
Some R e c o l l e c t i o n s on Shelburne Pond 

H. W. Vogelmann.... 

You ask which riatural area I l i k e best and I guess i t v/ould be 
Shelburne Pond. I have v i s i t e d and evaluated more than one hundred 
bogs, marshes, old age f o r e s t s and other n a t u r a l areas, many of 
which are t r u l y impressive', Yet Shelburne Pond stands out among 
a l l the others X have come to know. In part I enjoy the pond'G r i c h 
a r r a y of h a b i t a t s . I t has c a t t a i l morshes, a l d e r swarapa, a sphagnum 
bog, limestone c l i f f s , pine f o r e s t s , maple woods and l o t s more. 
But perhaps I l i k e i t best because I know i t best. One always 
a p p r e c i a t e s those things v/e knew the most about. Also the pond i s 
where s p r i n g f i r s t a r r i v e s i n t h i s corner of Vermont. I t i s on the 
s l o p e s of a south facing h i l l among the limestone ledges and 
outcrops where blood roots, hepaticas and s p r i n g beauties make 
t h e i r f i r s t appearance a f t e r Vermonts long v/inter has ended. These 
f i r s t s i g n s of l i t e l i f t the s p i r i t and herald the b e t t e r days that 
l i e ahead. When we see them we know we have su r v i v e d another 
w i n t e r . 

Whether Shelbv;rne Pond i s a pond or a lake depends on whether 
you are a Veruiontsr or a f l a t l a n d e r . Vermonters are conservative 
f o l k s and call''ponds'what everyone e l s e in the country c a l l "lakes;' 
I n any event i t i s an impressive body of water, i r r e g u l a r l y oval 
i n shape, about, ono w i l e long and about one t h i r d of a mile across 
a t i t s widest point. I t i s shallow, mostly about 10 f e e t deep but 
a 25 foot trough runs p a r a l l e l to the ledges on the e a s t e r n shore. 
The pond bottom i s an organic brown ooze, t h a t i n p l a c e s i s more 
than 50 f e e t deep c'nd the decaying matter r e l e a s e s tannins that 
c o l o r the water so you cannot see the bottom, A narrow band of 
white cedars rim the rocky shores and on the e a s t e r n shore 
gray=white limestone ledges form w a l l s which drop v e r t i c a l l y into 
the water. Shallow caves have been carved int o the s o f t limestone 
ledges where the waves beat a g a i n s t them. The c l i f f brake f e r n and 
red flowered columbines grow on narrow shelves or i n c r a c k s i n the 
ledges. I t i s an exposed dry and Viarsh environment but somohow 
they manage to svjrvive and a r e a l l the more conspicuous for the 
l a c k of other p l a n t s that cannot share the same h a b i t a t . 

When I f i r s t came to Vermont I v i s i t e d the pond and was 
immediately s t r u c k by i t s n a t u r a l beauty. I t had a w i l d almost 
p r i s t i n e q u a l i t y t hat was unique f o r a pond so c l o s e to Burlington, 
Vermont's l a r g e s t and f a s t growing c i t y . I t l a y only 10 miles 
south of the c i t y and remarkably had escaped the camp developments 
t h a t u s u a l l y c l u t t e r lake s h o r e l i n e s . There are no houses around 
the pond and only one s m a l l camp i s hidden i n a pine woods. This 
was a kind of Thoueau's Walden...quiet, b e a u t i f u l and a wonderful 
p l a c e to escape from the r e s t of the world. 

P l a n t and animal l i f e abound a t Shelbunre Pond. They t h r i v e i n 
the marshes, bogs and f o r e s t s around the edges where the many kinds 
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of h a b i t a t s maices p o s s i b l e a d i v e r s e f l o r a and fauna. There are 
limestone c l i f f s and rocky outcrops, wet shady corners, and a l l 
kinds of nooks that make f o r one of the r i c h e s t assemblages of 
p l a n t s and animals t h a t one could f i n d i n New England. And what i s 
more, Shelburne Pond has some of the biggest northern pike you ever 
saw. 

F i s h i n g i s one of my f a v o r i t e pastimes. I n f a c t I have spent much 
of my l i f e doing j u s t t h a t . I t reminds me of the old saying that 
"the Gods do not s u b t r a c t from the span of time a l l o t t e d to man the 
time spent f i s h i n g " . I t h i n k I am l i v i n g t h a t p a r t of my l i f e now. 
One of my most memorable f i s h i n g experiences occurred on the pond 
one summer day. while paddling my canoe along the edge of a 
c a t t a i l marsh I was t r a i l i n g a spinner and hoping for a great 
northern to s t r i k e . I passed by a large f l o a t i n g log that was 
p a r t l y stuck int o a f l o a t i n g clump of c a t t a i l s . R e a l i z i n g I had 
never seen tha^, log before I drew c l o s e r to examine i t . I t was 
about 10 f e e t long and tvro f e e t wide and very uniform along the 
s i d e s . I t suddenly struc)c me t.hut i t was not j u s t an old log but 
perhaps the be-torn of an Indian dugout canoe. Reaching i n t o the 
water I f e l t underneath the log to see i f there was a c a v i t y i n s i d e 
and was t h r i l l e d to f i n d my hand passing over a rough hev,'n surface. 
There i t was, an ancient canoe in near p e r f e c t condition. .alm.ost 
as'good a c a t c h as that big northern pike I was looking for. How i t 
a r r i v e d a t t h a t s i t e I do not know except i t had probably l a i n 
upside down on the pond bottom for c e n t u r i e s and f i n a l l y bubbles of 
marsh gas accumulated i n the hollowed out p a r t and r a i s e d i t to the 
s u r f a c e . 

The canoe was a great fi n d and one of the s p e c i a l s u r p r i s e s 
you get when you v i s i t the pond often. I reported the f i n d to the 
s t a t e a r c h c o l o g i s t who did nothing about i t and there i t remained 
h a l f stuck i n the c a t t a i l s . L ater some students i n the F i e l d 
N a t u r a l i s t Program at the U n i v e r s i t y of Vermont p u l l e d i t ashore to 
take p i c t u r e s and make measurements. I t was i n remarkably good 
condition and probably one of the best, i f not the very best, 
Indian canoes known from, t h i s area. I t 'was carbon-14 dated at 
about 400 y e a r s old. 

What do you do with a 4 00 year old Indian canoe? The biggest 
problem was not where to d i s p l a y i t but how to preserve i t . When 
old water-logged canoes dry they crack and f a l l a p a r t u n l e s s they 
are t r e a t e d i n a s p e c i a l way which i s c o s t l y . So the answer to keep 
i t i n good shape was to r e s i n k i t . And so i t was done....bags of 
sand were pl a c e d i n the c a v i t y to weigh i t down and now i t e i t s on 
the bottom of the pond from where i t came. A map drawn from 
c a r e f u l t r i a n g u l a t i o n measurements shows where i t l i e s and w i l l 
a llow i t to be r e s u r r e c t e d when the time i s r i g h t . 

C l e a r l y shelburne Pond was a popular place long before white 
man a r r i v e d . I n d i a n a r t i f a c t s are s c a t t e r e d along the pond borders 
and when f i s h i n g i s poor I often p u l l ashore and poke along the 
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eroding banks and old oow paths to see what I can f i n d . There are 
always c h i p s of quartz and f l i n t and frequently there i s a broken 
arrowhead... s c m e t i T n o s a whole one. Once I found two p e r f e c t awls 
shaped from the bono of a deer. A r i c h f i n d of a r t i f a c t s was 
unearthed near the pond o u t l e t by the l o c a l a r c h e o l o g i c a l s o c i e t y 
which uncovered nunerou.^ arrov/heads, spear points, hamnerstones, 
pot sherds, and other s i g n s of ancient Indian settlements.Their 
s t u d i e s revealed an occupancy of the pond fo r a t l e a s t 5,000 years. 

Although at f i r s t look Shelburne Pond appears w i l d and 
unsposiled, a c l o s e r look shows that u n t i l very r e c e n t l y i t was 
h e a v i l y used, e s p e c i a l l y the s h o r e l i n e s which were lumbered and 
grazed. Nearby f i e l d s were c u l t i v a t e d and the a g r i c u l t u r a l runoff 
from farming a c t i v i t i e - j b.as taken i t s t o l l on the water q u a l i t y . 
Today the o l d f i e l d s and cow pastures are growing to cedar woods 
and a c e l l a r hole on the i s l a n d on the western shore i s now covered 
with maples and ashes. The r e l e n t l e s s forces of p l a n t succession 
are slowly remaking the pond into what i t was l i k e i n presettlement 
times. As man's workings become more obscured, the pond becomes 
w i l d e r and w i l d e r and b e t t e r and b e t t e r . 

Years ago, when I f i r s t j o i n e d the f a c u l t y of the U n i v e r s i t y 
of Vermont as a young b o t a n i s t , I was impressed with the b o t a n i c a l 
r i c h n e s s of the pond. I t was a s h o r t 20 minute d r i v e from campus 
and a g r e a t place to take students. Over the years hundreds of my 
students have v i s i t e d the pond and a l l have enjoyed i t s n a t u r a l 
beauty and abundant w i l d l i f e . The pond environs have been studied 
and s t u d i e d and .studied. We have c o l l e c t e d an enormous amount of 
information about the past h i s t o r y of the pond and i t s ecology. I t 
i s probably the most st u d i e d pond i n the s t a t e . We have probed i t s 
depths and taken cores from the bottom to examine f o s s i l p o l len 
g r a i n s . From these s t u d i e s we have r e t r a c e d the h i s t o r y of the 
c l i m a t e and vegetation s i n c e the l a s t g l a c i e r . T r a n s e c t s though the 
marshes have recorded the changes i n the vegetation as the marsh 
slowly creeps out onto t.he open water. F i r s t come the c a t t a i l s , 
then the a l d e r s and f i n a l l y the red maples. I t i s estimated that 
i n another 700 years the e n t i r e pond w i l l be covered with a swamp 
f o r e s t , Quadraty l a i d out i n the abandoned pastures over the years 
r e v e a l r e l e n t l e s s pl^^nt s u c c e s s i o n from old f i e l d s to f o r e s t cover. 
Gradually n a t i v e t r e e s and shrubs are r e p l a c i n g the foreign p l a n t s 
and weeds which had once occupied the disturbed land. I t has been 
a rewarding experience studying the pond and we have learned much 
about the workings of the n a t u r a l world. 

I always enjoyed t a k i n g students from my Plant Communities 
c l a s s to Shelburne Pond. The c l a s s e s were small, u s u a l l y about 10 
to 12 students and j u s t the r i g h t s i z e to keep under c o n t r o l when 
doing f i e l d work. I n w i n t e r we always v i s i t e d an i s l a n d near the 
western shore whore I had the students l a y out quadrats i n a young 
stand of hardwoods. We did t h i s i n January or e a r l y February v/hen 
the temperatures were often w e l l below f r e e z i n g . I always warned 
the students about d r e s s i n g warmly t e l l i n g them t h i s i s Vermont and 
a t t h i s time of year they should expect snow and c o l d weather. But 
there were always some who showed up wearing sneakers I Others came 
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w i t h no h a t s . They darn near froze to death and I became cold j u s t 
watching them. I t was fun to v;atch them work and l e a r n the 
procedures one usos to measure the vegetation. I would study them 
and observe v;ho were the leaders and who were the f o l l o w e r s . In 
s h o r t order each would f i n d h i s or her p l a c e i n the hierachy and 
t h a t p l a c e never changed throughout the semester. Some worked we l l 
under s t r e s s and other j u s t about died, i-lost t r i e d to be brave and 
on the c o l d e s t days they r e a l l y were. I was s t r u c k by the apparent 
d i f f e r e n c e s i n body temperatures. Some were d e f i n i t e l y more 
i n c l i n e d to be cold and other?.; seemed to s t a y warm n a t u r a l l y . I 
t h i n k c o l d tolerance i s probably g e n e t i c a l r a t h e r than 
p s y c h o l o g i c a l although i t may be both. 

When the f i e l d work was done, the tapes r e e l e d i n and the 
s t a k e s p u l l e d out of the snow we would head back to shore, students 
u n u a l l y showed- r e l i e f and chattered e n t h u s i a s t i c a l l y . They had 
s u r v i v e d another c l a s s and somehow the experience and challenge 
made them stand a b i t t a l l e r . Perhaps i t even b u i l t c h a r a c t e r or 
maybe I j u s t want to t h i n k so. What they d i d not know was that I 
was j u s t as cold as they were. 

On on© occasion we a r r i v e d a t the frozen pond. The i c e was two 
f e e t t h i c k and strong enough to support a f r e i g h t t r a i n . I drove 
the van with the students to the edge of the pond and suggested we 
d r i v e a c r o s s the i c e to the i s l a n d . The frightened look on t h e i r 
f a c e s suggested otherv/ise and r.o I parked the van and we hiked a 
m i l e over the i c e to reach the i s l a n d . I t was cold and as the day 
progressed the temperature dropped f u r t h e r and a wind came up. The 
k i d s looked h a l f frozen. I jogged back to the van and drove back to 
the i s l a n d . When the f i e l d work was done you never saw such a 
happy bunch jump into the van. There was much shouting and laughter 
as we drove back across the. i c e to shore and no one seemed the 
l e a s t concerned about f a l l i n g through. 

There are c l i f f s on the west shore not f a r from the i s l a n d 
t h a t are r e a l l y s p e c i a l . The limestone w a l l s i n p l a c e s reach to 
about 50 f e e t . A coarse t a l u s of rocks t h a t have broken away from 
the ledges are strewn a t the base. Trees above the c l i f f s shade 
the c l i f f faces and boulder f i e l d below. I t i s w i t h i n t h i s narrow-
moist microenvironment t h a t borders the ledges that one findoa host 
of c o l o r f u l w ild flowers such as red and white t r i l l i u m s , s q u i r r e l 
corn, dutchmans breeches, w i l d ginger and blue cohosh. On some of 
the limestone outcrops t h e r e are walking f e r n s and spleenworts. I t 
i s fun to clambor over the boulders along the base of the ledges to 
see what one can f i n d . I t i s botany at i t s very best. 

P a r t l y hidden by rocks and shrubbery i s a small cave with a 
narrow passage into the i n t e r i o r of the c l i f f t h a t only a very 
skinny person can pass through. I was always i n t r i g u e d with the 
smokey w a l l s a t the cava entrance which I im.agine were from Indian 
f i r e s y e a r s ago. Indeed not f a r from the cave I have c h i p s of 
f l i n t and quartz and even broken arrowheads. 

F i s h i n g a t the pond has given me the opportunity to observe 



p l a n t s growing along the s h o r e l i n e and observe the b i r d s and 
animals. I have found neat corners along the rocky shores and even 
made some d i s c o v e r i e s about f i s h i n g holes. There i s one such hole 
a t the mouth of one of the bays and l i e s a short d i s t a n c e from a 
rock ledge. I n e a r l y May the perch spawn there and i f you know 
e x a c t l y where to drop a worm you can c a t c h the biggest yellow perch 
you ever saw. These f i s h reach 13 to 14 inches i n length and weigh 
over a pound. In Lake champiain you are lucky to catch a 12 inch 
perch, e i g h t to 10 inches are more common. T h i s perch hole i s 
something s p e c i a l . Ml summer you cannot c a t c h a perch much bigger 
than a minnow but i n May the big ones come out of nowhere to lay 
t h e i r eggs or whatever e l s e a perch does i n t h a t spot. The 
l o c a t i o n i s p r e c i s e . . , , the hole i s no g r e a t e r than 10 f e e t across 
and i f you c a s t a worm even one foot outside t h a t c i r c l e you never 
get a b i t e . But when your worm h i t s the hole you immediately catch 
a b i g one, and another and another., as f a s t as they can be pulled 
i n . I t i s as i f there i s a g i a n t perch f a c t o r y a t the bottom of 
the pond t h a t turns out a never ending supply of f i s h . 

There i s something about the w i l d beauty of the pond that 
b r i n g s out the best i n people. One day I was f i s h i n g near the boat 
a c c e s s area when a beat up c a r drove up p u l l i n g a small beat up 
boat. There were four s c r u f f y young men who got out of the c a r who 
looked l i k e they has j u s t escaped from p r i s o n . I though "my God, 
what i s t h i s place coming to". Such unsavory c h a r a c t e r s could not 
be up to any good. They crowded into the boat which should have 
held no more than three a t best and p u l l e d from shore. The boat 
s i l e n t l y g l i d e d toward ire and I noticed i t was driven by a small 
e l e c t r i c motor. Asi it passed I c a l l e d out "you have a great motor 
t h e r e " t o which the motor operator r e p l i e d " yeah, and i t don't 
p o l l u t e n e i t h e r " . 

Shelburne Pond v.-as such a s p e c i a l place t h a t I worried i t was 
only a matter of time before i t would be developed. I t i s j u s t a 
s h o r t d i s t a n c e from Burlington and the c i t y was growing f a s t . 
Houses were s p r i n g i n g up i n a l l s o r t s of p l a c e s and Shelburne Pond 
would be a r e a l plum to a developer. I hoped the tov/n would take 
strong zoning measures to p r o t e c t the area but the planning process 
dragged one and we were running out of time. I t was c l e a r t h a t v/c 
needed to take a c t i o n before i t was too l a t e . Even one house on 
the pond would destroy the i n t e g r i t y of the s i t e . 

At the time I was chairman of the Vermont Chapter of The 
Nature Conservancy and suggested to our members that the pond 
become a p r i o r i t y a c q u i s i t i o n . There were about 17 landowners and 
I thought we could begin to acquire the more key p a r c e l s before the 
developers a r r i v e d . I t was a great p r o j e c t and there was a l o t of 
enthusiasm. Contributions came i s , mostly i n the $25 to $100 range 
but there were a few of $1000. Then a l a r g e t r a c t came on the 
market which was s l a t e d f o r development. The p a r c e l overlooked the 
pond and i t was important t h a t we buy the land to p r o t e c t the 
s h o r e l i n e and adjacent w i l d l i f e area. The s e l l e r wanted $50,000. 
We had some money but not n e a r l y enough. T h i s was i n the e a r l y 
1970»s and $50,000 was a l o t of money to r a i s e . To our good 
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fortune a wonderful wealthy gentleman from Manchester heard of our 
p l i g h t and sent ?50;000 to buy the property. I t was a g r e a t boost 
and The Nature Conservancy was on i t s way. But there was a long 
way to go t o acquire a l l the land needed. 

I kept i n touch with our wealthy benefactor i n Manchester and 
from time to time I v i s i t e d him to keep him informed of our 
progress. He was Lourence A c h i l l e s , an h e i r to the Kodak fortune. 
Mr. A c h i l l e s was around 9 0 years old and h i s h e a l t h was f r a g i l e . 
When my w i f e and I would v i s i t him a t h i s b e a u t i f u l home he was 
always a gracious host. A cook prepared a s p e c i a l lunch and tha 
t a b l e was s e t i n an elegant fashion. A c h i l l e s was a p e r f e c t 
gentleman. . r i g h t out of the 19th century. His manners were 
impeccable. When a woman came into the room he would r i s e from h i s 
c h a i r even though i t was d i f f i c u l t . He was j u s t a wonderful, kind 
person who cared about people and the environment. Some of his 
19th century views c a r r i e d over i n t o h i s business d e a l i n g s which he 
considered were a man*3 o c t i v i t y . When he wanted to d i s c u s s with 
me about the financing of the pond p r o j e c t he would excuse himself 
and take me to h i s o f f i c e l e a v i n g my wife behind i n the l i v i n g room 
to look a t the p a i n t i n g s . 

A c h i l l e s was concerned t h a t we were not moving f a s t enough to 
keep ahead of the developers. I explained that people were giving 
a l l they could but they d i d not have the resources to make i t go. 
A c h i l l e s looked worried and asked how much money i t would take to 
buy a l l the land we needed. I s a i d probably about $270,000 to 
which he s a i d "whew". 

We l i v e on a farm and a t that period I r a i s e d black angus 
c a t t l e . . . a cow - c a l f operation t h a t was c o s t l y but kept me sane 
from the d a i l y p r essure of teaching and d e a l i n g with d i f f i c u l t 
f a c u l t y . I t was a s p r i n g day, s h o r t l y a f t e r my v i s i t with Mr. 
A c h i l l e s , t h a t I was behind the barn shoveling out the wi.nters 
accumulation of manure. I was standing knee deep i n the s t u f f when 
my wife came along caying the Mr. A c h i l l e s was on the phone and 
wanted to know liow much i t would take to buy the r e s t of the land 
around the pond. I s a i d t e l l him $270,000 and o f f she went. Half 
an hour l a t e r I W.^.T s t i l l s h oveling out the s t u f f when my wife came 
back and s a i d Kr. A c h i l l e s j v i s t c a l l e d to say h i s lawyer would send 
the check r i g h t awayl 

Now what to do., seme 17 landowners and how could you reach 
them a l l and persuade thsra to s e l l . I then made one of the biggest 
mistakes i n my l i f e . T thought the e a s i e s t and q u i c k e s t way would 
be to h i r e a r e a l e s t a t e agent to v i s i t each one nd make an o f f e r . 
How naive can you be. The r e a l t o r was a n i c e f r i e n d l y f e l l o w but 
h i s white s h i r t , t i e and s u i t coat turned o f f the n a t i v e s . They 
became s u s p i c i o u s about someone wanting to buy t h e i r land and they 
had never heard of The Nature Conservancy, and so no s a l e . . n o t oneJ 
We l o s t v a l u a b l e time and i t took years to win over the landowners 
and begin to p r o t e c t the pond. L i t t l e by l i t t l e and p i e c e by piece 
lands have been acquired and now we have over 500 a c r e s under 
pr o t e c t i o n . Over 3/4 of the pond shores are now p a r t of a nature 
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preserve thab i s U7^der the d i r e c t i o n of the U n i v e r s i t y of Vermont.* 

A f t e r Mr. A c h i l l e s made h i s generous g i f t I o f f e r e d to show 
him the pond but I worried h i s h e a l t h might not allow i t . However 
he was determined to see i t and made arrangements to have h i s 
daughter and a nurse accompany him to the pond. I met the group at 
a predetermined stop on the main highway and escorted them over a 
d i r t road to the pond. Mr. A c h i l l e s has s l e p t most of the three 
hour d r i v e from Manchester on a bed made up i n the s t a t i o n wagon. 
He looked e x c i t e d and refreshed when I met him. 

I t was one of those g l o r i o u s September days.,.a c l e a r blue sky 
and a mild, g e n t l e breeze. The pond never looked b e t t e r . Waiting 
a t the boat launch were two new u n i v e r s i t y r e s e a r c h boats with a 
c a p t a i n ' s c h a i r ready for Mr. A c h i l l e s . When he saw i t a l l he 
beamed and s a i d i t was more than he expected. He s a i d "Hub, you 
c a l l t h i s a pond but i t s r e a l l y a l a k e " . A c h i l l e s was gently eased 
i n t o the c a p t a i n ' s c h a i r , holding t i g h t l y onto h i s b i n o c u l a r s that 
were hung around h i s nock. The nurse and daughter brought out a 
big basket of f r i e d chicKen, cheese and wine and these were loaded 
i n t o the boat..and off we went. Never had the pond looked more 
b e a u t i f u l . G u l l s were f l y i n g and so were the ducks. I s a i d "Mr. 
A c h i l l e s , t h e r e goes a duck" and he grabbed at h i s b i n o c u l a r s but 
by the time he got them to h i s eyes i t was gone. I t didn't make 
any d i f f e r e n c e . . . h e was i n h i s glory. We passed a small f i s h i n g 
boat and he waived e n t h u s i a s t i c a l l y and gave a big h e l l o . I t was 
h i s pond and h i s day. 

We c r u i s e d slowly along the shore for an hour and f i n a l l y 
dropped anchor .in a small bay with a limestone ledge as a backdrop. 
The two boats were t i e d together and we opened the basket and had 
our chicken, cheese and wine. Mr. A c h i l l e s never stopped s m i l i n g . 
L a t e r he s a i d i t was one of the happiest days i n h i s l i f e . He s a i d 
i t meant so much to him t h a t h i s g i f t could give pleasure to so 
many people and for future generations to come. Shelburne Pond i s 
now designated as The H. Laurence A c h i l l e s Natural Area. 
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