Indiana County Parks ~ Yellow Creek State Park

"Snow was falling, so much like stars filling the dark trees that one
could easily imagine its reason for being was nothing more than prettiness.”
~ Mary Oliver, 1983 Pulitzer Prize in poetry

January, February, March 2018

Yes it WILL come . . .
Tuesday, March 20, 2018
~ the Vernal Equinox = SPRING :)

FOP Potluck Dinner ~ Saturday, January 27, 2018, 6 p.m.
Indiana Fire Association's White Township station social hall.
1555 Indian Springs Road, Indiana, PA (An elevator is available.)
Please register by calling Blue Spruce Park ~ 724-463-8636.
Guests are asked to bring their own table setting (plate/cutlery/glass/mug). . .
and one of the following: *covered dish *main dish or casserole *salad or side dish.
Baked ham, fried chicken, coffee, tea and a cake will be provided by Friends of the Parks.
Following the dinner, at 7 p.m. Cindy Rogers will present a photo program on
"A Journey to Easter Island, Patagonia, and the Strait of Magellan."
Journey with Cindy from the most remote island in the world, Easter Island,
through Chile and Argentina’s Patagonia region to the Strait of Magellan. You will learn
about the mystery of the nearly 900 monoliths ~ called moai and the rapanui ~ and see
fjords, jutting mountains, steep cliffs, towering volcanoes, majestic glaciers, alpine
landscapes, and windswept steppes. It is a journey NOT to be missed!
6,516 miles from Pittsburgh to the Strait of Magellan.

“Winter uses all the blues there are. One shade of blue for water,
one for ice, another blue for shadows over snow . . .
1.

Buttermilk Falls Access Project Complete ~ Ed Patterson
A project to improve public access while protecting sensitive habitat areas at the Buttermilk Falls Natural
Area has recently been completed. The project included the construction of a series of steps and platforms and a
bridge over Hires Run to safely guide visitors to the lower falls area.
Design services for the project were provided by Thomas Harley Architects (the two photos by Jessica Riffer)
and the construction work was performed by Vince Building Company of Greensburg, PA. All lumber for the project
was provided by Schroth Lumber of Indiana, PA. Funding for the $235,000 project was secured from the Indiana
County Environmental Legacy Fund, funded by Marcellus Shale Impact fees assessed by the state.
In addition to providing a safer access to the lower falls area the project was
designed to protect sensitive habitat areas for plant and animal species classified as
species of special concern in Pennsylvania. Seal Salamanders (Desmognathus
monticola) are one species that were being impacted by foot traffic when visitors
inadvertently walked through their breeding areas.
Since Indiana County Parks & Trails assumed
management of the site in 1995 the attendance at
the falls has significantly increased, rising from 3,000 visitors in 1996 to 18,000
visitors in 2016. According to Ed Patterson, Parks & Trails Director, “The impact of that many visitors in such a
confined and easily erodible area was evident by the erosion of the path leading to the lower falls. We were
increasingly concerned about visitor safety and the impact to sensitive habitat areas near the falls.” Patterson added,
“we were very pleased with the work of the contractor’s crew. Construction work in the lower falls area was done
by hand, since there was no way to access equipment to the site. The foundations for the platforms were hand dug,
some as much as eight feet deep to reach solid footing, and the excavated dirt was hauled up and out of the site in
five-gallon buckets. This was a project that required good old-fashioned hard work.”

The 28-foot long bridge over Hires Run has been named the Eclipse Bridge - the trusses for the bridge
were set at the time of the solar eclipse of August 21, 2017.
In Spring 2018 additional landscaping
will be installed at the site. Native Mountain
Laurel will be planted around the lower falls
steps and platforms to help the new
construction blend into the setting.
Prior to the county’s ownership of the site the property was owned by Fred McFeely, grandfather of children’s
television host Fred Rogers. Fred Rogers made many visits to Buttermilk Falls as a child. After McFeely’s ownership
ended in the 1940s, the Leo and Rita Nist Family lived at the site before the property was acquired by owners of the
nearby Conemaugh Generating Station in the early 1960s. The Keystone-Conemaugh owners group donated the
property to the county in 1995. In the early part of the 1900s the site was sometimes referred to as Aurora Falls.
Over time the name Buttermilk Falls became more widely used. It is one of several waterfalls in western Pennsylvania
that use the name Buttermilk Falls. Indiana County’s Buttermilk Falls, at 45-feet in height, is reportedly the second
highest waterfall in western Pennsylvania, after Cucumber Falls at Ohiopyle State Park.

Please note: In winter the steps and platforms within the splash area of the falls
will likely be icy and caution should be exercised.

CAUTION
~ ICE ~

. . . The clear or cloudy sky uses blue twice - both different blues.
And hills row after row are colored blue according to how far . . .
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Swooping Down for a Cold November Snack ~ Rebecca Sterley
The Great Blue Heron (Ardea herodias) is a large wading bird in the heron
family Ardeidae, common near the shores of open water and in wetlands over most of
North America. It is the largest North American heron. It has a head-to-tail length of
3.2 - 4.5 feet, a wingspan of 5.5 - 7 feet, a foot length of 6 - 8 in., and a weight of
4.0 - 7.9 lbs. It is generally a solitary feeder. Individuals usually forage while standing in
water, but also feed in fields or drop from the air, or a perch, into water. (Web sources)
My backyard is along a no-name creek in Indiana, and for a long length this creek runs
behind Lowe’s Home Improvement parallel to Philadelphia Street. It is framed by trees on
one side and a large returning-back-to-nature field on the other. It is a narrow meandering
water course, most of which you could take a running leap and make a clean jump across.
At the point of my backyard the creek flares open to provide a small round pool before narrowing again and
continuing on its way. It is this pool that attracts the attention of fishermen with their bait-catch buckets in the
spring, and of the Great Blue Heron (a year-round visitor) and the Green Heron (a spring migrator).
Over the last few weeks of November I was privileged to witness
this stately Blue Heron’s swooping approach—wide wings spread and
twisting in the air for the best landing position — and then a beautiful, slow,
gentle drop-down landing. The Blue makes this arrival-landing process look
easy. Once Blue’s feet are secure in the grass its body stills but the head
moves about ever so slowly scanning the territory in all directions.
Ever stately with deliberate knee-high steps it wanders down the bank into chest-high creek water. Again he stills
and scans the area. Finally he commences his serious quest—the long bill striking like lightning to spear or snatch
up any number of the pool’s aquatic residents. Ten or so minutes is about Blue’s longest visit. With a few powerful
thrusts of those long wide wings the stately bird lifts up and off for other explorations. The creek pool doesn’t
completely freeze over in the winter months so I am hoping this great bird will be a repeat visitor.

The Subnivean Zone

32*

“Subnivean” ~
from the Latin words for
under (“sub”) + snow (“nives”) = refers to the
open, shallow layer that usually forms
under deep, layered snow.

The Subnivean Zone layer
can form in two ways:
1) Vegetation, leaf debris or trunks and
branches physically hold the snow
up - creating an open space that can be
used by the small mammals; 2) Snow is
warmed by the ground, and sublimates
into water vapor that moves up through
the snow pack. This sublimation
(transformation of solid snow particles
into moist gas) changes the lowest snow
layer into small ice particles that then
act as an insulating roof. Sublimation also
occurs when the snow is physically held
up, providing further insulation. Result =
a humid winter habitat with relatively
stable temperatures around 32 degrees.

. . . You know the Bluejay's double-blur device
shows best when there are no green leaves to show . . .
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FRIENDS OF THE PARKS
1128 Blue Spruce Road, Indiana, PA 15701 . . . 724-463-8636
Explore “Friends of the Parks” at: http://www.indianacountyparks.org/friends-of-the-park.aspx
Rebecca Sterley, FOP Newsletter Editor

“Winter Trees”
All the complicated details
of the attiring and the disattiring
are completed!
A liquid moon
moves gently among
the long branches.
Thus having prepared their buds
against a sure winter
the wise trees
stand sleeping in the cold.

William Carlos Williams
1883 – 1963, New Jersey poet

Northern Woodlands explains how trees survive winter cold.
Trees are about half water, maybe a little less in winter.
And if the temperature drops low enough, the water in
even the most cold-hardy tree will freeze.
So how do trees survive below-freezing temperatures? They
can’t move south or generate heat like a mammal. Sure, the
below-ground parts of a tree are kept insulated by a layer of
snow, and that is important to winter survival, but the exposed parts of a tree are not so protected. Read on via link:
https://northernwoodlands.org/outside_story/article/treessurvive-winter-cold

LIZARDS do live in Indiana County, although they are very rarely seen. The first photo (left) is the
Common Five-Lined Skink. As adults they lose their blue tail color. Adult males also lose their stripes,
but the females retain the stripes, although they become fainter.
The other lizard resident in our
Indiana County = Eastern Fence Lizard.
Skinks forage for food under rocks
and in leaf litter, one reason why they are
so seldom seen. Note that the Skink has
Plestiodon fasciatus
lost a portion of its tail. Skinks are known to
Family: Scincidae
shed their tails to avoid being caught by a predator.
The blue tail end in the juvenile is thought to aid in distracting predators
away from their more vulnerable body. It is also thought that the
color is an indication to predators that they may not taste good : (
How L-O-N-G the Skink’s tail should be . . . a female guarding her eggs.

Sceloporus undulatus
Family: Iguanidae

Blue Spruce Park

Up to
8.5”
long.
Eggs
about
1/2”.

. . . and Sirius is a winterbluegreen star.”
Robert Francis ~ 1901 – 1987, Pennsylvania poet

Sirius

Canis Major
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