w w w. r i v e r w e s t c u r r e n t s . o r g

NOVEMBER 2020

7

My Year in the Loop - An ARTservancy Project
by Glenda Puhek

F

or my year long involvement
with the ARTservancy project,
I explored the ‘loop’ around the
Milwaukee River, which is adjacent to the
Riverwest neighborhood in Milwaukee. It
is made up of four connected parks along
the river—namely, Gordon, Turtle, Caesar and Riverside.
My initial starting place was in Turtle
Park, home of the River Revitalization
Foundation. RRF was founded in 1994 as
a conservation organization to establish a
parkway for public access, walkways, recreation and education, bordering the Milwaukee, Menomonee and Kinnikinnic
Rivers; to use the rivers to revitalize surrounding neighborhoods; and to improve
water quality, habitat. This will increase
biodiversity in the valley.
These urban parkways are situated
differently than the city parks that populate Milwaukee. To reach this beautiful
natural area, you have to walk down
the slope on either graded or well-worn
paths from the noisy city life above.
Once along the river, one feels protected
and encouraged to slow down and look
around. It’s a pas- sive-active place because of the dog walkers, kayakers, bicyclists, fishing folk, joggers, walkers and
likely many poets and artists all seeking a
space to allow the rhythm of the river to
change one’s perspective for a while.
I visited each of these parks in a
random way, avoiding the same starting point, and going there at different
times of day. It was important to be as
open as possible to every new thing I
encountered. It seemed to me that I was
attracted to things that were fleeting and
had undergone change…something had
happened to cause them to appear as they
did.
The sounds in nature are powerful.
A little bird’s chirp startled me one day
when I was lost in the moment of surrounding nature and I didn’t expect this
feathered one to land on the path right in
front of me. Enormous, creaking trees reminded me that I might be careful in case
a suspended widow-maker was dangling
just beyond. But, it was the high river,
after a big rain, that sounded as though it
wanted to pull me right in—mesmerizing.
Yet, just a few days before that, a man
waded into that same river and dropped
his line in while it was calm and sparkling
with sunlight.
Another day, I was surprised to see
a young man resting in a hammock in

a particularly peaceful spot along the
shoreline in Turtle Park. He also had a
notebook and a bicycle with him and
while relaxing there he caught up to his
thoughts.
There is an unspoken etiquette that
people just seem to follow when encountering another person along the trails. A
nod, maybe saying hello, but mostly just
acknowledging that we are here because
this is a place of restoration and different
from the rest of our day.
Even though dogs are tethered to their
humans, their noses are always searching
the air and picking up the scent of some
wild or maybe familiar thing, while their
human is feeling the river walk as it softens their day.
I feel a deep connection to trees and
this area has many old ones. The stories of
their lives is expressed in their trunks and
branches. They have personalities. They
bear witness. The roots may be holding
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strong, but lightening, wind, and
rain will sculpt these majesties
over time. When two trees lean
into each other, it is like they are
commiserating with each other.
But the most serious sculptors
along the river are the Beavers.
Coming back after more then
100 years to digest the bark of
trees. Cottonwood trees which
have been gnawed by beavers will
die from the top but often sprout
from the roots. Beavers play an
important role in establishing and
maintaining wetlands. A different
habitat than the woods, diversity in the city. Watching videos
helped me to see how elusive they
are.
Last winter, a member of the RRF
staff took me to see a location further
upstream, where these native oversized
rodents are establishing a territory. Fascinating water engineers. I never walked the
river at twilight or early dawn, good times
to spot a beaver. This is on my bucket list.
Light is such a trickster. It often fell
onto an area I had seen before, but then
on another day the composi- tion appeared entirely new. These times took my
breath away and without my camera I’d
have lost them. I use photography to aid
my studio work, which is in clay.
This landscape is one I have lived near
since 1988, but I hadn’t sought it out.
During that time, the River Revitalization Foundation had begun its work in
the valley has made the riverside a great
place to learn and explore. It iss easy to
move through now with all the work
they’ve done clearing trails and opening
up the view, hanging bat and bird boxes,

building a kayak launch, and clearing invasive species like buckthorn and replacing them with native species.
My thought in exploring the trails
was to remain open to everything that
happened there. The large and small aspects of life along the river called me to
look closer. Not to look for something in
particular though. If something caught
my eye, I would just accept that there
was something unnamable and interesting, that’s all. These observations, these
feelings then found their way into my
ceramic work.
We find what we seek. I recently read
an article about phenology: the science of
noticing. It is the most natural part of my
art practice. I want to share what I notice,
and art is my delivery system.

ARTservancy is a partnership between Gallery 224 the Ozaukee Washington
Land Trust, the River Revitalization Foundation
and the Milwaukee Area Land Conservancy to
promote the visionary work of both the artists
and conservationists.
We are pleased to announce the ARTservancy artists for 2019-2020 , and are truly
excited to have such a diverse range of artists
and art media represented. In addition, photographer and blogger, Eddee Daniel will once
again feature participating artists on his blog,
The Natural Realm and artist and graphic designer Tyra Baumler will be designing our
promotional material.
Stay tuned for programming details and
updates.

https://www.gallery224.org/2020-2021
gallery224@gmail.com
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