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central parts of the United States. It can grow to be five feet tall, with 
golden petals drooping down from a dark central cone. Its late season, long 
blooming period allows this coneflower to support many bees, butterflies 
and birds. Although it’s not endangered globally, this species is extirpated 
in Pennsylvania.

A hardy cactus that can thrive even in temperate climates, Prickly Pear 
Cactus (Opuntia humifusa) prefers sunny, dry conditions and does best in 
rocky soil. It blooms in early summer, with a cheerful yellow flower above 
its spiny pads. The pollen attracts bees and, once fertilized, the flowers will 
mature to bear red fruits. Prickly Pear Cactus is endangered in parts of its 
range and is rare in Pennsylvania. 

TREES AND SHRUBS 
For gardeners looking to add height and structure to their landscape 

while helping to protect a species in danger, consider planting these trees 
and shrubs. 

Flame Azalea (Rhododendron calendulaceum) is a deciduous shrub found 
growing in partly shaded, well-drained soils along the Appalachian Moun-
tains. In spring, this azalea is decorated with upright yellow flower buds 
that resemble candle flames, providing its name. When the buds open, this 
azalea is set ablaze with orange-red flowers that attract butterflies. Flame 
Azalea is endangered in parts of its range and extirpated in Pennsylvania.

Providing multiple seasons of interest, Possumhaw Viburnum (Viburnum 
nudum) is a multi-stemmed, upright shrub, typically growing up to 12 feet 
tall.  It has white lacy clusters of blooms in May and June, followed by 
pink fruits that deepen to blue or even a dark purple-black as they ripen, 
followed by vibrant fall foliage. This viburnum can be found in low-lying 
marshy areas from Connecticut south to Florida and is classified as endan-
gered in Pennsylvania. 

No garden is complete without a magnolia, and Sweetbay Magnolia 
(Magnolia virginiana) is one of the most graceful magnolias available. 
Growing up to 30 feet tall, Sweetbay Magnolia is prized for its creamy-
white, lemon-scented flowers that appear from June through September, 
followed by red seeds that attract a variety of wildlife. This multi-stemmed, 
semi-evergreen tree is tolerant of both drought and floods and will grow 
in part shade to full sun. Even though this magnolia is beautiful and easy 
to grow, it’s classified as a threatened plant in Pennsylvania. 

Every garden bed or container is an opportunity to showcase native 
plants and help increase the biodiversity of our region. Incorporating 
plants that are rare and endangered in your landscape is an easy way to 
create stepping stones of habitat while adding unique colors and textures 
to your garden. 

Even small plots of land or container gardens can support various species 
and bring lots of life to your home. 

Jenkins Arboretum & Gardens is a 48-acre public garden showcasing native flora 
of the eastern U.S. and a world-class collection of rhododendron and azaleas. The 
gardens are free of admission and open every day of the year. 631 Berwyn Baptist 
Rd., Devon. JenkinsArboretum.org.

Heather Titanich is a Hamilton Educational Fellow at Jenkins Arboretum & 
Gardens, participating in a two-year program that provides training for the next 
generation of leaders in public horticulture. 
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EVEN IN THESE POLARIZED TIMES, WE CAN AGREE 
that it’s more important than ever to give back to those in our 
communities who are struggling. Fortunately our area has a rich 

tradition of service organizations that help in a broad range of ways—
from medical, to food, to education and many other social services. 

For our November Local Hero, we chose to highlight the work 
of a collection of organizations—the Chester County Rotary Clubs 
and their mission to provide aid to those in need.

WHAT IS ROTARY?
 Founded in 1905, Rotary Club has expanded across the world 

as a global network of 1.2 million members working in over 35,000 
individual clubs to create lasting change not only in their own 
communities but worldwide.

Members share the responsibility of tackling some of the world’s 
most pressing issues, including promoting peace, providing clean 
water, supporting education, growing local economies, and the very 
timely issue of fighting disease. These causes hit close to home with 
our local Rotary Clubs, especially helping our community through 
the difficult times caused by the pandemic.

According to the Rotary International website, members are 
already supporting efforts to “promote proper handwashing, teach 
people ways to stay healthy and supply vital medical equipment to 
healthcare providers” on the front lines. These efforts have become 
even more critical as life in the pandemic continues. 

We checked in with several local Rotary Clubs to find out more 
about the service projects they’ve been involved with in Chester 
County and beyond. 

HELPING THE COMMUNITY 
Things look a lot different for all of us, and local Rotary Clubs 

are no exception. Many club traditions have now been adapted to 
fit pandemic living, including regular club meetings now on Zoom 
(with recorded streams for members with schedule conflicts) along 
with BYOB Zoom Happy Hours in place of in-person social events 
and get-togethers. Fundraisers, a key activity, are also changed.

Yet, one thing has remained consistent, and that’s the Rotary’s 
service to the community. 

Our local Rotary Clubs have had to get creative with the many 
ways they provide service so members can give back but still stay 
safe. Connor Smith, President of the Thorndale/Downingtown 
Rotary said their club decided to hold a Virtual Bingo fundraiser, 
after their big Mac & Cheese Cookoff was cancelled. This annual 
fundraiser is designed to help support several groups, like the 
Brandywine YMCA, so a new format was key. 

The Longwood Club decided to use their Rotary Foundation 
funds to focus on COVID-19-related needs in the community. 
“It’s really important to have a focus,” says President Vicki Gehrt. 
This sparked the idea of initiating a community assessment to hear 
directly from people in the area to better determine specific needs and 

Local Heroes: Chester County Rotary Clubs
Madison Meinel

WITH A LONG HISTORY OF SERVICE, ROTARY CLUBS  
CONTINUE TO BE A BRIGHT LIGHT IN UNCERTAIN TIMES. 

Longwood Rotary at their Warm Soles service event.
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how best to help. Rotary Foundation funds have 
also helped organizations like The Maternal and 
Child Health Consortium with parent training pro-
grams along with Good Neighbor and Habitat for 
Humanity with housing needs in the community. 

Luckily some projects were able to continue 
with slight modifications like wearing masks, 
social distancing and sanitizing. The Longwood 
Rotary was able to hold their annual book bag 
with supplies drive making sure kids have the 
supplies they need to succeed even though most 
learning is still virtual. 

Other Rotary Clubs have developed pandemic-era 
projects to address food security. The Wayne 
Rotary is working with the Wayne Food Pantry, 
Wayne Senior Center and Mercy Hospice to help 
feed the hungry. Club President, John Douglas, 
points out that these groups will continue to need 
support even after the pandemic subsides. 

The Thorndale/Downingtown Rotary has 
also focused on helping with food insecurity by 
working with the Honeybrook Food Bank on 
programs helping mothers and infants and sup-
plying low-income families with lunches for their 
children during virtual learning. 

In addition to helping locally, The West 
Chester Rotary (marking their 100th anniversary 
of service in May 2021) has used this time to give 
back internationally. Club President, Michelle 
Venema, shared details of their international proj-
ects like bringing easy-to-use water pumps to the 
people of Senegal, sponsoring a college student 
in Belize, and sending books to children in St. 
Lucia. These projects are a joint effort with many 
local Rotary Clubs working together to make a 
difference in the lives of people around the world. 
Venema says, “Service will always be needed, and 
Rotarians live to serve, not only our community 
but the world every day.”

We at County Lines learned about Rotary’s 
international projects through our writer Carol 
Metzker. A recipient of Rotary International’s Ser-
vice Above Self Award (and our 2016 Local Hero), 
Carol’s life was changed on a 2004 Rotary trip to 
India to immunize kids against polio, when she 
met an 11-year-old girl rescued from slavery. That 
encounter set her on a path to learn about and 
fight against human trafficking, around the world 
and in our own backyard in Chester County. She’s 
spoken before groups worldwide about this issue 

as well as debt bondage slavery, and written two powerful books, 
Facing the Dragon and A Shield Against the Monster.

PLANS FOR THE FUTURE
Plans for future events—service projects as well as fundraisers—

are still evolving. But like the rest of us, Rotary Clubs are getting 
used to adapting to the current normal. 

The Wayne Rotary currently has plans to collect holiday gifts 
for CASA Youth Advocates, a child welfare organization serving 
at-risk youth, Downingtown and Thorndale Rotary hopes to hold 
another virtual bingo fundraiser, and the Longwood Rotary has a 
secret project in the works—so stay tuned!

“One thing we do after every meeting is remind ourselves that 
we are a service organization; we have a purpose,” says Gehrt. And 
that purpose will always be needed in the community. 

HOW TO GET INVOLVED
If you’re interested in joining a Rotary Club, members suggest 

sitting in on a meeting as a guest to experience what Rotary is all 
about. Contact your local Rotary Club by visiting their website or 
Facebook page for more information on membership and meeting 
schedules. New members are welcome!

Our community will always have the helping hand of our local 
Rotary Clubs, even during these uncertain times, and that is why 
we honor them as this year’s Local Heroes. 

Carol Metzker speaking at Toronto Rotary on Sex Trafficking Must Stop

T/D Rotary making a donation to the YMCA Food Donation Efforts


