           2009 Year End Newsletter of the Friends of the Fredericksburg Nature Center


   10 Years of Promoting Hill Country Nature
Dear Friends,

You likely noticed our new rack card as you opened this letter. This card was designed by Pam Middleton and funded by the City of Fredericksburg through their bed tax program. After nine years we have decided to let everyone know about our little secret nature area in Lady Bird Johnson Municipal Park. We printed 20,000 of these cards to be distributed around the state to advise visitors of another reason to visit Fredericksburg. We hope that you will like the cards and send them to your friends, both local and out of town, to encourage them to visit our nature trails in the park. If you would like to get copies, drop by the park headquarters building and take as many as you would like.  

Volunteerism remains at the heart of our success. Thousands of hours of work are given by Friends’ members, Master Naturalists and others who wish to contribute to our cause. I want to thank all of you who have supported us with your time and money throughout 2009. Our membership continues to grow as well as the number of visitors to our nature area. Our goal is to establish a first class nature center for Hill Country residents and visitors.
Developing a Nature Festival
We were very pleased to be approached by the Rotary clubs of Fredericksburg about the possibility of joining forces to create a nature festival that will serve a dual purpose of fund raising and education. The Rotary clubs of Fredericksburg and Friends held organizational meetings to explore the concept and both organizations agreed to make plans for our first festival to be held in April, 2011. The name of our event will be “Wings Over the Hills: A Celebration of Natural Flight.” The festival will focus on birds, bats, butterflies and dragonflies. The festival will feature field trips, lectures, nature walks, art and photo contests, children’s events and other fun things to do. Many such events are held around the state and nation to draw ecotourism dollars while educating the public on specific aspects of nature. Two of the best known festivals, or celebrations, in Texas are the Harlingen Birding Festival (November) and the Rockport/Fulton Hummer/Bird Celebration (September).
Our goals include starting small, growing with experience, providing quality entertainment and education and making the event fun for all attending. Mike Elvir of the Noon Rotary Club is doing a wonderful job exerting leadership in organizing committees, developing the framework of the event, and developing funding plans. We decided to allow more than a year to prepare for the first festival which will be held on April 29, 30 and May 1, 2011. W plan for it be an annual event held on the last weekend in April. The pool of talent we have assembled to plan and carry out this event is exceptional. We hope that all of you will want to be a part of this celebration and volunteer your talents to make it successful.
The committees that have been formulated include: Program, Education, Facilities, Volunteers, Transportation, Marketing/PR, Venders/Tradeshow, Sponsor Development, Hospitality, Registration and Souvenirs. We want to utilize the many talents we have in our organizations to insure our chances of success. We have individuals from other festivals around the state volunteering to help us get started. We are excited about the potential this event can bring to Fredericksburg and the Hill Country.  If you want to be a part of any of these committees or have special talents or experience, please let me know.
Last year I announced that the Friends had reached the $20,000 savings benchmark set by the first board of directors as the point the Friends should consider expanding our nature area to possibly include an interpretive center. As we have not had a major fund raising event, this festival could serve as a means to expand our education opportunities as well as to raise funds for expansion. The Friends and the Rotary Clubs have asked the City of Fredericksburg for hotel occupancy tax money to help in our state and national advertizing campaign. We established a festival web site: www.wingsoverthehills.org. You might watch this website grow as we prepare for the event.  
Developing our Nature Trail
In 2009, we entered into a partnership with the Fredericksburg Rockhounds to develop a rock and geology exhibit along the Handicapped Accessibility Trail (HAT). The exhibit will feature specimens from all of the major rock formations found in the Hill Country along with maps, cross-sections and diagrams that explain the geological history of our region. One of our original goals was to work with all interested organizations to create a sense of ownership in our vision of a first class nature center. This exhibit may be one of the largest draws to our nature area. We thank the Rockhound Club for their support.
The next project to be developed along the HAT is a wildflower prairie to honor Lady Bird Johnson. The small pocket prairie will be located between the entry kiosk and the rock and geology exhibit. Native wildflowers and grasses will be planted to demonstrate the beauty and importance of our native plants. We will build a kiosk to highlight Lady Bird Johnson’s interest and accomplishments in promoting wildflowers.
One of the most popular parts of the HAT is the bird feeding station and blind. We are very fortunate to have a group of volunteers who make sure that the birds have food in the feeders. We thank Wild Birds Unlimited in Kerrville for helping supply bird seed. We also receive donations from park visitors and from private donors. If you have not visited the handicapped accessible bird blind, you are missing a special opportunity. The winter and early spring months are the best times to visit the blind.
We continue to improve all of our demonstration sites and trail-side flower beds. Last year several landscaped flower beds were added along the HAT. We plan to make improvements to the cactus garden site near the golf course this year.
Third Grade Day in the Park
The sixth annual Third Grade Day in the Park went smoothly with approximately 200 young students learning about birds, bats, butterflies, dragonflies and turtles in addition to all of the features found along the nature trails. We thank the Noon Rotary Club for again sponsoring the Last Chance Forever demonstration of live birds of prey, the highlight of the event every year. We also thank all of the staff and chaperones of the Fredericksburg Elementary School for their help in keeping order and the moving the students to and from the stations; the teachers again provided lunch for the volunteers.

Many thanks to the other schools in Fredericksburg: Ambleside, Heritage, Fredericksburg High School and St. Mary’s, who use the nature area as outdoor classrooms. Our goal is to continue to encourage other schools in the county and surrounding counties to use the park’s nature trails as outdoor classrooms.
Volunteers
As stated before, we would not have an effective nature area without all of the hard work of our devoted group of HAT workers. We try to have a workday on Tuesday mornings and over the years we have developed an esprit de corps that makes it a fun time while we build our trails. The core of our volunteers continues to come from the Hill Country Master Naturalist Chapter. Many thanks go to each one of them for their devotion and hard work. If you would like to get in on the fun, you are most welcome. I can put you on the list of contacts for the work day announcements. 

Nature Programs
We are in the middle of our ninth year of sponsoring the Nature Series programs on the second Tuesday of each month of the school year. We have covered a wide array of topics and are always looking for new subjects to cover which involve nature in the Hill Country. We sponsored a special program in June in partnership with the Save our Scenic Hill Country; the topic covered the impact of wind turbines on our summer populations of Mexican Free-tailed bats. The program was given by Bat Conservation International from Austin. Please check the area papers for information of the nature Series programs which are held at the Gillespie County Extension Service Building on Frederick Road. Every April the Friends have a display on nature subjects at the Gillespie County Library; last year our butterfly habitat and butterflies were featured.
Visitors
Every year we seem to have more visitors to the trails. It was particularly gratifying to see how many people came over the two week spring break period last March. It was estimated that as many as a thousand hikers were on the trails. This year we plan to set up a booth at the kiosk to welcome, interview the visitors and provide lemonade or water for their use. We will have the chance to see if our rack cards are drawing people to the park. It will also allow us to get feedback on what they like or believe needs improvement to our trail system.
FFNC Web Site
We encourage you to visit our web site: www.fredericksburgnaturecenter.org. John Huecksteadt, our web master and also a director, has done a great job in developing our web page. Much information is given about the trails, including a slide show on a “virtual walk along the nature trails.” We monitor the action our web page receives. For example, we have had 1,400 visitors in the last six months and two thirds of them explored beyond the home page. These results indicate favorable reception by the users. Ask your friends to also visit our web site.
Our Board of Directors
I want to thank Steve Neale for his contributions to the Friends. Steve, one of our original directors, has left the board. Steve’s replacement has not been elected at this time. The board consists of the following: Bill Lindemann, president; Jane Crone, vice-president; Bill Elliott, treasurer; Mary Ellen Terrell, secretary; Dan Hartmann, director; Sally Hohmann, director; John Huecksteadt, director and webmaster, and Stacy Johnson, director. I thank all of them for their contributions to our board and the Friends’ organization.

Membership
Our membership continues to grow each year; our current roster has almost 100 memberships. We greatly appreciate the support that we have had from our members – many from the beginning. We are about to begin our tenth year of being a positive addition to Lady Bird Johnson Municipal Park. There was some skepticism about our dream becoming a reality, but I think most negative concerns have been answered about our willingness to stay the course. It was very heartening to hear the park superintendent say last year that he had reservations about our plans in the beginning, but all those thoughts were proven to be unfounded. He further stated that he thought the nature area was one of the top draws for visitors to the park.

Our dues will continue to be the same as last year. We hope that you will ask your friends to join us. Try inviting them to walk our trails and then suggest that they join our dream to maintain a special place in Fredericksburg where people can learn about nature and have fun while doing so. Please update your addresses and phone numbers so that we can remain in touch. Thank you again for your continued support as we move forward in 2010.

Bill Lindemann, president, The Friends of the Fredericksburg Nature Center

