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February 13: Monthly Club Meeting, 8:00 pm, at the home of Judy Lentz, 4920 Sentinel Drive, Building 3, 
Apt 105, Bethesda [directions included in distribution email] 

February 15:  Annual dues deadline 

March 13:  Monthly Club Meeting at home of at the home of Meredith Griggs, 6506 78th Street, Cabin John  

 

Relief Caretakers’ Schedule and 
Online Sign-Up System 

To sign-up to be a Relief Caretaker (any Saturday), you can access the “Sign-Up Genius” app from the 
SycamoreIsland.org scheduling webpage (or by clicking the Relief Caretaker Schedule and Instructions icon on 
the Club’s home page). Click on the link. There are simple instructions. [You can also sign-up by contacting the 
Relief Caretaker Coordinator, Madeleine Carter, at madeleinecpcarter@gmail.com].  The app provides a 
calendar that indicates ALL of the Relief Caretakers that have signed up through March and provides reminders.  
Relief Caretakers signed up for the coming month are: 

 
February 2 

11 am to 5:30 pm: Meredith Griggs 
 

February 9 

11 am to 5:30 pm: Topaz Terry 

February 16 

11 am to 5:30 pm: Jennifer C. Urquhart 
 

February 23 

11 am to 5:30 pm: Eric Aaserud 

 
Thank You to Andy Malmgren & Aaron Hirsch, and to those who volunteered, but – alas, due to 

http://www.sycamoreisland.org/sysched.htm
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high water – did not serve as relief caretakers during January! Still lots of openings for March. 

 
Also, THANK YOU to those that showed up to the unscheduled work day on Saturday, 
January 12: Geoff and Christian Holdridge, Jody and Bobby Benjamine, James Kurtz, 
Erich Cabe, John Membrino, Chris Maggio, Andy Malmgren, Marianne Ross, Alison 
Levine, Bob Palermo, Phil Ross, Mark Friedrichs, Stan Fowler and John Nobel.  Much 
was accomplished.   
 

Still Seeking Applicants for Club Leadership Positions 
 Entertainment: Coordinating the Club’s annual calendar of entertainment events by 

working with or recruiting event organizers 

 Deputy Captain: Helping support and back-up Club Captain, Stan Fowler, and 

Caretaker Joe Hage in their efforts maintain and use the club docks, ferry and other 
equipment 

 Website Understudy: Assisting Tryon Wells in maintaining and improving the Club 

website and data base system  

 Swim Safety:  Overseeing Club efforts to ensure life-saving equipment is readily 

available on the island, and that all Island Members and Guests are informed of safe 
swimming practices for the Island and acknowledge the risks involved  

 Island Erosion Control:  To assess and develop a plan for addressing Island erosion 

issues, especially those arising from high water events and fallen trees 
 
Contact Vice-President johnanoble@mac.com  

 
Tentative Sycamore Island Calendar of Events for 2019 
[Please review and provide any additions or corrections to markdfriedrichs@gmail.com] 

 
February 

15th:  Annual dues fees are due [Sherry Fizdale]  
 
March 

 Spring Workfest [Caretaker (Joe Hage), Captain (Stan Fowler)] 

April 
      6th Wildflower Walk [rg Steinman, Dave Winer] 

 
May 
     13th Potomac Downriver Race [Star Mitchell and Howard Morland] 

 
June 
   ~1st Orientation – Membership Secretary [Anne Waidmann]  

 Canoeing Class [previous organizer: Frank Daspit] 
 

June 
    ~21st Summer Solstice Campout, especially for families and children [Angela Hirsch] 
 
July 

 No events planned 
 

August 

 Fishing Derby [previous organizer: George and Michelle Malusky] 
 

September 
     2nd Labor Day Sycamore Island Regatta [previous organizer: Cindy Bertaut] 

mailto:johnanoble@mac.com
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 Good Timers Pot Luck Picnic [previous organizer: Lucky Marmon] 
 

October 

 Fall Dance Party [previous organizers: Caroline Gelb, Robin Richter] 
 

November 

 Fall Work-fest [Caretaker (Joe Hage), Captain [Stan Fowler)] 
 

December 
    11th Annual Meeting/Party [Meeting at a host home] 
 

CARETAKER'S LOG  

 
Saturday -- January 1, 2019  
Water Level at Little Falls: 4.9     Water Temperature: 38 
 
Ferry is open. 
 
Wednesday -- January 2, 2019  
Water Level at Little Falls: 6.6     Water Temperature: 45 
 
The ferry is closed. It seems like soon I will be posting only on the rare occasion that the ferry is 
open. Ha Ha. Sadly it doesn't look like the ferry will be opening anytime soon. 
 
The good thing is, why would anyone want to come to this flood-swept, dreary island anyway? 
The island has a strange, tidy look of having just been swept. Except for a few places where the 
driftwood has been lodged behind a picnic table or tree, the Island is swept clean. No weeds, no 
fallen leaves and no fallen branches littered everywhere. Now, when I look out I see nothing but 
brown mud, everywhere. 
 
I bought the club three new door mats for Christmas. They look great with the new screen 
doors. Hopefully you will all be able to see them someday. 
 
I had a nice treat this morning. A solitary female, common golden-eye duck swam by. It must be 
January. 
 
Thursday -- January 3, 2019  
Water Level at Little Falls: 6.4     Water Temperature: 45 

 
Another huge sycamore tree has fallen. Another victim of this constantly high water. This tree 
was the one that was the closest to the Maryland shore upstream from the ferry, about half way 
to the top of the Island. It was sort of apart from the main Island and when the water is high, this 
tree would become its own island surrounded by water. When it fell, it fell towards the Maryland 
shore reaching halfway across the channel. It fell on Sunday just before dark, and amazingly I 
was up at the top of the Island when it fell and I was able to watch it crash into the river. It was 
so strange, I heard some strange pounding noise so I looked across to the towpath to see 
several people walking and biking. No one seemed to be doing any pounding, but then I notice 
the giant tree start to slowly move downward. Then the pounding, or rather the sound of roots 
breaking, got really loud and I watched helplessly as the tree succumbed to gravity and 
splashed into the river. I wasn't the only one stunned by the event and I waved to several 
joggers and bikers that had also witnessed the sad spectacle. Now I worry about what is going 
to happen if this monster decides to start floating downstream and toward our ferry and all of our 
ropes and cables. It's tempting to paddle out there and begin trimming off all of its extended 
branches. 
 



4 
 

Speaking of trees, we lost a couple more small trees to the beaver family. I don't mind when the 
beaver chew up the trees that are already fallen. I like it, in fact, that they are helping us to cut 
up the hackberry tree that fell a few months ago. But when they go and take down the young 
box elders that I was hoping would someday be shade trees down at fish camp, it just makes 
my blood boil. The troubling part is that even though the trees were protected by chicken wire 
the beaver still got 'em. When the river is high the chicken wire is submerged and the darn 
beaver can simply swim up for an easy tree-snack with no wires in sight. 
 
It's remarkable to realize just how powerful these beaver are. I was out there this morning to 
discover the tracks from last night's work. It was evident by all of the wood chips on the ground 
that the beaver had chewed through a branch that was six inches in diameter and about eight 
feet long. Like I mentioned before, the ground has been cleared by the flooding so it was easy 
to see in the fresh sand which direction that the beaver headed. The beaver tried to drag it 
toward the Maryland shore but after about thirty feet of dragging, the beaver gave up and I could 
see exactly where he/she gave up and just chewed the bark off of it where it was. It's hard to 
imagine a beaver dragging a branch that must have been close to its own weight. I might have 
to get up super early tomorrow to see if I can catch these overzealous workaholics in action. 
 
Friday -- January 11, 2019  
Water Level at Little Falls: 5.1     Water Temperature: 39 
 
The ferry is closed today but we will be open tomorrow. First time in almost a month! Since the 
ferry will be open, we will have a chance to do a post-flood clean-up. The river was over 11 feet 
on December 16 so there is definitely some clean-up and organizing to do. 
 
And if you are a reader of this log and not a member, I invite you to come down tomorrow too, 
only if you want to work that is. 
 
I've been enjoying having the birds at the feeders and the woodpeckers are very active at the 
suet feeder. They really seem to need that extra fatty food in the winter when there are very few 
insects to eat. In the old days when I first started to feed the birds, I had to go to the butcher to 
ask for a slab of fat to feed the woodpeckers, but now they have pre-packaged suet blocks that 
you can buy at the bird store. The store-bought suet also has added seeds and nuts for a 
gourmet bird snack. The problem is that the squirrels and raccoons know about these treats and 
will stop at nothing to get them. Thankfully the geniuses at the bird store came up with a 
weapon to deter these mammalian thieves. They added hot cayenne pepper to the mix which 
doesn't bother the birds but it's too spicy for the mammal's taste buds. Or so we thought. The 
other morning I found the suet feeder broken open and the suet cake was gone. I repaired the 
feeder, made it more animal proof with wires and rehung it outside my window. Then, to my 
surprise, this morning there was not feeder at all! Wow, I guess the raccoons are from Thailand 
and like spicy food, or they are just so hungry that they don't care how much it burns. I know 
that it had to be the raccoons and not the squirrels since all this activity happened at night and 
the squirrels are strictly diurnal. I looked all over to find the empty suet feeder but so far no luck. 
Maybe the raccoon tried to wash it off and the feeder is at the bottom of the river. 
 
Friday -- January 18, 2019  
Water Level at Little Falls: 4.5     Water Temperature: 38 
 
Here we go again. Verizon is planning to be here later today to deliver our fiber-optic cable. I'm 
not very optimistic that it will happen. I went back to see when it was that they first decided to 
attempt this installation. Coincidentally, the first appointment that I had with them was almost a 
year ago to the day! This saga began on January 20, 2018. 
 
Thanks to everyone that came out for our flood clean-up day that we had here last Saturday. I 
didn't send my volunteer email to the entire membership but most of those that got the email 
were here, awesome. It made me so happy to get the canoes and other things put away and 
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secured before the snowfall came. 
 

   
Workday photos by Mark Friedrichs 

 

The snow was a nice change, it was nice to have the snow covering up all of that ugly brown 
mud. Plus, we got to ski on the towpath! 
 
More crappy weather headed this way over the weekend but so far no flooding is predicted, so I 
guess the ferry will be open. 
 
I know that many of you must have seen the beautiful painting that was on the front page of the 
Islander, painted by our own Penny Doolittle. I was so glad that the painting made it into the 
Islander and I was so impressed by Penny's work. It was so good that I could easily identify the 
Club members in the painting. I was lucky enough to run into Penny the other day. She has 
been missing her trips to the Island, like the rest of you she is frustrated by this record flooding. 
On a sad note, her husband, Dick, hasn't been doing well and is now living at a nursing home. 
Hang in there Dick! 
 
The weather has been challenging but the cold has brought us more winter waterfowl, including 
a pair of hooded mergansers, sweet. 
 

Minutes of January 9, 2018 Meeting of the Sycamore Island Club 

 
The meeting was held at the well-appointed home of Purcie and Patrick Nickerson in Bethesda. 
 
After a congenial exchange over good refreshments from chez Nickerson, the Meeting was 
called to order by president Richard Bertaut at 8:10 p.m.  
 
Attendees—Richard Bertaut, Tryon Wells, Karen Possner, Jim Drew, Sherry Fizdale, Mary Ann 
Ross, John Noble, Adele Seifried, Jerry Barton, sTan Fowler, Purcie and Patrick Nickerson, 
Cecily Abram, Meredith Griggs, Bill Marmon, and caretaker Joe Hage. 
 
After round-the-room introductions, the Minutes of the December 12 meeting as found in the 
January Islander were approved by unanimous voice vote. 
  
Treasurer’s Report – In the absence of our treasurer, Adrian Kogelnik, President Bertaut 
reported that Island finances were in good shape and that invoices for 2019 Club dues would be 
going out shortly, with no increase in regular dues and deletion  of the construction assessment 
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charge, since the loan for construction has been paid back in full. Dues payment is due Feb. 15.  
Non-payment can result in expulsion. 
 
Captain’s Report – sTan Fowler reported that he was checking on a way to switch off power to 
the Club premises from the Maryland bank of the river.   Currently, power cutoff is done only on 
the Island, which might be a problem if the Island were inaccessible because of flooding. sTan 
also said he was exploring new erosion controls and fallen tree removal at the upstream end of 
the Island. 
 
Membership Report – VP John Noble reported (in the absence of Membership Secretary Anne 
Waidmann) that Club leadership, after several discussions over the last 4 months, would like to 
revise the definition in the Club Bylaws of “Senior Member,” as follows: 
  
“A regular member in good standing whose age plus years of full dues-paying Regular 
Membership equals at least 85 may apply in writing to the Membership Secretary for Senior 
Membership.” 
 
Currently Senior Membership is open to Regular Members who have been a member for 20 
years.   John said that the rule change makes sense in view of the two tier lottery admission 
process in effect since 2012, under which half  of new Wait-listers are 40 years or younger, 
raising the prospect of some members becoming eligible for senior status well before reaching 
60.  Also in support of the change is the fact that under the current Bylaws, the number of senior 
members is continuing to grow, with the result being a steady increase in the Club total 
membership, since seniors members do not count toward the 160 member limit. This 
unbounded growth is undesirable.  The proposed Bylaw change will appear in the February 
Islander [see below] and be brought up for a vote at the February meeting.  
 
Archivist Report – Karen Possner reported that she had deposited materials, including 12 
Islanders published in 2018, with the DC Historical Society. 
 
New Business – Led by Caretaker Hage, discussion ensued about having work-fests more 
frequently than semi-annually, since high water had substantially delayed the Fall work-fest this 
year, resulting in a huge backlog of maintenance and projects.  Captain Fowler suggested 
posting a list of projects which could be addressed by members who wanted to make a 
contribution on an ad hoc basis. 
 
VP Noble reported the Club was continuing to search for a Deputy Captain, Swimming 
Supervisor and Entertainment Supervisor. 
 
President Bertaut thanked the Nickersons for hosting the meeting, which was adjourned at 9:10 
p.m. 
 
Respectfully submitted by Bill Marmon, Co-Recording Secretary 
 

Proposed Bylaw Change Regarding Senior Membership  
 
Excerpt of Current Bylaws: 
 
“18. Senior Membership 
 
“A regular member in good standing who has maintained that status for 20 years or more may 
apply in writing to the Membership Secretary for Senior Membership. Such application shall be 
approved and reported to the next Club meeting. A Senior Member shall be entitled to use of 
the Club facilities as specified in the Standing Rules.” 
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Proposed New Phrasing in Bold (by Richard Bertaut): 
 
“18. Senior Membership 
 
“A regular member in good standing whose age plus years of full dues-paying Regular 
Membership equals at least 85 may apply in writing to the Membership Secretary for Senior 
Membership. If the member is a couple, then the age to be used for this calculation shall 
be the age of the older member of the couple.  Such application shall be approved and 
reported to the next Club meeting. If this application is made between January 1st and June 
30th, and accepted, then the member will be due a refund of one-quarter of the club’s 
current annual dues.  If the application is made between July 1st and December 31st, and 
accepted, then the member will receive no refund, but will be billed at the Senior Member 
rate the next year.  A Senior Member shall be entitled to use of the Club facilities as specified 
in the Standing Rules. 
  

Startling Data on Island’s Wettest Year: 2018 
By James Kurtz, a new wait-lister (thank you James!) 
 
My family and I were fortunate enough to become Sycamore Island Club wait-listers in 2018, 
and have been enjoying the island as often as possible. But what a year this was! I’ve learned to 
watch the Little Falls River gage obsessively, looking for windows when the ferry will open. I 
began to wonder how unusual this year’s river level really was, so I decided to compile some 
statistics from the USGS website and share them with other Islanders. Old-timers will no doubt 
have a good feel for how anomalous 2018 was, but I found the stats below illuminating, and 
hope others will as well.  
 
The overall discharge of the river, the estimated amount of water flowing by, is measured in 
cubic feet per second in 15 minute intervals. This amounts to 2.5 cubic miles of water flowing by 
the Little Falls station per year on average. In 2018, however, the station measured 5.7 cubic 
miles of water. Here’s the yearly discharge, going back to 1931. 
  
This was a shocker to me. That’s a huge increase over recent years, narrowly missing the 
record for these 87 years, and joining 1996 and 2003 as the only years to exceed 5 cubic miles. 
The additional water we saw in 2018 compared to the last year or two, let’s say 3.7 cubic miles’ 

worth, amounted to an average of 20” 
of extra water over the entire 11,560 
square mile Potomac River drainage 
basin. I’ve not collected rainfall totals 
for all parts of the river basin, but 
locally it’s been reported that 2018 
was a record-breaking year for rainfall. 
Reagan National Airport recorded 66” 
of rainfall in 2018, roughly 32” more 
than the prior two years’ average. Not 
all of that excess 32” of rainfall makes 
it to the river, and the upper parts of 
the river basin did not see as much 
excess rainfall. But we can see how 
this near-record discharge came 
about. 
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Were the major floods responsible 
for this extra water? There were an 
unusually large number of floods in 
2018, with four floods exceeding 10 
feet in 2018, compared to no large 
floods in several of the years in the 
prior decade. 2011 was the closest, 
with three large floods. While more 
numerous than usual, 2018’s major 
floods were not unusually high 
compared to other years. Here are 
the flood events.  
 
How much water did these big 
floods contain? A rough measure of 
the discharge of the floods is to count the discharge total on the days the flood is above 10 feet, 
the two days prior, and the five days after. That seems to encompass the typical flood’s rise and 
fall. Under those assumptions, the four major floods of 2018 accounted for roughly 1 to 1½ 
cubic miles of excess water. That accounts for a bit under half of the excess water in 2018, so 
the big floods were important contributors, but were not solely to blame for all of that extra 
water.  
 
Another interesting statistic is how often the river was very low. I’ve heard that small rocks begin 
to appear in the main channel, and can serve as resting points for swimmers crossing to VA. 
Not so much in 2018, though – rarely was the river ever low at all. Whereas in past years the 
river was below 3 feet between 60 to 140 days of the year, in 2018 it was low only 12 days of 
the year. And those were the first 12 days of January! I’m looking forward to seeing how the 
river looks in its low state. Some day. 
 
Now on to more practical matters – how does all of this affect our ability to enjoy the island? To 
the right, I calculate availability of the island for three activities. First, as we all know, island 
availability for visiting requires that the ferry is open, which happens when the river is below 5 
feet and for hours between sunrise and sunset. Second, availability for boating in a club boat 

requires that the ferry is open, and 
that the water temperature is 
warmer than 55⁰F. Finally, 
availability for swimming requires 

an open ferry and warm water (let’s 
say 75⁰F). These are loose 
definitions of course. Private boats 
can be used in colder water. Joe 
may open the ferry in a bit above 5 
feet of water. And many of you may 
scoff at my swimming temperature 
limit. But with these definitions the 
past 11 years show the following 
monthly availability profiles: 
 
The vertical axis shows the fraction 
of each month that the activity was available. I use average daytime surface temperature and 
average daytime river height to determine if the island was available that day. Availability for 
visiting shows a dip in the spring, corresponding to the rainiest season when the river is 
generally high. Boating season sometimes gets started in March, and definitely in April, and 
ends with a few days on average in November. That’s good news for waitlist Passholders like 
me, who can enjoy the island on weekends in those months. Swimming is a different story. The 
water is warm enough only in the high season months of May through October, with June 
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through September having greater than 80% availability for all three activities.  
 
Now, how does 2018 compare to 
other years? The boating and 
swimming season length was 
unremarkable in 2018, with the 
start and end of the season 
(measured by the first and last day 
of availability) falling well within the 
range of other years, as shown 
here. 
 
But in terms of availability, 2018 
was terrible. The next chart shows 
annual availability, the percent of 
days per year available for each 
activity. Annual availability in 2018 
dropped to roughly half of what we 
had seen in the prior decade! 
And that’s the main punchline. 
Roughly speaking, there were 
half the usual swimming and 
boating days in 2018. Visit 
days were 60% of their usual 
level…not quite as low 
because the unusually heavy 
flow didn’t begin until May, 
affecting the summer activities 
more dramatically. High water, 
not cold temperatures, was of 
course the main cause of 
2018’s poor availability. 
As a wait-lister and a weekday 
worker, I am particularly 
interested in my ability to visit 
the island at convenient times.  
 
Below I show the annual availability for all days by membership type and, on the right, for 
weekends only. 
  
Members           

ALL 
WEEK 

Avg 
days 

Avg 
pct 

2018 
days 

2018 
pct  

WEEK-
ENDS 

Avg 
days 

Avg 
pct 

2018 
days 

2018 
pct 

Visit 326 89% 199 55%  Visit 92 25% 56 15% 

Boat 195 54% 97 27%  Boat 56 15% 29 8% 

Swim 129 35% 65 18%  Swim 36 10% 19 5% 

 
           

Passholders          

ALL 
WEEK 

Avg 
days 

Avg 
pct 

2018 
days 

2018 
pct  

WEEK-
ENDS 

Avg 
days 

Avg 
pct 

2018 
days 

2018 
pct 

Visit 277 76% 170 47%  Visit 44 12% 27 7% 

Boat 147 40% 70 19%  Boat 7 2% 2 1% 

Swim 93 25% 46 13%  Swim 0 0% 0 0% 
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So, for example, a Passholder can expect in a typical year to get 44 days of weekend visits to 
the island (12% of the year), but in 2018 there were only 27 weekend days available. 
Passholder swimming days can average 93 days per year typically (25% of the year), but there 
were only half that many in 2018. On the other hand, a Passholder can never expect to swim on 
a weekend.  
 
The moral of this story for me: even in a good year, time is short, so take every opportunity to 
enjoy the island. I hope you’ve enjoyed this little tour of the river data. We need to occupy 
ourselves with something while we wait for the water to go down. I am happy to receive 
questions, comments, and critiques at kurtz.james@gmail.com. 
References: 

● River: https://waterdata.usgs.gov/ 

● Solar: https://www.esrl.noaa.gov/gmd/grad/solcalc/calcdetails.html 

● Rainfall: https://www.wusa9.com/amp/article?section=weather&headline=2018-the-

wettest-year-on-record-in-dc-dulles-and-baltimore&contentId=65-8a9e0017-1ec5-44c2-

a56b-00ebb4274a13 

 

 

  

Islander Editor: Mark Friedrichs; suggestions or contributions of content or photos welcome to mark.d.friedrichs@gmail.com 
 

https://waterdata.usgs.gov/
https://www.esrl.noaa.gov/gmd/grad/solcalc/calcdetails.html
https://www.wusa9.com/amp/article?section=weather&headline=2018-the-wettest-year-on-record-in-dc-dulles-and-baltimore&contentId=65-8a9e0017-1ec5-44c2-a56b-00ebb4274a13
https://www.wusa9.com/amp/article?section=weather&headline=2018-the-wettest-year-on-record-in-dc-dulles-and-baltimore&contentId=65-8a9e0017-1ec5-44c2-a56b-00ebb4274a13
https://www.wusa9.com/amp/article?section=weather&headline=2018-the-wettest-year-on-record-in-dc-dulles-and-baltimore&contentId=65-8a9e0017-1ec5-44c2-a56b-00ebb4274a13

