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community arts center,community arts center,
theatre & gallery theatre & gallery 

artistreevt.org
2095 Pomfret Rd., 
South Pomfret, VT

Get your tickets to Artistree's Midsummer 
Night's Gala to celebrate creativity, community, 

and the power of the arts.

Saturday, August 22, 2026
5:30pm - 10pm

The Quechee Club
Every ticket purchased helps Artistree provide inspiring classes, 

performances, and exhibitions, and offer meaningful outreach programs 
and scholarships that make the arts accessible to people of all ages 

and backgrounds throughout our community.

Incredible insects
Visitors to the Vermont Institute of 
Natural Science (VINS) in Quechee last 
Saturday explored the world of insects 
with the help of The Caterpillar Lab, which 
showcased more than 50 species of native 
caterpillars. Above, Alder Kruegel, 4, and 
Theia Kruegel, 6, search for a caterpillar 
on a leafy branch. Right, a Four-Horned 
Sphinx, which lives on elm, basswood, 
and birch trees, was on exhibit. 
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Woodstock Selectboard candidates 
get candid about the issues

Village Conservancy 
begins fundraising 
to plant new trees
By Justin Bigos
Staff Writer

After recently receiving approval at a joint meeting of the 
Woodstock Village Trustees and Selectboard, the volunteer-led 
Woodstock Village Conservancy — a project of Woodstock 
Community Trust dedicated to improving the design and sus-
tainability of public spaces — is now launching a fundraising 
campaign in order to fulfill its first initiative, “Branch Out Wood-
stock,” which will coordinate the planting of four new trees on 
Central street in the village. 

On condition of raising the funds, the trees will be installed 
in currently abandoned tree wells along Central Street in April 
2027. The cost of each tree will be around $15,000, for a to-
tal of approximately $60,000. The Conservancy will fundraise 
$70,000-$75,000 to cover costs and maintenance.

The process of launching “Branch Out Woodstock” was a col-
laborative venture among various town entities, stressed Stuart 
Mathews, who — along with the team of Joe DiNatale, Jack 
Rossi, and Laura Dyess — leads the initiative. The first step was 
approaching municipal manager Eric Duffy, who received the 
Conservancy’s proposal positively, Mathews told the Standard 
last week. Duffy then took the idea to the town selectboard and 
village trustees, who had various questions about the project. 

“They wanted to know what we were thinking; we wanted 

New childcare 
center opens 
in Woodstock 
Concerns about capacity remain
By Tom Ayres 
Senior Staff Writer

A new childcare center has opened at the site of the former 
Woodstock Nursery School below The Little Theater at the 
Woodstock Recreation Center on River Street. The advent of the 
new center comes on the heels of the closure of The Mill School 
in Woodstock’s East End, effective May 20, essentially cancel-
ing out the impact on the local area’s long-standing childcare 
capacity dilemma for families in the region.

Kayla Jenkins, a veteran early childhood educator from 
Charlestown, N.H., opened the doors of the new Sugar Maple 

A bear problem 
in Woodstock 
Village? Oh my!
By Tom Ayres 
Senior Staff Writer

Lions and tigers? Decidedly not. But a bear problem in Wood-
stock Village — oh my, yes indeed.

The village trustees and rapt audience members listened in-
tently on Tuesday evening as a game warden with the Vermont 
Fish and Wildlife Department (VFWD) and a wildlife biolo-
gist with the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) 
talked about the increased proliferation of bear encounters with 
humans in populated villages, towns and even urban areas 
throughout Vermont. And yes, here in Woodstock, smack dab 

See CHILDCARE CENTER - Page 6A

See BEARS - Page 8A

By Tom Ayres 
Senior Staff Writer

Five candidates for two open seats on 
the Woodstock Town Selectboard will vie 
for election on Tuesday, Aug. 11, coinci-
dent with Vermont’s primary balloting for 
state and county offices. Voting is being 
conducted via Australian ballot. Absentee 
and early voting began last Friday, July 
10.

The two selectboard slots under con-
tention in Woodstock are both for unex-
pired terms. Susan Chiefsky and Byron 
Kelly are running for the board seat that 
former selectboard chair Ray Bourgeois 

vacated in April. The candidate elected 
will serve the remaining year of Bour-
geois’ unexpired term until Town Meet-
ing on March 2, 2027. Three candidates 
are seeking to fill the unexpired seat of 
former Woodstock Selectboard vice chair 
Laura Powell, who stepped away from 
the local governing body in May. Mary-
beth DeFalco, Clayton Reed, and Mary 
Ann Sweeney are running to fill Powell’s 
term, which concludes at Town Meeting 
on March 7, 2028.

To help voters learn more about each 
of the five Woodstock Selectboard can-
didates, including their qualifications 

and positions on critical issues facing the 
town, the Vermont Standard distributed 
a 10-question survey to each contender 
last week. The following profiles were 
derived from the candidates’ responses 
to the survey, which asked about their 
backgrounds and their viewpoints about 
issues such as government transparency, 
financial management of the Woodstock 
Village and Town budgets, the demotion 
of Woodstock Police Chief Joe Swanson 
to patrol officer and the subsequent civil 
suit, and a proposed town/village merger.

See SELECTBOARD CANDIDATES 
- Page 6A

Byron Kelly Clayton ReedSusan Chiefsky Mary Ann Sweeney Mary Beth DeFalco

See NEW TREES - Page 8A
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gathered through a survey after a community meeting last 
August. Wetmore credited Kyle Katz of the Two Rivers-
Ottauquechee Regional Commission with “majorly” helping on 
the application.

That effort reflects a worry, Wetmore said, that has settled 
over the park as residents approach each new flood season. “It’s 
a very anxiety-provoking situation as we approach July 10th, 
and just in general, anytime there’s a large rain event,” they said, 
“for a park that’s flooded twice since 2011.” Wetmore noted 
that residents have described flooding as “a really traumatizing 
experience where you lose property, you fear for your life. You 
have to evacuate. It’s really intense.” Sustainable Woodstock 
finished flood cleanup work in 2023, replacing insulation, 
addressing erosion, installing new skirting, and power-washing 
under homes. Still, Wetmore added that “psychologically, it’s 
scary not knowing what’s going to come this summer.”

This August, the organization plans a preparedness event 
for Riverside residents, led by a local emergency management 
official, distributing supplies for building go-bags and covering 
evacuation planning. It’s not open to the general public for 
now, though Wetmore said they’d thought about expanding it 
townwide if there is a lot of interest. In the meantime, Wetmore 
recommended a simpler step for anyone in the region: “At the 
very least, everyone should sign up for VT alerts, which sends 
you an email, calls you, or texts you when there’s a natural 
disaster or major road closure.” 

Riverside, in Wetmore’s telling, is one entry point into a much 

RIVERSIDE PLANNING GRANT From Page 5A

larger problem. “Roughly a third of Vermont’s mobile home 
communities are at least partially in federal floodplains,” they 
said. “And that’s not even acknowledging that climate change 
is expanding and changing where those floodplains might be.” 

Wetmore called it “a huge environmental justice issue,” since 
mobile home communities typically include many households 
with lower incomes, and pointed to Tri-Park Cooperative 
Housing in Brattleboro as evidence that progress is possible. 
“That park has relocated homes out of the floodplain within the 
bounds of the park itself,” they said. “But it’s just going to take a 
ton of work to correct, because it’s such a mass historical wrong 
that’s built up over so many years. We’ve created this problem 
over years and years as we’ve altered waterways and hemmed in 
floodplains, and now here we are.”

Correcting decades of altered waterways, Wetmore said, is 
going to take more than any one town can manage on its own. 
“There isn’t, in my opinion, enough focus on it at a statewide 
level right now,” they said. “This is a very tiny piece of that, but 
really, if we’re going to start moving folks, it’s going to require 
huge amounts of money.”

Even so, Wetmore is wary of framing Riverside’s situation as 
an isolated local crisis. “I would hate for folks to hear about this 
and think that it’s an us-versus-them problem,” they said. “Our 
communities are in dangerous places in floodplains. Riverside 
is an important part of the Woodstock community, so we as a 
community are in this dangerous situation, and that’s my hope: 
that people can see it as their problem as well.”

in the middle of its vaunted, quintessential New England village 
setting.

The first busy day for bear activity in the village was Monday, 
June 15, when the Woodstock Police Department received a trio 
of phone calls regarding sightings of the stocky, furry, and often 
mischievous, if some say, adorable creatures. Two residents of 
the Mountain Avenue and River Street neighborhoods near the 
Woodstock Middle Bridge watched as a juvenile bear wandered 
onto their lawns and tried to get into their garbage cans — typ-
ical behavior as the ursine troublemakers transition from win-
ter to spring to summer, coming out of hibernation and seeking 
copious amounts of food in order to pack more brawn on the 
bruin.  The most common sources of food that attract bears are 
pet food, bird feeders, barbecue grills, garbage, household trash 
containers, open dumpsters, exposed compost piles, and camp-
sites with accessible food and food waste. Later in the evening 
of June 15, circa 8 p.m., a third bear sighting was reported on 
Maple Street, about a half-mile jaunt from River Street through 
Woodstock Village.

Village trustee Jamie Fox recently brought the bear prob-
lem to the attention of his fellow board members after a steady 
stream of near-daily bear sightings in his Maple Street neighbor-
hood over the past few weeks. Municipal manager Eric Duffy 
and the trustees reached out to state officials about the dilemma, 
and on Tuesday night Chris Floreani, the VFWD game warden 
for the Hartford District, which includes Woodstock, and Robert 
Acabbo, a wildlife biologist with the USDA’s Wildlife Services 
division in Vermont, made a presentation before the trustees and 
the assembled public. For the past two years, the VFWD and 
USDA have collaborated on a statewide human-bear conflict 
management program.

“It started in the fall of 2024,” Acabbo told the trustees and 
public regarding the state-federal collaboration. “We kind of 
got our feet under us, and then we really hit the ground running 
last year. It was a partnership between us and Vermont Fish and 
Wildlife to take some of the burden of the work off the war-
dens as well as the [VFWD] staff. Reports of bear incidents have 
gone through the roof in the last 10 years. The peak, I believe, 
was about 1,800 in 2021 or 2022 — and we’re currently sitting 
at about 1,500 reports a year. It was a lot for Fish and Wildlife to 
handle, so we created the partnership.”

Accabo directed listeners to a dedicated page on the VFWD 
website titled “Living with Black Bears” (https://tinyurl.com/
vtfishandwildlife), which includes a link for the public to report 
details of a bear sighting. The Fish and Wildlife website also of-
fers abundant tips for homeowners contending with ursine visits 
to their property, which are almost always connected to mother 
bears and their cubs or other juvenile offspring hunting for food. 
Acabbo and Vermont game warden Floreani also warned home-
owners and others that purposely feeding a bear is not just bad 
for the bear: it’s also illegal and will draw the wrath of VFWD 
enforcement authorities if they become aware of major or re-

peated transgressions.
The joint USDA-VFWD human-bear conflict management 

program offers a wide range of services to beleaguered com-
munities and property owners in Vermont perplexed about what 
to do regarding the bear conundrum. “As soon as you submit a 
report, I get an email,” Acabbo told the village trustees meet-
ing on Tuesday. “We have somebody working seven days a 
week during bear season. We can respond to incidents as fast 
as possible. Our program offers technical assistance — for ex-
ample, if you have a bird feeder in your backyard that you’re 
not supposed to have, and a bear comes in and destroys it, we’ll 
send you some information so you’ll know when you should 
take your bird feeders down. Taking them down just at night is 
not okay. They should be taken down, depending upon the year, 
from April 1 until the end of November. If you want to see birds 
[in your yard], there are other options. The Audubon Society has 
a great site with a list of native plants where you can type in your 
zip code and see different types of plants that provide habitat — 
nesting areas — as well as food for birds.”

The state/federal initiative also offers a variety of aids for 
dealing with the visiting bear dilemma, provided free to home-
owners and visitors on a short-term basis during bear season. 
These include electrified fencing for use around chicken coops, 
motion-activated noisemakers that chase away marauding bru-
ins, bear-resistant trash cans and dumpsters, and electric mats 
that can be placed outside the windows of rooms, storage sheds, 
or garages where edible goodies might be found.  There’s no 
charge for any of these helpful solutions — the only requirement 
is that the property or business owner gives permission for a 
USDA Wildlife Services team member to come onto a property 

for a site evaluation and to install or remove any loaned equip-
ment.

“Garbage is the number one attractant for bears,” Vermont 
game warden Floreani noted. “When they go through the 
compost, they may not find what they like, so what’s next? The 
garbage. And if the garbage is now in the garage, they’re going 
to try to get in there. That’s when it really escalates. We’re seeing 
a lot of that in different parts of Vermont. It’s a learned behavior. 
I’ve been places where you go down the road, and there’s paw 
prints on every car because they’ve found food in cars before 
and they associate the cars with food. Lock your doors — and 
no food, no drink, no lotion or chapstick in them, as crazy as it 
sounds. They’re attracted to the scent.”

A question-and-answer session with trustees and meeting 
attendees followed on the heels of the presentation by Acabbo 
and Floreani. Trustees chair Lisa Lawlor kicked off the discussion 
by asking about mothers, babies, toddlers, and others who might 
encounter bears in a village or business backyard setting.

“That’s probably the worst situation to have,” Acabbo replied. 
“Black bears are not aggressive by nature, but if you have a 
mama bear or babies in the in the trash or dumpster — or the sow 
is off to the side and you get in between them — that’s when she 
is going to start to get aggressive,” the USDA wildlife biologist 
continued. “It’s not all the time, but that’s when it could happen. 
That’s one of the problems that we see in the state in areas where 
we’re having bear issues. In the spring, when there’s not a lot of 
food, and you’re a sow with three little cubs, and you’ve got to 
feed those mouths, where’s the easier place to get food — out 
in the woods or in a dumpster or bird feeder? They’re teaching 
their cubs that that’s where you go to get food — and I think 
that’s one of the reasons why we’re seeing an increase in human-
bear conflicts in the state.”

Trustee Fox proffered another scenario. “I’ve had 
neighborhood kids come onto our porch because they say they 
can’t get home because there’s a bear halfway between our 
house and their house,” he said. “I’ve always been taught to 
make noise, and they’ll usually go away. Is that your typical 
advice? Is there anything else that we should do to be proactive, 
or should we just let them go away on their own and wait it out?” 

Floreani’s advice? “Be loud. Be obnoxious. You have to be 
scary to the bear — you can’t be timid. We’re not used to yelling 
and screaming, but you’ve got to bring some fear into the thing, 
because it’s just a product of them being food-conditioned and 
hanging around.”

Several audience members took to the microphone at Town 
Hall on Tuesday evening to talk about their own encounters 
with bears in Woodstock Village this season. Steve Shurtleff, 
who lives on the eponymously named Shurtleff Lane, a half-
mile uphill from the town offices in Woodstock Village, said 
he and his wife have had four bear sightings on their property 
in the past month. “I put out the garbage and the recycling 
at 8:30 in the morning and within about a half an hour, 
there’s a bear there ripping everything apart. He left, so I put 
everything back — and then half an hour later, he came back 
again,” Shurtleff said. “The next time, a bear was coming 
down our driveway but didn’t do anything. And the third and 
fourth time, which was just very recently, within a few days, 
my wife noticed a bear on our back deck, eating from one of 
the trees. I don’t feel safe actually walking around my house 
because of that.”

College Hill Road resident Lisa Purvis said she has already 
submitted a bear incident report to the state via the VFWD 
website. “There have actually been 11 incidents on College 
Hill in the last three or four weeks. Two were at my house at 3 
College Hill,” Purvis said. “We don’t have a grill, we don’t have 
pet food, we don’t have garbage, we don’t have bird feeders. 
This one bear — I have a video of it — just uses our property as 
a thoroughfare. It’s very nonchalant. It doesn’t scare easily. We 
were sitting out in our back deck area on Saturday at 4:30 in the 
afternoon, and it sort of came up near us, and then it eventually 
scampered across the street. We also saw it on the Fourth of 
July at noontime. We were on our porch, making a lot of noise, 
and it just nonchalantly walked through our property with, I 
believe, a bird in its mouth. It’s very at ease in our area. It looks 
like it’s about 200 pounds. I just wanted to give you some data 
points to consider — I think we’re concerned because it’s very 
comfortable in our area and our neighborhood, so I’d love to 
hear some advice.”

Woodstock residents should report bear sightings throughout 
the village and town to the Woodstock Village Police 
Department at (802) 457-1420. Bear incident reports can also 
be filed with the Vermont Fish and Wildlife Department online 
at https://tinyurl.com/vtfishandwildlife. Detailed information 
on how to better bear-proof your property is also available on 
the VFWD website. Chris Floreani, the VFWD game warden 
for the Hartford Patrol District, can be reached at (802) 279-
4798.

BEARS From Page 1A

Vermont Fish and Wildlife Department district 
game warden Chris Floreani, left, and United States 
Department of Agriculture Wildlife Services biologist 
Robert Acabbo addressed the Woodstock Village 
Trustees and the public on Tuesday evening regarding 
the abundance of black bear sightings in the village 
over the past month.	              Zoom Screenshot by Tom Ayres

to know what they thought. 
It was an interactive pro-
cess. We worked together to 
come up with the concept,” 
said Mathews. “We then met 
with the Department of Pub-
lic Works. Everybody was on 
board and supportive. Now 
we’re kicking it off.”

While the purpose of the 
“Branch Out Woodstock” ini-
tiative may seem obvious and 
straightforward enough, in 
speaking with the Standard, 
Mathews painted a convincing 
picture of why the project feels 
so important to the town’s vi-
brancy. 

“If you go down Central 
Street, there’s a row of trees 
on either side, sort of leading 
through the town on all the ma-
jor streets. On Central Street, 
there’s a number of what I 
would call holes — specifi-
cally, four — where over the 
years trees have been removed 
for one reason or another, and 
not replaced. In some cases, 
you can see the cutoff stump. 
In some cases, you just see an 
asphalt patch that’s put into the 
concrete,” said Mathews.

Tree procurement prioritizes 
native specimens but must also 
consider health and longevity 
of the tree species. “We will 
look for trees which are hardy. 
It’s a difficult climate to plant 
a tree [in the Upper Valley]. 
You’ve got salt from the road, 
it’s a cramped space, etc.,” 
said Mathews.

Mathews also stressed the 
importance of aesthetics in 
choosing the tree species. “We 
would look for as hardy a tree 
as we can get that’s consistent 
with the look of the rest of the 
town. You always want some 
variety in the species that you 
plant, so that if a blight or 
something like Dutch elm dis-
ease comes through, you don’t 
lose all your trees at once,” he 
said. Rossi, also a landscape 
architect, will assist in choos-
ing the best tree species, said 
Mathews.

The processes of excava-
tion, soil installation, and re-
paving will be led by the South 

philanthropic funding,” said 
Mathews. “Obviously, a lot of 
the money will probably come 
from major donors, but we 
think it’s a wonderful opportu-
nity to get a lot of people in-
volved. We hope that we have 

NEW TREES From Page 1A

Pomfret-based company Ar-
borScape. “They’ve given us 
a lot of advice on the process 
and what’s required. It’s not 
overly complicated, but it is 
tricky in that you want to make 
sure that you can get the com-
pacted soil out. There’s pipes, 
there’s electrical and water, so 
you’ve got to dig safe and be 
careful when you’re excavat-
ing,” said Mathews.

Once the trees are planted 
in engineered soil and the con-
crete around the base of the 
trees has been replaced, metal 
grates will be installed around 
the trees, said Mathews. “The 
purpose of the cast-iron grate 
is to protect the base of the 
tree, but [also] to allow water 
to get into it,” he said. The tops 
of the grates will be placed lev-
el with the sidewalk to avoid 
pedestrians tripping on them 
and to avoid snow removal 
being impacted by the grates, 
said Mathews.

The Conservancy’s fund-
raising campaign will be two-
pronged — one for installation 
and one for long-term main-
tenance of the trees, and will 
rely on the community for 
support. “The town doesn’t re-
ally have the money to do this 
kind of thing, so we thought 
we could raise [the funds via] 

community support for the ini-
tiative.”

“We’d really like these trees 
to survive for many years to 
come, for the enjoyment of the 
residents and visitors to Wood-
stock. We want to make sure 
we get off on the right foot, so 
to speak,” said Mathews.

Once Woodstock Village 
Conservancy gets off on that 
right foot, Mathews says he 
foresees it as the start to some-
thing bigger. “Our goal is to 
replace those first four and to 
maintain them, and then we 
can see if there’s other oppor-
tunities to put more trees in 
other places further down the 
road. We can always explore 
that,” he said. 

Those wishing to donate to 
the “Branch Out Woodstock” 
initiative can visit woodstock-
communitytrust.org/donate.
html. Donors should direct 
their gifts to Woodstock Vil-
lage Conservancy, and note 
in the Comments box that 
their gift should be directed to 
Branch Out Woodstock. 

Woodstock Village Conservancy has begun a fund-
raising campaign to plant four new trees in abandoned 
tree wells along Central Street.

Courtesy of Woodstock Village Conservancy


