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F OREWORD

“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
Native American

poet, storyteller, academic,
playwright, novelist,
environmentalist and writer

John Lepore, in his Charity Farm Lot Recreation and
Conservation Plan, has used the philosophy stated
above by Linda Hogan in a remarkable process that
takes the reader into the heart of this 80 acre parcel
and helps develop an understanding of one of the crown
jewels of the Town of Bernardston, Massachusetts. This
thorough and entertaining evaluation of a historical New
England landscape uses tools often reserved for large
scale evaluations in combination with simple, exquisite
graphics, and a strong component of ﬁeld work in
reading the landscape that help to tell the story of this
quiet piece of land. John commits his educational,
ecological, and planning skills to help anyone who
is interested in becoming intimately familiar with the
Charity Farm Lot and learn not only what we can offer
the parcel in terms of assistance but what we can learn
from it by understanding how natural history impacts the
human experience in a wild area.

and Recreation Plan. Hikes on the site took place,
meetings were held to develop goals for the plan, and
feedback and ideas were shared and put into action in
this document. Through this process the Charity Farm
Lot Recreation and Conservation Plan takes on the
character of a community project rather than just the
hard work of one individual. Community involvement is
an integral part of this process and it shows in the work
that is presented here.

The process that is used in this evaluation is brilliant.
The parcel is ﬁrst described in a regional and
historical context. Next the site is evaluated by using
a cascading set of analyses that include water and
drainage, geology, soils, topography, vegetation cover,
exotic invasive plant issues, and access and circulation
on the site. The astute arrangement of topics helps the
reader to understand the importance of the physical and
biological linkages between each resource. This leads
us to having not only a visual picture of the Charity
Farm Lot but a deep understanding of what it was, what
it is, and ultimately what it could be.

Finally, John writes in one part of the report that at the
end of one meeting an astute participant stood up and
asked in response to the actual name of the site the
Charity Farm Lot, “Where’s the charity in all of this?”
From my perspective this will be determined by all who
have engaged in this process and who continue to
participate in making the chosen scenario a reality.... that
will be up to and determined by all who have charted a
map in this process and who may help to blaze the trail
for the chosen scenario in both the near and distant
future.

As the result of his analysis of this site John offers three
scenarios for management of this site. I’ll let the reader
discover these after digesting all of the very interesting
information presented in this plan. I will say this about
the scenarios. They are rendered by careful thought,
a true understanding of the natural and human history
of the site, and with a vision that will help it to meet its
stated goals.

William A. Lattrell
Restoration Ecologist
Professional Wetland Scientist

John took the time to get the community involved
in the creation of the Charity Farm Conservation
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A wolf or pasture tree, where livestock found shade on hot summer days.
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E XECUTIVE S UMMARY
The charge of Charity Farm Lot Recreation and
Conservation Plan (CFL&RC) is to probe avenues to
revitalize this site’s charitable intention and replenish its
recreational value to the community. The assignment
began in 2013 with a site visit with one of the Bernardston
Selectmen and the team that prepared the 2012 Forest
Management Plan, thus opening the door for redirecting
the Charity Farm Lot (CFL) to a healthier future. The
CFL&RC incorporated a comprehensive process to
achieve this multifaceted project.
Two community workshops held in 2013 and 2014
precipitated invaluable results. Attendees shared
experiences, insights and opinions. Several hikes at the
Charity Farm Lot occurred, the ﬁrst of which revealed
inaccuracies in the Town’s tax parcel maps. In the fall
of 2013, the Bernardston Board of Selectmen ordered
a survey to clarify and mark boundaries, eliminating
questionable blazes around the site.
These meetings also revealed a number of
concerns. Residents want a public place to roam the
woods for hiking and horseback riding, to enjoy vistas,
and to relax in a natural setting, but the absence of signs
starting at the entrance makes use of the CFL nearly
impossible for the newcomer. Many residents have no
clear understanding of where the CFL is located. Upon
arrival, an eroded road offers some direction, but the lack
of signs demands use of a map and compass.
Across the landscape, the CFL reveals a rich agricultural
history created by its fascinating geologic ﬁngerprint
through time. Fragments of barbed wire dating from the
late 1800’s embrace the perimeter. Giant wolf or pasture
trees, once providing shade for livestock on blistering
summer days, tower over much younger, broad leaf
offspring below. Hand-dug wells, runs of stone walls
and springs with rocks positioned around their trickling
intermittent ﬂow are further evidence of a past history.
Other efforts at the site include Christmas tree farming
by the Boy Scouts and numerous logging operations.
During the past 180 years, the CFL supplied numerous
ecosystem services by providing natural resources,
such as food, timber, and clean water. Today, we ﬁnd a
landscape that is exhausted and in desperate need of our
attention to restore these invaluable functions.
The topography - or lay of the land - is steep for more
than one half of the site’s 90-acres. The soil acts as a
sieve to rainfall and other water sources. As a result, it
is highly erodible. Water reserves are limited to scattered
pockets in the cols between ridges and several low-

E XECUTIVE S UMMARY

lying areas. These multi-functional areas create water
reserves for wildlife breeding, nesting and consumption.
The site’s slope makes it vulnerable to erosion and a long
list of outcomes that threaten the site’s future. Many trail
sections and the ﬁre road are badly eroded; in fact, they
are impassible. As a result, hikers create their own trails
and increase ecological damage to the site. This issue
must be addressed.
Around the edges, encroachment of highly successful
exotic invasive plants, especially in wet areas, add to
the site’s loss of ecosystem services. Exotic invasive
plants (EIPs) can readily out-compete native vegetation
which serve as food for wildlife. In contrast, EIPs are not
delectable to native wildlife, and the EIPs displacement
of native species creates a ‘food desert.’ They threaten
water quality, too. Rigorous and aggressive management
is required.
Following extensive site analyses of geology/soil, water/
drainage, slope, vegetation, wildlife, access/circulation
and legal issues, I have developed three scenarios for
the site’s management. Each has a cost. Doing nothing
in light of so many uncertainties is initially ‘free,’ but the
charitable legacy will be lost through tenacious overgrowth
from mismanagement. The second plan offers harvestable timbers in 10 to 20 years, yet with native lumber
prices matching those of the 1970’s, the proﬁts may be
offset by the harvest costs. The preferred option outlines a
multifaceted approach that includes forestry, conservation,
restoration and recreation. The CFL could become a
destination not only for Bernardston residents, but could
also add to the Town’s interest in economic development
through eco-tourism. The CFL could be linked to other
trails throughout the woodlands, making it inviting to more
of the 20,000 travelers presently bypassing Bernardston
on Interstate 91.
The Charity Farm Lot Recreation and Conservation Plan
details the rationale behind these signiﬁcant discoveries.
Many of the details can be explored in the Appendix.
Meeting these goals will require cross-generational
involvement and commitment. By being prudent now, we
can re-ignite the beauty and ecosystem services of the
CFL for generations to come.
John Lepore, Principal
Future Lands Designs
February 15, 2016
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INTRODUCTION
Stepping onto one of its steep, mountainous trails for
the ﬁrst time lifts one’s mood and connects the spirit to
Nature.
“I never knew there was a place like this in Bernardston,”
echoes repeatedly from ﬁrst timers to the Charity Farm
Lot (CFL). Its intriguing forests, shaded, meandering
trails, all show signs of an intriguing history deeply routed
in Bernardston’s past. To the sadness of a handful of
old, wise residents, the indifference toward the site since
the 1980’s causes concern. A few still see bountiful
opportunities for family hikes, hunting, and riding.
CFL has been tarnished by time and oversight. This
management plan has a clear purpose - to rekindle the
enthusiasm that will restore and enrich this jewel once
again.
Recognizing the need to restore the CFL took the vision
of the Bernardston Board of Selectmen and a handful
of committed residents. Two community meetings and
a hike sparked conversations that evoked pertinent
information and experiences while prioritizing interests.
These participants resolved to make the site more
inviting and appealing by creating an off-road parking
area, moving the historic sign to the refurbished entrance
and restoring native attributes.
The process of creating the Charity Farm Lot
Management Plan incorporated extensive on-site
research to locate historic artifacts, mapping miles of
trails, identifying boundaries, and clarifying the ‘six forest
stands’ described, but unmapped, in the 2012 “Forest
Stewardship Plan.” Many interviews with local residents
and support from Town Ofﬁcials made this plan possible.
Chapter 1, ‘Context,’ presents a bird’s eye view from
high, middle and low elevations to identify how the CFL
ﬁts in geographically, hydrologically and biologically both
regionally and locally.
Attempting to re-create a historic site record (Chapter
2, ‘History’) incorporates disparate town records and
a handful of documents typed by anonymous town
historians plus a multitude of site visits to locate hand
dug wells, stone walls and ‘wolf trees,‘ singleton oaks
or maples chosen by a farmer to shade his livestock
when all surrounding trees were cleared for pasture.
Unfortunately, except for a map from 1955 and a 1958
arial photograph, there are no graphic site records. This
document attempts to clarify and consolidate all of this
data.
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Engaging a wide range of stakeholders is the focus of
Chapter 3. The stakeholders include everyone with a
vested interest in the CFL. The silent stakeholders, all of
the plants and animals that ﬁnd a home at CFL, must also
be included in the planning process as they are essential
to the success of our venture.
Understanding the landscape at an intimate level
is analogous to constructing a model of an onion.
By ‘layering’ geologic features, soil qualities, water
movement, land-cover, slope, and trails and roads a
meaningful summary analysis can be achieved (Chapter
4).
In Chapter 5, we begin to make the CFL a healthy
destination where people from Bernardston will want to
spend time. Chapter 5, ‘Conceptual Designs’ connect the

“New England Hillside,’ by Edward A Page, 1914 what Charity Farm Lot might have looked when it was
pasture.
stakeholders’ wishes and needs to the site analyses to
create a pragmatic vision to guide Chapter 6, ‘Essential
Steps.’
Finally, the ‘Appendix’ incorporate best management
practices (BMPs) described throughout the document and
offer more detailed information.
It took almost three years to complete this plan, but in
reality, this is only a beginning. The site is at risk from
excessive trail erosion, declining forests from lack of
management and encroaching exotic invasive plants,
which threaten the site’s incredible wildlife ecology.
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