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Champlin Foundations’ $112,150 Grant 
 Makes Sari’s Sanctuary Possible at Last 

In the spring of 2000 Mrs. Robin Wildman’s 5th grade class at the Wakefield 
Elementary School began studying the Saugatucket River, which runs directly behind the 
school on one side and the town’s main shopping district on the other. After learning how 
to take water samples and analyze them according to various criteria for quality, the 
students decided that an outdoor river classroom would be ideal for future students to 
continue their scientific studies and to learn to love the river as much as they did. These 
young activists realized that the Saugatucket River was a vital part of their own community 
and a place of beauty. They committed themselves not only to be caretakers of this river 
ecosystem and its surrounding watershed, but also to educate and encourage everyone in 
the community about being active stewards as well.  

The students proceeded to meet with the town architect, the town planner and the 
historical preservation officer of the Narragansett peoples to discuss the significance of 
the river both ecologically and culturally, which led to a presentation of their goals for an 
outdoor river classroom. Those goals included: 

• A stable, accessible mount from which students can perform water quality 
testing on a monthly basis, pursue science-curriculum and natural history 
projects in an innovative field setting, and gather information on local water 
quality for dissemination to the public through local newspapers 

• The development of an interactive, ongoing dialogue between students and 
public visitors to the site. Students would solicit public information about 
visible turbidity, water surface conditions and wildlife sightings via a 
signpost constructed for that purpose. Visitors would place notes with 
qualitative observations about the river in a lockbox and students would 
gather the notes on a scheduled basis, communicating interesting or 
unusual phenomena to local news sources (e.g., rare bird sightings or 
drastic changes in water levels). Students would, on occasion, host 
informational talks, inviting community members and school families to 
attend.        Turn to Page Two 

 
  

 

Sari’s Sanctuary: An Outdoor Learning Center, is named for Wakefield fifth-grader Sarah 
McClarnon (Sari), who died in March 2005 after a brave battle with rare kidney cancer. 
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Sari’s Sanctuary (from Page One) 

The Town officials unanimously approved the concept and assisted the children in articulating their vision 
for the architect who would eventually draw up the plans. 

Fast forward to March of 2005. Mrs. Wildman’s beloved student, Sarah McClarnon (Sari), passes away 
after a life-long battle with a rare kidney cancer known as Wilm’s tumor. The entire community of South 
Kingstown followed Sarah’s struggle and was saddened by her death. After a period of mourning a 
substantial number of staff and parents came together to form the Sarah McClarnon Memorial Committee, of 
which Mrs. Wildman is a member. As Mrs. Wildman’s student Sari studied the river, learned how to be a 
steward for it and sustained her love of all wildlife (though regrettably the river does not attract penguins, 
which were Sari’s very favorite animal!). The committee determined that the outdoor river classroom would 
provide the perfect setting for a living memorial to Sari, her strength, her love of nature and her beautiful 
smile. Through much work and effort, the committee planned and executed a fabulous silent and live auction 
at Amalfi’s at Narragansett Pier. The evening was enjoyed by all and an amazing $22,000 was raised, bringing 
the project closer to fruition. The most exciting news yet came a few weeks ago, when Mrs. Wildman was 
informed that a Champlin Foundation grant was approved for the remainder of the money necessary to build 
Sari’s Sanctuary. Working in partnership with the Town of South Kingstown the first step in the building phase 
is to have the town’s architectural firm test the soil at the site. Mrs. Wildman and the building committee is 
interested in soliciting local contracting businesses, such as electrical, landscaping and contracting to donate 
time and/or materials to the project. 

Sari’s Sanctuary: The Outdoor Learning Center currently enjoys the support of several local partners in 
pursuit of its mission.  

• The Women’s Club of South County has donated $4,000 to the project thus far, in addition 
to buying water quality monitoring supplies for the students. They have also made a 
commitment to continue to fund the purchase of water quality testing supplies  

• The Saugatucket River Heritage Corridor Coalition, a local 501(c) 3 organization, has 
consistently lent its expertise on issues pertaining to the Saugatucket Watershed and water 
quality measurement and members have assisted on many occasions with water quality 
monitoring 

• Local architect Nancy Leslie has donated her time and talent to design Sari’s Sanctuary 
• Andy Nota, head of Parks and Recreation for the town of South Kingstown has been 

providing advice and suggestions in reference to the project’s planning  
• South Kingstown Superintendent of Schools Dr. Robert Hicks and Wakefield School 

principal Michelle Little have formally endorsed the project 
• A professional wood supplier supportive of the project has made a commitment to provide 

all the pilings for the platform, a donation valued at $20,000 
• Cheryl Foster, professor at University of Rhode Island, has been assisting in writing grants 

for the project 

In short, Sari’s Sanctuary: The Outdoor Learning Center will function as a space by which elementary 
school students engage in stewardship, both scientific and civic, and model that stewardship for the 
community at large. 

 Wakefield Elementary School serves a genuinely diverse cross section of the South Kingstown, Rhode 
Island community. Some of the children in the school come from families whose immigrant forebears worked 
in the very mills that polluted the Saugatucket River, while others descend from those who, further back in 
time, enjoyed its pristine state amongst the Narragansett peoples prior to the advent of European 
colonization. Sari’s Sanctuary: The Outdoor Learning Center will afford the space and the opportunity for 
students and townspeople to explore these cultural facets of the ecological indicators they see along the river 
today. And with an understanding of the role culture plays in the development of environmental values, 
today’s schoolchildren may well be tomorrow’s more mindful river stewards.       
                  — Robin Wildman 

 



Life on the River 
 
Louis Graichen, Sr. has worked at Arnold 
Lumber on Main Street for 65 years!  He works 
in the ‘hut’ in the lumberyard, which borders 
the Saugatucket River. 

Since 1974 he has played ‘Santa Claus’ for 
local groups including the Elks and the 
Perryville Grange. It’s a high point of the year 
for him and gives him great pleasure to “do it 
for the kids, as long and as often as they like”. 

 
Q: How long have you lived on the 
Saugatucket River? 

I started working here when I was 15 years 
old.  This place has been different companies 
several times since then.  

The train used to stop in Kingston and then 
passengers and freight used to get put on 
what we called the ‘rinky dink’, a smaller train 
that brought them here and to Narragansett. 
That crossed the river and came by right here.   
That was around 1942.  

Q: What are your memories of the river? 

I remember when the river used to run green 
one day then red the next and then blue.  Real 
true colors. We all were used to it then and 
didn’t think it could be changed much.  And 
that water ran right into the ocean  

Q: Why did you move to this area? 

My father had lots of different jobs but he 
mostly was a farmer. He had a farm up in 
Frenchtown area. My mother died when I was 
eight.  I was the oldest of three boys and I 
always had my farming chores before and 
after this job here. We had about 40 cows that 
needed milking every day before I came here 
to work. And after work, too. That was up on 
Old North Road in Kingston.  

Q: What do you do on/near the river? 

 I just work here in at the lumberyard.  It’s 
been a lumberyard for years and years but 
under different owners. But I just stayed. It’s 
always been a good place to work. 

Q: What do you like best about the river? 
I don’t fish but I enjoy watching people fish 
around here. I like to watch the kids fishing 
from the other side – from the cemetery, that’s 
a nice spot. 

In the 1950’s there was a big clean-up of the 
river. About 500 tires were pulled out.  That 
was something to see. There might still be 
some tires in there today but I don’t see any. 

Q: Do you have any concerns or questions 
about the river? 

I never worry about flooding here, we’re too 
high up. But it sure used to be in bad shape. 
Dirty and filled with trash. It’s much better 
now.  100% better. 

Q: What do you hear people say about the 
river? 

It’s nice that Wildwood’s now has stairs and a 
kayak access down at the river. I like to go 
over and look at it. It’s a great place to look.  

Q: What wildlife have you seen on the river? 

Years ago I used to see snapping turtles 
coming out of the river. Not lately. 

Also, there were some people who came here 
not too long ago after they read an article 
about an unusual kind of duck that was seen 
here. They came here with binoculars and 
asked if they could look from the yard. That 
was interesting. 

Q: What is your best “river story”? 

I recall a guy who used to put his outboard 
motorboat in at River Street and start down 
here. Some other guys would go up on the 
bridge and drop down things onto his boat to 
spook him.  He couldn’t figure out what was 
happening and he’d hightail it back up river.  
Just the way some guys like to have fun. 
 

Resident Interviews 
A Continuing Series 
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Maureen Whelan will continue 
interviewing river residents for 
future issues. 
 



 

 
I spy a water trail, I spy a great hike! 

Did you ever wonder what would happen if you paddled down the Saugatucket River from the Peacedale 
Mills? Could you get all the way to Galilee? What would happen if you got off your bike and went for a walk in 
the trails marked along the bike path? How has the watershed influenced the historical monuments in our 
area?  

The Saugatucket Watershed has beautiful waterways, peaceful ponds and fun walks in the forests. The 
SRHCC is working with local partners and youth groups to produce a full colored map of the watershed to 
help people learn about recreation opportunities and how to get access to them. The maps will be a treasured 
resource for community members to learn how their watershed functions, what are the great recreation 
opportunities and how to get access to these valued natural areas.  

We will be distributing these maps to all members next spring and working with local businesses to get 
them in the hands of eager adventurers. Keep an eye out and weekend free to enjoy your backyard 
wilderness! 

— Glenn Ricci, Chairman 

BIG Plans for the SRHCC in 2007! 
The temperature is dropping and we just had our first snowfall of the year.  However, we are just warming up 
at the SRHCC offices.  2007 promises to be a landmark year for the organization.  Members have been 
working for several years on projects that should be reaching major milestones in 2007.  

Sari’s Sanctuary: A Outdoor Learning Center has reached its fundraising goal, which should set the gears 
in motion for building a new pier on the riverfront.  We will also be producing a beautiful watershed map that 
highlights the recreational opportunities and access points. Now everyone should know where the watershed, 
river and fun has been all this time.  The watershed maps will also be used to complete the riverfront 
boardwalk interpretation signs located in downtown Wakefield.  

People have been enjoying the walk along the river, but they haven't heard the story yet!  The SRHCC will 
also work more closely with the Town Government to provide advice and guidance on development issues 
impacting the watershed.  And of course, we will continue to write these great newsletters to keep the 
community informed.  All of these activities could benefit from more community volunteers!   Please consider 
joining us in one of these many exciting projects. Season’s greetings to all of our members and we wish you a 
peaceful new year.          — Glenn Ricci, Chairman
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Available for Teachers
 
Our sister organization in Narragansett, the 

Narrow River Preservation Association (NRPA), has 
received a generous grant from the Chace Fund to 
sponsor a course for teachers in early 2007.  If you 
teach in the Narrow River Watershed or bring your 
students to the Narrow River for field trips you now 
have the opportunity to learn the Active Watershed 
Education (AWESome!) Curriculum. The instructor 
will be Denise Poyer, Program Director at another 
sister organization, the Wood-Pawcatuck 
Watershed Association. 

This University of Rhode Island Special 
Programs course will provide teachers with 
scientific information about watersheds in general 
and the Narrow River and its watershed in detail.  
Many interactive lessons for use with students are 
included in the course.  In addition, each 
participant will receive a curriculum guide, 
Geographic Information System watershed maps, 
and other resources. 

The AWESome! Curriculum conforms to RI 
education standards and is designed for use by 
grades 4th through 8th, but educators at all levels 
are invited to participate and adapt materials to 
suit their needs. Emphasis is placed on 
understanding the natural processes of a 
watershed and the results of human interaction 
with these processes.  

From the last week in January through April 
(but not during school vacations), teachers will 
attend weekly three-hour classes and two field 
trips to Narrow River.  The classes are tentatively 
scheduled for 4 to 7 pm at the URI Bay Campus. 
Day and times are flexible. Course work includes 
readings, a research project and class presentation 
on a watershed issue, and a final paper on 
extending present classroom curricula using the 
AWESome! information. 

Costs for the course including materials are 
covered by NRPA.  Teachers may elect to receive 
three graduate level credits for this10-week course 
through the URI's Feinstein College of Continuing 
Education by paying a credit fee registration of 
$125.   

For more information or to register, contact the 
instructor at 783-6623 or send an email to 
nrpa@narrowriver.org with your name, mailing  

 

address, daytime and evening phone numbers, 
school, grade you are teaching, if you wish to 
receive credit, and preferred email address for 
correspondence.  Registration deadline is January 
19, 2007 or until the course is full. 

 
Volunteer Needed for 
June River Clean-Up 

The last Saugatucket River Clean-up, 
organized in Fall 2006 by the Peace Dale 
Revitalization Committee with volunteers from 
the University of Rhode Island, was a great 
success.  For 2007, a national non-profit is 
offering to help support a clean-up and the 
SRHCC is looking for a local volunteer to take 
the lead of this project that involves students, 
Boy Scouts, families, residents of all ages, and 
Town government. 

American Rivers www.AmericanRivers.org 
is harnessing the environmental passion and 
community pride of thousands of people to 
clean trash from rivers during National River 
Cleanup Week, presented by Green Mountain 
Coffee Roasters and set for June 2-10, 2007. 
Over the years more than 500,000 volunteers 
have participated across the country, covering 
more than 100,000 miles of waterways. 

 SRHCC is seeking a volunteer to register a 
Saugatucket River cleanup on line at 
www.nationalrivercleanup.org by April 15 and 
to coordinate American Rivers support and its 
related programs and contests. Kayaks and car 
racks are offered for photographs and student 
essays.  Call us at 782-0149. 
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