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A version of this article is expected to be published in 2009 in a book called Birds of Niagara by John Black and Kayo Roy.

A singular name and history distinguish the Bert Miller Nature Club in Fort Erie. Albert Weatherstone Miller, better known as Bert, was born in 1882 at Miller’s Creek in Fort Erie on his family’s old homestead. Bert lived by the motto, “Learn something new every day and smile at a child”. He died in 1973.
Bert was an inspiring naturalist whose enthusiasm influenced all those who participated in his many rambles across the counties of Welland, Lincoln, and Haldimand. He became an excellent amateur botanist, well known for finding and propagating rare native plants. During his lifetime he helped found several organizations in the Niagara Peninsula, including the Peninsula Field Naturalists. Unfortunately,  he died long before the nature club that would bear his name was created. 

Bert would often arrange to take local groups of school children on hikes at Point Abino. On special occasions they would go into the isolated westernmost part of this peninsula, a pristine wild-flower forest known as Marcy’s Woods after the Buffalo family that had acquired it around 1921.

Dr. William Marcy came to Buffalo from Massachusetts in the 1890s to be the Chief Surgeon for the N.Y. Central Railroad. He married Alice Hayes, whose parents owned a beautiful house overlooking Abino Bay, and in the 1920s he himself started looking for a nearby property to buy. 
Alice, an avid ornithologist and naturalist associated with the Buffalo Museum of Science, desired a property where she could further her studies of birds and wildflowers. Aware that the Point Abino peninsula attracted a significant number of migrating birds, she convinced William to buy a property consisting of an isolated sand-dune forest and adjacent wetland.
In 1928, William had a rustic log cabin built on a site well away from the beachfront to protect the integrity of the sand-dune forest. The cabin is located in a hollow where migrating birds tend to collect as they follow the ridges of the merging wooded dunes and where trilliums are annually abundant.  Alice had her perfect nature-study setting.
After the deaths of Alice and William, their son, Dr. George H. Marcy, took ownership of Marcy Woods. For many years, he, his wife Betty and their four children spent the summer months in the cabin.
In 1962 an adjacent, disused 100-acre farm came up for sale. On learning of this George stuffed a few hundred dollars for a retainer into his daughter Peggy’s pockets and immediately sent her to the owners of the farm. He bought the farm as a protective buffer for Marcy Woods and thereafter became a full-time, enthusiastic farmer for the 20 years following his retirement from medicine.

The Marcys entertained people from all over the world, rich or poor, famous or obscure. Many of the visitors came specifically to explore the forest, and for them, the established routine was first to visit the porch at the farmhouse where Elizabeth would greet them. After some small talk over tea and cookies she would have them sign an old guest book and agree to return to the farmhouse after their hike to record their sightings in the nature observation book. In this way the Marcys came to know many members of the regional nature clubs, including Bert Miller.

In 1968, the province announced plans to expropriate Marcy’s properties in order to create Abino Woods Provincial Park, a place where the public could camp and swim at the beach along Lake Erie. George Marcy and the regional nature clubs opposed this plan, fearing public access would lead to the trampling of the sand dunes and the collapse of the biodiversity they supported.  The plan was eventually abandoned by the province.

In 1994, when George was 87 years old and his health beginning to fail, he received a letter from a local amateur photographer and good friend, Dave Marr, calling on him to take prompt action to protect the woods. Dave knew of George’s concern that his children might not agree on a future for the property that would prevent its development.  Rick Stockton, another close friend of the Marcys, urged George to call the Nature Conservancy of Canada (NCC) and make arrangements to have them acquire the property.

George arranged a meeting with Nature Conservancy of Canada. In addition to Dave Marr and Rick Stockton, he invited Earl Plato and Tim Seburn, two local naturalists who had recently opposed the development of another area of the Point Abino peninsula. Earl Plato, a recently retired principal of a local school, had become a nature columnist for a local newspaper. As a youth and later as a young teacher, Earl had accompanied Bert Miller on many personal and class outings to Point Abino. Tim Seburn, was a former student of Earl’s, whose shared interest in nature had been acquired when Bert Miller was his Sunday school teacher.
The meeting with NCC took place in May1994. At this meeting it was recognized a local advocacy base for the preservation of Marcy’s Woods had inadvertently been created by the years of kind hospitality offered by the Marcy family. To help NCC acquire Marcy’s Woods and to ensure its future conservation, NCC suggested this support could someday be organized into “The Friends of Marcy’s Woods.” 
When George died on 27 July of that year, his friends united in their commitment to follow through with his aspirations for the future of Marcy’s Woods. Earl put a notice in the local Fort Erie paper inviting persons interested in forming a nature club to come on January 19, 1995, to the Crystal Ridge Library in Ridgeway. He was surprised when over seventy-five persons attended.  A smaller group assembled shortly thereafter to begin work on writing a constitution and acquiring status as a not-for-profit charity. Earl became the founding President of the Club, and Dave Marr the founding Treasurer.

Earl, a history buff, appreciated Bert Miller not only as a friend but also as an important figure who had raised public appreciation of nature across Niagara.  An arboretum had been planted in his memory at the Balls Falls Conservation Area. The Niagara Parks Commission was placing a marker in his memory along the Niagara River Parkway.  Now Bert would also be remembered through the name of a passionate new nature organization.
Preservation of natural areas of the Point Abino peninsula was the primary founding objective of the Club, and conserving Marcy’s Woods was its initial focus.  At one of the several rallies to “save Marcy’s Woods,” Elizabeth Marcy made Dave and Joy Marr honorary life-time guards of Marcy’s Woods, and the Club granted Elizabeth an honorary life-time Club membership. Martha (Patty) Marcy, the youngest of the four children of George and Elizabeth, and the only sibling still residing in the area, became a member of the Club.  When Dave Marr died shortly after the Club was created, the Marcys made a donation to the Club for a speaker series in honour of his memory.

During the remaining time Marcy’s Woods was owned by the Marcy family, several biological studies were conducted there, confirming the presence of many rare and endangered species and supporting the designation of the Point Abino Peninsula as an Important Bird Area (IBA).

Soon after Elizabeth Marcy died, the Marcy siblings sold the property. Patty opposed the sale and petitioned the New York State Court to prevent it.  The court ruled it did not have jurisdiction to affect the status of the sale in Canada.

Fearing the destruction of Marcy’s Woods, on Friday 29 August 2003, the Club launched large war canoes from the beach on Lake Erie at Marcy’s Woods. The war canoes arrived in Toronto Harbour on Monday,1 September  and were portaged up University Avenue during rush hour to the grounds at Queen’s Park.  With a provincial election imminent, the government imposed a Ministerial Zoning Order on the property to prevent its development.
The new owners have continued to provide excellent stewardship and protection of Marcy’s Woods. It is used only as a family retreat and they have no plans to develop it.  The family has designated Earl as a point of contact to obtain permission to visit Marcy’s Woods.
The conservation of Marcy’s Woods has never been the sole focus of the Club. Some of the other projects the Bert Miller Club has engaged in over the years include:

· Developing a Junior Naturalist program

· Monitoring populations of Fowlers toad, a protected species in Canada, in partnership with the provincial Ministry of Natural Resources

· Conducting biological inventories of many remaining natural areas in Fort Erie

· Rehabilitating and managing, in partnership with the Town of Fort Erie, a natural area in Ridgeway known as the Shagbark Nature Area
· Carrying out a study of old growth forests remaining in Niagara
· Providing representatives to serve on the Environmental Advisory Committee for the Town of Fort Erie

· Providing representatives and support for the creation of a Land Trust for Niagara.

In addition to Earl Plato, Peter Foebel, Paul Philp, Rob Eberly and Dawn Pierrynowski have served as President of the Club.
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