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The Balsam Mountain Trust inspires people to be responsible stewards of the natural and 
cultural resources of the Southern Blue Ridge Mountains through education and conserva-
tion leadership. 

      

  Volunteers provide a valuable service to the Trust. Among them, Connor White, a recent WCU recreation 
major grad, shown here learning the protocols of handling our birds of prey. In this case, he’s working with 
Apollo, our Harris’ hawk. Connor is really excited about working with the birds of prey and other critters. 
                   Photo by:  M. Skinner 

Trust End of Year Ask 

It’s that time of year again 

when the Trust team asks 

you to support our efforts.  

And again this year, our 

anonymous donor has pro-

vided their $25,000 Chal-

lenge. New donors will have 

their amount matched and 

continuing donors will have 

any amount matched above 

what they gave previously. 

This donor’s generosity 

should be the impetus for 

each BMP member to support 

the amazing things the 

Trust does for each of you. 

Happy Holidays! 



 

From the Trailhead: Hope is Not an Eagle; New Faculty Mem-
ber on Board 
By Michael Skinner, executive director 
 

Another Year of Providing a Message of Hope, I Hope: 
 As you know, if you’ve been following the Trust for any amount of time, 
you should have noticed that we have been consistent in our messaging of trying 
to provide accurate, scientific information as well as providing our brand of edu-
tainment, all with no prejudice. What I’d like to offer in this issue are just some 
factoids about the state of our planet’s health as relates to our relationship with 

it. 
 I’m a bit of news junkie, I’ll admit, but in my quest for Truth, Justice and the American Way, along 
the way, I find news that, at a minimum, is very concerning. I have tried over the years, as a member of 
the Trust team, not to be melodramatic, because I don’t want my information to get lost in the message. 
And it seems, of late, that this is becoming harder and harder to do because of news outlets no longer 
being much about news and the pervasive atmosphere of everyone, literally, being able to have their “15 
minutes of fame,” while truth and civility seen to not be much of a concern.  
 My point is, as it relates to the health of the natural world, that we simply cannot continue to 
treat the living systems on this planet the way that we have. A perfect example is the Great Pacific Gar-
bage Patch, which is actually comprised of two patches on either side of the Pacific Ocean. The combined 
size of the patch is roughly equal to the size of Texas!  Plastics in the oceans, lakes, rivers, etc., become 
problematic for all living things, including us.  
 Whatever your thoughts are regarding climate change and other “the jury may still be out” top-
ics, the plastics problem is quantifiable. So, you may ask, “Why are you telling us this?” It’s because we’re 
all the problem and we can all be the answer. To that end, the Trust is once again asking each BMP mem-
ber to contribute to its annual ask. To those who contributed at the Trust Party and who may have given 
to our end of year solicitation, we thank you from the bot-
tom of our hearts. To those that haven’t, please  think 
about the fact that we’re you’re eyes and ears and boots 
on the ground stewards of the natural resources to which 
you have invested.  

 
And Now, It’s Time to Say “Hello” to a New 
Friend: 
 With the passing of Rusty, the Trust decided on en-
listing the help of a new ambassador that we found 
through our connections with professional rehabilitators. 
As yet officially named, Sparky (for now), is an adult male 
North American kestrel (our smallest falcon species). He 
comes to us by way of a nature center in central Oregon. 
He was determined to be unreleasable due to some mus-
cle and bone trauma. He is a really handsome young man. 
Young is an assumption because actually don’t know his 
age.   
 So when you have a chance, please stop by and see 
our amazing little ambassador. 
 



 

Education Mewsings: What’s in a Name, as in Hellbender, 
Snot Otter, Lasagna Lizard !!! 
By: Rose Wall,  C0-Senior Naturalist/Education Director 

 

 We created the Walk for Wildlife pedometer challenge with the hope 
of giving you all at Balsam a fun way to get out and get moving! But, this is 
also about giving back. Part of the Trust mission is to provide regional environ-
mental leadership. The Walk for Wildlife Challenge (and associated grant) are 
one way we demonstrate our commitment to supporting conservation work 

on the ground. For every mile walked by participants, the Trust donates 15 cents (up to $1,500). We are 
proud to have supported conservation projects across the region including migratory bird banding and ed-
ucation through Southern Appalachian Raptor Research; fish surveys, stream management and citizen sci-
ence through Mainspring Conservation Trust and creation of an outdoor classroom and field biology curric-
ulum through Smokey Mountain High.  

Last year we awarded our fourth Walk for Wildlife grant! Joshua Holbrook, Professor of Natural 
Science at Montreat College used the funds do hellbender salamander research and conservation work. 
hellbenders (Cryptobranchus allganiensis) are a large, imperiled salamander native to the southern Appa-
lachians. Though they have a sizeable range (New York to 
northern Georgia) their populations are declining due to 
threats from habitat destruction, degrading river quality, dis-
ease and collection for the illegal pet trade. Because of these, 
they are protected by law in nearly every state in which they 
occur (including North Carolina) and are being considered for 
listing under the Endangered Species Act. In addition to the 
many threats facing the species, torrential rains in May 2018 
led to catastrophic flooding which was documented to have 
killed many hellbenders in western North Carolina.  

Dr. Holbrook’s goal was to assess the population of 
hellbenders in Flat Creek, a tributary of the Swannanoa River 
in Montreat and Black Mountain, NC. Unfortunately after a 
year of work Dr. Holbrook and his team did not find a single 
specimen. This was a discouraging discovery given that hell-
benders were sighted and even nesting in Flat Creek just the 
year before. This does not necessarily mean that they have 
been eliminated from the creek, but it’s an indicator that their 
population has, at a minimum, been greatly reduced. In order 
to further assess the situation, Dr. Holbrook has teamed with 
NC Wildlife Resource Commission to take DNA samples of the 
water, a new method of assessing populations without ever 
having to lay eyes on an animal! The results will be forthcom-
ing – we are keeping our fingers crossed.  

An unexpected and hopeful result of this project was that the community members of Montreat ral-
lied behind hellbender conservation. The Montreat Landcare committee, a group of citizens representing 
the Town of Montreat, Montreat College and local churches and community groups, took it upon them-
selves to create a sub-committee that will engage citizens to monitor water quality and maintain a vigil to 
threats to the creek. They have also spearheaded several community engagement sessions to help others 
learn about hellbenders and how to be good stewards of the creek.  Additionally, college field technicians 

Josh Holbrook with a male hellbender 
encountered in in Flat Creek in 2017. 



 

were hired for this work, gaining valuable experi-
ence in boots on the ground conservation. Re-
sults were also shared with college students in 
the classroom, with partners in conservation such 
the NC Wildlife Resource Commission, and even 
at the Montreat 4th of July parade where a sum-
mer intern dressed in a Hellbender costume! This 
new excitement about Hellbenders gives Dr. 
Holbrook hope. “Although the initial findings are 
dismaying, I cannot help but be hopeful about 
the future of Flat Creek and the hellbenders 
therein. The residents know what a gem they 
have, and what can be lost if they are not vigi-
lant.” He adds that Hellbenders are still known to 
exist in the Upper Swannonoa and French Broad 
Rivers. So, even if they are gone from Flat Creek 
for now, they are likely to migrate back over 
time. And the community is committed to making 
the river healthy for them when they come.  

Dr. Holbrook sends his thanks to the Trust and all 
of the homeowners that participated: “You have 
helped facilitate a real and tangible increase in 
our knowledge of the conservation of a state-
listed species, and you’ve helped plant the seeds 
for success in the conservation of the wild lands 
in our backyard.”  

Above: Students in the Montreat College ecology 
class, gather environmental data to help assess the 
health of the Flat Creek system for hellbenders. 
 
Below, right: Hellbender technicians ‘gear up’ in 
preparation for the hellbender surveys being under-
taken through Dr. Holbrook’s class.  
 
Below: A hellbender in Scott’s Creek, just off the 
Preserve, is the largest salamander in North Ameri-
ca. You might be able to divine the moniker ‘snot 
otter’ from this photo. 



 

 AmeriCorps Update:  
By Nicole Cook, AmeriCorps Service Member 

 
 Hi everyone! Believe it or not, this is my fourth 
month with the Trust! At the start of my term I never 
would have guessed that I would be so comfortable 
with a bird of prey on the glove, releasing a Monarch 
butterfly or speaking to a group of about 110 high 
school students! This certainly would not be the case 
without the support and encouragement from Jen, 
Rose, and Michael. I am not even half-way through my 
term, and I have learned and accomplished so much! I 
have finished our second-grade Monarch Programs, 
visited four schools for our Adopt-a-School Program, 
seen over 500 5th graders over two days for the Hay-
wood County Conservation Field Days, visited Jackson 

County 4-H and Asheville High School, successfully released over twenty monarch butterflies and written 
two grant proposals. 
 The most amazing part of my position so far has been witnessing the enthusiasm of the students. 
No matter what kind of day I have been having, when I get to a program and introduce a group of stu-
dents to one of our animal ambassadors or chase after them as a “rainstorm” in a Monarch Migration 
game, their excitement and joy is infectious.  
 In our Monarch programs, students 
learn about monarch life cycles and migration 
in two programs that include stories, crafts, 
and games. The students also get a chance to 
raise their very own monarchs in their class-
room. While classes had mixed results with 
the success of this project,  it was wonderful 
to see how invested each class was in the well
-being of these tiny creatures. This was espe-
cially meaningful since I was also raising mon-
archs for the first time. Watching them trans-
form over the course of about a month from 
a tiny caterpillar to an adult butterfly and, 
helping it start its journey to Mexico is a truly 
magical experience.  
 While out conducting Adopt-a-School 
programs, I discovered that there were some students who only spoke Spanish. Since then, I have started 
the process of adding Spanish vocabulary to our Adopt-a-School program curriculum. It was wonderful to 
brush off the dust on my Spanish-speaking and help more 4th graders learn about the natural world and 
feel included. I hope to keep practicing my Spanish and improve my ability to include students for whom 
English is not their first language.   
 I am very excited to continue the Adopt-a-School programs with 4th graders in Jackson and Hay-
wood County and am looking forward to the Pollinator Programs for 1st graders in the spring. I feel incred-
ibly lucky to be able to visit so many schools and community groups, work with such amazing animals, 
and be part of the Balsam Mountain Trust team! I can’t wait to see what other surprises, challenges and 
successes my term at the Balsam Mountain Trust will hold! 


