
America’s River

Mission On June 14, 2011, eight students from Coatesville area high schools set off on a journey that took 
them down the Brandywine River from its headwaters in northern Chester County to its mouth at 
Wilmington. They hiked and canoed the length of the river, camped under the stars and lived simply on the 
land. The goal of the Brandywine Trek was to have the students understand the importance of the river to 
them, their community and all the other communities in the Brandywine Valley; to learn about the benefits 
it provides – drinking water and hydropower, food and fertile soil, transportation and recreation, and a 
landscape as beautiful as any in the world; and to become the spokespeople for a river that sustains the 
lives of everyone who lives in the watershed.

City in the Country: In Chester County, where people look at their world primarily through the prism of 
open space, Coatesville is an alien place. It is a poor city, with the county's largest black population, cut 
off from the affluent and predominantly rural suburbs that surround it. In the richest county in 
Pennsylvania, Coatesville is a poor place, with a decayed physical structure and one of the state's highest 
rates of child poverty.  Not all the images are true – for example, Coatesville’s drug usage is lower than in 
many other parts of the county – but the perceptions do not die easily for a city that is in many ways 
isolated from its neighbors.

Coatesville's decline stands in stark contrast to the rest of the county, which is experiencing the 
most intense rate of development in its history. Most of that growth is coming in the form of sprawl, 
which consumes enormous chunks of the county's agricultural land and leaves in its wake a trail of 
devastated older communities.

These issues are not particular to Chester County. Although the Coatesville region (which includes 
the adjacent boroughs of South Coatesville and Modena) only has 13,000 people, it faces many of the 
same problems that afflict much larger cities throughout the country. Sprawl, too, is a matter of far-
reaching concern. Unless we change the way we manage growth, Chester County seems destined to 
recapitulate the national pattern of environmental degradation, permanent loss of farmland, urban decline, 
and the isolation of minorities and the poor. One of the primary purposes of the Brandywine Trek is to 
make clear to city residents and suburbanites alike that we all live in the same watershed – and we are all 
in this together.



Objectives:
• To communicate to those who live and work in the Brandywine watershed the value of their river 

and the interconnectedness of their communities.
• To help people in the watershed understand the importance of Coatesville, its location close to the 

headwaters and the interests of everyone in its revitalization.
• To have the students become the eyes and ears of the citizens of the watershed and to help them 

see the beauty of this precious resource and the need to protect it. 
• To empower them to make a difference in their community and to mobilize others to help them.

The Stroud Water Research Center and the Coatesville Youth Initiative, in partnership with the 
Brandywine Conservancy, Chester County Parks, Chester County Water Resources, Chester County 
Conservation District and the City of Wilmington, created a program that used Brandywine Creek as a 
focus to: (a) educate the students about the importance of the river and its water to their city and to the 
rest of the watershed; (b) teach them simple but effective tools to become stewards of the river; (c) create 
a sense of teamwork and community responsibility among them; and (d) show them that they are not cut 
off from the world beyond the city line – but are instead intimately connected to all the people, 
communities and natural life in the watershed. Brandywine Creek, the famous river that starts above 
Coatesville and flows into the Christina River at Wilmington, both symbolizes and reinforces those 
connections.

The program trained the students in the collection of scientific water quality data and land-use 
information, communication tools and strategies, career skills, team building and leadership. Equipped 
with this new knowledge, the students set off on a week-long trek down the Brandywine, led by 
experienced Outward Bound instructors, where they learned firsthand how they are connected to all life in 
the watershed and the human communities through which the river flows. The trek was a full immersion 
experience during which the participants camped, hiked and paddled, explored the watershed and built 
self-confidence, leadership and teamwork skills. As they grew in knowledge and confidence, the students 
became the spokespeople for their river, communicating its importance, not only to Coatesville, but to all 
their neighbors in the watershed who depend on the Brandywine for clean fresh water.



Outcome. Our goal is that the Brandywine Trek become a catalyst through which the youth of Coatesville 
become directly involved in protecting their greatest natural resource and revitalizing their city. After a 
journey of discovery that has challenged them physically, intellectually and emotionally, the students 
returned home with a new understanding of their responsibility for the river, their community and each 
other – and with both the desire and the skills to put this new sense of ownership into practice. 

The Future. In 2012 the Coatesville Youth Initiative, a social services organization aimed at at-risk young 
people, and operating under the auspices of the Brandywine Health Foundation, became the primary 
sponsor of the trek, which the organization is making an annual event for high school students in the 
regions of Coatesville, Downingtown and Kennett Square.

For more on the first trek visit: https://www.stroudcenter.org/trek2011/index.shtml
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