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New Faces

As Steep Rock launches into our next century, it's worth
recognizing some of the individuals driving our success. In
addition to donors, supporters, sponsors, volunteers, and
community members, SRA’s staff are vital to our work. But as
seasons ebb and flow, so do members of our team. While we
celebrate the accomplishments of those departing, we welcome
the energy and enthusiasm of those joining the team to carry our
mission forward.

Denise Arturi, Judea Garden Manager and Head Gardener
announced her retirement after more than 12 years with SRA.
Since co-founding Judea Garden in 2008 and joining SRA in
2014, she has worked with over 1,000 volunteers to grow and
distribute nearly 4,000 pounds of fresh food annually to residents
in need. Because of Denise and her team, SRA is recognized as
a leading organization addressing food insecurity in our region.
Denise also coordinated volunteers and community engagement
efforts and organized last year’s Centennial celebrations. In fact,
Denise’s impact was so big, we hired two people to fill her shoes.

Blair Granum came to SRA last year as Assistant Manager of
Judea Garden. This year, she made a seamless transition to the
role of Judea Garden Manager. Blair has worked in vegetable
and perennial flower gardens throughout New England and
looks forward to engaging with our knowledgeable volunteers to
continue the mission of Judea Garden.

Addie Mehl recently joined SRA as our Community
Engagement Coordinator. Originally from Kansas, she now
calls the Litchfield Hills home and is committed to serving
and exploring our community. She will undoubtedly enhance
volunteer opportunities and engage the broader community in
conservation efforts.

After five years as the backbone of our fundraising efforts,
Monica Roberto, Director of Development, recently left SRA for
an opportunity to advance her professional career. As SRA’s first
fundraising professional, her contributions were truly impactful.
From creating the necessary complex operational infrastructure,
to doubling our number of donors and annual gifts, Monica set
the groundwork for our fundraising success.

A huge thank you to Denise and Monica for all your
contributions. And welcome Addie and Blair to the team.

With gratitude,

Brian Hagenbuch, PhD
Executive Director




The Dragons of Steep Rock

Steep Rock “Ode Corps” volunteers capturing and identifying dragonflies and damselflies during the Odonata Survey Blitz .

Patrolling waters for a mate, scouring meadows for a
meal, and vanishing high in treetops are some of nature’s
most accomplished hunters and aviators — dragonflies
and damselflies of the order Odonata (“odes”). A rich and
diverse assemblage of these fascinating insects inhabit the
Northeast. Connecticut alone hosts 158 different species.

While more common species frequent swamps and
ponds, rare dragons are known to lurk along large rivers,
small streams, and forested seeps like those flowing
through several Steep Rock Association preserves. These
watercourses—and the wildlife they support—face a variety
of threats, including a rapidly shifting climate. Much of SRA’s
work focuses on protecting these natural features, and our
approach begins with understanding their ecology.

Dragonflies are excellent biological indicators because
they are sensitive to environmental change, occupy a key
position in the food web as both predator and prey, and rely
on both aquatic and terrestrial habitats throughout their life
cycle. Their presence (or absence) can be highly indicative of
ecosystem health and integrity. Given their importance, Steep
Rock set out to study them. What we found deep in the sun-
dappled woods surprised conservationists near and far.

Building on copious observations by dedicated naturalist
and SRA Trustee Peary Stafford, who has sought odes in

‘Dragonflies are excellent
piological indicators because
they are sensitive to
environmental change..”

Washington for decades, Steep Rock launched a multi-
year scientific study in 2022. Our goals were to create

a comprehensive inventory of dragons haunting the
preserves that would inform local and regional conservation
strategies and engage the community in the process. We
asked: What is the distribution, status, and trend of ode
populations? Which habitats (or specific locations) support
rare and vulnerable species of conservation concern? What
stewardship opportunities benefit them? And overarchingly,
how can Steep Rock conserve dragonflies—and the intricate
web of life they influence?

To answer these questions, SRA staff teamed with
volunteer community scientists, the “Ode Corps,” to hunt
dragons. We contracted with Valinn Ranelli, Odonata
expert for the CT Department of Energy and Environmental
Protection (DEEP), who provided training on survey protocol,
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Dragons

ode behavior, capture techniques, species identification,
flight season timing, and specimen preservation and
curation. With the first warm days each May, we headed
into the field equipped with telescoping insect nets and
eyes attuned to the darting movement of our targets. We
quickly learned success requires patience, prediction, and
practice. Dragonflies often fly back and forth along a well-
defined route, or a “beat.” Once the beat is known, one may
position for an intercept, slowly moving the net into place
before swiftly sweeping through the insect from behind
in a maneuver known as a “strike.” This is finished with an
upward, then backward, then downward circular motion
of the net head that flips the bag over the rim and secures
the catch. Spend time odeing with Valinn, and his mastery
becomes obvious. Silently stalking in sandals, carefully
orienting one of four situational nets within inches of a
specimen and delivering a graceful strike with a finishing flair
like a gymnast ribbon routine, his skill is humbling to watch.

Throughout the summer and fall seasons, volunteers
shatched dragons from the air and swept them from perches.
With each subsequent year, our inventory grew and the
target list shrank. In 2022, we collected 235 specimens
representing 51 species. By the end of our 4-year survey, we
captured 548 odes and confirmed 71 species.

In August 2024, we made the notable discovery of
Zebra clubtail (Stylurus scudderi). This striking dragon is
designated as a Species of Greatest Conservation Need
(SGCN) in Connecticut because it is rare, vulnerable, and
experiencing a 30% population decline. Zebras belong to
the Gomphidae family, or Clubtails, aptly named for the
swollen tip of their abdomen. Because this riverine group
includes many of the rarest, most imperiled, and most elusive
Tiger Spiketail (Cordulegaster erronea), Hidden Valley Preserve odonates, we devoted substantial survey effort to finding

2 them. Zebras were detected on Bee Brook in Macricostas

’ Preserve—a medium-sized stream with sandy substrate
that, while suitable, offered only moderate occurrence.
Even more surprising was their presence on the Shepaug
River, a much larger and rockier system than other known
Connecticut locations, the nearest being the Pomperaug
River in Southbury. DEEP monitoring documented the near
extirpation (complete loss) of a previously stable population
on the Pomperaug, underscoring the regional significance
of this finding. Still, an even more compelling beast already
rattled within SRA’s nets.

A magnificently large dragon emerged from the mesh.
It was a Tiger Spiketail (Cordulegaster erronea), exactly
the species we hoped to find, with metallic green eyes and
a long, boldly patterned abdomen arched behind, yellow
Black Saddlebags (Tramea lacerata), Johnson Farm of West bands encircling a black base (see middle photograph). This
Mountain Preserve is the “trickle species”, inhabiting only spring-fed, icy-cold,
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tiny forest streams that perennially flow through summer.
Assessing the site and inspired by the encounter, we went on
to discover four more distinct populations in separate SRA
preserves. Together, these five Tiger Spiketail populations
represent 31% of all known active populations in Connecticut.

“We have
the time and
knowledge that
we've built up to
now give back’
—Michelle
SIKOrski

Michelle and John Sikorski.

SRA is deeply grateful to Valinn Ranelli, our summer
interns, and the 33 community scientists who contributed to
this major project. Beyond informing land and water manage-
ment, the results support ongoing education and collabora-
tive research. A subset of the curated specimens will be con-
tributed to DEEP’s statewide biological collection as species
vouchers while others will be on display in Steep Rock’s Isaac
Camp Education Center and Museum. Our Odonata Survey
answered many questions and raised new ones, offering
new knowledge and sparking curiosity that will greatly aid
our pursuit to keep Steep Rock preserves magically wild and
abounding with dragons.

BT

Support Sustainable Trails

At Steep Rock, we're seeing more trail damage than
ever—from stronger winds, torrential downpours, frost
heaves, and increased foot traffic. Sustainable trails are
designed to handle these pressures—and sustainable
restoration is critical right now. Next up: Knollside Trail.

Donate: https://steeprockassoc.org/
sustainable-trails/

Centennial Loop Traill

Steep Rock’s Latest Sustainable Trail Project

= =3

Centennial Loop section before and after steps were built.

The Steep Rock Centennial Loop, formerly the Steep
Rock Loop, leads hikers on a 4-mile trek through old hemlock
forests along the scenic Shepaug River and up to the Steep
Rock Summit. Providing a balance of steep and flat terrain,
it's a great way to get a taste of everything that Steep Rock
Preserve has to offer.

Unfortunately, both sections of trail that lead to the
Summit were in dire need of restoration. Years of foot, and
hoof traffic, unsustainable design, and damage from the
recent summit fire led to serious erosion, exposed roots, and
unstable gravel. All of these factors increased risk of injury,
deposited sedimentation in an unnamed stream that parallels
the trail, and created difficulties for emergency response
vehicles.

SRA launched the Sustainable Trails Initiative in 2025 to
help fund new trails and upgrade existing ones. Luckily SRA's
generous donors understood the importance of upgrading
this section of trail to be sustainable. Through you support,
SRA contracted with Tahawus Trails LLC who installed 78
stone steps in areas where the slope of the trail exceeded
10%, dug 3 swales and built 33 drains to help keep water
off the trail, and relocated 900 ft of trail to more sustainable
grades along the stream.

The trail is now open to the public. Next time you visit
Steep Rock be sure to hike the new and improved trail! To
learn more about other sustainable trail initiative projects
contact merlin@steeprockassoc.org or visit https://
steeprockassoc.org/sustainable-trails/

(Note, horses will need to use ?E' E
the fords to access the summit).
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When Young Folks Hit the Trails

Passport to the Trails Program

Imagine a world where a relationship with nature, nurtured

beginning in childhood, is woven into everyday life. Research
shows that time spent outdoors benefits your physical and

mental health and that interacting with nature, especially with

others, fosters a sense of self, community, and connection
to the land, especially for children. These early significant

experiences in the natural world lay the foundation for lifelong

environmental awareness and stewardship.

Passport to the Trails, a collaborative outdoor learning
project created by Shepaug Valley Regional School sixth
graders with Steep Rock Association, brings this vision to life
by encouraging young folks to hit the trails and transforming
how families explore the natural world together. After a
successful inaugural year in 2025 featuring Steep Rock
Preserve, the program returned in 2026 with a new focus:
Hidden Valley Preserve.

Throughout the school year, students explored Hidden
Valley trails with SRA staff and volunteers and interpreted
their observations of history and nature in creative ways to
produce a family-friendly trail booklet. The booklet serves as
a “passport” for the public to create a record of hiked trails.

In the process, students discovered the value of working
in and contributing to community. Shepaug Valley School
Assistant Principal Mike Croft noted that “no students ask
‘why are we doing this?” when working on a community-
focused project,” and one of the students shared that their
favorite part of the program was “doing group work, like
writing the paragraphs together.” Teachers built the project
into their curriculum, giving students hands-on experience in
local history, writing, art, and the natural sciences.

The Passport contents were thoughtfully curated from
the writings and artwork of the sixth graders with the goal of
making exploration of the preserves simple and welcoming
for families, while inviting hands-on interaction with the
landscapes.

Oliver Wolcott Technical High School students then
applied their own skills by creating rubbing plagues featuring
the sixth graders’ art so hikers can collect “stamps” in their
passports along their journey through the preserves. One

tech student shared, “It felt good collaborating on this project.

From being able to take the drawings kids made to making
them something useful.” Another explained, “l had learned
that using MasterCam to create visuals to demonstrate the
serene, immersive, rugged, and historic features of each
trail... is visually appealing,” adding that he hopes hikers “gain
true inspiration from my work.”
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‘Going on hikes [..] helped us make
friends and socialize at the beginning
of the year’
——Shepaug Valley Student

R, e

Watercolor of Bronson Fields Trail by Sofia Aveiro Somosa.

All the hard work culminated in a Passport to the Trails
launch event on May 31 where the public met student
creators, viewed their artwork, and joined student-led hikes
along featured trails. The event was a celebration of what
happens when creative young minds tune into their natural
surroundings and work together to create something special
for families and the public.

Fun, hands-on ways of engaging with nature can inspire
hikers of all ages to get outdoors and develop a stewardship
ethic, just as the young scientists and creators did throughout
this project. As one Shepaug Valley student reflected, “If we
want nature to provide for us, we need to treat it well.”

Trail guide volunteer Peter Arturi looked back on his time

STEEP ROCK

BoO L AT L0

Passport launch attendees. Photographer: Mark Lucas.



with the students: “My work with the students reinforced my
belief that human beings are inherently good... By spending
time outside appreciating nature and then writing about their
experiences, the students learned that nature is all around
them, they are an integral part of it

It just goes to show- when young folks hit the trails, the
future of the earth feels a little brighter.

“ Some of the student guestions and
observations reminded me what a
wonderful learning experience the
outdoors provides [...] it's hands-on

and physically active’
——Peter Arturi

{’ o 2 . [
Shepaug Valley students at launch. Photographer: Mark Lucas.

Stop by the Steep Rock Association office or Isaac Camp
Education Center and Museum to grab your free Passport
to the Trails. Children who complete all etchings are eligible
to receive a great prize. The program will return in 2027 with
a new guidebook for the Macricostas and West Mountain
Preserves.

2026 Summer Interns

Judea Garden

» Sarah Bogen Engagement

»  Valerie Roof « KatRoush

Van Sinderen Conservation Trails and Preserve
» David Caron - Maya Brown

«  Jocelyn Davey - Baxter Page

Denise Trevenen Community

Planting Judea Garden

Judea Garden kicked off its 18th season during the cold
days of late March, when a few volunteer gardeners met at
a local greenhouse (Everything Botanical) to begin planting
seeds. The warmth of the greenhouse was a nice break
from the harsh winter weather. Over the next few weeks,
we kept our seedlings watered and tended. April came and
it was time to start digging in the dirt, working the soil and
preparing the beds.

On April 8, volunteers gathered to start Rutgers tomato
seeds. This was a meaningful group activity, as this type of
tomato honors a longtime Judea Garden volunteer who
recently passed away. Mike Pribila would usually start tomato
seeds on his own and eventually bring the young seedlings to
the garden to plant. As we planted seeds, we chatted about
Mike, how he would usually be wearing his baseball cap
and jeans and telling us about the weather forecast. We will
continue this tradition remembering Mike each spring, while
starting Rutgers tomatoes.

Throughout April, volunteers continued to plant seeds
and ready the soil. Early Spring Planting Day came on April 12,
when we were able to transplant our cold weather crops into
their beds. Many hands came to help that day. It was inspiring
to catch up with returning volunteers and meet new ones.

Judea Garden partnered with Washington Social
Services on a Grow Your Own workshop that took place in
Town Hall. Participants gathered to learn how to start their
own vegetable and flower seeds. After a month, a second
workshop taught them how to transplant their seedlings into
bigger pots to take home and grow for themselves. We look
forward to continuing this work together.

Seasonal distribution to local food banks has begun
and we look forward to plenty of harvest days to come.

The weather has been...different, including a late frost that
damaged some of the tomatoes, but we're ready to take on
the changes!
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Events

2026 Sponsors

Register: steeprockassoc.org/events/ Please consider patronizing
o these generous businesses who
Annual Community Picnic 3 Peaks in 3 Weeks Challenge support Steep Rock’s mission.
Saturday, September 12 Sunday, September 27-Sunday, October 18
12:00 PM - 2:00 PM Hike all three peaks in three weeks and Events
Steep' Rock Preserve, 2 Tunnel Rd, register to win prizes. All ages and fitness PLATINUM
We?shlngton Depot levels are encouraged! William Raveis Lifestyle Realty
Join us for food, fun, and good company at
Steep Rock Preserve. Washington’s Annual Harvest Festival GOLD
Sunday, October 11 .

Family Fall Firepit Event 12:00 IzM — 5:00 PM Arbor Services of CT
Sunday, September 20 River Walk Pavilion, 11 School St, Washington Arthur. J. Ge?lle?gher
4:00 PM o Join us for fall-themed fun. Steep Rock will Litchfield distillery
Steep Rock House, 116 Christian St, New carve pumpkins with the animals that call
Preston Steep Rock home. All ages. SILVER

Celebrate the upcoming Fall Equinox with

Steep Rock Association! Gather with friends, Chipman Mazzucco Emerson

Judea Garden Fall Clean Up

neighbors, and community for an evening Saturday, October 24 & Sunday, October Fiorita Kornhaas & Company
of fun by the firepit. Enjoy fresh wood-fired 25 National Iron Bank

pizza from Disco Forno Pizza (served at 5 12:00 PM — 3:00 PM Trevenen & Coploff

PM). games and activities for kids, a cozy Judea Garden, 124 Christian St, New Preston Maps

firepit gathering, refreshments, and great Clean away plant debris, prep beds, and plant SILVER
community fun. This event is free and open to seeds to greet us early next spring. Join us for Belden House and Troutbeck

all — families, kids, and adults alike.

one or both days! All ages welcome.

BRONZE
Arbor Services of CT
Aspetuck Animal Hospital
Connecticut Green Screen Productions

Tunnel Road Connector Hike
Saturday, September 26

11:00 AM - 2:00 PM

Steep Rock Preserve, 2 Tunnel Rd,
Washington Depot

Join Steep Rock Association and Roxbury ((?TGS) .

Land Trust for a 4.5-mile intertown hike along County Wine and Spirits
Tunnel Road, traversing nature preserves Diane Stevens, William Pitt Sotheby’s
protected by both organizations. Experience Realty

vibrant fall foliage, marvel at the Shepaug Marty's Café

River, and learn about land stewardship along
the way. This hike is open to all ages; please
note the length of the trail.

Come prepared with comfortable hiking
shoes, water, snacks, and insect repellent if
desired.

New Morning Market
Stonewalls by George!
Town Center Wines & Spirits
Waldingfield Farm
Warren General Store
Washington Pizza House

Recurring Events Monthly Trail Work Party Judea Garden Party
10:00 AM-12:30 PM 9:00 AM-12:00 PM
No experience necessary. Ages 16+. Saturday, August 1

Steep Rock Saunters Location determined prior to work party. Saturday, September 5

5:30 PM Saturday, July 18 Saturday, October 3

Tuesday, July 14: Bronson Field Pollinator Meadow  Saturday, August 15 Judea Garden, Macricostas Preserve

Wednesday, August 12: Macricostas Preserve Saturday, September 19 Join us in the garden to weed, harvest,

Wednesday, September 23: Hillside Farm Saturday, October 17 and more. All the produce we grow is given

Thursday, October 15: Johnson Farm Saturday, November 21 freely to those in need in our surrounding
community.
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