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BCTrust announces annual contest winners!
Every year the Boxborough Conservation Trust sponsors a 
writing contest and an art contest at Blanchard Memorial School 
to encourage students to think about the natural landscapes and 
wildlife in their community. The writing contest, now in its 13th 
year, featured entries from Grade Six. The design contest, in its 17th 
year, is for students in Grade Four. See inside this issue for the names 
of all winners, runners-up, and honorable mentions, plus reprints of 
the top writing and art entries.

650 Massachusetts Avenue
Boxborough, MA 01719

Your contributions make a difference!
Help preserve Boxborough’s undeveloped land for conservation, for-
estry, agriculture, and recreation by sending a tax-deductible contribu-
tion to BCTrust, 650 Massachusetts 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.
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Preserving Boxborough’s Old Stone Walls
By Bradford Gray 

Abandoned old tumbledown stone walls 
have been called New England’s signature 
landforms. They are quintessentially New 
England, and they are ubiquitous; they are 
everywhere you look (even peeping out 
of the logo on this newsletter, just above 
where you are reading): alongside back 
roads, bordering fields and orchards, run-
ning to no apparent purpose 
through dense woods with 
mature trees growing within 
their boundaries. First-time 
visitors to this part of the 
country gaze on them in 
wonderment.

It has been estimated that 
there are 240,000 miles of 
stone walls in New England 
(approximately the distance 
to the Moon at perigee). 
How many miles of old walls 
crisscross Boxborough’s 
6,656 acres of developed and 
undeveloped land and bor-
der its 30-odd miles of roads 
is anyone’s guess—my own 
two-acre property is bounded by over 
1,000 feet of old lichen-blotched wall that 
is 200 years old if it is a day. Whatever 
their exact age, these old walls that have 
stood silently through the centuries have 
a story to tell, and to some extent it is a 
cautionary tale. It is a tale of the passing 
of another way of life, of a bygone era, of 
a lost agricultural civilization that once 
flourished here.

Following the BCTrust’s 2015 Annual 
Meeting on April 2nd, University of 
Connecticut geology professor, author, 
and stone wall preservation advocate 

Robert Thorson delivered a most inter-
esting presentation on “New England’s 
Stony Sense of Place: The History, Art, 
Psychology, and Science of Stone Walls.” 
Beginning with the Laurentide Ice Sheet 
that covered all of New England approxi-
mately 20,000 years ago, Professor Thor-
son discussed the geological processes 
operating within and below the soil that 

produced the stony landscape that colo-
nial farmers cleared and piled into walls 
(“linear landfills”) in order to farm the 
land.

Old stone walls are an almost uniquely 
New England phenomenon. Travel west 
of the Hudson River to eastern New 
York or south to New Jersey and you will 
not find them. This is because their exis-
tence is dependent upon three necessary 
conditions: 1) the presence of agriculture 
(farms, livestock); 2) hard metamorphic 
rocks such as slate, schist, gneiss, quartz-
ite, or migmatite; and 3) glacial soils. 

(continued on next page)

Where one or more of these prerequi-
sites is missing, there are no stone walls. 
Since the epicenter of New England ag-
riculture during the late eighteenth and 
early nineteenth centuries was within a 
50-mile radius of Worcester, and since 
this area was covered by the ice sheet and 
therefore contained the necessary hard 
rocks and glacial soils, this area is also the 

epicenter of old stone walls.

Interestingly, the original 
settlers found fertile soil in 
New England, the glacial 
till having been covered by 
thousands of years of decay-
ing vegetation. However, de-
forestation of the land due to 
a shortage of wood (the aver-
age homestead burned thirty 
to forty cords of firewood per 
year), and the consequent 
erosion of the uplands soils, 
caused frost heaving on the 
clear-cut land that brought 
the stones to the surface. As 
more land was cleared, more 

stones accumulated in the fields, and the 
labor of removing them intensified. At 
the same time, other factors were con-
spiring to bring about the demise of the 
New England farm: pressure on the land 
due to population growth, overgrazing, 
the clear-cutting of more woodland to 
create new pasture and to sell the timber 
for cash, volatility in agricultural prices, 
and the promise of better land to the 
west under the provisions of the Home-
stead Act. Eventually, the exploited land 
was abandoned and the fields and pas-
tures were reclaimed by second growth 
vegetation and trees, leaving behind only 

Robert Thorson delivers his presentation on New England’s stone 
walls at the BCTrust’s 2015 annual meeting.



Old Stone Walls
(continued from front page)

the stone walls as reminders of a vanished 
way of life.

In his book Stone by Stone, Robert Thorson 
says, “I can think of seven good reasons to 
leave old stone walls intact—habitat, cul-
tural heritage, landforms, human ecology, 
aesthetics, education, and sense of place.” 
These are all important reasons, and they 
give rise to two final thoughts.

First, Boxborough’s historic stone walls are 
truly landforms, artifacts that have been 
here so long that they have become not only 
a part of our cultural heritage, but also a 
part of the natural landscape. As such, they 
should be protected in their own right, in 
much the same way we protect our natural 
wetlands. Fortunately, Boxborough en-
acted a stone wall bylaw in 2010 “to facili-
tate the preservation of stone walls and to 
protect the scenic quality and character of 
public ways in the Town by regulating the 
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removal, tearing down, or destruction of 
stone walls and the construction of new 
stone walls within or on the boundary of 
Town Ways.” In addition, now that Box-
borough has adopted the Community 
Preservation Act, the Town is eligible to 
receive state matching funds to, among 
other things, preserve historic artifacts, re-
cords, monuments, cemetery headstones, 
and stone walls.

Finally, old stone walls stand as silent 
monuments, memorials to the past, re-
minding us that the decisions we make 
now about how we use, or abuse, our un-
developed land and natural resources have 
consequences for the future. Once made, 
the impact of these choices for future gen-
erations cannot be undone. In a recent 
CNN documentary on the disappearing 
glaciers near Chamonix, France, due to cli-
mate change, one of the mountain guides 
interviewed says, “When I came here as 

a boy, [the glacier] was several hundred 
meters below. At the moment we can still 
enjoy it, but in 40, 50 years, what are we 
going to say to our next generation? ‘Oh, 
it was great! You should have been here.’”

For additional information: 

The Stone Wall Initiative: 
www.stonewall.uconn.edu

Thorson, Kristine and Robert Thor-
son. Stone Wall Secrets. Thomaston, 
ME: Tillbury House Publishers, 
2003.

Thorson, Robert. Stone by Stone. New 
York: Walker & Company, 2004.

Thorson, Robert. Exploring Stone 
Walls: A Field Guide to New Eng-
land’s Stone Walls. New York: 
Walker & Company, 2005.

Two years ago, Dave and Jane Shurtleff 
contacted Rita Grossman with an inter-
est in protecting their land as they were 
about to sell their home and move out 
of state. For over 30 years they had en-
joyed their wooded property that abuts 
the Patch Hill conservation area. As 
they placed their home on the market, 
they realized being able to return to their 
woods, a special place they loved, was very 
important to them, and they wanted to 
see it preserved. The Trust, working with 
volunteer David Koonce, a resident and 
conservation expert, began to document 
the conservation features of the property 
which are significant: a mature upland 
forest, extensive vegetated wetlands, and 
two identified vernal pools providing 
breeding areas for frogs and salamanders. 
The Trust proceeded with the subdivi-
sion process last fall and purchased the 
13-acre parcel this past March at a re-
duced price, thanks to the Shurtleffs’ 
generosity. Shurtleff Woods will be ac-
cessible from the Patch Hill conservation 
area. The Trust is very grateful to the 
Shurtleff’s for their commitment to pre-
serving and protecting the land.

Preservation of Shurtleff Woods, Accessible from Patch Hill



By Tara Zantow

For this year’s writing contest, we asked students to visit conservation land near their home or Blanchard Elementary School and use 
their senses to experience the land and the plants and animals that live there. Using prose or poetry, students described what they saw, 
heard, smelled, touched, or tasted and how it made 
them feel. We challenged them to create a men-
tal picture for the readers of Common Ground; so 
through their experiences and their written words, 
perhaps you can experience and better appreciate 
Boxborough’s beautiful conservation and farm-
lands.

After careful deliberation, contest judges Hugh 
Fortmiller, Lynn Stahlberg, and Tara Zantow 
would like to congratulate the following winners: 
Daniel Peng, Lindsay Ristaino, and Lucy Camp-
bell. Honorable mention goes to Andre Araujo-
Kerry, Nina Michnovez, Tarun Paravasthu, Zo-
raiz Saad, and Timothy Wessling-Resnick for their 
heartfelt entries.

Special thanks to all the sixth-grade teachers at 
Blanchard, especially Ms. Kathryn McMillian, 
who helped coordinate the contest.

2015 Writing and Art Contests

Blanchard Sixth Graders Compete in Annual Writing Contest

First Place Winner, Daniel Peng

I feel a cool breeze brush past me, and taste the clean air as I see the pine trees sway back and forth. When I sit down on the 
fresh green grass, which sparkles in the sunlight after the morning dew, I smell a refreshing aroma coming from the pine trees. 
I look towards the pond, which is peaceful and still, as if it were in a deep sleep. Suddenly, the water ripples, and a beaver 
pops out from underneath. Its fur is wet, and it gleams under the sunlight. The beaver swiftly propels itself toward the dam, 
dives underwater, and disappears. I walk towards a giant oak tree, and lean against it while I rest. Then, above me, I hear a 
bird start chirping. As it finishes its solo, another bird answers. They keep on chirping, and I wish that I knew what they were 
talking about. Soon, they fly away. I look all around me, and notice the beauty that nature possesses. There is the light blue 
tint of the morning sky, the clear, transparent water from the pond, the dark brown color of the oak tree, the green hue of the 
grass, the bright color of the flowers, and mostly, the intense light of the sun, which shines down upon all of it. I start the walk 
home and think about everything that happened while I was outside enjoying nature. Even when I am experiencing a dismal 
day, nature can help me take my mind off of things and show me the pure beauty around me.

Cassidy Xu, 4th Grade Deva Welt, 4th Grade

Contest winners at the award ceremony on June 19th (from left to right): Deva Welt, 
Annie Tian, Daniel Peng, Cassidy Xu, Lindsay Ristaino, Emily Lin, Lucy Campbell.



Barking obliterates the other sounds around me
my dog is desperate for a walk

side by side we run into the woods
surrounded by trees that seem to be as tall as the sky

a trail of sticks and dead pine needles go as far as the eye can see
we start our journey 

she is in her happy place
she runs ahead but I know she’s not gone

the birds are chirping
we see a squirrel

she starts sprinting, running and running through the woods
and all of a sudden . . . she stops

we have gotten to our favorite spot
the place with the hammock shaped tree

and the two bridges aligned perfectly
we sit on the rock

the rock where we always have picnics
then we keep trotting through the woods

she takes a sip of water from the lake
then we head home

past the bridges
the rock

and the hammock shaped tree
as I lie in bed at night I think about my dog

and the special walks we had
all of the memories we have on the conservation trail.

Second Place Winner, Lindsay Ristaino

The pond glimmers in the rays of the golden sun
A slashing green mallard duck enjoys the serene peace,

clean water, stunning sights, relaxing silence
Brilliant crimson red berries cling to the end of the trees and bleed into the clouds

Chirping chickadees rest in the trees and their strong arms and take a restful snooze
Other birds soar in the fresh air, grateful that the snow has finally decided to melt away 

and unveil spring in Boxborough, once again
The sound of plants gracefully dancing in the whistling wind floats into my ears

The chatty pond ripples and talks to the beavers living in its generous peace
The birds gossip and chirp from sunrise to sunset, their high pitched messages delivered through the air

Fallen leaves buried by the winter snow crunch at my feet as I step, step forward
The wind sings a melancholy song, devastated that winter has disappeared, delighted

that spring is coming
Shade shadows my skin, provided by the trees and their brilliant arches of tree trunks,

reaching out as if almost to hold my hand
Cold air tugs at my ankles and fingertips, just enough to send goosebumps throughout

my whole body
A soft Lamb’s Ear slips through my hands;

its bristles leave a tingle in my fingers
Pillows of moss rest on the ground,

awaiting sleepy visitors to come and enjoy the natural comfort
Spring has arrived, once again, in Boxborough

Emily Lin, 4th Grade Annie Tian, 4th Grade

Third Place Winner, Lucy Campbell
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Boxborough Conservation Trust 
Board of Directors

Rita G. Grossman.....president@bctrust.org
     President 
Ruth Zimmerman.....treasurer@bctrust.org
     Treasurer 
Simon Bunyard.................clerk@bctrust.org
     Clerk 
Scott Bundy...................sbundy@bctrust.org
Jeanne Kangas...............jkangas@bctrust.org 
Tom Bieber.....................tbieber@bctrust.org

Common Ground is mailed to all 
Boxborough residents, free of charge.

Editorial Staff:
Laura Skorczeski, editor
Bradford Gray, consulting editor

The Boxborough Conservation Trust is  
a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization. 
Contributions are fully tax deductible.

Letter from the President
By Rita Gibes Grossman

Thanks to all of your past dona-
tions, the Trust was able to acquire 
13 acres of prime conservation 
land for permanent preservation 
(see Shurtleff Woods article). 

With your continued support, the 
Trust will be in the position to act 
when a landowner is ready to sell 
or conserve their land. Whether 
the Trust acquires a parcel or part-
ners with others, such as the Town, 
on large parcels, we can achieve 
success with your donations. 

Please consider increasing, renew-
ing, or becoming a new member of 
the BCTrust. Contributing to land 
preservation is an investment in 
the Town’s natural resources: clean 
water, clean air, a place for wildlife, 
and a place for agriculture.

The Beaver Brook Valley Preserve (BBVP), featuring one of 
the longer eskers in Massachusetts, just got a new boardwalk 
at its entry. Before this improvement, the last section of the 
access trail had become a rocky spontaneous stream with 
heavy rain, as well as a gnarled hiking challenge in dry weather. 
Carl Lang III of Boxborough’s Boy Scout Troop 1 took on 
the challenge in late fall of 2013.
Prior to installing the boardwalk, Carl raised funds to help 
cover the cost of materials and he obtained the approval of the 
Town’s Conservation Commission and the BCTrust Board 
for the final design. The wood was cut and some assembly 
done before the arduous task of getting the materials to the 
site began in June of 2014. With some assistance from his fa-
ther and friends, the materials were delivered and the mission 
was accomplished in August 2014.
The BCTrust is most grateful to Carl for his generous con-
tribution and celebrated his achievement on May 17th with a 
hike and refreshments. 
Carl is a graduate of ABRHS and will be attending the Uni-
versity of Maryland in the fall to study mechanical engineer-
ing.

A Boardwalk for Beaver Brook Valley Preserve

Transitions
The Trust is very grateful to Fred 
Dushin for his ten years of dedi-
cated board service. He brought a 
passion for saving land, especially 
for agriculture, and served as the 
designer and master for the Trust’s 
website. Fortunately, he will 
continue to volunteer on the land 
committee.
Welcome to new board member 
Tom Bieber, a 20-year resident of 
Emanuel Drive. Tom is a 30-year 
financial services professional with 
a passion for the woods.
And, to Laura Skorczeski, thank 
you for an excellent job as Com-
mon Ground’s editor for the past 
four years. In addition to manag-
ing her own copyediting business, 
Laura will be welcoming her sec-
ond child in October.


