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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. 

      

There have been more bear sightings on the Preserve this year—especially compared to last year when 
people commented on the dearth of sightings. Seeing wild animals at any given time, in any given place, 
is always exciting for most people. And the bigger they are, the more excited and curious folks become. 
The population of black bears on the mountains here is still quite robust as environmental conditions 
have been favorable to their increased numbers. That stated, please be mindful that these are intelligent, 
powerful animals and prefer to be left alone. Ken B. acquired this photo from a critter cam—which, btw, 
is the best way to see them. If you have a wildlife camera and you do get images of any of our wild neigh-
bors, please feel free to share them with us so we can share with folks on the mountain. Remember, to be 
safe outdoors and it’s a good idea to maintain extreme amounts of social/physical distancing with our 
wild neighbors. 
            Photo by:  K. Bowdon 



 

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

The Challenges—and Joy—of Living Among Our Wild Friends: 
 As we all know, the Preserve is very fortunate to have what can only be 
described as a cornucopia of wild species. With a rather small number of human 
habitations and density, compared to the geographic size of the property (about 
4,400 acres), the maxim of “a community within a park” is apt as  there are 
about 3,500 acres of land permanently protected with conservation easement 

assignments. And as the reach of humanity’s fingers delves ever deeper into the natural  world, we con-
tinue to pry the lid off of the proverbial Pandora’s box of surprises, of which, we’re often not prepared to 
handle. Case in point: the current pandemic, which we humans unleashed. The fact that we continue to 
be effective, albeit, often unknowingly, efficient agents of change in the natural world, often leaves us 
stupefied, terrified and unqualified to deal with what we’ve wrought. That stated, I’m a strong believer in 
the nature of the human spirit. I wish though, often, that we would be more proactive, rather than reac-
tive to the challenges we have, and will, face. 
 I’m writing this column this time in NaturePhile because I read, a lot, about the challenges with 
which we’re facing relating to climate change and the, now, sixth mass extinction in which we now find 
ourselves. I know we’re dealing with information fatigue but if we continue to ‘bury our heads in the 
sand’, as the maxim goes, we’ll not like the results. If you have a proclivity to digest scientific research 
and environmental prose, then you can easily be overwhelmed by the sheer volume of dietary selection. 
And it is quite easy to ‘overeat’ and then try to deal with the ‘caloric consumption’ regret. For example, 
I’m reading David Quammen’s 2012 book, SpillOver, Animal Infections and the Next Human Pandemic, a 
book, which, by the way, predicted the pandemic in which we now find ourselves. He’s not the only one 
who made this prediction. If you have even the slightest interest in how the natural world works, you 
probably could have seen this coming too. He, and myriad others certainly did.  
 I find the wonders, complexities, varieties, subtleties, etc., of the natural world nothing but curi-
ous and jaw-droppingly awe-inspiring. The Trust team tries diligently and responsibly to bring the won-
ders of nature to everyone who is invested in the Preserve as well as to students in the region. We have 
an earned reputation of being a good resource for people who want and/or need information about the-
natural world. I now would like to challenge each reader of this publication to become part of the solu-
tion to the challenges we face with the health of the planet. Mind you, this planet can take care of her-
self, with or without our meddling. The larger consequence here is our continued healthy existence as 
one piece in a very large puzzle. I find it curious that even with the peer-reviewed knowledge available to 
us, that we still, by and large, don’t want to talk about the path we seem to be headed related to the 
changes occurring on the planet. There seems to be a feeling that “someone else will take of this” be-
cause we’re too busy with our own frantic life situations, especially compounded now by the pandemic. 
And this pandemic quite possibly could have been avoided if not for the continual ‘playing with fire’ the 
human race seems so unavoidably, but not purposefully intentionally, continues to tempt.  
 Your support of the Trust allows us to continue our mission—to provide information that can, 
among other things, bring facts to bear that can help us all be better stewards of the natural world. This 
will , after all, help each of us enjoy a life full of the joys most of us want. Please feel free to contact me, 
or any member of the Trust staff to have a deeper conversation about the points I’ve raised in this col-
umn. I know for myself, that living on a healthy planet is good for us, our kids, our grandkids and the fu-
ture of the human race and all living things. Cheers. 

 



 

  

Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change 
the world; indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.  - Margaret Mead 

If ever a picture was ever worth a thousand words, especially since Gary Larson is coming back 

online with his Far Side drawings, then this might be it. It seemed appropos to offer our own ver-

sion of his interepretation of the world as he sees it. We’ll call this occasional offering the Near 

Side. This particular image was taken by BMP owner Dr. Stephen Barnett, which he forwarded to me. 

So, what we’d like readers to do is send us their own caption befitting this encounter between a 

garter snake and a garden hose. Have fun with it and send your captions to Michael @ mskin-

ner@bmtrust.org. Enjoy! 



 

  Education Mewsings: Justice For All 
By: Jen Knight,  C0-Senior Naturalist/Education Director 

 

 As the national conversation on race and justice plays out across the country, 
this is a good time to examine the role of systemic racism in the world of environ-
mental policy, remediation, and recreation. One framework to guide these discus-
sions is the concept of “intersectionality,” coined by Professor Kimberle Crenshaw to 
describe how overlapping social identities can amplify the effects of marginalization. 
For example, a non-white woman may face more institutional or political obstacles 

than a white woman or non-white man. The concept of examining “stacking intolerances” is increasingly 
being applied to the human dimensions of environmental work to achieve better outcomes in environmen-
tal justice. 
 Leah Thomas, an intersectional environmental activist based in California, defines it as “inclusive 
version of environmentalism that advocates for both the protection of people and the planet. It identifies 
the ways in which injustices happening to marginalized communities and the earth are interconnected. It 
brings injustices done to the most vulnerable communities, and the earth, to the forefront and does not 
minimize or silence social inequality.” 
 This movement has its roots in the American Civil Rights-era but was galvanized here in North Caro-
lina during the Warren County PCB Landfill protests of the 80s. Considered one of the largest acts of civil 
disobedience since civil rights protesters filled the streets of Alabama, the sit-in attempted to disrupt the 
delivery of toxic PCB waste to a new landfill constructed near a community that was 66% African American, 
90% of whom lived below the poverty line - a site many experts said failed to meet safety standards due to 
proximity to ground water and unstable soil conditions. 
Despite public outcry and over 500 arrests, the contaminated soil was buried in the Warren County site. 
 The “state-of-the-art” liners in the landfill failed contaminating air and groundwater in the region. 
After lengthy legal battles and “feasibility issues” the site was finally detoxified in 2003. 
An independent landmark study conducted in the wake of the landfill’s construction found that “race was 
the most significant factor in siting hazardous waste facilities, and that three out of every five African 
Americans and Hispanics live in a community housing toxic waste sites.” This and the findings of similar 
studies brought environmental racism to the national stage. The community organization and political fall-
out of the Warren County PCB Landfill resulted in several new policies including the establishment of the 
Office of Environmental Justice in 1994. 
 Today, environmental justice is cited both in national cases, as in the Dakota Access Pipeline contro-
versy, and in global issues like climate change which disproportionately affects the “global South”. Conser-
vationists too are finding greater success in land preservation initiatives that include economic opportuni-
ties and buy-in for local stakeholders and communities. It is through addressing intersecting variables – like 
poverty, food insecurity, healthcare access – that true and lasting change is possible. 
 The outdoor recreation industry also has room for growth. We think of nature as universally acces-
sible but as the recent incident of a white woman threatening a black birdwatcher in Central Park illustrat-
ed, this assumption is often taken for granted by white nature enthusiasts. Non-white people are often 
viewed with suspicion, hostility, and even outright aggression in parks and other natural spaces. Organiz-
ers of events like #BlackBirdersWeek are hoping to challenge stereotypes and encourage diversity in the 
field by shining a positive light on biologists and naturalists of color. 

This is only a superficial review of a complex subject. Hopefully, we have given you some search 
terms, food for thought, and the start of some fresh conversations. To learn more, check out Move-
mentGeneration.org, Indigenous Environmental Network (ienearth.org), and the Deep South Center Envi-
ronmental Justice (dscej.org). 



 

AmeriCorps Update:  
By Nicole Cook, AmeriCorps Service Member 
 
 I can’t believe that my AmeriCorps term is at its end. These past 10 
months have flown by. This was truly an amazing experience during which I 
learned so much and grew as a person and as an educator. It was so wonder-
ful to have Jen, Rose, and Michael as supervisors and mentors.  
 Rose and Jen were both so incredibly supportive, understanding, and 
inspiring, especially for me as a young woman in a STEM field. Jen was always 
there to help me navigate the challenges of being a woman in the workplace 
and to provide guidance and encouragement towards helping me achieve my 
career goals. Rose always provided me with thoughtful feedback, and I strive 
to approach my work with the same careful consideration and patience that I 

have seen from her. Michael’s sense of humor and knowledge as a naturalist made my days at the nature 
center a delight. He always encouraged me to be confident in my abilities and challenged me to step out-
side my comfort zone. With their support and encouragement, I was able to achieve more than I ever 
could have expected at the start of 
my time with the Trust.  
 I was able to plan and coordi-
nate Virtual Bird Fest, a week-long 
celebration of migratory birds and 
their conservation. I’m very proud of 
how it all came together, especially 
the live bird of prey presentations 
that have over 2,800 views and 
counting. It was also fantastic to see 
our Adopt-a-School program 
through, despite having to make a 
transition to virtual programming as 
schools switched to remote learning. 
It was wonderful to see the excite-
ment and curiosity of the students 
and to gain confidence as an educa-
tor as I spent more time teaching. 
Additionally, I gained experience in 
grant writing, putting together and submitting two grant proposals to help fund our pollinator education 
kits. I was also very proud of the progress I made with the Trust’s animal ambassadors. Having never 
worked with birds of prey before my term, I remember feeling very unsure and nervous when I began 
working with the birds at the nature center. When I compare that first month to the comfort and ease 
with which I am now able to handle and present the ambassadors, I am incredibly appreciative for the op-
portunity to work with these animals. 
 I’m excited to announce that I will be returning this September to begin my second term as the 
CTNC AmeriCorps member for Balsam Mountain Trust. I enjoyed my first term so much, but with the 
COVID-19 Pandemic, was not able to fully expand upon some of the work and projects I had hoped to. I am 
so thrilled that I will have a chance to continue the work I’ve started in 2019-2020 and hopefully expand 
my reach to even more underserved groups within the community. I hope I have a chance to meet more 
members of the BMP community and share my excitement for the natural world and serving the commu-
nity.  


