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A Park Detour: 
Dedicated to Our Park 
Volunteers & Staff

by Wren Underwood

All of us, no exceptions, are on a journey through life. If you’re lucky, 
it’s a journey filled with good times and bad, a diverse array of 
emotions and situations through which to experience Living. We 

all know that journeys have detours. Some of these detours are pleasant 
surprises, like when you find a new shortcut, or a new park, or experi-

ence a magnificent sunset by going the “wrong 
way.” Others are like obstacles… something to 
navigate and find (or muddle) your way through, 
like losing a loved one, or your car breaking down 
during a family vacation. Either way, detours are 
part of life. And sometimes they can surprise you.

Working at the Savannas Preserve State 
Park has been a pivotal experience for me—
that unexpected detour in my career. At first, I 
perceived this detour as something that might 
delay me, slow my career, or hold me back. But 

as I came to understand the park, and my role in it, something magi-
cal happened. That magical thing—that element that turned my detour 
from a potential “loss” into a magnificent “sunset”—was you! Working 
with all of you, soaking up your energy and enthusiasm, witnessing your 
blood-sweat-and-tears hard work, and learning from your vast array of 
experiences and wisdom has meant the world to me. This detour, as it 
turns out, has been one of the most rewarding experiences of my life! 
To all our park volunteers and staff, I thank you for that… thank you for 
contributing to the park, to my detour, and to both my professional and 
personal growth. 

I have learned so many lessons and skills while working here at 
Savannas. I’ve learned the art of “laughing rather than crying” because of 
the comic relief crew (you know who you are!) that surrounded me and 
supported me throughout the crazy winter seasons. I’ve learned how to 
keep going even after what felt like an epic failure (over and over). I’ve 
learned to multitask as if I have eight arms, four legs, and two brains. I 
learned how to appreciate the diversity of personalities and viewpoints 
that come with our amazing volunteers. I learned how to splatter paint! 
I learned never to underestimate what young adults can accomplish! I 
made some new tequila drinkin’ buddies! I learned what it means to be 
at the wheel of an unwieldy beast… does controlled chaos sound familiar 
to anyone? But mostly, I learned what it means to be a part of a com-
munity.

This community is so special to me… I’m not about to say good-bye! 
Instead, I’ll simply trade in my khaki for gray and JOIN you! Be seein’ you 
in the park!e
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CALENDAR OF EVENTS
WEEKLY PROGRAMS
•Guided Kayak Tours: Fridays & Saturdays; 8:00am. Tour 

the park by water with experienced kayak guides at your 
side. Cost is $10 per person donation to the Friends of 
Savannas, plus park admission. Reservations required: 
FriendsofSavannas.org/guided-kayak-tours.html

•Italian Classes for Adults: Mondays at 9:30am. Free 
classes are offered by the Hispanics in Action of the Trea-
sure Coast. Call (772) 924-1002 for more information.

•Spanish for Kids: Saturdays at 9:00am. These free 
classes are offered by the Hispanics in Action of the Trea-
sure Coast. Call (772) 924-1002 for more information.

SEPTEMBER 2016
•Saturday, September 3; 7-9pm: Amphibian Adventures 

Night Hike & Frog Watch. Enjoy an evening stroll 
through the park and become a citizen scientist for 
a night! Frog Watch USA is a program designed by 
the Association of Zoos and Aquariums to improve 
our understanding of amphibian population trends. 
Participants will have a chance to observe other 
nocturnal wildlife as well. This program is free. 
Reservations are requested: FriendsofSavannas.org/
register-for-an-event.html.

•Saturday, September 10; 10-11am: Youth Volunteer 
Open House. Savannas Preserve State Park’s youth vol-
unteer program is one-of-a-kind. It not only offers middle 
and high school students an opportunity to earn commu-
nity service hours, but also facilitates learning in public 
speaking, wildlife care and maintenance, event planning, 
leadership, and much more! Come learn more about the 
program and meet some of our youth volunteers first 
hand. RSVP: FriendsofSavannas.org/register-for-an-
event.html.

•Saturday, September 10; 12:30pm: Friends of Savannas 
Monthly Board Meeting. The Friends of Savannas is the 
park’s support organization. Come check out the inner 
workings of this nonprofit group and see firsthand all the 
amazing things they do. Meetings are held in the Educa-
tion Center conference room.

•Sunday, September 11; 3:00-5:00pm: Savannas Song 
Circle and Folk Jam. Enjoy the wonder of old-fashioned 
porch music right here at Savannas Preserve State Park! 
Pull up a chair and listen, or bring an instrument and join 
in the jam. This program is free with paid park admission. 
No reservations required.

•Friday, September 16; 1:00-3:00pm: Homeschool Out-
ings for Tweens & Teens. This is the first of a 4-part se-
ries for homeschool students ages 11 & up. On this date, 
the group will hike the St. Lucie River Floodplain with 
Savannas naturalists! Cost is $20 for the series. Pre-reg-
istration and payment are required. Registration forms 
can be found at FriendsofSavannas.org. Mail or deliver 
form and payment to 2541 SE Walton Road in PSL.

•Saturday, September 17; 9:00-11:00am: Guided Park 
Excursions. Traverse the park with a park naturalist as 
your guide. Free with paid park admission. Reservations 
required: FriendsofSavannas.org/register-for-an-event.
html.

•Sunday, September 18; 7:00-9:00pm: Fall Equinox 
Drum Circle. It’s been a long hot summer! Celebrate the 
coming of Autumn with local drumming enthusiasts at 
the Savannas Preserve State Park! Cost is $5/person 
donation. No reservations required. 

•Friday, September 23; 9:00-11:00am: Guided Park Excur-
sions. Traverse the park with a park naturalist as your 
guide. Free with paid park admission. Reservations re-
quired: FriendsofSavannas.org/register-for-an-event.html.

•Saturday, September 24; 8:00am-1:00pm: National 
Public Lands Day Service Project. Join park staff and 
fellow volunteers to help rid the park of harmful invasive 
exotic plants. Meet at the Education Center for a brief-
ing and free breakfast before heading out into the park. 
Participants are encouraged to wear long pants, a hat, 
and closed-toe shoes. A refillable water bottle, mosquito 
repellent, and work gloves are also recommended.

OCTOBER
•Saturday, October 1; 10:00am-Noon: Science Fair Boot-

camp. Has the thought of participating in the Science 
Fair got you stumped, frustrated or scared stiff? Join the 
Research Coast Florida Junior Academy of Science and 
get all the answers, first-hand tips from Science Fair win-
ners, and find your confidence. This program is free, but 
pre-registration is required at https://www.eventbrite.
com/e/science-fair-boot-camp-tickets-27579193109. 
For more information, contact rcfjasclub@yahoo.com.

•Saturday, October 8 ; 12:30pm: Friends of Savannas 
Monthly Board Meeting. The Friends of Savannas is the 
park’s support organization. Come check out the inner 
workings of this nonprofit group and see firsthand all the 
amazing things they do. Meetings are held in the Educa-
tion Center conference room.
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•Sunday, October 9; 3:00-5:00pm: Savannas Song Circle 
and Folk Jam. Enjoy the wonder of old-fashioned porch 
music right here at Savannas Preserve State Park! Pull 
up a chair and listen, or bring an instrument and join in 
the jam. This program is free with paid park admission. 
No reservations required.

•Friday & Saturday, October 14 & 15; 6:30pm: Marsh by 
Moonlight – Guided Kayak Tours. Enjoy the serenity of 
the Savannas Basin Marsh by moonlight during these 
limited-edition tours. Cost is $15 per person donation to 
the Friends of Savannas. All equipment is included with 
your donation. Participants should dress for the weather 
and arrive no later than 6:15pm. Reservations required: 
FriendsofSavannas.org/guided-kayak-tours.html.

•Saturday, October 15; 9:00-11:00am: Guided Park Ex-
cursion. Traverse the park with a park naturalist as your 
guide. Free with paid park admission. Reservations re-
quired: FriendsofSavannas.org/register-for-an-event.html.

•Friday, October 21; 6:00-7:30pm: Homeschool Outing 
for Tweens & Teens. This is the second of a 4-part series 
for homeschool students ages 11 & up. On this date, the 
group will enjoy a sunset hike through the Florida Scrub 
with Savannas naturalists! Cost is $20 for the series. 
Pre-registration and payment are required. Registration 
forms can be found at FriendsofSavannas.org. Mail or de-
liver form and payment to 2541 SE Walton Road in PSL.

•Friday, October 22; 9:00-11:00am: Guided Park Excur-
sion.Traverse the park with a park naturalist as your 
guide. Free with paid park admission. Reservations 
required: FriendsofSavannas.org/register-for-an-event.
html.

•Saturday, October 29; 5:00-10:00pm: Freaky Fall Fes-
tival with Haunted Hayride. Witches, goblins, vampires, 
and more will be running amok for this annual family-fun 
event! Games and crafts, bounce houses, and more will 
delight local youngsters. The event will feature an indoor 
haunted maze and a haunted hay ride. Cost is $5 for 
adults, $3 for children ages 4-12, or $15 for a family of 
five. Proceeds help the park offer educational program-
ming throughout the year.

NOVEMBER
•Thursday, November 7; 7:00pm: Lecture hosted by 

Florida Master Naturalists - St. Lucie Chapter. Join area 
naturalists for this first of five monthly lectures in the 
2016-17 season. Lectures will take place at the Savannas 
Education Center the first Thursday of each month and 
run November through March. Presentation topics focus 
on local ecology, environmental issues, outdoor recre-
ation, and more.

•November 5; 9:00am-3:00pm: Audubon Field Acad-
emy–Become a Certified Birding Naturalist. Join 
Audubon of Martin County for this third of eight training 
sessions and get started earning your Birding Natural-

ist certification. Cost is $45 per person per session. For 
more information or to register, go to audubonmartin-
county.org.

•Sunday, November 6; 8:30am-1:00pm: Warriors on the 
Water. Area veterans and their families are invited to 
this free event in honor of the military men and women 
who serve our nation. The event includes kayak tours, 
interpretive walks, facility tours, community exhibitors, 
and lunch. Door prizes and give-aways are also included. 
Space is limited. Reservations are required at (772) 398-
2779. 

•November 9 – December 17 (excluding Thanksgiv-
ing week), Wednesdays 6:00-9:30pm & Saturdays 
9:00am-4:00pm: Florida Master Naturalist Course: 
Wetland Systems. Become a Florida Master Natural-
ist! In this course, participants will learn about Florida’s 
diverse wetland habitats. Instruction focuses on ecologi-
cal understanding of wetlands and their function, species 
identification, and conservation efforts. The course is 
comprised of classroom sessions, hands-on activities, 
and field excursions. To register, go to masternaturalist.
org. For more information, contact Wren Underwood at 
(772) 785-5833.

•Saturday, November 12; 9:00-11:00am: Guided Park 
Excursion. Traverse the park with a park naturalist as 
your guide. Free with paid park admission. Reservations 
required: FriendsofSavannas.org/register-for-an-event.
html.

•Saturday, November 12 ; 12:30pm: Friends of Savannas 
Monthly Board Meeting. The Friends of Savannas is the 
park’s support organization. Come check out the inner 
workings of this nonprofit group and see firsthand all the 
amazing things they do. Meetings are held in the Educa-
tion Center conference room.

•Saturday and Sunday, November 12 & 13; 6:00pm: 
Marsh by Moonlight – Guided Kayak Tours. Enjoy the 
serenity of the Savannas Basin Marsh by moonlight dur-
ing these limited-edition tours. Cost is $15 per person 
donation to the Friends of Savannas. All equipment is 
included with your donation. Participants should dress 
for the weather and arrive no later than 5:45pm. Reser-
vations required: FriendsofSavannas.org/guided-kayak-
tours.html.

•Sunday, November 13; 3:00-5:00pm: Savannas Song 
Circle and Folk Jam. Enjoy the wonder of old-fashioned 
porch music right here at Savannas Preserve State Park! 
Pull up a chair and listen, or bring an instrument and join 
in the jam. This program is free with paid park admission. 
No reservations required.

•Friday, November 18; 1:00-3:00pm: Homeschool Outing 
for Tweens & Teens. This is the third of a 4-part series 
for homeschool students ages 11 & up. On this date, the 
group will kayak the Savannas Basin Marsh with park 
naturalists! Cost is $20 for the series. Pre-registration 
and payment are required. Registration forms can be 



772.398.2779 • http://www.friendsofsavannas.org	 Savannas Echoes • Fall 2016   4

found at FriendsofSavannas.org. Mail or deliver form and 
payment to 2541 SE Walton Road in PSL.

•Friday, November 25; 9:00-11:00am: Guided Park Excur-
sion. Traverse the park with a park naturalist as your 
guide. Free with paid park admission. Reservations re-
quired: FriendsofSavannas.org/register-for-an-event.html.

DECEMBER
•Thursday, December 1; 10:00am-Noon: Homeschool 

Hopper Series. Join Ranger Robert for an adventure into 
the world of biodiversity. Pre-registration is required: 
FriendsofSavannas/register-for-an-event.html. This pro-
gram is open to homeschool students ages 7 to 12. Cost 
is $5 per student.

•Thursday, December 1; 7:00pm: Lecture: Become an 
ebird Expert! Professional birder and eco-guide, David 
Simpson, will share his secrets to success when it comes 
to the ebird app. This program is sponsored by the Florida 
Master Naturalists - St. Lucie Chapter. Join us, it’s free!

•Saturday, December 3; 6:30am: Sunrise Photography 
Walk. Join photographer Mary White for a photogra-
phy adventure, and get that perfect shot of a Savannas 
sunrise! Cost is $10 per person donation to Friends of Sa-
vannas. Reservations required: FriendsofSavannas.org/
register-for-an-event.html

•Saturday, December 10; 9:00-11:00am: Guided Park 
Excursion. Traverse the park with a park naturalist as your 
guide. Free with paid park admission. Reservations re-
quired: FriendsofSavannas.org/register-for-an-event.html.

•Saturday, December 10; 12:30pm: Friends of Savannas 
Monthly Board Meeting. The Friends of Savannas is the 
park’s support organization. Come check out the inner 

workings of this nonprofit group and see firsthand all the 
amazing things they do. Meetings are held in the Educa-
tion Center conference room.

•Sunday, December 11; 3:00-5:00pm: Savannas Song 
Circle and Folk Jam. Enjoy the wonder of old-fashioned 
porch music right here at Savannas Preserve State Park! 
Pull up a chair and listen, or bring an instrument and join 
in the jam. This program is free with paid park admission. 
No reservations required.

•Friday, December 16; 1:00-3:00pm: Homeschool Outing 
for Tweens & Teens. This is the last of a 4-part series 
for homeschool students ages 11 & up. On this date, the 
group will learn and hone basic archery skills with certi-
fied Savannas instructors! Cost is $20 for the series. 
Pre-registration and payment are required. Registration 
forms can be found at FriendsofSavannas.org. Mail or de-
liver form and payment to 2541 SE Walton Road in PSL.

•Saturday, December 10; 4:30pm: Sunset Photography 
Walk. Discover the beauty of a sunset over the Savannas 
Basin Marsh. Park volunteer and amateur photographer, 
Bruce Olson, will lead this after-hours walk and photo 
session. Cost is $10 per person donation to Friends of 
Savannas. Reservations required: FriendsofSavannas.
org/register-for-an-event.html.

•Sunday, December 18; 7:00-9:00pm: Winter Solstice 
Drum Circle. Celebrate the return of the light at this 
rhythmic drum party. Bring your own drum or other per-
cussion instrument, or come listen/dance! Fee is $5 per 
person. No reservations required.

•Saturday, December 31; 9:00-11:00am: Guided Park 
Excursion. Traverse the park with a park naturalist as your 
guide. Free with paid park admission. Reservations re-
quired: FriendsofSavannas.org/register-for-an-event.html.

Photo Bugs
SUMMER CAMP
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SWAMP STOMP
SUMMER
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We would like to welcome Ranger Robert Wiggins to our 
Park’s Team. No stranger to the park ranger ranks or 
government service, he brings to the table 21+ years 

of park service experience. His most recent experience was as a 
full-time park ranger manager with Washington State Parks and 
Recreation and as a part-time parks and recreation employee with 
the City of Burnsville, Minnesota. Ranger Wiggins is also an honor-
ably discharged United States Navy Veteran.

Robert’s key responsibilities as a ranger and satellite manager 
included parks interpretation (historic and ecological systems 
thinking); special events direction; parks budgetary projections 
and implementations; full-time and seasonal staff supervision; 
risk management; leadership and team building for full-time and 
seasonal staff, fire, medical emergencies, and law enforcement; 
natural resource management; trail construction; park infrastruc-
ture maintenance; and Washington Conservation Corps coordi-
nator and leader for youth 18-25 of different ethnicities and life 
experiences.

Ranger Wiggins is currently working on his Master’s disserta-
tion in Environmental Education and Natural Science at Hamline 
University, with a focus on understanding and delivering a whole 
systems way of thinking to a variety of different age groups and 
inclusion, especially towards children and young adults within the 
autism spectrum. Robert also has an undergraduate degree in 
Natural Resource Management with additional concentrations in 
communications, organizational management, and legal studies.

Robert’s wife, Sharon, is excited to be in sunny Florida and is a 
registered nurse. Together they have two children, with the young-

We Welcome Ranger Wiggins
est graduating 
from the Univer-
sity of Minnesota. 
None are strang-
ers to the parks’ 
way of life. Robert 
and Sharon are 
also very proud 
as first-time 
grandparents of 
an 11-month-old 
grandson, Hunter.

Robert spends 
a lot of his down 
time outside of 
work with his two 
dogs, in addition 
to spending countless hours studying and researching. Robert’s 
outside interests involve hiking and photography/videography/
editing. Robert has been away from SCUBA for the last couple of 
years, but plans on completely immersing himself once again in it 
by taking full advantage of Florida’s spectacular Treasure Coast 
and, of course, the Keys.

Robert is excited to take on the many challenges and responsi-
bilities that the Savannas Preserve has to offer.

One of Robert’s favorite quotes:
“In every walk with nature one receives far more than he seeks.”

—John Muir e

Letter From The President
by Paul Salazar

Dear Friends of Savannas, Members, 
and Volunteers,

Lots of things have happened 
since the last issue of Echoes has been 
published. Primary among these has been 
the election of a new Board of Directors 
and its new officers in May. Long-time 
President and dedicated volunteer, Ray 
Treacy, retired and is now living the good 
life of sun and fun. We thank him for his 
hard work and service at the Savannas 
and will miss his smiling face at our meetings and events.

Prior to elections, the Board modified our Bylaws and 
increased the number of board members from nine to thir-
teen. Elections in May filled the new positions and elected new 
officers for 2016-2017. Following is a list of current members, 
some old, some new, all pledged to work hard to continue to 
serve and support the Savannas Preserve State Park.

These are the people whom you need to contact with your 
ideas and recommendations about events and things you would 
like to see implemented at the SPSP to better serve you, your 
family, and the community. 

Paul Salazar (President)
Bruce Olson (Vice President)
Brenda Gerdes (Treasurer}
Susan Hamburger (Secretary) 
Evelyn Dodd
Carol Hertzog
William Kane
Karen Kozac
Henry Maursey

JoAnn McKierman
Joette Smith
Dee Staley
Neil Stover

Please remember, we are all volunteers, here to serve and pro-
mote the SPSP and to help make it an integral part of our commu-
nity. We look forward to our task and encourage you to Discover 
the Real Florida and join us at the Savannas.e
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Friends of Savannas Preserve presents

Warriors  
on the Water

—A special event for area veterans—
Sunday, November 6, 2016

8:30 AM-Noon
Savannas Preserve State Park

2541 Walton Road, Port St. Lucie

Guided Kayak Tours, Interpretive Walks & Lunch
Free for Veterans & Their Spouses

Rain or Shine
Reservations required: 

772-398-2779 

FRIENDS OF• Savannas Preserve Sta
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Marsh by Moonlight
Guided Kayak Tours

Enjoy the serenity of the Savannas Basin Marsh  
by moonlight during these limited edition tours. 

Reservations required:
 FriendsofSavannas.org/guided-kayak-tours.html

772-398-2779
Thursday, January 12 • 6:30pm
Friday, January 13 • 7:30pm
Friday, February 10 • 6:00pm
Saturday, February 11 • 7:00pm
Friday, March 10 • 6:00pm
Saturday, March 11 • 7:00pm 

Cost is $15 per person donation 
to the Friends of Savannas.

All equipment is included  
with your donation.

Participants should dress for the 
weather and arrive  

15-30 minutes early.

Friday, October 14 • 6:30pm
Saturday, October 15 • 6:30pm
Saturday, November 12 • 6:00pm
Sunday, November 13 • 6:00pm
Tuesday, December 13 • 5:30pm
Wednesday, December 14 • 6:30pm

FRIENDS OF• Savannas Preserve Sta
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Park Staff: 

Park Manager: Chris Vandello 
Douglas Rogers
Joseph Roberts
Wren Underwood 
Greg Brown 
Paul Milette
Robert Wiggins 
Dan Griffin

Newsletter Staff: 
Wren Underwood (park liaison)
Debra Goodrich (design) 

Become a 
Member!

Benefits include:
• One Free Kayak Tour 

• 10% Discount in the Friends of 
Savannas’ Gift Boutique

• Discount on Friends-
sponsored Events & 
Workshops

• Support Environmental 
Education in your 
Community

• Support Park Programs & 
Resource Management

Friends of Savannas Preserve State Park, Inc. is a 
501(c)3 tax exempt corporation. 

Donations are also graciously accepted.

Executive Officers
President: Paul Salazar
Vice President: Bruce Olson
Treasurer: Brenda Gerdes 
Secretary: Susan Hamburger 
Friends of Savannas Preserve State Park, Inc. is comprised of members and vol-
unteers. The Board of Directors meets the second Saturday of each month in the 
Education Center at 2541 Walton Road. The general membership is encouraged 
to attend the meetings. The Friends recruit volunteers, raise funds for supplies 
and park education programs, and assist the park staff with restoration, inter-
pretation, and maintenance of the Preserve.

Thank You!
lG
Like Us on 
Facebook:

Friends of 
Savannas Preserve 

State Park

…to the Kozac Family for rebuilding our outdoor turtle pen. Olga and Leroy, thank you, too!

…to Joe Richards for constructing two large dry-erase boards, one in the conference room and one in 

the wet lab. The latter is on wheels and quite versatile.

…Summer Camp Counselors & Helpers. Thank you for all your efforts. You ROCK! Couldn’t do it 

without you!!

…to Laura Bulawski for the 20-gallon aquarium for our new wet lab.
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