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A town forest is benefiting a diverse population of local inhabitants.  Approximately six 

years ago the Sullivan Family generously granted their 14.2-acre forest located on 

Fitzgerald Road to the town.  The family's intent was not only to conserve the forest but 

to facilitate its use for open-space, education, forestry, and non-commercial recreation. 

The Middletown Springs Select board assigned stewardship responsibilities for the forest 

to the Conservation Commission, whose members worked to clear a hiking trail and 

develop a management plan in keeping with the Sullivan family’s wishes. The town 

forest was given the name Sullivan Educational Woods.   

 

In October 2004, a group of families gathered at Sullivan Woods to hike the new trail and 

learn about the forest.  This hike started a tradition of year-round monthly hikes 

sponsored by the Conservation Commission that continues to this day.  

 

Since receiving the gift, the Middletown Springs community has been reaping countless 

benefits, enjoying hikes in all kinds of weather, exploring the changes that come with the 

seasons, and appreciating all the forest has to offer.  The children, parents and community 

members have made connections -- both with each other and with nature -- and in this 

context have experienced the richness of shared memories from sliding on the frozen 

stream in winter, listening for the song of the ovenbird each May, telling stories around 

the campfire at the annual campout in August and looking closely at the variety of 

mushrooms on display in September.  These opportunities have arisen from a community 

effort that has developed over time with an unforeseen life of its own.   

 

The Northern Forest Alliance (NFA) is an organization committed to protecting the 

northern forests of Maine, New Hampshire, Vermont and New York.  The NFA 

recognizes the important role that town forests such as Sullivan Woods play.... not only at 

the local level but also by advancing conservation and stewardship in the greater 

community.  This year, Middletown Springs was invited along with eight other towns 

across Vermont to participate in a project spearheaded by the NFA and funded by a state 

wildlife grant.  The project aims to identify one or more ‘species of greatest conservation 

need’ in each town forest -- those species that are or may be at risk of becoming 

threatened or endangered.   The project encourages local groups to adopt strategies that 

will help conserve the adopted species in the town forest and engage the public in broader 

conservation efforts.    

 

Each community involved has approached the project somewhat differently.  In the Mad 

River Valley town of Fayston, students at the elementary school have participated in the 

project, learning about the “species of greatest conservation need” that use the different 

habitats in their 79-acre Town Forest.  A group of students and adult leaders have focused 



their conservation and outreach efforts on the mink, a mammal that depends upon habitat 

along streams for its survival.  According to Tara Hamilton, a conservation planner 

involved with the project, the citizens in Fayston are working on a variety of fronts to 

improve habitat for mink in the town forest and adjacent areas and also to raise awareness 

in the community.  Their conservation strategies include conducting forest inventories, 

amending the town forest plan and contacting landowners adjacent to the town forest 

about the value of leaving dead wood and maintaining stream buffers.   

 

Back in Middletown Springs, youth and adults have been studying the forest birds that 

make use of Sullivan Educational Woods and surroundings.  The first step in the project 

was to survey breeding birds last summer.  During two early morning outings, citizens of 

all ages joined Middletown Springs resident and biologist, Jim Graves to generate a list 

of 33 birds seen or heard in Sullivan Woods and adjacent areas.   

 

Four of these species -- the veery, chestnut-sided warbler, Canada warbler and ruffed 

grouse -- are considered “species of greatest conservation need” in Vermont.  The veery, 

a celebrated bird at Sullivan Woods merits special notice.  Its ethereal, downward 

spiraling song is often heard in the morning and evening hours during the late spring and 

summer.  Although the veery is a common species in Vermont during the breeding 

season, its population has decreased throughout its range over the last four decades. Each 

year the veery journeys to and from central and southern Brazil where it spends the 

winter months.   

 

The long distance migration and documented population declines of the veery are 

characteristic of a number of bird species that breed in the northeastern U.S. and so the 

veery can be considered emblematic of the conservation needs of many of our forest 

birds.  The North American Breeding Bird Survey indicates that the forests of northern 

New England and New York have among the highest average number of bird species in 

the U.S.  This means that the forests of the northeastern U.S., even small tracts like 

Sullivan Woods, are globally important for migratory birds.      

 

The project in Middletown Springs has engaged children in many other activities to 

celebrate the forest birds of Sullivan Woods, including the annual campfire and campout 

and a Kid’s afternoon bird club.   more than a dozen youth were involved in bird-focused 

activities. Bird Club members each selected a bird that lives at Sullivan Woods and, using 

the Cornell Laboratory of Ornithology website, learned about its habitat needs, song and 

migration patterns. Through games, stories, and field activities, the children are learning 

about factors threatening many of our forest birds and conservation strategies for 

assisting different species.   

  

Local landowners have also been getting informed as part of the Sullivan Woods project.   

Audubon Conservation Biologist, Steve Hagenbuch worked with a group of landowners 

to explain how forest management can be used to protect, enhance or create forest bird 

breeding habitat.  Participants visited different habitats at Sullivan Woods and an 

actively-managed private forest nearby.   

 



Hagenbuch emphasized that habitat needs vary from species to species, Birds such as the 

veery and blue-headed vireo benefit from a diverse understory.    

 

Retaining standing dead and downed trees provides important habitat for woodpeckers 

and other cavity nesters.  Logs on the ground are utilized by ruffed grouse.  Maximizing 

large forest patches benefits species such as scarlet tanager and black-throated green 

warbler.  Maintaining some early successional or young forest habitat is critical for birds 

such as the chestnut-sided warbler.  

 

Participants were encouraged to think of forest management as both an art and a science 

and to make use of available technical experts.  Hagenbuch emphasized the importance of 

considering land as part of a larger landscape; he recommends looking at an area ten 

times larger than ones own property when considering forest management to benefit 

wildlife.    

 

The significance of Sullivan Woods and the value of the gift the Sullivan family made to 

the community of Middletown Springs continue to emerge.  Ongoing bird monitoring at 

Sullivan Woods can inform stewardship activities -- both for the town forest and nearby 

lands -- and inspire others to think about how their land management influences bird 

species and other wildlife.  Perhaps experiences at Sullivan woods will encourage 

children and adults to listen and look more closely and wonder about the connections 

between our forests and those thousands of miles away.   

 

Kathy Doyle is a freelance Ecologist and Educator who lives in Middletown Springs. She 

has served on the Middletown Springs Conservation Commission since 2004.       

 

On the net: 

Northern Forest Alliance: www.northernforestalliance.org 

Vermont Audubon:  www.vt.audubon.org 

Cornell Lab of Ornithology:  www.AllAboutBirds.org 

 



Bird List From Sullivan Educational Woods and Vicinity, (compiled Summer 2008)  
 

Grouse 

     Ruffed Grouse 

Doves 

     Mourning Dove 

Woodpeckers 

     Downy Woodpecker 

      Hairy Woodpecker 

      Pileated Woodpecker 

     Yellow-bellied Sapsucker 

Flycatchers 

     Great-crested Flycatcher 

     Wood Pewee 

Crows and Jays 

      American Crow 

     Blue Jay 

Chickadee 

     Black-capped Chickadee 

     Tufted Titmouse 

Nuthatches 

     Red-breasted Nuthatch 

     White-breasted Nuthatch            

Creepers 

     Brown Creeper 

Wrens 

     Winter Wren 

Thrushes and Mimic Thrushes 

     American Robin 

     Gray Catbird 

      Hermit Thrush 

     Veery 

Waxwings 

     Cedar Waxwing 

Vireos 

     Blue-headed Vireo (Solitary Vireo) 

     Red-eyed Vireo 

Warblers 

     Black-and-White Warbler 

     Black-throated Green Warbler 

     Canada Warbler 

     Chestnut-sided Warbler 

     Common Yellowthroat 

     Ovenbird 

     Yellow-rumped Warbler 

Tanagers 

     Scarlet Tanager 

Finches 

     Goldfinch 

Sparrows 

     Chipping Sparrow 



 

           

 

    


