























.....................

even telephone poles. A crop of sixty-five poles in 1884 netted $13.00
and occurred at a time when commercial telephone service was just be-
ginning in Vermont; sales in 1894 and 1905 netted $30.00 and $55.10,
respectively. In 1886 the sale of 2,961 feet of “lumber in log” generated
$10.41. This type of consistent but measured marketing of wood products
suggests a utilitarian stewardship that recognized the renewable nature
of woodlots and sought to sustain resources over a period of time. This
conservation ethic is significant, too, because it is so firmly rooted in
community welfare.?

As the nineteenth century waned, state governments began to assume
a greater role in caring for the destitute, and the formation of philanthropic
organizations such as the Salvation Army also eased local burdens. As
a consequence, scores of town farms were closed. These events coincided
with burgeoning interest in local forestry, and a great many New England
towns opted to convert poor farms or their woodlots to town forests. De-
cline of town farms did not occur uniformly throughout New England,
however, and some of these charitable enterprises persevered in Vermont
throughout the first half of the 1900s. Ironically, the state’s town forest
movement did not fully mature until after 1950, and decline of its poor
farms continued to coincide with progress in municipal forestry over a
period that lasted much longer than in other New England states. For
instance, Calais, Danville, Rochester, Rockingham, St. Johnsbury, Thet-
ford, and Woodstock all successfully transformed poor-farm lands to mu-
nicipal forests during a period that began during the 1920s and ended
after 1960. Credit for one of the early examples belongs to the St. Johns-
bury Women’s Club, whose members were responsible for reforestation
of the town’s 120-acre farm—accessible via Alms Road.?

TowN FORESTS

Transition from poor-farm woodlot to town forest was easy in many
communities. Professional foresters supervised the harvesting of mar-
ketable timber and began transplanting on abandoned tillage, ideal soil
for the white pine, red pine, and spruce seedlings that grew to dominate
town forests. Presence of mature trees —extensive on many woodlots —~
during the declining years of poor-farm welfare is further evidence of
the stewardship many communities practiced. Moreover, salable timber
became a timely boon to the town forest movement. Income from har-
vests helped persuade local officials of the profitability of municipal for-
estry during a crucial period when towns were being encouraged to pur-
chase land. Cutting also provided an opportunity to educate the public
about the need for silviculture on the understory, or young trees. In 1926,
shortly after the 100-acre poor-farm woodlot in Calais was converted






to a town forest, E. A. Lamphere, the town forester, examined the tract
and reported stands of white pine, cedar, spruce, hemlock, fir, and mixed
hardwoods. Cutting and planting began that year and continued for the
next several years. In 1927 sales of hardwood to the U.S. Clothes Pin
Company in Montpelier, bark to the Warren Leather Company, and mis-
cellaneous lumber trade generated income of more than $1,000. Lamphere
also noted that William B. Greeley, who became chief U.S. forester in
1920, had inspected the Calais town forest.!?

The town forest movement emerged as an outgrowth of changing at-
titudes about America’s forests, a rethinking that took form during the
second half of the nineteenth century. Concern for depleted timberlands,
emergence of professional forestry, and synthesis of a conservation move-
ment all helped foster community initiative as well. The appointment
of Bernhard Fernow to head the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s for-
estry division in 1886 marked a turning point. Fernow, a Prussian-born
professional forester, was well acquainted with Europe’s prosperous com-
munal forests and urged a similar program for this country. Pointing to
models of forestry management such as Zurich’s Sihlwald, Fernow wrote
in 1890: “If every town and every county will give profitable occupation
to its waste lands by utilizing them for forest growth, the movement would
not only increase the financial prosperity of each community, the efforts
of those who work for a rational forest-policy in the country at large would
be subserved by every communal forest established ”!!

Despite Fernow’s enthusiastic introduction, his successor, Gifford
Pinchot, was far less sanguine about the prospects for town forests in
the United States. As a consequence, the U.S. Forest Service did not be-
come an active participant in the movement until Franklin Roosevelt’s
administration. The lead fell, instead, to private forestry associations and
state forestry offices.

Although town forests became popular in New York, Pennsylvania,
and several midwestern states, New England towns seized the idea with
an enthusiasm never quite matched in other states. The region’s ancient
bond between community and forest was largely responsible, and town
forests endured in New England long after interest in other states faded.
The Massachusetts Forestry Association (MFA), led by Harris A. Reynolds
from 1911 until 1953, became the vanguard for the town forest move-
ment. Massachusetts, New Hampshire, and Vermont developed the region’s
strongest programs during the movement’s first several decades. Enabling
laws, enacted in all three states by 1915, marked the beginning of a class
of local forests devoted by statutory definition to timber production. With
town forest contests launched by the MFA that same year, the movement’s
plantation phase was under way. Maine, Rhode Island, and Connecticut


































































