Scarinza relates history of the Randolph Community Forest 

FRANCONIA — When John Scarinza of Randolph won the first annual “Steward of the North Country Working Landscape Award” from the North Country Resource Conservation and Development Area Council on April 23, he reviewed some of the highlights of the collaborative effort that led to the creation of the Randolph Community Forest in Randolph and Jefferson. 

“I’m not sure exactly where to begin or what to say in giving my thanks for being chosen as the first Annual ‘Steward of the North Country Working Landscape Award,’” he said. “So I’ll just start with a very heartfelt ‘thank you.’

“When I received the call a month or so back that I had been nominated, I explained to Joan Turley of the North country RC&D Board of Directors that while it was wonderful to be recognized, the creation of the Randolph Community Forest was truly a team effort and I was hoping that somehow the team could share in this honor. Her solution was to give me the floor here tonight in order to have an opportunity to do that.

“So with those thoughts in mind, let me briefly tell you about the Randolph Community Forest.

“In November, 1997, it was brought to the attention of the Randolph Planning board that Hancock Timber Resource Group applied to the federal Forest Legacy Program to enroll approximately 10,000 acres — or one third of the town — in the Forest Legacy Program and thus protect this land from development.  “The problem was there were no federal, state or local funds available at the time to complete this worthwhile project. Whereas this property had been a conservation priority of the town for several decades, and after considering the development potential of this parcel and the effect it could have on the town, the Planning Board decided to spearhead an effort to protect these lands from future development.  


“Several informational meetings were held, and the project received overwhelming local support from selectmen, planning boards and the conservation commissions of both Randolph and Jefferson. This project also received the support of other local political leaders in the county, as well as Governor Jeanne Shaheen at the state level. “Most important, however, was the enthusiastic support given by the local residents from the towns of Randolph and Jefferson, for without this base of local support, this project would have never continued beyond the initial planning stages.

“The January, 1998, ice storm severely damaged portions of this land. Devastating as the effects of the ice storm were, it also created the rare opportunity for this parcel to be purchased outright in its entirety from Hancock. “We were also fortunate in that the Gorham Land Company (formerly the Libby Company), another large landowner, was also receptive to selling approximately 1,100 acres of forestland that it owned in town. This expanded the project to over 13,000 acres that were eventually protected from development. 

“Some 3,000 of these acres were located within the Proclamation Boundary of the White Mountain National Forest, and those lands are now part of that Forest.  “The remaining 10,192 acres were transferred to the town of Randolph in December 2001, and the Randolph Community Forest was created.

“Since the beginning, the cornerstones upon which this project has been built includes a viable sustainable working forest, the continuation of traditional recreational uses, and the creation of a vital ecological corridor linking the Presidential Range and the Kilkenny units of the WMNF. The Randolph Community Forest creates a north-south bridge, so to speak, linking approximately one million acres of land that is protected from development today — and for future generations.

“Because the Planning Board had decided to support this project, as a planning board member, it gave me the opportunity to take part in this great opportunity. “Also from the Planning Board was David Willcox (who is here tonight) and Walter Graff (also here tonight and deputy director of the Appalachian Mountain Club), a member of the Randolph Conservation Commission who was also recruited early on to round out the original group of three.

Working together

“Not enough can be said about what a pleasure it was to work with both David and Walter. And although it perhaps was purely by accident, I learned how three people with very different backgrounds — and even priorities — could come together for a good common cause and successfully complete a worthwhile project such as this. So while I was on the left and Walter was on the right, or perhaps it was the other way around, David Willcox had the strength and wisdom to place himself directly in the middle.  

“And quite frankly, David Willcox has been the constant and unrecognized champion throughout this whole project. It was David who was constantly behind the scenes, making phone calls, typing letters, and gently prodding me with suggestions such as  ‘perhaps we should do this, or perhaps you might want to call so and so and ask them for whatever.’ 

“He was the teleprompter, so to speak, always keeping good track of me, most days better than I was keeping track of myself.

“David and his wife, Dodie, are also exceptional cooks, with an Indian flair, and I learned how many difficult obstacles can be overcome, and how insurmountable frustrations can be soothed, as long as the food is good.

“So, I would really like to take the opportunity to introduce both David Willcox and Walter Graff, for without their wisdom and guidance, I certainly wouldn’t be having the opportunity to be standing here tonight.

“As I look out upon the audience here tonight, I am able to see many of the other partners that assisted in making this project a success. 

“State Forester Phil Bryce was instrumental in assisting with the writing of the easement and in supporting the project.

“Charlie Niebling from the Society for the Protection of New Hampshire Forests assisted in guiding us through the process of land protection and provided us guidance and encouragement throughout.

Executive Councilor Ray Burton was also very supportive of our efforts, and we would exchange notes on a periodic basis keeping him and state government informed on how things were progressing.

Randolph’s state Rep. Paula Bradley was instrumental in submitting legislation and successfully getting it through the halls of Concord, so we could structure the management of the Randolph Community Forest in a way that had not been done before.

And County Forester Sam Stoddard, of UNH Cooperative Extension who is not able to be here tonight, has been a constant behind-the-scenes supporter and adviser, offering his insight and encouragement throughout this project. He continues to assist the Forest Commission as we write the stewardship plan for these lands. 

“So as you see, this is truly a team effort. 

“And as time went by and we needed to raise money to pay for the purchase of the land, the Randolph Foundation and now-Foundation president John Mudge stepped up to the plate and did a wonderful job in putting all the financial aspects in order.

“Now that the Community Forest is a reality, the day-to-day management of that falls on the shoulders of the Randolph Forest Commissioners, who have been meeting twice a month and working behind the scenes on a routine basis.

“But most importantly, it was the financial support and support in spirit from the members of the community and the public that made this project a reality.

“As I said earlier, it was truly a team effort.

“So naturally, when I got the call to say that I had been nominated for this award, I called David (Willcox), somewhat bashful in the realization that this was not the project of John Scarinza, but in fact the project of many. David again had the answer and assured me that it would be okay to accept this honor on behalf of everyone who had contributed during the five or so years that it took to complete the Randolph Community Forest. 

“Perhaps that is the most important lesson of all. We can all accomplish great things if we work together to preserve the way of life we so cherish and enjoy in the North Country.

“And I think the Randolph Community Forest is going to turn out to be a good thing, in more ways than I understood when we started this project. 

Public access is critical

“Sometimes I learn things the hard way, such as when it was necessary to close the gate on the main road into the forest after a torrential rainstorm last June (2002). I did want to let the public know why we had found it necessary to close the gate, and deny people access, so I thought it would be appropriate to put my home phone number on the notice attached to the gate in case anyone had any questions.

“In over 20 years of law enforcement with the N. H. State Police, I have never entertained such ‘enthusiastic inquiries’ as I did in the next week after I had closed that damn gate.

“But closing the gate was also a very important learning experience both for me and the members of the Forest Commission, and I think those lessons probably apply to most if not all public projects that occur in the North Country.

“Public Access is an extremely important land use issue in the North Country. When the gate was closed, I received calls from people I never had any idea were using the land which is now the community forest.

“I got calls from a man from Lancaster who had a camera on the forest because he was taking remote pictures of the moose that were traveling through. I received a call from another who wanted to know if the gate would be open so he could drive his girlfriend who had multiple sclerosis up to the Pond of Safety so they could go canoeing as they had in the past. And I also had a call from the son of a woman who had picked raspberries on the land for the past 50 years and, if the gate was closed, where was she going to get enough berries to make her jam.  

“Even I know you don’t mess with a grandmother who needs her berries to make jam.

“I can assure you, we shortly got the road fixed and that gate open.

“And again this fall, as I had the opportunity to talk with some folks who were using the community forest, it astounded me the diverse groups that used to having historical access to this land.

“There were the grouse and woodcock hunters, some old timers who were just out for a ride on a brisk fall day, and the young Marine and his girlfriend out for a walk while he was home on leave and shortly before he was to be deployed overseas.

“In the winter, there are the snowshoers, snowmobilers, and cross country skiers.  

At other times of the year there are bird watchers, hikers, and young people learning first-hand the ways of the forest.

“And also as important, this land will continue to be working forest, providing wood fiber and sawlogs in the future and contributing to the local economy and the livelihood of the region.

“The North Country has seen some hard times in the recent past, but we still have our most valuable resources available to us. And I truly believe that with the proper planning, motivation and just plain hard work, we can improve the economy of this region, utilizing what we already have as our most important assets — our mountains, farmlands and working forests. Let us not forget our hard-working people who just want to make a living in a place they love and want to continue to live. 

“We can do all of this while maintaining public access and the traditional recreational uses of the land, all the while balancing that with good forestry and land use practices for future generations to come.

“So with those thoughts in mind, I gratefully accept this first Steward of the North County Working Landscape Award, for myself and for the many others who assisted in the success of this project.

“Thank you all very much, and I hope to see you and your families on the Randolph Community Forest….”

