeveloped status of Briar
Hill, are undoubtedly what
account for the continued
good water quality in
Prophecy Creek. 

Briar Hill’s fifty acres of
mature woods adjoining
meadows and pastures pro-
vide valuable wildlife habitat.
The high quality of the habitat
on the site is attributable to
the size of the property and to
the fact that it is close to so
much other natural land.
During WVWA’s annual
Birdathon in 2006, bird
watchers identified twenty-
six species on the Briar Hill
Preserve.  One of the birds
observed was the Yellow-
breasted Chat, a species that
is rarely seen in this area.  

New Trail Maps Available
Please use our trails and enjoy our preserves!  There are
acres of beautiful preserved lands to visit in the 64-
square mile watershed of the Wissahickon Creek.  Most
people are only familiar with the lower third of the
Creek and Forbidden Drive.  But there is another expe-
rience waiting for you above Northwestern Avenue!   

Thanks to a generous grant from
the Claneil Foundation,
maps of the upper
two-thirds of the
Wissahickon Creek
and the preserves and
trails that surround it
are now available for $7
each in the WVWA
office. The maps include
information about walking
trails, parking, interesting
historic sites and preserves
that are open to the public.
Stop by the WVWA office or
order yours by calling 
(215) 646-8866. 

continued on page 2



Phoebe Wetzel
Phoebe Wetzel, who died in her 94th year on February 9, cherished the land on the

corner of Lewis Lane and Morris Road.  Not only did she live there her whole life, her
family had occupied that property, and hundreds of acres around it, since 1728.  So
deeply did she care about the beautiful woods and meadows around her home that she
joined her cousin, James Cheston IV, in giving over 30 acres to the Watershed
Association in the 1990’s. Camp Woods is an astounding experience for all who walk
there. Beech, Oak and Tulip trees tower eighty to a hundred feet in the air, and the
peace one feels on that trail belies the proximity of the traffic on Morris Road.  When
next you walk in Camp Woods, please remember the wonderful lady who left us this
very special legacy.

There has been an advertisement on
TV that features the Slowskees –

two talking turtles who can’t understand
why anyone would want to go fast.  Well,
turtles do go slowly, and that is one of the
reasons they are quickly disappearing
from the wild: illegal collecting; that, and
the loss of habitat.  So this article is a plea
to parents and children to admire turtles
and other wildlife when you see them and
keep a distance from them so you do not
disturb them. If you find a turtle crossing
a road, and if it is safe to do so, put it on
the side of the road where it is headed, but
don’t, repeat - don’t – take it away from
its habitat to your home.  No exceptions!

When you remove a turtle or any other
animal from the wild to raise as a “pet,”
you have effectively made its gene pool
extinct.

Wild animals do not thrive in our homes
for many reasons.  Suffice it to say that we
do them a terrible injustice, and we teach
our children the wrong message, when we
“kidnap” wild animals.  If you have a child
who just does not understand why we
must leave wildlife in the wild, I recom-
mend that you and your child read and dis-
cuss the children’s book The Salamander
Room by Anne Mazer.  This book
describes how complicated it would be to
fulfill a salamander’s needs if a child
wanted to bring it into the house.

When coming upon a wild animal, you
can use the experience to convey several
important learning experiences. Take time
to observe the animal and its surroundings,
discuss how it survives, what food it might
eat in that habitat, what enemies it might
have, where it might make its home, hide
from predators, get a drink, etc. 

Most animals have a territory in which
they get what they need to survive.  It can

Parcel D is 4 acres of mature woods
along the Prophecy Creek that is contigu-
ous to land already under easement to
WVWA. This parcel has been purchased
by WVWA.

Parcel E is 9.9 acres at the corner of
Morris Road and Lewis Lane. This parcel
is the site of an existing house, barn,
garage, and a small log cabin, the oldest
building in Whitpain Township.  A conser-
vation easement limits development on

2 3

Do a Good Deed for Wildlife 
by Judith Gratz, Director of Environmental Education

Annual Meeting Set for April 18 at William Penn Inn
The 2007 Annual Meeting of the Wissahickon Valley Watershed Association will be held in the Carriage Room of the
William Penn Inn from 5:30 p.m. until 7:30 p.m. on Wednesday, April 18, 2007.  Light refreshments will be served,
followed by a brief business meeting. 

The evening will be a celebration of the Watershed Association’s 50th anniversary, and will feature a new book with photos
by Jamie Stewart, Wissahickon: Worth Preserving. Tickets for the evening are $50 per person, and can be ordered by calling
WVWA at 215 646-8866. 

New Briar Hill Trail is 
Spring Project For 
Serve The Preserve
Stewardship Director Bob Adams plans to create
a new loop trail extending from the eastern-most
edge of Prophecy Creek Park, along Prophecy
Creek through WVWA’s newly-acquired
property on Briar Hill Preserve, and back again.  

Volunteers are needed for the trail building
project, which will take place from 9 a.m. to
noon on Serve The Preserve Day, Saturday, April
14.  The work will involve widening and leveling
the trail, installing footbridges and boardwalks
where needed, planting native trees and bushes,
and installing signs at the trail entrance.

Call Bob at (215) 646-8866 Ext. 14 or e-mail
him at Bob@wvwa.org for more information or
to sign up.

take many generations for plants and ani-
mals to adapt to an area given the geology,
soils, climate, elevation, and other factors.
To remove any of the plants or animals
can upset the balance of the habitat to the
detriment of all the others, and in favor of
less desirable species. 

So why, you may ask, does WVWA
keep caged animals?  All the animals we
have were bred in captivity, and we use
them for educational purposes.  In that
way you can have a chance to pet, feed,
and observe the animals, and have some-
one else take responsibility for them.
Children can name the caged animals in
the WVWA museum, and visit them
whenever they wish. 

We at WVWA encourage you to draw
the line and leave wild animals in the wild.
Take a camera with you on your next walk
in the woods and fields.  Children love to
take photos, and when they look at the pic-
tures, the memory of seeing a live and
healthy animal in its native habitat is a
great reward for a good deed that is easy to
accomplish.

Briar Hill Preserve comprises five con-
tiguous parcels that were protected by
Carole Haas Gravagno through conserva-
tion easements before she sold them :

Parcel A is 33 acres on the western por-
tion of the site and has been purchased by
WVWA.  This site is completely covered
by mature woods and contains a small
tributary to Prophecy Creek.  The
Montgomery County Soil Survey 
indicates the presence of
hydric wetland soils here.

Parcel B is 11 acres along
the eastern edge of Parcel
A.  It is partially in mature
woods, but is predominant-
ly an old field that is trans-
forming itself into woods. A
conservation easement lim-
its this parcel to two homes
and improvements.

Parcel C is 42 acres in
the middle of the Preserve.
It contains roughly 30 acres
of pasture and 12 acres of
mature woods. Through a
conservation easement,
only one house, a horse
barn, and a stable-hand cot-
tage will be built along
Lewis Lane, leaving the rest
of the parcel open.
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continued from page 1

Mill Race

this parcel to what is currently in place,
plus an additional house.

WVWA’s acquisition of parcels A and D
cost $3,000,000.  WVWA has already
secured $2.5 million from the
Commonwealth of Pennsylvania,
Montgomery County, and Whitpain
Township. We are now approaching indi-
viduals and foundations to help us defray
the cost of purchasing this unique – and
rare—treasure of open space.

Briar Hill & Adjoining Properties

Phoebe Wetzel, Carole Gravagno and 
Phoebe Driscoll at a WVWA event in February, 2001.
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