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By Tom Sileo

“Who is your spring messen-
ger?” asks Dallas Lore Sharp in The 
Whole Year Round (1915). Is it bird 
or flower or beast that brings your 
spring? What sight or sound or 
smell spells S-P-R-I-N-G to you, in 
big, joyous letters?”

When Sharp wrote this, the blue-
bird was the most common harbin-
ger of spring. Or the robin. Since 
that time, bluebirds have begun to 
arrive earlier, sometimes in Febru-
ary, and robins might be here year-
around. Do you wait for the sighting 
of a chipmunk? Do you stubbornly 
wait for the the harsh “phee-bee” of 
an eastern phoebe? Or, is it the mat-
ing call chorus of spring peepers 
from some lowland section of town 
that forces you to believe that spring 
is finally here? 

Though we might wait for that 
definitive sign, Nature is busi-
ly preparing each new spring like 
an artist prepares his or her can-
vass. From the middle of February, 
sap is running and from the be-
ginning of March, the buds of red 
maple and elm are swelling. It be-
gins to stay lighter later in the day, 
squirrels seem more active and 
one of our larger woodpeckers, the 
northern flicker, is calling out its 
territory. Snow might still be on 
the ground, but nature is working. 
Chipmunks might be out by the 
middle of March, and tragically, we 
begin to see more roadkill – squir-
rels, groundhogs, raccoons – as our 
mammals are beginning to wander 
in search of love. 

Mourning doves begin to coo and 
we mistake them for owls. Wood-
cock are performing their crazy 
mating dance on Walnut Hill, Rob-
ins are singing…. And, then… red 
maple and elm buds burst open, and 
pussy willows and white birch and 
sweet fern and aspen dangle their 
catkins and marsh marigolds light 
up our swamps and marshes and 
then the first warbler – the palm 
warbler - appears by the third week 
of April. By now it’s hard to keep up 
with the spring flora and floral pro-
cession. 

The spring flowers aren’t showy 
or tall. Forced to deal with frost and 
cool winds and maybe even snow, 
they stay low to the ground. Many 
of the so-called spring ephemerals 
open and get their business down 
before the trees leaf out. 

So, let’s take a walk through Joe 
English Reservation on the third 
day of May to see what we can find. 
Entering from the parking area just 
below the Peabody Mills Environ-
mental Office, a small patch of yel-
low coltsfoot grows from the mud. 
Most people who pass this hardy 
little plant will think it’s a com-
mon dandelion, but it isn’t. It’s in 
the same family – the Compos-
ite family – but it’s a richer yellow 
color, the flower heads are small-
er and notice the scales running 
up the stems. Dandelion stems are 
smooth. Though fairly common to-
day in our area, coltsfoot was con-
sidered scarce or rare during the 
1800s and even into the early part 
of the 1900s. 

The beech tree, with its smooth, 
steel-gray bark, is a common tree 
at Joe English, and farther ahead, 
the long, slender, golden buds are 
beginning to unfurl, reveling the 
bright green, ridged leaves, each 
looking like a green ruffled potato 
chip.

Note the delicate white hairs 
along the fringes of each leaf. Even-
tually, these golden bud scales will 
fall off, but for now, they create a 
beautiful contrast of color. 

Cross the boardwalk over the 
mud and stay to your right. Not 
far into the forest ahead, over the 
brook tributary, look out for a few of 
our most delicate and lovely spring 
ephemerals. 

The first one you might notice 
is spicebush, a medium-size shrub 
with bright yellow blossoms that 
makes it feel as if you’ve walked into 
an impressionist painting, the yel-
low clusters saturating the under-
story back to the brook. If you break 
off and sniff a stem, you’d find out 
why the shrub is named spicebush. 

Next, look for dwarf ginseng. This 
is not the famous ginseng used for 
medicinal purposes. That’s becom-
ing quite rare in our parts. This is a 
smaller, but more common ginseng. 
You’ll know the plant by its three-
to-five leaflets and a single stalk ris-
ing from them and bearing a fluffy 
cluster of fine white blooms. The 
root is a small nut-like tuber, and so 
this smaller ginseng is also known 
as ground nut. 

One of my favorite spring wild-
flowers is the sessile-leaved bellwort 
or wild oats. This graceful beau-
ty is in the lily family, as the single 
and slender creamy-yellow flower 
suggests. It drops from within the 
beautifully cut leaves, and so isn’t 
immediately noticed. Somehow 
this humble aspect makes this plant 
more endearing, though the Victo-
rians chastised the bellwort’s lone 
bloom for hiding behind the leaves 
as a naughty maiden hides behind 
her mother’s petticoat. 

Along the brook in this section of 
the woods, you’ll find various clus-
ters of fiddleheads, the still furled 
fronds of ferns, some of them cov-
ered with a white down. These are 
the unfurled fronds of cinnamon 
fern, a large fern whose fronds grow 
in a cluster with a conspicuous cin-

namon-colored fertile spike in the 
middle. 

If you were to walk south along 
the brook that runs parallel with 
this path, you’d see many single 
Canada mayflower leaves poking 
up throughout. Still farther south, 
where the grade of the landscape 
steepens the spring runoff is still 
flowing briskly over the rocks, ed-
dying back in places, foaming up 
white. 

The winds of April and early May 
are said to encourage the wood 
anemone to bloom, hence one of 
its common names, wind flower. 
The whorl of three to five leaflets 
surrounds a solitary white-petaled 
bloom on a short stem. The plant 
grows to five or six inches tall and 
the stem is flexible, allowing this 
ephemeral to withstand the brook-
side breeze. The brook’s water gush-
es rapidly by, contained only by the 
moss-covered shores, adorned by 
wide patches of these lovely quiver-
ing anemones, and creating an at-
tractive spring landscape. 

The anemone is an interesting 
plant from a scientific perspective, 
but it also has a fascinating mythol-
ogy. It’s said that as Venus wandered 
through the forests, grieving over 
the death of her lover, Adonis, her 
tears fell to the forest floor, whereby 
“gentle flowers are born and bloom 
around/From every drop that falls 
upon the ground.” 

   While some European peas-
ants would run from the plants, Ro-
mans ceremoniously collected the 
first anemone of the year to guard 
them against fever. In past centu-
ries, in China, the same plant that 
grows in our woods was planted on 
their gravesites. It’s certainly worth 
a visit to Joe English to determine 
for yourself, which of these legends 
might contain some truth. 

A resident of Amherst, Tom Sileo 
is a Financial Advisor with a pas-
sion for the outdoors and local his-
tory. He has written hundreds of ar-
ticles and columns on the outdoors 
and five books: The Great Spirit 
of Horn Pond, Historical Guide 
to Open Space in Lexington, The 
Lexington Battlegreen, Rambling 
Through a Secular Bear Market 
(on financial planning) and Time 
Present and Time Past (a novel). 
The photos used in this article were 
taken by the author at the properties 
mentioned.
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Part 1 It’s About Conservation

I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front 
only the essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it 
had to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover that I had not 
lived.  

– Henry David Thoreau

  

  By The Woods
Woods, always close by, 
only a few steps from the back door.
First, a fringe, a buffer:
blueberries, shrubby dogwoods, and shadblow,
blossoming in the Spring,
fruiting in blue, white, and red by Fall.
Crabapples behind, with more blossoms
and bird feasts following first frost.
Tall pines, swamp maples, black gum,
a tamarack or two set the skyline.
Critters, winged and walking, emerge.
Birds, wearing frocks of primary colors,
fly in to feed and foster families.
Deer step out of the woods for apples,
succulent shrubs and spring shoots.
By dark, ‘coons come to paw for grubs.
Porcupines slink in, seeking who knows what.
Coyotes, fishers, and bruin wait.
By the woods,
always interesting, always new.
Species, animal and vegetable, 
showy and mundane, making work,
making living by the woods eye-opening, never dull,
always different, always teaching,
every hour, every day.    

Woods –   
Different Every 
Hour

By Bruce B. Beckley
CONTRIBUTING WRITERSpicebush

Quality Earth and Landscape Materials at Wholesale Prices to the General Public

Hemlock ✵ Hemlock Blend ✵ Black Mulch 
Pine Bark Mulch ✵ Sifted Top Soil 

Composted Garden Soil ✵ Driveway Stone 
All Types of Stone & Fill ✵Driveway Binder 

Natural Round Stone ✵ Compost

LaPL▲NTE
TRUCKING & LANDSCAPE
S I  N C E    1  9  7  8

Amherst Earth Products

28 Years of Beautifying Yards in the Souhegan Valley

15 Old Nashua Road  672-0057 Amherst, NH 

• Brick walkways & patios
  • Granite steps
    • Irrigation systems
      • Retaining wall systems

Bobcat Rentals
4hrs. w/ 
operator

$250

Customer 
Pick-up or 
Delivery 
Available

15 Old Nashua Road   672-0050 Amherst, NHe y r w

www.AmherstEarthProducts.com

WE NOW HAVE “SUPER” SOIL!

Come Grow with us This Year!

Visit our website: www.amherstgardencenter.com
305 Route101 • Amherst, New Hampshire 03031
603.673.3008 • fax: 603.673.6224 • Open Daily

Please visit and support our partners providing products 
and services for sustainable living and enjoyment.

Again This Year:
•  Stone, Bark Mulch, Compost & Loam  

(local delivery or U-pickup)

•  We have one of  the largest selection   
of  herbs in the area

•  On-Site Landscape Design, Construction  
& Planting Services (now scheduling estimates)

Always Available:
•  Trees/Shrubs • Perennials/Annuals/Herbs
• Seeds & Fertilizers
•  Gardening Tools, Pots & Accessories
• “Find It” Special Requests

Available Now:
•  Homeowners: bring in your pots and fill them onsite  

– we’ll even supply the soil!
•  Fresh Produce Farm Stand

Ask about our Seasonal Specials!

Local 

Produce Coming 

Soon!

State Line Home Improvements 
New Ipswich, NH 03071 

Remodeling - Additions - Foundations to Finish 
- Decks & Patios - Finished Basements - Roofs & Siding - Garages & Sheds 
- Tile & Hardwood Floors - Rot & Water Damage Repair 
- Harvey Replacement Windows & Doors - Custom Kitchens & Bathroom Remodeling
 

  Quality work and reasonable pricing 
  Paul T. Michaud, 603-582-0015

603.594.WASH (9274)
BlueSkyPowerWashing.com

Hot 
Water Soft 
Washing

Over 
3500 Homes 

Served

Town News

AMHERST - The Amherst Ju-
nior Women’s Club has funded an 
effort to discourage distracted driv-
ing among newly licensed drivers, 
and a bill under consideration by 
the governor may soon tighten ex-
isting laws. 

The local non-profit recently pur-
chased anti-texting thumb rings 
at the suggestion of Marilyn Bach-
man, the widow of John Bachman. 
Bachman was a longtime local 
businessman and retired Amherst 
fire chief who was killed in De-
cember by a motorist while check-
ing his mailbox outside his Merri-
mack Road home. Police believe the 
20-year-old driver was distracted by 
the use of his cell phone.

“Our club wanted to honor the 
memory of her husband,” said 
Christina Zlotnick of the Amherst 
Junior Women’s Club, “and Marilyn 
suggested the thumb rings, so we 
bought them and brought them to 
the high school.”

Marilyn Bachman hopes all driv-
ers, not just young drivers, will 
make it a point to be more focused 
on the road. “It’s a fabulous technol-
ogy, but we need to be responsible, 
and part of that is teaching.”

School Resource Officer John 
Smith works at Souhegan High 
School and will distribute the red 
silicone rings to teenagers nearing 
the end of their driving training. He 
is given two hours at the end of the 
course to educate new drivers about 
laws, current events and procedures 
they should follow when stopped by 
police. 

Officer Smith says the top three 
distractions for young drivers are 
“too many kids in the car, texting 
and inexperience.” He tells teenag-
ers that the effects of texting while 
driving are equal to drunk driving. 

He also cautions young drivers 
who have an inflated sense of con-

fidence with respect to the use of 
mobile devices. “Kids are getting 
cell phones earlier,” said Officer 
Smith. “They believe they’re profi-
cient by the time they start driving, 
and they don’t believe it will impede 
their driving ability.”

It’s illegal to text while driving in 
New Hampshire, but Officer Smith 
says it’s a difficult law to enforce be-
cause drivers can usually claim they 
were making a phone call when 
questioned by police. Pending legis-
lation, however, aims to strengthen 
the law.

HB 1360 would make it would 
make it illegal to use a cell phone 
while driving, unless the driver is 
either contacting 911 or is using a 
hands-free device. In addition, driv-
ers under 18 would be banned from 
using a hands-free device, unless 
the driver is contacting 911. Viola-
tors would be fined $100 for the first 
offense.

The bill passed a final vote earlier 
this month. Its prime sponsor, Rep. 
Laura Pantelakos, D-Portsmouth, 
has lobbied for passage of the legis-
lation for more than a decade. “It’s a 
very dangerous situation,” Pantela-
kos said, recalling how a city coun-
cil member in her district was hit by 
a distracted driver. “I’ve always been 
very adamant about it. I raised sev-
en kids, and I understand the need 
to multi-task but not in the car.”

Pantelakos expects the bill will 
be signed by the governor. The ban 
would take effect July 1, 2015.

In response to Bachman’s death, 
the Amherst Fire Department cre-
ated an online pledge to encour-
age drivers not to text and drive: 
amherstnhfire.org/texting-pledge. 
Similarly, the It Can Wait campaign 
at itcanwait.com mirrors the effort 
on a national scale. 

Distracted Driving Campaign  
Garners More Attention

School Resource Officer, John Smith shows the new thumb ring


