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Death and Rebirth of a Mighty Giant,
the American Chestnut
Doug McLane
An old saying goes, before the
chestnut blight decimated the
North American chestnut tree
population, that "A squirrel
could travel from Maine to
Georgia on chestnut tree
branches without ever having
to touch the ground." Chestnut
trees once numbered in the
many billions and made up an
estimated one-third of the hardwood trees east of the Mississippi River. The tree was cherished for many reasons. Its
nuts were the biggest producer
of mast (nuts) which fed wild
turkeys, bear, deer, and Native
Americans. Its wood was rotresistant thus making excellent
fence posts and framing for
houses and barns.
American chestnut,
winter and summer view.
Image source: gatacf.org

When the blight (a fungal disease) was accidentally imported from Asia in the very early
1900s, it caused the biggest ecological disaster to hit North
America in recorded history. By the 1950s, American chestnut
trees were 'functionally extinct' from the eastern forest ecosystem. While there were, and continue to be, a few straggler
chestnut trees, they no longer are significant in our forests.
Oddly, the blight kills the above-ground portion of the tree, but
not its root system. Thus, century-old stumps can continue to
sprout, but because the blight kills the sprout before flowering
age, the American chestnut could be doomed to extinction.
My own interest in chestnuts started when I was young and I
watched my uncle in Milford, NH splitting chestnut tree wood
from his woodlot to use for heating his house. While the chestnut trees had died when he was a young boy, their rot-resistant
trunks were still standing many years later. Parts of the Appalachian Mountain range have these 'ghost trees' still standing, a
century after they died.
In about 1975, my family and I lived in West Rumney and I was
teaching biology at Plymouth High School. I befriended a local
trapper by the name of Francis Burnham. I enjoyed hanging
out in his basement watching him skin out some of the animals
he had trapped. I would sometimes take the carcasses to class
to show my students how interesting a real mammal dissection
could be, in contrast to that of a preserved frog. One day, Francis took a friend and me to show us an interesting tree he had
discovered in the woods up off Old Rt 25. It was a large American chestnut tree with some chestnut saplings near its base.
My friend and I each dug up and took one sapling home. Mine
did not survive the winter. My friend’s tree did survive and is

still alive in Cornish, NH. His tree is fully blighted, but continues to sprout from the base.
About ten years ago, I learned of an organization called The
American Chestnut Foundation which has been working for
over 40 years to breed a genetically resistant strain of chestnut
trees. I was a bit haunted by the knowledge that I had seen a
healthy survivor years ago, but couldn't remember its exact
location. Knowing that Francis had since passed away, I
tracked down one of his sons, Roger Burnham. Sadly, he told
me that the big old chestnut tree I remembered had been mistakenly cut down in a logging operation years ago. To make a
sad story bright, Roger said that years ago, his dad had dug up
some of the saplings and planted them on his vacant field off
Buffalo Road. Of course, I was skeptical that we would find a
non-blighted survivor these 35 or so years later. But, to our
amazement, alongside the edge of the field were two magnificent chestnut trees. They were healthy and one was covered
with thousands of chestnut burrs! The larger tree was about 16
inches in diameter, and the other about ten. The larger is likely
the largest healthy chestnut tree in NH. An American chestnut
will only flower and fruit if exposed to full sunlight. Although the
smaller shaded tree was healthy, it produced no flowers to
cross pollinate its field mate. We found several saplings in the
area, so the 'mother' tree was either demonstrating that there
are occasional cross pollinations or there was another nearby
chestnut that did flower. We have since hired an arborist to
open the smaller tree to more sunlight, so this summer there
may well be enough cross pollination to naturally produce fertile
nuts, perhaps thousands of them.
Now back to The American
Chestnut Foundation's decadeslong efforts to breed a blightresistant variety. In the early
1980s, original volunteers within
the Foundation decided to try the
'backcross' technique on chestnuts. It had worked well on cereal
grasses and other domestic
crops. Essentially, backcrossing
is a technique where a species is
crossed with a close relative that
has a desired trait, and then all
but the desired trait is 'bred out'
by 'backcrossing' the hybrid offspring to the original parent line.
Unlike grains, which mature in
Burr, leaf, and nut of the
months, trees take years to flower
American chestnut. Image source:
and bear fruit – in the case of
debsgarden.squarespace.com
chestnuts, at least 5 years.
Headquartered in Virginia, and aided by 16 state chapters, the
American Chestnut Foundation volunteers crossed a blight(Continued on page 4)
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Hike Whitten Woods

Janice Mulherin
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Flowers are in blossom, goslings have hatched, and the salamanders’ Big Night has occurred – it must be spring! With the
change in seasons, here at the Bog we are gearing up for another exciting spring and summer. I hope you have had a chance to
mark your calendars for our Wednesday Evening Programs and
our Workshops and Walks, I think you’ll find something for everyone. Our Trail Crew has been busy doing repair work and we
expect to see more improvement as the season progresses.
Our Bog Hosts will soon be greeting visitors so please stop by
and say “Hello”.

Many readers of Bog Notes are frequent walkers of the trail
around the Quincy Bog and the lower loop at Quincy Pasture
Forest. The Bog trail takes about an hour and you get “a lot of
bang for your buck” in terms of the sights and sounds of nature.
A new local trail in Ashland offers some of the same qualities.
Whitten Woods is located about a mile out of Ashland up the hill
on Highland Street. A small brown and yellow sign on the left
marks a modest parking area. Unlike the Bog trail loop, Whitten
Woods is an out-and-back trail. Instead of a bog to enjoy, the
reward is a view of Little and Big Squam as shown on the sign.
From the parking lot to the North Peak (elevation 1737 feet) is
about 1.1 miles according to the trail map that is posted on the
kiosk in the parking area. From the main junction trail there are
other longer trails for those so inclined.

We have been busy this year with environmental
education for students of all ages. This spring, we
hosted an Environmental Science and Policy class
from Plymouth State University at the Quincy Pasture Forest. It was great to spend time with the
students as they prepared to graduate and we
appreciated being part of their capstone project.
The students were researching forest management on conserved land. We are pleased that we were able
demonstrate and discuss the many issues involved in land stewardship. The Junior Naturalist program continues to thrive, with
four local elementary schools including it in their curriculum.
Soon we will be presenting these younger students with their
Junior Naturalist badges – 72 students this year even before the
summer season begins!
Finally, please bear with us as we work on some new signs at the
Bog. We have been experiencing an increase in unwelcome
activities such as vandalism, bikes on the trail, and ill-behaved
dogs. While we want to be as welcoming as possible, our first
responsibility is protecting the natural environment and ensuring
a safe and enjoyable experience for all our visitors. At a recent
Board of Directors meeting, we took the time to plan for the future
to ensure that we truly live our mission, “Conserving Land, Connecting People with Nature.” I welcome your suggestions on how
to achieve this.

The trails of Whitten Woods are maintained by the Squam Lakes
Association, the same group that maintains 50+ miles of trails
throughout the Squam Lakes watershed, including the popular
trail up West Rattlesnake in Holderness, NH. Last October the
453 acres of Whitten Woods was purchased through donations
by the New England Forestry Foundation. The Squam Lakes
Conservation Society holds the easement on the property, ensuring that it will be protected in perpetuity. The trail system is on
about a third of the property.
The name Whitten Woods is in honor of an historic Ashland resident, Reuben Whitten who in the winter of 1816 generously supplied wheat and other food to citizens of the town. That year is
known as the Year Without a Summer due to weather changes
caused by volcanic ash from an eruption in Indonesia. Because
there were frosts in every month that year, there were many crop
failures. Reuben Whitten’s Highland Street farm faced south so
he was one of the lucky few with a successful harvest.
Come celebrate the 200th anniversary of this man’s generosity by
hiking the trail near his home.

Canada goose with goslings at Quincy Bog. Photo by Sue Buttrick.

I hope you take the opportunity to enjoy all that spring has to
offer and, as always, hope to see you at the Bog.
Janice Mulherin is the president of the Board of Directors of Quincy Bog
Natural Area. She also serves as chair of the Monitoring Committee of the PemiBaker Land Trust.

Sources:
1. Kiosk at Whitten Woods: trail maps, signs
2. Squam Lakes Conservation Society website:
www.foreversquam.org, including “Whitten Woods Yours to Explore” by Adam Drapcho reprinted from the Laconia Daily Sun
3. Squam Lakes Association website: www.squamlake.org
4. Plymouth Record Enterprise, Vol. 127, number 18, May 3, 2016,
“Ashland Selectmen View Presentation on Reuben Whitten”
Widge Kent is a frequent contributor to Bog Notes and is a member of the
Board of Directors for QBNA.
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Junior Naturalist Corner
Marguerite Crowell
What’s a Fairy House/Toad Tower?
They are miniature dwellings created out
of natural materials, such as leaves, tree
bark, and pebbles. They are generally
created by young people and are left in
gardens or at the edge of the woods in
the hopes that they will become homes
for special woodland creatures.

Image source: inhabitat.com

Want to learn to make a Fairy House or
Toad Tower? This summer Quincy
Bog Natural Area is hosting a workshop
to build a Fairy House or Toad Tower. It
will be held on Saturday, June 30th from
9:30 -11:30. Houses and towers will travel home with workshop attendees to

Fairy Houses and
Toad Towers!
adorn their gardens, rooms, forests or
fields.
Is this a family event? Yes! This
workshop helps boys and girls connect
with nature, so bring the whole family.
It’s all about getting outdoors and being curious about the environment.
Fairy House events happen yearly
across the country. There’s even a
Fairy House Musical!

to bring some organic items from around
your home and yard to share! We will
supply some tree bark, nuts, twigs, and
moss that have been collected around
our homes.
Register for the workshop! The workshop is free to all, but registration is required. Please contact Betty Jo Taffe at
786-2553 or at bjtaffe@gmail.com to register. Or sign up at the Byron Merrill Library in Rumney.

What about the leave-no-trace outdoor ethic? In the workshop, we will
talk about responsible gathering of
building materials, and about being
respectful of private and public lands.
Can building material be shared? If
you are attending the workshop, plan
Marguerite Crowell is a member of the Board of
Directors at QBNA. She contributes many of the
posts on Quincy Bog’s Facebook page.

Read the series of books by awardwinning author Tracy Kane, to learn
more about fairy houses.

Quincy Bog Volunteer Program

Friends of the Bog

Pat Barker

If you’re reading Bog Notes, we know that you believe in our mission of environmental appreciation, education, and conservation.
If you haven’t already done so this year, please consider supporting our efforts with a donation. We are an all-volunteer organization, so gifts from our Friends directly fund our summer nature
programs, trail work, land protection, and more! Send your donation along with your name and address to:

All friends of Quincy Bog will be anxious to see how the pond
and trails have weathered our strange winter and spring!
This season could you volunteer at the Nature Center in July and
August for three hours a week for nine weeks? That would be
ideal, but perhaps you are only able to devote three hours a
week for four weeks?
In 2016 we are hoping to have the Nature Center open some
days, especially weekends, in June, September and October.
Could you help with any of these times?

Quincy Bog Natural Area/
Pemi-Baker Land Trust
P.O. Box 90
Rumney, NH 03266

No experience is necessary to volunteer. The primary goal for a
Bog Host is to greet visitors and answer simple questions while
enjoying all that Quincy Bog Natural Area has to offer.
For more information call: Pat Barker at 536-2401 or Kathy Wallace at 786-2617.
Pat Barker has coordinated the Bog Hosts for years. She is the longest standing member of the Board of Directors.
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American Bittern returns to the Bog. Photo by Sue Buttrick.
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resistant Asian chestnut and 'backcrossed' at least six generations of trees to produce a variety that is 15/16th pure American,
yet hopefully still carries the Asian genes of
resistance.
This variety is called the
'Restoration 1.0' chestnut and is slowly being made available for demonstration plantings. The Vermont/New Hampshire chapter
of the American Chestnut Foundation recently did such a planting at the NH Audubon Society in Concord. In the future the
hope is to plant millions of trees back into
the chestnut ancestral range and let squirrels and birds take over from there, thus
repopulating the Mighty Giant to its homeland.
The story does not end there. The next step
in the recovery plan is to try to genetically
customize the 'Restoration 1.0' variety for
different regions. The reasoning being that
a NH chestnut is likely to have adaptive
genes different from a Virginia chestnut and
different from Georgia chestnut, and so on.
Each state chapter is crossing the Restoration-1.0 tree to wild survivors found in their
particular state.

next step. In 2014 and 2015, the NH Electric Co-Op kindly donated their bucket lift several times each season to facilitate this
work. When the mother tree flowers in June, the bucket lift is
used to remove the male flowers from about
60 selected flower clusters. The remaining
female flowers are enclosed tightly in small
paper bags to prevent accidental pollination.
In about two weeks, when the enclosed female flowers are mature, the bucket lift is
again used to artificially pollinate the female
flowers with pollen from the Virginia Restoration-1.0 'father' trees, and the bags are replaced. Finally, in September, the bags are
removed, and with luck, the burrs will have
viable nuts carrying genes from the resistant
'father' and the native 'mother' tree. This
summer, the nuts from last year's harvest,
which have been held over winter in cold
storage, will be planted at breeding orchards
in Vermont and NH. It is my hope that
sometime in the near future, we may be able
to bring a 'new and improved' Rumney
chestnut back to its original birthplace, perhaps starting with a demonstration planting
near Quincy Bog.

Bagging the female flowers of the American chestnut
to prevent accidental pollination. Photo by the author.

In a quirk of fate, the large healthy chestnut
tree on Buffalo Road was discovered just as
the VT/NH Chapter was searching for 'mother' trees to use in this

Further information on American Chestnuts
and membership in The American Chestnut
Foundation may be found at www.acf.org.

Doug McLane is a former director of Quincy Bog Natural Area. He resides in
Plymouth and has several chestnut saplings growing in his garden.
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