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Submitted To:  Montgomery City Council at Council Meeting 2/15/2006 

Re:  Statement from Resident Committee to Preserve Pioneer Park
My name is Tracy Fry, and I am a Montgomery resident at 10441 Grand Oaks Lane.  I am here representing many other citizens from several neighborhoods across Montgomery who have formed Preserve Pioneer Park, a Resident Committee to keep Pioneer Park Clean, Green, and Serene. 

We understand that the formal dog park proposal is not yet completed, however we feel it is important to maintain an open dialog with city council regarding the proposed changes to Pioneer Meadow, and to counter all inaccurate statements regarding Pioneer Park in a timely fashion.  The February issue of the Montgomery Bulletin states that the dog park advisory group “has focused on an area within Pioneer Park that has been underutilized”.  It also states that “The proposed area would not displace any of the parks (sic) current amenities or uses.”  My primary purpose for speaking to you this evening is to discuss the many current uses and amenities of the existing Pioneer Meadow, thereby refuting these statements.  
First, let me reiterate that as a group we are not opposed to dogs or dog parks.  Most of our members are in fact, responsible dog owners.  In my case, I am the proud owner of both a 90 pound black lab and an 85 pound chocolate lab, which makes me the grand prize winner on my street with a total dog weight of 175 pounds.  However, despite my personal love for dogs, I strongly believe, along with my fellow members of the Preserve Pioneer Park committee, that Pioneer Meadow is not an appropriate site for a dog park. 

I first heard the meadow at Pioneer Park characterized as “underutilized” at a Parks and Recreation Commission Meeting that I attended on January 12, 2006.  After hearing Ms. Rabkin’s report from the dog park advisory committee to the Commission, I asked why Pioneer Park was chosen as the preferred site. The answer that I received was that this space is “underutilized”.  I was surprised by this statement from the moment I heard it, because it is contrary to my personal experience.  Last week I attended the Parks and Recreation Commission Meeting on February 9th, 2006 and heard no less than three members of this commission repeat the claim that this area is underutilized and that the addition of a dog park would not affect any of Pioneer Park’s current amenities.  True, the meadow is not developed.  It is not home to numerous permanent structures nor is it the site of weekly time-driven activities posted on the city calendar.  These attributes, however, do not make it underutilized.  I accept that this mischaracterization is not based in malice, but rather a prevailing ignorance of the meadow’s current uses.  Knowing that this misconception needed to be resolved if the impact of the proposed dog park was to be fully understood, I started asking people to tell me their personal stories of how they have used Pioneer Park and specifically, its meadow.  I also asked them to provide a tangible symbol of their stories.  The response I have received from Montgomery residents has been over-whelming and very touching.  I was not at a loss for stories to tell you tonight, but rather was forced to edit the list in an effort to keep my comments to a reasonable length.  There were simply too many stories to tell.  It is my hope that listening to these stories and seeing the physical representations of them will influence you to understand and place a high value on the current utilization and current amenities of Pioneer Meadow.  
NICK: From Nick, I have a Boy Scout uniform.  Nick is a Life Scout, Patrol Leader, and recently elected member of the Order of the Arrow.  This uniform includes an Environmental Sciences merit badge which is a required merit badge to attain the rank of Eagle.  As part of his requirements, Nick made four visits to the park.  Each time, he sat on the creek bed just south of the meadow silently observing the world around him for 30 minutes.  His notes tell the story of what happened in the creek on those summer days.  The untold story is what a teenage boy learns by sitting in silence and observing nature.
MITCH: These pictures are from Mitch.  Mitch and his friends recently re-enacted an entire season of Survivor in just one afternoon for his birthday celebration.  Base camp was the gazebo, and the meadow provided the green space necessary for many games and adventures.  The theme was “Survivor: Hawaii” and the pictures tell the story better than I ever could.    

CHRISTOPHER:  Christopher gave me a pair of glow stick glasses.  Christopher is not one of the neighborhood children; he is a 44-year-old scientist who last summer created a treasure hunt mystery for his oldest daughter’s 14th birthday.  It was a wild hike through Pioneer Park with a group of “kidnappers” trying to hide the guest of honor while her “rescuers” tried to free her and obtain the final clue to a hidden treasure.  In the quiet grass of the meadow, the second group actually passed within a few feet of the first group without seeing them!  Through the use of glow sticks and clues, the rescuers eventually prevailed and a great time was had by all.  This gift from a father to his teenage daughter is a testament to what can happen when creativity and open green space intersect.
APRIL: April asked her mother to give me a picnic blanket.  April is a recent Sycamore High School graduate who is currently studying at Harvard University.  Upon hearing about the proposed changes to the meadow, April offered this reflection via e-mail: “I know that my friends and I used to have blanket picnics in that grassy area, and it will be very disappointing to come back from college for spring breaks and not be able to do it again!”

FRITZ:  Fritz’s parents supplied this white sheet.  Apparently Fritz used it to collect bugs from Pioneer Park as part of an Honors Field Biology class at Sycamore High School.  The sheet was brought to the park at night and a flashlight was held behind it to attract bugs.  The bugs were then captured, identified, and inventoried.  While they offered to bring some dead bugs, I assured them that this sheet would tell the story equally well.  Apparently, you catch more bugs in open green space than in a suburban backyard, or maybe it is just more fun for a high school student to do his homework at the park.  
SIERRA:  This Brownie vest shows a “Water Everywhere” Try-It earned by Sierra at Pioneer Park.  Her troop explored the creek, learned about fossils, and learned about ways to keep water sources clean and protected from pollutants.  Her experience is not unique.  Two other Girl Scout troop activities and several Boy Scout troop activities were also submitted to me for inclusion in this talk.

MAX:  Max’s story spans several years, and therefore warrants two items.  The first is a fishing pole.  As an elementary school boy, Max and his friends spent a lot of time fishing in both the pond and the lake.  If you believe their “fish tales” they were often very successful.  More importantly, they learned lessons of confidence and teamwork on these fishing excursions.  Today, as a teenager and a member of the Sycamore High School Men’s’ lacrosse team, Max still frequents Pioneer Park.  Now he meets his meets his friends Joe and Blake at the meadow to practice lacrosse skills.  I suspect he still comes home full of success stories; this time related to his great feats of athletic prowess.  Max’s confidence and teamwork skills continue to blossom from his exploits at Pioneer Park.

DICK:  This walking stick represents Dick’s story.  Dick is 32 year resident of Montgomery and a member of the Montgomery Woodsmen, a local men’s group.  Unfortunately, this group of 25 men has lost three of its members in recent years.  As a lasting tribute to those members, the Woodsmen have purchased three remembrance trees in Pioneer Park.  When Dick walks through the park, he is able to reflect on those friendships.  The current state of Pioneer Park offers, according to Dick, a “tranquility and peacefulness of nature” that he believes we should protect.  The members of Preserve Pioneer Park agree wholeheartedly with Dick’s assessment.
HENRY AND JULIUS:  This fish tank ornament represents the story of Henry and Julius.  Henry and Julius are brothers who happened upon the creek at Pioneer Park one day last summer.  They were instantly hooked.  They continued to have their mom drive them to the park all summer to explore the fish and the rest of the creek creatures.  Fish became their new passion.  This fall, they convinced their parents to buy an aquarium for their home.     

FOSSIL HUNTERS: I would be remiss if I didn’t show at least one fossil and mention the names of some of our local creek and fossil explorers.  Fossil hunting is a favorite pastime of many Montgomery children who visit Pioneer Park.  I received numerous stories of fossil hunts.  Charles IV, Audrey, Sabrina, Nicholas, Erinn, Keara, Alanah, Beth, Ben, Sam and Charlie have all been identified as the great hope for the future of local paleontology.  
In closing, I will give you one more, simple story.
MARY:  This rock was recently given to me by Mary to reflect her favorite Pioneer Park activity.  It came from the creek.  Mary loves to run down the meadow, through a break in the woods to the creek bed and find the best flat rock available.  She then runs back through the meadow, all the way around to the pond swings as fast as her 47-pound frame will take her and attempts to skip the prized rock across the pond.  The process repeats itself numerous times until she is completely worn out, or finds a butterfly to chase.  Why she doesn’t select more than one rock at a time is a mystery.  Why she doesn’t skip the rocks from the south side of the pond instead of running all the way over to the pond swings is also a mystery.  Maybe she’s not in a hurry.  Maybe she has learned the lesson of serenity that Pioneer Park meadow is meant to teach all of us.  
The stories that I have told this evening and the utilization that they represent have several things in common.  They are not scheduled, nor publicized, just the daily comings and goings of one of our remaining areas of serene, green space in the Montgomery Park System.  These uses do not interfere with each other.  They can, and often do, occur simultaneously.  Finally, a unique aspect of all these uses is that they do not take anything away from the meadow, nor do they leave anything behind.  The events occur, and then disappear without a trace, leaving the meadow ready for the next user.
Unfortunately, all of these uses would be disrupted by the addition of a fenced dog park in Pioneer meadow.  Even on days when the dog park is not being used or is closed due to muddy conditions, the addition of a large fenced area would preclude the use of that area for other activities.  Its structures would remain as an impediment to the continuation of its current utilization.  

One thing that the stories do not have in common is a particular neighborhood.  Unfortunately, there is a continuing misconception that it is only the residents on a limited number of nearby streets that are concerned about losing the use of Pioneer Meadow.  As word of the proposed dog park has begun to spread, the support our committee is receiving from residents across the city of Montgomery is growing.  The stories I have told tonight are the experiences of Montgomery residents from the following twelve Montgomery streets: Grand Oaks, Londonridge, Wild Orchard, Storybook, Cinderella, Adventure, Pfeiffer, Hartford Hill, Deerfield, Castleford, Deershadow, and even our new fish tank owners from Monte Drive.

To be fair to the Park and Recreation Commission, they probably were not aware of all these uses or they would certainly not continue to characterize this green space as “underutilized”.  I can only assume, therefore, that they have an equal lack of understanding of the meadow’s current amenities.  These amenities do not include the sports complexes and playground equipment offered at many of our other local parks.  The current amenities of the Pioneer Meadow were provided by nature.  They include, green grass, open space, a creek, a pond, the wind, numerous miscellaneous critters, and serenity.  These amenities and their current utilization would be forever degraded by the addition of a dog park and its associated permanent structures.  If the Parks and Recreation Commission feels a strong need to add to these amenities, it should not be at the expense of the ones that already exist.  If we are to change Pioneer Park, I suggest we start with an understanding of its history and current uses, and then seek to develop new amenities which complement its charter of passive use.  Park stakeholders and city leaders should work together to develop a list of criteria which are consistent with the park’s charter and the city’s vision.  These criteria could be applied to any proposed additions to Pioneer Park.  You see, it is not about the dog park, IT IS ABOUT THE MEADOW!   
I appreciate you giving me the opportunity to speak this evening.  I hope that I have left you with a better understanding of the true local treasure that exists at Pioneer Park.  Its amenities are simple and pure, as are its uses.  Pioneer Meadow is a local treasure of green space that is thankfully undeveloped, but certainly not underutilized.  Thank you again for your time and consideration.
Dated this 15th day of February, 2006

Respectfully Submitted,
	 
	Tracy Ann Fry
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