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View from the Tree Tops  

Though not tree-related, I ask you all to keep the victims of the recent devastating 
earthquake in Turkey and Syria, both alive and dead, in your hearts and minds. I have 
traveled and worked in the impacted area, and consider myself very lucky to have 
seen some of these amazing places that will never be the same again. The natural 
world is like that too. We are losing so many things, whether from war, natural disas-
ters or neglect--endangered species, green spaces, ancient monuments, and amazing 
people. Cherish them all while you can, and do your part to protect them every day. 
 

Get Ready, Spring is just around the corner!  As the growing season fast ap-
proaches, there are many events coming up to educate the public about how to 
know, care for and love the trees around us. Here are some dates to add to your cal-
endar: 
  

1. Tree Keeper Training. Thur., April 6, 6:00-8:00 pm at the Burlington Public 
Works Building, 645 Pine St.. Led by V.J. Comai, Burlington’s arborist. He will 
share his knowledge about how to select the best tree for your location, how to 
plant a tree and ensure it thrives. He will also show some common issues that 
impact our city trees. Participants are encouraged to ask their burning questions 
about trees. People from all nearby towns are most welcome to attend. This 
event is co-hosted by BOB!, the Essex Jct. Tree Advisory Committee and the 
Burlington Parks, Recreation and Waterfront. 
 

2. Tree Planting at the Burl. Community Tree Nursery, May 6, 9:00-11:00 am, 
UVM Horticulture Research Ctr. No experience is needed, and it’s lots of fun. 
Refreshments and door prizes for all. Contact mskinner@uvm.edu to volunteer.  

 

3. Essex Tree Walk. Saturday, June 3, 10:00-11:00 am. Led by Warren Spinner, 
former Burlington City Arborist. Contact wspinner@gmail.com for details. 

 

4. Burlington Tree Walk at the UVM Campus. Saturday, June 10, 10:00-11:00 
am. Led by V.J. Comai, Burlington City Arborist. Check our website (www.bran-
choutburlington.org) for details. 

 

Margaret Skinner, President (mskinner@uvm.edu)  

“Cottonwood and 

Community Center”  

by  

Richard Moore 

 
https://richardmoore-

photography.com/  

Do you live in Burlington and 

need a tree planted in the green-

belt in front of your house?  

Now is the time when V.J. Comai, Bur-

lington’s city arborist, plans where to 

plant trees in the spring. If you think 

there is a space for a tree, contact V.J. at: 

vcomai@burlingtonvt.gov for details.  

What’s Up? 
BOB!  MONTHLY MEETING 

 

Tuesday, March 14, 6:00-8:00 
pm: Held at the North Star 
Leasing office at 747 Pine St., 
Burlington, entrance is off Sears 
Lane; second right into parking 
lot. Contact Margaret at mskin-
ner@uvm.edu for details. We 
will arrange an online option for 
those who can’t make it in per-
son. ALL ARE WELCOME! 

 

Did you know… 
 

National Park Service sites offer 

free entry a few times a year: Here 

they are for 2023: 

Apr. 22, Aug. 4, Sept. 23, Nov. 11 

 

Did you purchase a tree 

from the BOB! Tree Sale? 

If you did, you MUST 

pick up your tree on Sat. 

April 29.  You will be noti-

fied soon with the time. 
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A Quiet Rave 
From Joel Baird, Burlington, VT 

A Confession 

I’m not a student of landscape art. Maybe that’s why I find it hard 
to admire the grid of locust trees (Gleditsia triacanthos) that surround 
the former Cathedral of the Immaculate Conception in Burlington. 

To my unstudied eye, Dan Kiley’s arrangement succeeds neither as 
art, nor as a sylvan landscape. If it’s not obvious yet, I identify as 
an out-and-out crank on those points. Maybe if I knew more about 
Kiley I would have a different opinion, but I doubt it. 

I have a sneaking suspicion that this landscape falls into the shad-
owy realm of conceptual art. In other words, it needs to be ex-
plained before it can be fully appreciated. That bugs me no end. 
Any slathering of pedigree on that pegboard plantation could not 
improve it. 

Note from the Peanut Gallery. Joel’s take on the locust grove and its potential demise is interesting. I agree that the monoculture 
reflected in that planting is not currently recommended in terms of urban forest management, though the design might be consid-
ered appealing. I have always enjoyed a street lined with the same species, though I know that is not done anymore. However, for 
me personally, I value any greenspace we can carve out of the Burlington urban habitat. Research shows that trees improve peoples’ 
state of mind and surely we could all use an improved state of mine. If that grove of trees is removed, most likely it will be replaced 
by a building surrounded by cement. That’s where the money is. Yet that is one of the few greenspaces in the center of downtown 
Burlington, and for that reason I support its preservation. Our urban greenspaces are not irreplaceable. 

  M. Skinner 

Don’t get me wrong. In general, I approve of almost any tree that can sur-
vive in a city. And I’m truly partial to locusts — honeyed or not; thorned 
or de-thorned. There’s magic in the fragrance of their flowers and the hyp-
notizing splay of compound leaves. 

When and if this plantation is cut down, I’ll miss it. But not as a cultural 
treasure. From what little I’ve read, Kiley’s locusts are meant to suggest a 
sacred grove of sorts: an orderly, tranquil, repetitive balm to the spirit. 

I assume that arrangement has moved some folks toward a deeper sense 
of reverence. That’s a good thing. But it’s not irreplaceable. 

Anyone — even an uncredentialed child — could replicate Kiley’s work, 
using graph paper and a tape measure. If, that is, someone aspired to re-
peat a failure of the imagination. 

Kiley’s legacy in Burlington has the charm of a spreadsheet. The uni-
formity of it dulls my senses. I’ll go out on a limb here — the design prob-
ably insults the sensibilities of the trees themselves. 

Tell me: What self-respecting locust tree would choose to live in a row-
house, amidst cousins all of the same age, and above the sterile tedium of 
close-mowed grass? Would those trees willingly champion the lack of bio-
diversity in their midst? Would they agree, as a group, to be promoted as a 
sacred emblem of monoculture? 

I would argue that Kiley, in his clever and meticulous way, overlooked the 
endlessly rich, fractal geometry of trees that flourish in a less formal set-
ting and in the company of other species. 

Maybe Kiley didn’t know any better. Maybe he thought he knew better. I 
suspect he didn’t spend enough time in the woods. 

Row after row of locust trees cast mid-morning winter 
shadows across the grounds of the former Cathedral of 
the Immaculate Conception. 

A grid of same-aged locusts define the southwestern 
grounds of the site in mid-February, 2023. The land's 
new owners propose to demolish the church building and 
its landscape. 

Evenly-spaced lo-
custs interspersed 
with grass surround 
the cathedral. Widely 
different opinions 
are held on the land-
scape's aesthetic and 
botanical merits. 



 

  

Cryptic Function Loss 

By Ethan Tapper, Chittenden Co. Forester 

Each of our native species occupies an ecological niche, influencing the eco-

system in different ways. The more we learn about forests, the more we dis-

cover how critical each species is to their health and function: from towering 

trees to tiny invertebrates, from the bats that regulate populations of defoliat-

ing insects to the rodents that disperse acorns, seeding future generations of 

oaks.  

It is relatively easy to understand the impact of an extinction on an ecosystem. 

What is less apparent is when the role of a native species changes due to cli-

mate change, historic land use, non-native invasive pests/pathogens, or other 

components of global change. Our world has given rise to cryptic function loss 

or CFL: when the function of an ecosystem is altered by extirpation (local ex-

tinction) of a species, change in its abundance, or a shift in its behavior. 

An example of CFL is American beech (Fagus grandifolia). Historical records suggest that beech once accounted for 

40-60% of all trees in Chittenden Co. While most of us know beech only as a sickly tree with cracked, pock-marked 

bark, it used to be different. Once, beech trees were capable of becoming massive and ancient, living 400-600 years. 

Imagine how many habitats they once provided, how many species relied on their beechnuts, etc.  

Today, beech is still common here, but its behavior has changed. With the introduction of beech bark disease (Nectria 

galligena, a non-native pathogen), most beech trees live only 40-60 years. When beech trees are stressed from the 

disease, they produce clones from their roots which can dominate the understory, creating a monoculture destined 

to be as unhealthy as their parents.  

Another example of CFL is the shape of our modern forests themselves. Our forests have regenerated from the near-

complete deforestation of the 1800’s, today covering ~75% of Vermont. This fact masks a complex reality: as a result 

of historic deforestation, the loss of wildlife species, the functional-loss of tree species like beech, elm (Ulmus), butter-

nut (Juglans sp.) and chestnut (Castanea spp.) to non-native pests and pathogens, soil degradation and much more, 

our modern-day forests have been transformed. While Vermont’s forests (for the most part) consist of the same tree 

species that were herebefore European colonization, many components of pre-colonial forests – a diversity of tree 

species and forest types, structural diversity (trees of different sizes and ages), deep, well-developed soils, dead wood, 

and old trees – and the critical functions and habitats that they once provided are underrepresented or missing from 

our modern forests.  

CFL demonstrates a complex and important idea: that in ecosystems it is not enough for something (a species, a forest) 

to exist – the nuances of how it exists matter. Our forests are resilient and adaptive but also very sensitive. Slight 

changes in environmental conditions, or the presence or absence or behavior of a single species can have conse-

quences that ripple throughout a forest community, causing harmful and destabilizing impacts.   

To me, CFL is a call to action. Given the climate and biodiversity crisis, it is our responsibility to protect the health 

and resilience of forests, and the tens of thousands of species that rely on them, and to help them recapture the critical 

functions that have been lost. Actively managing for diversity and complexity helps, as does controlling biodiversity 

threats like non-native invasives, deer overpopulations, deforestation and forest fragmentation, and promoting re-

sistance to causal agents of CFL – such as the non-native pathogens that affect native tree species.   

Considering the impact of CFL on our forests is alarming but also oddly hopeful. Unlike extinction, it is a phenome-

non of things that still exist, of species and functions that may yet be rediscovered. Our modern forests have lost so 

much, but with our help they may find a better path forward.  

For about him, go to https://linktr.ee/ChittendenCountyForester 

Beech tree proliferating in the understory. 

https://linktr.ee/ChittendenCountyForester


 

 

 
  

 

Do you know a school or public space that needs a tree  
to make their space more beautiful? 

 

Every year, BOB! gives away trees to local schools, towns and non-profits with space for one. To apply, 
go to: https://branchoutburlington.org/programs/get-a-tree-program/ 

It’s always a good time to buy locally hand-made latte mugs to share 
with friends and family. There are four colors, dark blue, sea foam, 
moss green and mottled blue.   
 

OR, how about a hat to protect you from the sun (good for all ages)? 
It is a great way to show you care about our trees. 
 

Order at: https://branchoutburlington.org/donate/merchandise/  
 

All funds support our tree planting in Burlington and beyond and trees 
for VT non-profits.   

Welcome to Nathan Hoffmann! 

One of our New Board Members  

It is with great pleasure that we welcome Nathan Hoffmann to our board. Nathan is 
a graphic designer for OnLogic (https://www.onlogic.com/), a global industrial 
computer manufacturer located in South Burlington. There, he is actively involved 
in the company's environmental sustainability committee, looking for ways for On-
Logic to improve their positive impact on the environment. In the Summer of 2022 
Nathan approached BOB! looking for a volunteer opportunity that OnLogic could 
be a part of. He brought an eager, hard-working group to the next few nursery work 
sessions and indicated he was interested in getting even more involved! For all of 
those reasons he received the BOB! 2022 Volunteer of the Year Award. Nathan will 
take over the responsibility of running the website and helping with other visual 
content needs. 

Nathan is a native of Vermont, growing up in Colchester. In his free time, he enjoys 
spending time outside, gathering inspiration from nature to later turn into paintings 
as a restorative escape from the digital realm.  

We are so lucky to have Nathan in our midst. He combines essential IT expertise 
and an abiding love of trees and the natural world. What more can you ask for! 

Nathan enjoying an early morning 

view from Camel’s Hump.  

One of Nathan’s creations! 

 

https://branchoutburlington.org/programs/get-a-tree-program/
https://branchoutburlington.org/donate/merchandise/
https://www.onlogic.com/


 

 

 

  

The Ice Storm of 1998! (Part 2) 

More of the interview with Warren Spinner, former Burlington City Arborist  

The storm lasted from Jan. 5-9, but its impact was felt for long after. The death toll was 

35, (including 28 in Canada); 945 people were injured; thousands of animals were killed. 

Economic loss was estimated at ~$1.4 billion for the US; $3 billion for Canada. Over a 

million maples were damaged; 22% of Canada’s maple syrup taps were affected. What 

was it like for Burlington’s Tree Crew? 

You couldn’t be everywhere. Who communicated to you about tree problems? 

The police would contact the Parks & Rec. or Public Works Depts. They made the list, 

and called it in to me. I was also in direct contact with Burlington Electric (BED) dis-

patch. It was a team effort among all the city departments.  

How long did clean up take? On the first night we all worked throughout night, fo-

cusing on the most urgent problem areas. On Day 2 we started working around the 

clock with BED to help restore power. I worked all day, and our arborist tech worked 

all night removing branches from lines. That continued for 5 days straight. Our parks 

crews cleaned up trees and debris in the parks and downed branches on the streets. The 

City allowed homeowners to put branches in front of their homes. We contracted with 

haulers to remove the debris. In Burlington it went to Leddy Park. Tree chippers 

ground it up and it was taken to the McNeil Generating Plant to generate electricity.   

Power lines down (above) and ice- cov-

ered branches (below) in Burlington. 

After the most critical issues were addressed, it took another 6 months to remove trees that were unsalvageable, and to prune others. 

This included trees on the streets and parks, and other public forested areas. First, we had to inventory the trees on every street to 

determine how many were damaged and to either repair or remove them. Then all the parks and the forest land had to be inspected. 

We had to provide a cost estimate of financial loss for FEMA. Vegetation was just one part of it. We also had to include other ex-

penses, such as staff time and tree removal or repair costs. It took over a year to put that together. Contracts with tree services were 

arranged to work on trees in the parks and recreational paths. By June the initial phase of cleanup was complete. It was all about mak-

ing sure the trees were safe for the public. 

What was the long-term impact on Burlington’s urban forest? That is a complicated question. First, there’s the impact on the 

actual trees. There was a lot of pressure to save as many trees as I could. Other arborists were enlisted to give a second opinion. In 

general, if 50% of the crown was gone, usually I removed the tree. 

How long did it take trees that survived to recover? It all depended on the species. Lindens (Tilia spp.) recovered best, while some 

maples (Acer spp.) didn’t do so well. Some of the trees we saved never recovered, and eventually were removed. Others needed con-

siderable pruning to reshape them. A lot of the trees did recover after a few years, though, and with our tree replanting, Burlington’s 

urban forest has probably been fully restored.   

You took over as city arborist in 1980 and had to deal with the loss of elm trees. How did this ice storm compare with that? 

The ice storm was bad, but it was a walk in the park compared with loss of our American elms (Ulmus americana) from Dutch elm dis-

ease (DED). The ice storm only occurred over 3-4 days. DED was a slow and steady destroyer. We lost thousands of trees to DED, 

with the last elms coming down in the 1980s. Several streets were blighted with no trees lining them, and minimal funds for removal 

or replanting. Prior to 1983, tree replacement was done only when funds were available. 

What has the city done to minimize impact to the city’s trees and infrastructure from ice storms? We developed an emer-

gency management section to Burlington’s Urban Forestry Master Plan (https://www.getinvolvedburlington.ca/ufmp) because we 

realized how to do it better. This section is now included in the city-wide emergency management plan.   

Was there a silver lining to the 1998 ice storm? With many a disaster there’s good things that come out of it. Senators from NY, 

NH, ME, VT lobbied for ice storm recovery funds. The Burlington Free Press initiated a public campaign called the “Trees for the 

21st Century” to help communities recover from the loss of trees. We used those donations to plant trees; esp. large trees on major 

streets. The ice storm awoke a strong love of our city trees among the public and administrators. A dedicated streets, trees and side-

walks tax was levied, which still provides sustained funding for trees. This tax allowed me to expand our program, and hire another 

permanent staff person and purchase essential equipment. 

Do you think we will ever see another storm like that? Time will tell. It seems like our weather is changing so it wouldn’t surprise 

me. However, I would like to think the city is much better prepared for this type of weather event next time.   

NOTE: Parts of the southern US experienced a similar ice storm last month. We know what they are going through. 

https://www.getinvolvedburlington.ca/ufmp


 

 

 Profiles of Courage & Beauty  
Here are descriptions of a species we offered this year in our annual tree sale and planted in the nursery. 

 

Additional Information: 
 

https://extension.umn.edu/trees-and-shrubs/river-birch 
https://www.uky.edu/hort/River-Birch 
 https://mortonarb.org/plant-and-protect/trees-and-plants/river-birch/  

Scientific name: Betula nigra 

River birch is one of the very best fast-growing shade trees, that grows in full sun 
to part shade. It is perhaps the most culturally adaptable and heat tolerant of the 
birches. It prefers moist, acidic, fertile soils, even semi-aquatic sites, and adapts well 
to heavy clay soils and will tolerates poor drainage as well as drier soils. It can be 
used as an attention-drawing specimen accent or in a group of trees. In naturalized 
landscapes, river birch thrives along stream banks and ponds. 

Salmon-pink to reddish brown bark flakes off to reveal lighter inner bark. It offers 
year-round appeal, producing showy, reddish-green, 2-3-inch long male flowers 
called catkins at the ends of branches. They appear in late summer and autumn and 
remain on the tree over winter. The leathery leaves are medium to dark green and 
diamond-shaped (1.5-3.5" long) with double toothed margins. They turn yellow in 
fall.  Avoid pruning in spring when the sap is running. 

They produce food for birds as seeds (chickadees, song sparrows, wild turkey, pine 
siskins, finches) and buds. They are host to many species of insects/caterpillars, 
which serve as protein for various animals and birds. River birch is thought re-
sistant or tolerant to bronze birch borer, Agrilis anxius, which can be lethal to paper 
birch (B. papyrifera and several other Betula species. 

River Birch 

Scientific name: Physocarpus opulifolius  

This ninebark hybrid, derived from a US native species, is named for the layers of bark 
that peel off like birches. While usually grown as a bush, tree forms are also available. 
This tough, adaptable small tree is easy to grow and is hardy to zone 3. It has gracefully 
arching, purple foliage all summer and bunches of whitish pink flowers late June, fol-
lowed by red seed heads. The seeds attract song birds. It is a good choice for a small 
garden, reaching a height of 6-10 ft and width of 6 ft. Plant in full sun or part shade. It 
will grow in both acidic and alkaline soils and once established it is drought tolerant. It 
is reported to be deer and rabbit resistant. It shows resistance to foliar mildew, but 
should be planted in a site with good air circulation.     

'Summer Wine' can be planted in groups for a border or screen. Pruning Summer 
Wine ninebark should be avoided to avoid disturbing its growth habit, esp. If pruning 
is desired, do so right after flowering season, and very selectively.   

Ninebark Summer Wine® (Tree Form) 

Additional Information: 
 

• https://plants.ces.ncsu.edu/plants/physocarpus-opulifolius-summer-wine/ 

• https://www.arborvalleynursery.com/plants/summer-wine-ninebark  

• https://www.missouribotanicalgarden.org/PlantFinder/PlantFinderDetails.aspx?taxonid=286432&isprofile=1&basic=ninebark  

The BOB! Mission: We are a group of volunteers who help plant and care for Burlington’s trees. Our goal is to promote a city 

graced with a variety of beautiful, healthy trees, and a community involved with forever expanding and preserving our urban forest. 

Produced by:  The Volunteers of Branch Out Burlington!  
with support from our friends in the Burlington Dept. of Parks, Recreation & Waterfront 

Copyright © 2023 Branch Out Burlington! 
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