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Preserving and Protecting Boxborough’s Undeveloped Land

Biodiversity in Boxborough: 
       The American Ermine by Bradford Gray

     A regular reader of this column once told me that he liked my articles 
because, as he put it, “they have a certain air of gravitas about them.” At the time, I didn’t 
know whether to take this as a compliment or a criticism, but I suppose there is some truth 
in it. In looking back at the many articles I have written for this newsletter since 2011, it 
is true that most, if not all, deal with serious subjects: climate change and what we are (or 
are not) doing about it, CO2 emissions from our vehicles, methane gas emissions from our 
landfills, our use of pesticides and herbicides, excessive water consumption, the decline of 
pollinator populations, deforestation and the destruction of wildlife habitat, the impact of 
light pollution on wildlife and ecosystems, etc.
     So, perhaps it is time to talk about lighter matters. I have said before, in our zeal to 
preserve and protect Boxborough’s undeveloped land, I sometimes think that we lose sight 
of why we are dedicated to this effort. Certainly, we act as stewards of the land, entrusted to 
make wise decisions about how we will use our remaining open spaces and natural resources.  
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But it is also intended for us to enjoy these open spaces that 
we are so concerned with preserving and protecting. And 
beyond simple enjoyment, a growing body of research has 
shown that access to open space is good for your health: it 
promotes emotional well-being, improves cognitive function, 
and measurably reduces symptoms of anxiety, depression, and 
stress.
     One of the great pleasures of exploring Boxborough’s 
approximately 1,300 acres of undeveloped land is observing 
the diversity of flora and fauna living in them. The AB 
Bioblitz, conducted jointly from April 31 to May 3, 2021 
by several local conservation groups, including the BC 
Trust, yielded 336 species. Most of the species counted were 
plants, but the observations also included birds, mammals, 
amphibians, and reptiles. My own count, although it does not 
include plants and, unlike the Bioblitz count, is spread out 
over 40 years of living in Boxborough rather than condensed 
into a single weekend, totals 114 species of wildlife: 73 species 
of birds, 24 species of mammals, 10 species of amphibians, 
and 7 species of reptiles. Admittedly, this represents less than 
half the number of species on official Massachusetts state lists 
which are 186 species of birds (inland, excluding shore), 55 
species of mammals (inland, excluding marine), 22 species of 
amphibians, and 33 species of reptiles. How many actually 
live in Boxborough’s woods and fields, ponds and marshes, is 
anyone’s guess.
     This brings us finally to the ermine in the title of this 
article. Although I have observed some wonderfully diverse 
species of mammals in and around Boxborough (among them 

red fox, fisher, Southern flying squirrel, American mink, and 
North American river otter), until a couple of months ago I 
had never seen an American ermine.

   The ermine (Mustela richardsoni) is a member of the 
weasel family along with the smaller least weasel (not found 
in Massachusetts) and the larger long-tailed weasel (Neogale 
frenata). The ermine is about the size of the American red 
squirrel (head and body of males 6-9 in., females 5-8 in.) but has 
a long thin body and lacks the bushy tail. The distinguishing 
characteristic of the ermine is the black tip at the end of the 
tail (the long-tailed weasel also has a black-tipped tail but it 
is considerably longer than the ermine’s: more than half the 

Henry VIII with ermine cape

   White-tailed deer in Inches Woods
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length of the head and body).  Since ermines and long-tailed 
weasels are very similar in appearance, and the male ermine 
and the female long-tailed weasel are about the same size, the 
best way to distinguish them in the wild is by tail length.
     In summer, the fur on the ermine’s back is dark brown 
and its belly is whitish to cream-colored. In winter the fur 
turns all white, except for the black-tipped tail. Everyone has 
seen pictures of the ermine’s white winter coat but probably 
without realizing it: those robes worn by Henry VIII and 
other medieval European royalty and often by the kings and 
queens pictured on playing cards, were made from ermine 
pelts sewn together (the prominent black spots on the white 
robes and fur collars are the ermine’s black-tipped tail).   
    This change in coloration in winter provides an obvious 
advantage to the ermine in the snowy north.  Blending in with 
the landscape, its white fur makes the ermine all but invisible 
to its prey which includes voles, mice, shrews, chipmunks, and 
even cottontail rabbits. Similarly, this camouflage provides 
protection from the ermine’s own natural predators: owls, 
hawks, and foxes.
     Interestingly, the change of color to all white takes place only 
in northern regions of the ermine’s range (i.e., above the snow 
line). Ermines in southern regions where there is no snow 
do not change color. Even more interesting is that ermines 
from the south do not change color even when transported to 
the snowy north and northern ermines still turn white even 
when moved to a southern climate. And northern ermines 
can’t help but turn white even in winters when the earth 
remains brown, making them easy targets for predators. The 
reason for this is not, as one might think, due to temperature 
change. Ermines change color because of a physical reaction 
to the photoperiod, or number of daylight hours. Decreasing 
amounts of daylight in late fall causes a chemical reaction 
that decreases levels of dark melanin-containing pigments in 
the ermine’s body.  In spring, increased daylight hours cause 

dark pigment levels to rise and the ermine’s fur begins to turn 
brown again.
     Finally, there is the ermine’s trademark black-tipped tail 
which, as mentioned, does not change color in winter.  Why? 
Apparently, it signals to predators that it is an ermine they 
are dealing with. Studies have shown that hawks and owls 
presented with a stuffed ermine lacking the black-tipped 
tail identified it as vulnerable, easy prey and attacked it 
immediately. If the stuffed ermine did have a black-tipped tail, 
they hesitated to attack it, perhaps aware of the ermine’s fierce 
reputation.
     If you have read this far, you now know more about ermines 
than you probably ever wanted to know. Suffice it to say that 
these elusive creatures that inhabit Boxborough’s protected 
spaces are another example of the fascinating biodiversity that 
surrounds us.
     Take a hike in our 1,300 acres of protected land and keep 
your eyes open. You never know what you may see. a

 Probable male long-tailed weasel, at same site, on two different nights in Inches Woods
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by Rita Gibes Grossman 

“There is a way that nature speaks, that land speaks.  Most of 
the time we are simply not patient enough, quiet enough, to pay 
attention to the story.”  

—Linda Hogan, Writer in Residence for The 
Chickasaw Nation, poet, writer, environmentalist, and 
academic.

Wishing everyone safe and healthy holidays. In the midst 
of the hustle and bustle of this season, take a break. Walk a 
trail or scenic road, enjoy the sunlight filtering through the 
tree branches and listen to the birds and the water rushing 
downstream. Being outside immersed in nature improves 
our health and sense of well-being while reducing stress and 
at this time of year the mosquitoes and black flies are gone 
for the winter. We are grateful for what nature accomplishes 
by recharging our water resources deep beneath the land 
where we live and by cleaning the air we breathe.

Founded at the end of 1997, the BCTrust has met the 
challenges of surviving for over 25 years, and has helped 
conserve almost 400 acres in Boxborough. We are so 
thankful for all the volunteers and especially our members 
who have helped make this possible.  Stay tuned as our plans 
evolve for a celebration of the BCTrust’s 25th anniversary 
in 2023.    

As you walk outside and take in the scenery, think about 
how it will feel when the field, forest, or meadow you most 
appreciate is lost or altered by development.  The next 5 to 
10 years will continue to be challenging as the Town seeks to 
conserve land prioritized for water, agriculture, recreation, 
habitat, and nature-based services while also trying to achieve 
commercial development and housing goals.  As a land trust, 
and with your help, the BCTrust will be here to help with 
conservation projects consistent with our mission.

Congratulations to all the winners of the BCTrust 
sponsored writing contest at Blanchard Memorial School 
whose winning entries are featured in this issue.   

In gratitude 

Board service.  Thank you to Lisa St. Amand who came 
back on the BCTrust board with a commitment to stay until 
August of 2022.  She served as clerk the entire time and 
accomplished much during her tenure including getting a 
grant through a combined program with the Mass Land 
Trust Coalition and the Land Trust Alliance for professional 
assistance in implementing a document retention policy for 
the BCTrust.

Stewardship:  Thanks to all of you who continue to steward 
not only the BCTrust’s properties but the Town’s trails as 
well and to all of you who hike on all the trails responsibly.

And thank you to editor/designer, Lynn Horsky, editor/
writer, Bradford Gray, and editor/production manager Becky 
Harris who make the publication of Common Ground possible. 
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Another Successful 
Run the Runway 5k Event

On October 29th,  the  Minuteman Airfield in Stow 
hosted  the  4th annual “Run  the  Runway  5K” with 
proceeds to benefit  the  Stow and Boxborough 
Conservation Trusts. The  day was beautiful, 60 
degrees without a cloud in the sky, backdropped by 
gorgeous foliage. Seventy-four adults ran the 5K and 
45 children ran the 1 mile fun run. The race concluded 
with  a  BBQ and beer garden under  the  tent at 
Nancy’s Airfield Cafe to celebrate the number of 5K 
personal records achieved. The race will continue in 
2023, though it will likely  be moved from  the  Fall 
to  the  Spring, so stay tuned. We are so grateful to 
the Minuteman Airfield and Don McPherson for their 
continuing generosity! a

      photo detail, Reeves Briggs

SARGENT ROAD UPDATE
by Tom Bieber

As mentioned in the Spring issue of Common Ground, the 

BCTrust was ecstatic over the Town’s decision to purchase 

95 /105 Sargent Road. At that point The BCTrust was 

awaiting the decision of The Bafflin Foundation, and the 

Town was working on a submission of a Massachusetts 

Local Acquisitions for Natural Diversity Land (LAND) 

Grant request. At the Annual Town meeting in May, 

the “best case” scenario we presented for the purchase 

included $200,000 in donations, a foundation grant for 

$25,000 and $400,000 from the LAND Grant.  

We are happy to report that better than the best case is 

reality! The BCTrust was the recipient of the $25,000 

grant from The Bafflin Foundation for this acquisition 

and the Town of Boxborough was selected as one of 11 

recipients for the LAND Grant at the maximum award of 

$400,000, in addition to raising over $17,000 above and 

beyond our original commitment of $200,000!

As planned, in October Sudbury Valley Trustees (SVT), 

became the interim owner. That allowed the Town sufficient 

time to complete its obligations for the LAND grant 

contract, and the Town will ultimately buy the property 

from SVT. To ensure that the land will be permanently 

protected and to meet the requirements of the LAND 

grant, SVT will hold the Conservation Restriction once 

the Town takes ownership on December 28th.

Through the generous donations of our members, The 

Fields Pond and Bafflin Foundations, and ArrantaBio, the 

BCTrust has been able to contribute over $242,000 

towards this acquisition.

Thank you for your donations to preserve this land 
and for your ongoing support of the BCTrust! a

MassWildlife and The Nature Conservancy 
released an updated BioMap tool with over 40 
years of data on rare species and habitats that 
allows communities to prioritize conservation 
efforts, and includes new mapping on climate 

resiliency and local land use. 
Go to: mass.gov/biomap to explore!

      photo detail, Reeves Briggs
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The BCTrust Blanchard 6th Grade Writing Contest, 2022
2022 Theme: Wildlife in Our Own Backyards
 At Town Meeting in May, Boxborough voted overwhelmingly to support buying over 21 acres of new conservation 
land on Sargent Rd. so that it will be protected forever. This land will become part of a network of conservation land 
with connected trails. These habitat connections (also called corridors) linking large areas of habitat are vital for 
wildlife, especially large mammals. In Boxborough, we are lucky to have many species living among us, including 
bobcats, coyotes, deer, fishers, long-tailed weasels, raccoons, opossums, flying squirrels, river otters, and foxes. 
Many of them roam over many miles and require large tracts of land. 
Write a poem or essay inspired by the wildlife and their habitats in Boxborough.

Please check out this link to see photos and videos of wildlife and their tracks, all taken in 
Boxborough on both private and public conservation land: https://photos.app.goo.gl/MuAupNjMJEkfKjHn8   a

Silent Wings
FIRST PLACE
Brody Parato

One Wild World 
SECOND PLACE
Cora Poynton

Silent Wings

The silent wings of the owl fly through the sky
Only he who can hear his wings going flap flap through the sky
He can hear a firefly from far away in the distance  
Even a mouse scuttling to his house
He grabs the mouse and flies away
the mouse struggling in his mouth

The owl flies back to his house, the tall oak tree
And he puts the mouse in his house to save
The owl goes back out, flying through the trees
The trees are home, he thinks 

But the trees are on the brink of death
People are cutting them down to build houses 
They are ruining the land 
Not even thinking about what lives there and what 
the area gives to the animals

The land is shrinking, faster than a human sprinting
But conservationists save the land and so can we
We can help the act by donating money 
We can help by volunteering to clear the trails
We can stand up and use our voices to get people to know
So they can make the right choice to conserve land
Here in Boxborough, we save the land
We will save the owls, animals and their habitat 

The owl is grateful to live in Boxborough 
because of the conservationists 
They save the land and his home for him and all of his friends
He is thankful to still fly through the trees on silent wings.

One Wild World

A squirrel bounded over the stone wall
As she runs, small rocks fall.
A doe and her fawn, whose brown eyes glow.
Leave their tracks amidst falling snow. 
Finches and robins, with their pretty songs,
 tempt me to sing, so I sing along.
Across the lawn, a small snake slides.
Into its burrow, the reptile hides.
A bushy-tailed fisher, fur puffed with cold,
follows a scent trail, but it’s stale and old.
Instead, he decides, reluctantly,
To curl up in his den under a tree,
and wait for the prey to come to him,
when he hunts again, while the sunlight’s dim.
Buzzing bees, striped black and yellow
may have stingers, but they’re really mellow
Lonely foxes who stalk prey alone
cautiously slip around piles of stone.
Coyotes who team up as a pack
are powerful hunters, built for the attack.
They stick together like birds of a feather,
running through the wild, in any weather.
Rabbits hide, in hopes to conceal,
so they don’t end up as a mid-morning meal.
Chipmunks will stuff themselves chock-full of treats.
Every year, this chore repeats.
Tiny and timid, mice and voles scurry
For such tiny rodents, they’re in a hurry.
All of these animals, so different from me,
live their lives, untamed and free.
And even though I’m human, and they’re not.
I’ve still grown to love them a lot.
Because I know, that on any day,
this whole wild world is just a backyard away.

1234567890
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!
Preserving and Protecting Boxborough’s Undeveloped Land 

New Member Registration Form
The Boxborough Conservation Trust is an all-volunteer 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization. We are 
actively seeking new members to join in the effort of preserving and protecting Boxborough’s 
undeveloped land.  Anyone may join.  Regular (voting) members must be 18 years of age or older and 
must be Boxborough residents.  All others are honorary members.  Membership is on an annual basis.  

There are several membership levels.  All donations are tax deductible, to the extent allowed by law. 

Name(s)______________________________________________________________ 
(please print)

Address________________________________________      (_____)_____-_______
(street)       (telephone)

____________________________________________________________________ 
(town) (state)   (zip)

Date____/____/____     e-mail____________________________________________ 
Please indicate how you would like your name(s) to appear in our membership listings, such as ‘The 
Jones Family,’ or ‘John and Jane Jones,’ or if you prefer, you can just say ‘anonymous.’  
Membership Listing: __________________________________________________________  
Please make your check payable to The Boxborough Conservation Trust, and mail it with this form to:  

We will mail you a donation acknowledgment suitable for tax reporting purposes.  Please contact your 
employer to see if they will match your contribution. 

Your comments and suggestions would be very much appreciated: 

Thank you for your support!  
You can find BCTrust at bctrust.org or on Facebook.

650 Massachusetts Ave. Boxborough, MA 01719;  email: president@bctrust.org 

$30 Member $250 Patron $2500    Preservationist

$60 Family $500 Sustaining

$100 Associate $1000 Sponsor $_____________ Other

Treasurer 
Boxborough Conservation Trust 
650 Massachusetts Ave. 
Boxborough, MA 01719
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Latest news on Facebook: facebook.com/bctrustorg 
Like Us!
Email updates: bctrust.org/email/ 
Renew your membership online: bctrust.org/join/ 

Postal Patron  
Boxborough, MA 01719

650 Massachusetts Ave.
Boxborough, MA 01719

SAVE THE DATE:
25th Annual Meeting and Celebration
March 21, 2023
STAY TUNED FOR MORE INFO!

Nature’s Cycle
THIRD PLACE
Liam Spurling

Nature’s Cycle

Deer in the forest
Snakes slithering across
Nature is watching

I hear crunchy leaves
Bird chirping in canopies
Squirrels munching acorns

Frogs leaping across
Geese honking at everything
Autumn gets colder

Snow touching the ground
Squirrels began hibernation
The woods are quiet

The ground defrosting
Animals are coming back
Predators hunting

Heat is returning
Nature began heating up
Mosquitoes return

Cooling down once more
Autumn is here once again
The circle of life

Contest Winners with BCT board member Becky Harris (left) 
and parent and contest coordinator Carrie Weaver (right). 
Students L-R: Liam Spurling, Cora Poynton, Brody Parato
Additional judges: Tim Lundy and Keri Ann McLaughlin

t
Brake for 
Wildlife

Turkey out trotting
photo, Becky Harris


