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Local Heat from Healthy Forests:
The Community Wood Energy Project

Vermont communities are nationally
regarded as quintessential examples of
how residents develop close relation-

ships with each other and the land.But these
communities now face a number of chal-
lenges—rapid suburbanization, climate
change, rising energy costs, and economic
pressures on forestland—that could radically
alter traditional connections to the land.In
response to these challenges, more than thirty
of Vermont's leading public and private non-
profit organizations came together over the
last two years to establish the Vermont Town
Forest Project. Now several of these partners
are working with Vermont Family Forests to
expand the VTFP concept through the
Community Wood Energy Project.

Our goal in the Community Wood Energy
Project is to encourage sustainable manage-
ment of private forests while providing a
locally based,renewable, carbon-neutral ener-
gy supply for municipal facilities. To accom-
plish this, we have initiated a pilot project,
focused on Mount Abraham Union High
School (MA UHS) in Bristol, to develop a
prototype community wood energy model.

In spring of 2006,voters in towns comprising
the Addison Northeast Supervisory Union
approved a plan to convert the MAUHS heat-
ing system from oil to wood chips to decrease
their communities' dependence on oil.By
autumn, that heating system was installed
and heated the school throughout the winter.

The next, critical step in shifting the school to
truly sustainable energy will be to fuel that
woodchip heating system with wood from
local community-owned and private forest-
lands that are managed in ways that conserve
water quality, site productivity, native biodi-
versity, carbon storage capacity and overall
forest health.

Through the pilot project, VFF will identify a
local family forest parcel, develop a certif ied
forest management plan for that forest,and
conduct a sustainable timber harvest that will
yield both certif ied cordwood for firewood
users and certif ied wood chips for the
MA UHS heating system.We will work with
MA UHS students to conduct pre- and post-
harvest ecological assessments ofthe proper-
ty.

The next, critical
step in shifting the
school to truly sus-
tainable energy will

be to fuel that
woodchip heating
system with sustain-

ably managed
wood from local,

community-owned
and private forests.

2007 Addison County Conservation Congress participants tour the new woodchip gasifi-
cation heating system at Mount Abraham Union High School on April 28th.

(cont’d page 6)
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Farewell to a Friend

Pat and Dick Murphy at Vermont
Family Forests landowner gathering.

D ick Mur phy was a wonderful friend of com-
munity forestry in general and Vermont

Family Forests in particular. Dick "moved to the
other side of the clay" on March 5, 2007.

Dick was one ofVermont Family Forests’s original
certif ied forest landowners and lent his quiet
humor to many a VFF event. A celebration of his
lif e was held on Sunday, June 3,during which
friends shared stories about Dick and played Irish
fiddle and bagpipe music. If you were unable to
attend but have a remembrance you’d like to share
with his wife Pat, you can send them to her at
1538 Boro Hill R oad in Monkton.

Upcoming Events

Game of Logging Chainsaw Training, Levels I - III

Dates:
Level I, October 4,2007 (rain date: October 11,2007)
Level II, October 11,2007 (rain date: October 18,2007)
Level III, October 18,2007 (rain date: October 25,2007)

Time: 8:00am-4:00pm
Cost: $150 per workshop level, full payment in advance required
Limit: 10 participants
Instr uctors: Nor theast Woodland Training 
Location: Brynn Family Forest,Bristol, VT

Course Description: The Game of Logging training program combines Scandinavian
logging techniques with the latest systems for working safely around trees. We can't
overstate the value of these training courses. We've had participants who have used
chainsaws for 30 years prior to taking GOL Level I say that the course changed the
way they work in the woods.

In GOL Le vel I, participants learn the fundamentals ofsaw handling and control and
how to maximize equipment performance. They cover more advanced areas such as
site evaluation and new techniques for precise felling, limbing and bucking. Regardless
of your experience, you'll take home valuable new skills from this workshop.
Beginning chainsaw users are very much welcomed and encouraged to attend, but
please note that you will be felling a tree in this workshop, so need to feel comfortable
starting, holding, and operating a saw under the close supervision of a highly skilled
instructor.

In GOL Le vel II, participants learn basic saw maintenance and chain sharpening tech-
niques and continue learning and practicing tree felling and limbing techniques.

In GOL Le vel III, participants learn techniques for felling difficult trees, including
trees with side and back lean, and cover limbing and bucking techniques and systems
for planning work.

Register early, as the course is very popular and fills quickly!

Vermont Family Forests™ is a
non-profit education organiza-
tion whose mission is to 
conserve the health ofthe 
forest community and,when
appropriate, to promote the care-
ful cultivation of local 
family forests for community
benefit. We accomplish this 
mission through public 
education, forest certification,
and research and demonstration
projects.

News From the Forest is published
quarterly by Vermont Family
Forests™. To subscribe to News
from the Forest, please email us at
info@familyforests.org or call
453-7728.Call visit our website,
www.familyforests.org for more
information on VFF's programs.
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L ike many critters that make their home in the northern forest,non-
profit organizations serving the forest community often evolve to
thrive in specialized niches. Over the years, Vermont Family Forests

has grown to fill a niche providing educational workshops and forest prod-
uct demonstration projects and to be a voice for the forest itself in timber
harvesting. Green Mountain Club, founded in 1910 to establish and pro-
tect the Long Trail, has evolved into an advocacy and educational organi-
zation protecting trails and promoting a wide variety of low-impact recre-
ation throughout Vermont. Last summer, both organizations saw a great
opportunity to work together symbiotically.

The GMC had begun to outgrow the Marvin B. Gameroff Hik er Center,
which is home to many of their educational programs, slideshows,
exhibits, lectures, and demonstrations. Plans for a new headquarters
required in excess of40,000 board feet of lumber to add a new timber-
frame structure onto an existing barn. The GMC wanted to build in a way
that would take care of the forests that are home to the trails and recre-
ation that they serve, so VFF was a logical partner.

Since last summer, both organizations have worked to match blueprints
and the lumber needs ofthe headquarters project with a well-managed
forest that could benefit from the opportunity to host a high-quality timber
harvest.The result has been two harvests ofprimarily pine and hemlock
logs from VFF member FSC-certif ied forests belonging to Rick and Sandy
Desorda and Ron and Karen McEachen, both in Bristol.

Harvesting began at Desorda's land in early February with the unparal-
leled care and expertise of Wild Bill Torrey operating chainsaw and for-
warder on frozen ground. VFF contracted with yours truly, Len Schmidt,
to coordinate processing and value-adding. Clif ford Lumber of Hinesburg
emerged as the sawmill best-suited for processing softwood logs into fram-
ing timbers, sheathing boards, trim, and dimensional framing lumber. To
date, about 35,000 board feet of lumber have been cut and processed for
the new GMC headquarters.

The opportunities for education extended to the forest landowners as well.
"I'd never thought of the whole process" oftimber harvesting, Rick
Desorda stated. "David and Bill really helped fill in the blanks, and I
could tell it was harvested correctly. I feel really good about that. You can
see where they were cutting, but it hasn't impaired the surrounding land." 

In the future, look for both organizations to use the harvest for teaching
about the conservation of forest community health, and, when appropri-
ate, promoting careful cultivation of local family forests for community
benefits. The harvest can also be used to foster, through education, stew-
ardship of Vermont's mountains. Lik e a good symbiotic relationship, those
messages are productive and mutually beneficial, blending the mission
statements ofboth Vermont Family Forests and the Green Mountain
Club.e

Len Schmidt,formerly VFF’s Director ofOperations, is a middle school teacher,
woodworker, and VFF Associate who lives in New Haven.

Symbiosis
by Len Schmidt, VFF Associate

with the Green Mountain Club

Top: Logger Bill Torrey and Green Mountain Club
Education Coordinator and Facilities Manager Pete
Antos-Ketcham survey the Desorda timber harvest.

Above: Bill Torrey loads hemlock and white pine
logs at the McEachen family forest in Bristol.His
Hardy log forwarder rolls logs through the forest,
rather than dragging them,reducing soil disturbance.

Below: The Desorda family forest,post-harvest.Bill
Torrey logged this forest under frozen winter condi-
tions to minimize site disturbance. He left woody
debris and large down wood to maintain soil health
and wildlif e habitat.



Since about the seventh grade, I've dreamt of having a
forest hideaway. Not just idle daydreams, but detailed
plans of how I could work in the woods, dig in the soil,

and play in the water. My dream came true last summer, and
I now own a forest and cabin in Randolph, Vermont.

I'd been looking for several years, and figured out that
Addison County was too expensive for my working retreat.
Fortunately, I get out and around the state in my work, so I
staked out areas of interest where land prices were more
affordable. On a road map, I drew three circles around
Bristol, my home town, representing one, two, and three
hours drive. I found my land just outside the one-hour circle
with a nice drive over Middlebury and Bethel Gaps. I f irst
saw the property on July 10th, and on July 28th, we closed
the sale.

The first few months were focused on repairs and stabiliza-
tion. The property is off a Class IV town road (a trail, real-
ly), and my own road needed drainage work and gravel. I
tried a couple local operators and found one with the right
sized equipment and low-impact inclinations. We brushed
out the woods roads and took care of the top priority erosion
concerns. I hand-dug water bars on the remote trails and
cleaned out the culverts that carry our small brook under the
roads. I cut and split enough firewood for next winter, then
settled into a period ofcontemplation and planning.

This was a big deal for me. I had reached a life goal, one that
I had thought about so long it had become part of my inter-
nal identity.

I felt reasonably well prepared from my reading and discus-
sions on forest land management,and my involvement in
Vermont Family Forests gave me a certain confidence in what
lay ahead. But doing it—even planning it—turned out to be

more complex than I realized. With both limited time and
resources, I had to find a balance for who would do what
work when and at what cost. I found myself getting anxious
about time—there were so many tasks that all looked like pri-
orities to me. My friend David Brynn was the one to reassure
me. "The forest is patient," he said."Take your time; the for-
est will wait."

During this past winter, I conducted reconnaissance on my
property. On snowshoes, I covered the terrain, mapping
trails, deer yards, the 3-acre black ash swamp, the two domi-
nant natural communities, springs, and the ledges that form
the castle walls below my ridgeline keep. I had a good survey
map, and my inexpensive GPS unit and mapping software
proved adequate for the task. Each weekend there were new
discoveries and more details. It was exciting to see the data
points bloom on the map.

It wasn't until Spring, when the snow was finally out, that I
located and marked all my boundaries. I walked the land
with the Orange County Forester who made many good sug-
gestions and provided encouragement. We went over the tim-
ber harvest history of the property (this information is part of
Vermont's Use Value Appraisal (UVA) program file), and saw
that previous harvests had been done well. In mid-A pril, I
contracted with Vermont Family Forests to act as my profes-
sional forestry resource and help me collect data and assem-
ble a comprehensive management plan.

And then, there I was, in the woods—my woods—with David
Brynn, VFF founder. With his skillful guidance, we explored,
measured, recorded, and pondered the possibilities for this
forest. It was as ifthe forest's energy came up from the
ground through his boots and merged with what his eyes saw.
It felt a lot more like art than science, but I knew that this was
experience at work, and it felt good to me.e

This article is the first in a series by Paul Ralston on owning and stewarding forestland.

by Paul Ralston

Patience is a Virtue

Paul Ralston is president ofthe Vermont Family Forests board of directors and the owner ofthe Vermont Coffee Company in
Bristol.
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The seasons unfold in Paul Ralston’s Randolph forestland.
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Left: Wildlif e “caught” during the 2006 field sea-
son with CHEP’s motion-activated camera.

Over the past decade, a team of biologists has assessed
the biodiversity of 680 acres of private land in the
Colby Hill r egion of Lincoln, Vermont. The tenth

field season ofthis intensive inventory, known as the Colby
Hill Ecolo gical Project, is now underway. The researchers'
work—inventorying plants, amphibians, reptiles, birds, mam-
mals, and invertebrates—is helping paint an ecological por-
trait of the landscape over time.

Lester and Monique Anderson, the owners and stewards of
the private lands being monitored in the Colby Hill
Ecological Project, plan to manage these lands as "forever
wild" in perpetuity. These self-willed lands provide important
insights into forest health,offering what Aldo Leopold
referred to as a "base-datum of normality, a picture of how
healthy land maintains itself as an organism." These insights
can help guide the conservation of the “working” portions of

the landscape.

While the CHEP monitoring data is useful in its own right,
providing invaluable baseline biodiversity information, we
also see tremendous value in synthesizing and applying the
learnings from CHEP. The Community Wood Energy
Project (see story page 1) offers a perfect opportunity for
such application, allowing students to work with CHEP
researchers to study the Mt. Abe pilot project forest pre- and
post-harvest, learning and practicing how one measures bio-
diversity and why such inventorying matters.

The project will connect students with one ofthe forests that
will heat their school, help them understand the impact of
management choices on that forest's biodiversity and overall
health, and invite greater consciousness ofand concern for
the efficient utilization of the wood the forest has yielded for
the high school.e

A New Season for the Colby Hill Ecological Project

Well-tended wood for the Crouching Lion
On May 24, the Lake Champlain Maritime Museum
launched the 32' rowing gig, Crouching Lion. Built by stu-
dents and staff from the Champlain Valley Academy, the
rowing gig incorporates white pine from the University of
Vermont's Jericho Research Forest,which is being managed
in accordance with VFF's checklist of sustainable forest
management practices. For several years, VFF-certif ied
forests have provided wood for LCMM's longboats. LCMM
welcomes community members to row these beautiful boats
as part of their rowing club, which meets weekly from June
to September at both the Burlington Boathouse and Basin
Harbor. Contact LCMM f or more information, 475-2022.

Abuzz at the Waterworks 
The Watershed Center's 664-acre, Vermont Family Forests-
certif ied forest,known as the Waterworks, has hummed
with activity this spring. VFF hosted the 4th annual Beltane
Community Forest Celebration on the banks ofNor ton
Brook Reservoir, as well Levels I and II of the Game of
Logging chainsaw training course. Jennifer Turner and
friends erected a new informational kiosk at the start of the
Voices of the Land trail. Take a walk in the Waterworks, on
Plank Road, to see her handiwork and the unfolding of
spring and summer on this spectacular gem of land. TWC
continues to work on eliminating  ATV trespass, which has
had significant impact on access roads on the property.

News Briefs from the Forest

Monitoring Clima te Change
The CHEP research team will add a small
meteorological station to CHEP lands,
allowing them to monitor rainfall, tempera-
ture, and other weather and climate vari-
ables. Meteorological information will allo w
researchers to assess local climate trends and
correlate climate changes with changes in
plant and animal populations over time.
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Comings & Goings at Vermont Family Forests
Springtime brings great changes to the forest community and, this spring, to the
VFF office community as well. We're delighted to welcome Caitlin Cusack and
Brendan Weiner to the VFF office. Caitlin, who is completing her graduate degree
in forestry at Yale University, will be interning with Vermont Family Forests for the
summer, working on the Community Wood Energy Project (see story on page 1).
Brendan recently received his forestry master's degree from the University of
Vermont and will be putting his expertise to work at VFF one day a week.

David Brynn, VFF's founder and executive director, has restructured his work as
the director of the Green Forestry Education Initia tive at the University of
Vermont, allowing him to devote a full three days a week to Vermont Family
Forests. This comes at a perfect juncture for VFF, as Director of Education Sandra
Mur phy leaves Vermont Family Forests at the end of May to head to the wilds of
southern Utah.

Right: VFF’s summer intern,
Caitlin Cusack, is focusing
her Master of Forestry studies
at Yale on community-based
forest ecosystem management
and biodiversity conservation.

Far right: Brendan Weiner,
recent graduate from UVM’ s
Master of Forestry program,
will bring his many skills to
VFF projects, beginning this
summer.

Energy Sustainability and the Vermont
Envirothon
In early May, David Brynn met with students from Mount
Abraham Union High School who were competing in the
state Envirothon competition in mid-May. Each year, teams
of high school students compete in four ecology subject
areas—aquatics, soils, forests, and wildlif e—and give an oral
presentation on a special topic. This year's special topic was
sustainable energy, and students were challenged to research
viable sources ofalternative energy for their community.
MA UHS students focused their study on the high school's
new woodchip gasification heating system,and talked with
David about ways to develop sustainable standards for
procuring the woodchips.

VFF template at work in Jericho
UVM f orestry seniors Mike Scott and Andy Book used the
VFF management plan template to create a management plan
for UVM's Jericho Research Forest.Using VFF's
Management Checklist, they marked and felled trees, which
VFF landowner and consulting forester Paul Cate moved to

the log landing with his Vimek forwarder, minimizing soil
disturbance. The resulting timber will be used to build the
Wolcott Experiment Station at the Research Forest.

Join the Indiana Bat Survey
The Vermont Fish and Wildlif e Department is conducting netting surveys in the Champlain Valley (from Orwell to
Hinesburg) for the state and federally endangered Indiana bat. This research will pr ovide key information about the species'
habitats in Vermont. Forest landowners interested in allowing a survey to be conducted on their property should contact
Scott Darling at scott.darling@state.vt.us or (802) 786-3862.

Mik e Scott and Andy Book put the VFF management checklist to
work at UVM’ s Jericho Research Forest.

Community Wood
Energy Project 
(cont’d from page 1) 

The Mt. Abraham pilot project offi-
cially began in late May, 2007,with
the arrival of summer intern Caitlin
Cusack of the Yale School of
Forestry and Environmental Studies.
Funded by the Doris Duke
Charitable Foundation, Caitlin will
work with Vermont Family Forests
and the Forest Guild to evaluate the
potential for heating MA UHS with
wood that is sustainably produced,
efficiently used,and procured fairly
and equitably from local private and
public forests.

The project will identify the chain of
custody from woodlot to boiler and
examine the social interactions, busi-
ness agreements, infrastructure, tech-
nology, as well as communication
systems necessary for this system to
work effectively. e



Left: Vermont Public Radio
reporter Steve Zind records
Game of Logging instructor
John Michalski and his stu-
dents during the April 26 
Level I chainsaw training work-
shop.

Right: Tanner and Mike
Castillo take in the Beltane 
festivities on the shores of
Norton Brook Reservoir at the
Waterworks property on May
1st. (Photo credit: Tom Pollak)

Recent Gatherings
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2007 Addison County Conservation Congress

On April 28, 2007,140 participants gathered for the 2007 Addison County Conservation Congress, “Fueling Our Community:
Building Local,Sustainable Energy Solutions,” at Mount Abraham Union High School in Bristol. Photos above, clockwise fr om top
left : Scudder Parker delivers the keynote address, “Building the Structures for a Sustainable Future.” Participants respond to
Scudder’s address. Producing food locally is a key part of sustainable community energy planning--at the Congress, Future
Farmers of America students served soup made from locally grown foods, and American Flatbread donated locally made flat-
breads, cooked in their on-site, wood-fired oven. Participants chose from several concurrent sessions, including this one on forest
sustainability in an age of rising wood energy demands.

Game of Logging 
Spring Workshops

Beltane Community 
ForestCelebration



Celebrating the forest, building sustainability .
Top right: Beltane revelers prepare to raise the Maypole on the
banks of the Norton Brook Reservoir. Right: Addison County
Conservation Congress participants discuss sustainable procure-
ment of wood chips for Mount Abraham Union High School’s
new wood-fired heating system.See stories page 7.
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