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Every year the Boxborough Conservation Trust sponsors 
a writing contest and an art contest at Blanchard Memo-
rial School to encourage students to think about the natural 
landscapes and wildlife in their community. The writing 
contest, now in its 10th year, is open to students in grades 3 
to 6. The design contest, in its 14th year, is for 4th grade stu-
dents only. See inside this issue for the names of all winners, 
runners-up, and honorable mentions, plus reprints of the top 
three writing and art entries. 

BCTrust announces annual contest winners!

Printed on Partially Recycled Paper

Make a difference!

Help preserve Boxborough’s undeveloped 
land for conservation, forestry, agriculture, 
and recreation by sending a tax deductible 
contribution to BCTrust, 650 Massachu-
setts Avenue, Boxborough, MA 01719. 
Every donation is greatly appreciated. 
Learn more at our website, www.bctrust.
org, or send an email to the president at 
president@bctrust.org.

Make a statement this summer by
wearing BCTrust designs around town!

This year’s winning design by Haley Sundstrom is now 
available on a custom BCTrust tote bag—perfect for a 
trip to your local farmer’s market! Bags are $10 each.

Also available are BCTrust hats—a great way to keep 
the sun out of your eyes this summer. Hats are $20.

Gift card sets of the 2011 art contest winners are still 
available at $10 for 12 cards.

To purchase BCTrust wares, send an email to
president@bctrust.org.
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2012 Annual Meeting: Presentation by Local Historian

Sustainable Farming in Colonial Boxborough

By Bradford Gray 

Walk through the woods almost any-
where in Boxborough and you will see 
lichen-covered stone walls crisscrossing 
the landscape with large trees growing 
within their boundaries. They are rem-
nants of the past—all that remain of a 
bygone era. What happened to the mead-
ows and pastures and orchards they once 
bordered? Where did the 
farms go, and why did 
they disappear? What les-
sons does their passage 
have to teach us about our 
contemporary way of life?

On March 31, following 
the BCTrust’s 2012 An-
nual Meeting, local New 
England historian Mary 
Fuhrer, PhD, explored 
the answers to these in-
triguing questions in her 
most interesting presen-
tation. Mary discussed 
how Boxborough’s co-
lonial ancestors used their land, what 
they did to sustain its fertility, and what 
happened to upset that delicate balance 
in the early years of the 19th century.

In the early and mid-18th century, Mid-
dlesex colonial agriculture consisted of 
mixed-use family farms, not specialized 
market farms producing a cash crop. Es-
sentially, the farms were self-sufficient, 
fulfilling most of the needs of a typical 
family of 6 to 8 persons. To deal with oc-
casional shortages or to obtain specialized 
skills such as blacksmithing or grist mill-

ing, families exchanged goods or labor 
with their neighbors. In this interactive 
neighborhood economy of credits and 
debits, very little cash changed hands. 

These farms provided the families se-
curity and independence. Aware of the 
value of their acres, farmers used a care-
ful ecological “calculus” to maintain the 
fertility of their land. They fertilized 

their tillage land with manure from their 
cows and fed their cows from their care-
fully maintained pastures and from the 
hay from “fresh meadows” alongside riv-
ers and streams. These meadows flooded 
each spring, bringing new nutrients 
to the land to balance those extracted 
in grains. As long as they kept their ra-
tios of meadow, pasture, and tillage in 
balance, their farms remained fertile. 

This way of life continued for generations 
and theoretically could have been sus-
tained forever had it not been for three in- (continued on next page)

Mary Fuhrer, PhD

Boxborough’s Steele Farm, Photo by Liz West

terrelated developments: pressure on the 
land due to population growth, the de-
sire for manufactured goods, and the mi-
gration of rural youth to what were seen 
as more refined professions in the city.

Since a minimum of 60 acres were 
required for a sustainable farm, the 
available land could not support the 
increasing population density of suc-
cessive generations of sons. By 1750, 
most of Middlesex had reached the 
maximum population that could be sus-
tained on the land (45 to 60 people per 
square mile for mixed-family farms). 
Thus, a need for cash was generated to 
buy new farmland for sons elsewhere.

A growing dissatisfaction with home-
produced goods and a desire for new 
luxury items also produced a need for 
cash. Where formerly only a few es-
sentials such as salt had been pur-
chased, cash was now necessary to buy 
newly available manufactured goods. 

Finally, cash was needed to establish the 
successive generations of young men 
displaced from farming in professions 



Walk through the woods near your home, and you will en-
counter a network of stone walls—evidence of our agricultur-
al history. Drive around town, and you can still find pumpkin 
patches, apple orchards, and animals grazing in our meadows. 
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2012 Writing and Art Contests: Boxborough’s Agricultural Roots

Annual Blanchard Memorial Contest Winners

The BCTrust wondered what our youth 
are thinking about Boxborough’s farming 
past, present, and future, so for this year’s 
writing contest we asked them to write a 
poem, essay, or narrative letting our read-
ers know what they think is special about 
farming in our community.

There were 140 entries submitted for con-
sideration by students in grades 3 through 
6. Some chronicled our origins when 
families subsisted on what they were able 
to grow on their farms, others commented 
on current land use and the prevalence of 
farmer’s markets providing locally grown 
vegetables, and a few speculated on our 
future. 

The submissions were outstanding, and we 
congratulate our winners whose works are 

reproduced on the following pages.
We would also like to congratulate the 
following eighteen students (a record!) 
worthy of honorable mention: 

Grade 6: Curtis Amory, Anthea Bell, 
Samuel Maffa, Tim McCarthy, Sarah 
Nickandros, Tara Prakash, Devan 
Sluyski and Hannah Smokelin. Grade 5: 
Lucas Almeida, Nicole Doucette, Grace 
Ciccone, John Heatley, Sage Mathewes, 
Tim Ristaino, Charlotte Waugh, Ari 
Xuan and Katherine Yang . Grade 3: 
Olivia Comolli.

We always appreciate the partnership 
with Blanchard Memorial School’s 
teachers and administrators to conduct 
this contest every year: Thank you Dr. 
Bates and the third through sixth grade 
teachers for your support!

Colonial Farming
(continued from front page)

Back row (left to right): Chris Duncan, Wil Chai, Jake Erickson, and Gabriel Lundy
Front row: Elizabeth Driscoll and Haley Sundstrom

with framed reprints of their respective writing and art contest entries.

such as law, banking, and shopkeeping 
in the city.

The perceived need for cash had a pro-
found effect on sustainable farming and 
created an ecological revolution. Because 
most farmers decided that the best prof-
it lay in dairy and beef cattle production, 
farmers expanded their haymeadow to 
their uplands, which were not natu-
rally fertilized. These eventually ran 
down, and farmers then turned them 
into grazing pasture, purchasing their 
hay from elsewhere. At the same time, 
the increased number of animals led 
to overgrazing and underfertilization, 
which in turn resulted in thinner grass, 
exposed soil, and consequently the inva-
sion of unpalatable perennials, thorny 
plants, and trees.  With the pastures 
overgrown and the soil drained of nu-
trients, landowners began clear-cutting 
their woodlands in order to create new 
pasture and to sell the timber for cash. 
Eventually, the unfertilized meadows, 
overgrazed pastures, and clear-cut wood-
lands stripped the land of its fertility 
and productivity. Called “waste” land in 
valuations, the land had become useless 
and was abandoned, leaving behind 
only the stone walls as a reminder of the 
once flourishing sustainable farming 
economy.

If there is a lesson to be learned from 
this story, it is that we must consider 
carefully the long-term and possibly 
unforeseen ecological consequences of 
the decisions we make today. Mary’s talk 
sparked lively questions and commen-
tary about choices we are making now 
and about how we will use our undevel-
oped land and natural resources—surely 
our choices will have an impact on 
future generations.

Writing Contest 2012

Please note our new 
mailing address:

650 Massachusetts Avenue
Boxborough, MA 01719



Boxborough has changed dramatically over the years, but signs of its rich agricultural 
history can be found in many places.  Look at all of the rock walls in our community. 
In the past, farmers had to clear the land for planting. When they found a rock, which 
was often, they took them out so the plants could grow there. Since the farmers had to 
put the rocks somewhere, they built boundary walls.

Another example of Boxborough’s agricultural history is the Levi Wetherbee farmhouse, 
built in 1784. Today this house still stands on the Steele Farm property in the northern part of 

Boxborough.
Today the spirit of farming is still alive in our community. The Acton-Boxborough Farmer’s Market 
is a great example of this farming spirit. Local growers bring their produce to West Acton Village on 
Sundays during the summer and fall. Burroughs Farm in Boxborough is a regular vendor at the market.
The private garden has almost become a symbol of Boxborough’s farming heritage. Even my mom has 
started working on her own garden. And let’s not forget the apple orchards. We are surrounded by 
them, and it is a favorite pastime of many Boxborough children and adults to pick apples when they are 
in season.
Farming might still lie in Boxborough’s future. While much of the land in town has been developed, 
advances in agricultural science might allow more food to be produced in a smaller area. I have learned 
from my trips to Illinois that they have developed many of their cornfields into homes, apartments and 
businesses, but they produce more corn than they ever have in the past.  Perhaps, Boxborough’s back-
yard gardens of today will someday be the backyard farms of tomorrow.

“Welcome to the Farmer Newscast Report. I’m Jake, pleased to bring you daily 
updates on our fabulous farming community in Boxborough. To start off our day, 
we have Tom, with the weather. . . .”
“Thanks, Jake. The day will begin with sunshine, but will start to rain in the evening. 
This is great weather for the local corn crops off of Middle Road. If there is a good crop 
this year, the kids in Boxborough will be able to pick and sell corn during summer vacation, 
for all those barbecues.  Back to you, Jake.”
“Well, in our business report, it’s almost that time of year again for the annual Green Bean sale; it’s our 
tenth anniversary, and we expect double the quantity of beans. The sale of the beans will be a nice treat 
instead of sugary snacks for kids and adults.”
“In our sports section, the ‘Hike around Steele Farm’ starts tomorrow at 9:00 A.M. You might want to 
bring your boots to the starting spot. Look out for the new trails and young Christmas Trees!”
“The ‘Milk for Schools’ program is taking place on Wednesday. This program gives you three hours to 
milk the cows in Boxborough off Hill Road, so that students have free milk to drink with lunch.”
“Well that concludes our Farmer Newscast for today, so good-bye and be grateful that we have these 
opportunities to farm and appreciate our Boxborough resources.”

2012 Writing Contest: Winning Entries

Blanchard Students Appreciate Boxborough’s Agricultural Roots

1st

2nd
Farmer’s Newscast 

By Jake Erickson, Grade 5

Boxborough Farming: Past, Present and Future 
By Gabriel Lundy, Grade 5



Boxborough’s agricultural history dates back to the 1700s, in which scattered farms 
were located throughout the soon-to-be town.  Most farms were located on present-day 
Burroughs and Liberty Square roads.  Save for a few other industries, Boxborough’s economy 
solely consisted of farming through the 1800s.
In 1806, the Union Turnpike, which is now Route 111, was extended west. Passing through 
Boxborough, it made it easier for farmers to access regional markets.
In the early 19th century, Boxborough farmers had a passion for growing hops, a bitter herb used in 
making beer and medicine.  In fact, Boxborough had a reputation for having the largest “hop crop” 
in all of New England.  In 1845, with the Fitchburg railroad coming through the northeast corner of 
town, dairy had increasing importance.  Farmers would ship milk to regional markets in Worcester, 
Lowell and Boston.
By World War II, commuting to jobs outside of Boxborough increased, and that spelled the end of 
our agricultural period.  There are very few farms remaining in town today.  Our farming history has 
had an amazingly large impact on our community and our lives.

Source: http://www.mass.gov/dcr/stewardship/histland/reconReports/boxborough.pdf

Boxborough: A Farming Phenomenon 
By Chris Duncan, Grade 5 3rd

2012 Art Contest: Winning Entries

Haley Sundstrom has winning art entry!

The BCTrust’s annual design 
contest resulted in many 
creative representations of 
farming in our community. 

Haley Sundstrom’s entry 
(right) won and is featured 
proudly on this year’s BC-
Trust tote bag. 

Runners-up were Wil Chai 
and Elizabeth Driscoll 
(whose entries can be found 
on the next page). 

Honorable mentions go to 
Corbin McAlpine, Haley 
Martin, and Sophia Pasalis!

“The image of a community is fundamentally important to its economic 
well-being. If all places look alike, there’s no reason to go anywhere.”

Ed McMahon, The Conservation Fund
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Letter from the President
By Rita Gibes Grossman

Did you know that the Trust works to 
protect agricultural lands for farming? 
Across the Commonwealth, land trusts 
like the BCTrust, committed to saving 
land for natural resource protection, are 
also working to save family farms. In 
March, the 22nd Massachusetts Land 
Conservation Conference theme was 
“Working Lands: Farms, Forests and 
Conservation.” Building on the mo-

mentum for local farming, the BCTrust 
chose agriculture as the theme for both 
our annual meeting (see article in this 
issue) and for the Blanchard School 
contests. In Boxborough, as the Agricul-
tural Commission celebrates its fourth 
anniversary, Town Meeting just passed 
the Right to Farm bylaw and one of Box-
borough’s farmers, Bryon Clemence, and 
his family’s Burroughs Farm was recently 
featured in the magazine Edible Boston 
(http://www.ediblecommunities.com/
boston/fall-2011/the-forever-farm.
htm). Acton-Boxborough has a growing 
farmer’s market (http://www.abfarm-
ersmarket.org) featuring locally grown 
produce and products. 

However, much of Boxborough’s agri-
cultural land could be at risk for future 
development. Many of Boxborough’s 
landowners have taken the first step 
towards protecting their land by putting 
it in “Chapter 61.” This state law gives 
the landowner a property tax break 
for farming or managing their land for 
forestry or passive recreation. If the land 
is going to be sold for development, the 
Town will have the first option to match 
the offer to acquire the land which then 
can be preserved. Land values are driven 
by the number of house lots each parcel 
can accommodate, thereby driving up 
the prices and incentives for develop-
ment. Across the country, land trusts 
and organizations like the American 
Farmland Trust (AFT) are working to 
stop the “one acre per day” loss of prime 

farmland. Check out AFT’s web site to 
learn more about what you can do to 
save farming in Massachusetts (http://
www.farmland.org/programs/ states/
ma/default.asp).

Appreciation

I would like to offer thanks to Mary 
Fuhrer for her outstanding presenta-
tion on colonial farming at the annual 
meeting; to Mitzi Weil for providing 
BCTrust’s contribution of a gourmet 
spread at April’s senior luncheon; to 
Jessica Eichelburg and Tara Zantow for 
coordinating the art and writing contests 
at Blanchard School; and to Mark and 
Susan Duncan, Heleen and Frank Hub-
ley, and Liz Markiewicz for volunteering 
for the new stewardship group just get-
ting organized for BCTrust’s land. More 
volunteers are always welcome!

Annual Meeting

As an all-volunteer organization, noth-
ing gets done without a tremendous 
amount of work from the board. At the 
annual meeting Margo Webber and Jes-
sica Eichelburg were recognized for their 
valuable service as trustees with framed 
collage prints of BCTrust art contest 
winners.

Wil Chai Elizabeth Driscoll

www.bctrust.org
The BCTrust updates its website on a 

regular basis.  Take a look!


