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The Rolling Ridge Foundation holds in trust and oversees 

1400 acres of land bordering the Appalachian Trail and  

draining into the Shenandoah River. This beautiful landscape 

provides clean air, water, and shelter as well as abundant 

opportunities for recreation, nature study, hunting, and 

personal renewal.  Three non-profits lease land here for their 

transformative programs:  For Love of Children’s Outdoor 

Education Center, the Study Retreat Community, and 

Friends Wilderness Center.  Deer, turtles, birds, frogs, 

butterflies, and grasshoppers call these hiking trails, 

woodlands, streams, waterfalls, and open meadow Home.   

Stewardship is an ethic of 
caring that embodies the 
responsible planning and 
management of resources. Rolling Ridge Foundation was  

formed in 1974  “ to establish a 

trust which would reserve and 

enhance the beauty of a 

substantial piece of wilderness, 

forest, and open space, and 

…help an interrelated community 

of people to use this land in 

creative, inspirational, reflective, 

and socially concerned ways.” 
   
            ~ from the bylaws of the RR Foundation 

Our Mission 
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Why did we commission a 
Forest Stewardship Plan? 
While our forest may look healthy on the surface, 
we have observed more closely, listened more 
deeply, and talked with experts and that has led 
us to believe that our land is under stress from 
detrimental imbalances in the ecosystem.   

To reserve land means to set it aside and protect it.   To 

enhance land means to care for it in such a way as to nurture its 

wellbeing, restoring and improving it for the future while enjoying 

and using it in the present.  Rolling Ridge is not a virgin 

wilderness, nor can we hold back the encroaching stresses that 

are the result of human activities to date.  In the face of climate 

change, responsible stewardship must aim toward building 

resiliency into the complex forest ecosystem.  

Given these encroaching stresses and looking ahead to the 
future, the Rolling Ridge Foundation Board wanted to gain a 
better understanding of our forest resources, assess its current 
state of health, and identify ways to improve the land in a 
responsible and sustainable manner.  

Thus in 2015 the Board commissioned TimberLand Consulting to 
develop a comprehensive Forest Stewardship Plan.   We 
obtained funding for the work through a cost share program 
with the WV Division of Forestry.  The consulting foresters spent 
almost a year assessing all aspects of the Rolling Ridge property 
as well as previous natural history studies and management 
plans for the property.  

This overview is a brief synthesis of key points in the report and 
the Board’s thoughts on how to implement some of these  
recommendations. 

 

We frame 
resilience…as the 

capacity of a 
system…to maintain 
its core purpose and 

integrity in the face 
of dramatically 

changed 
circumstances… 

 
~from RESILIENCE; WHY THINGS 

BOUNCE BACK by Andrew Zolli & Ann 
Marie Healy 
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The US Forest Service describes forest health as the capacity for a 

landscape to renew itself in the midst of disturbances and “retain 

its ecological resiliency while meeting current and future needs of 

people for desired levels of values, uses, product, and services.”  

Biodiversity at the individual species level, the community level, 

and the ecosystem level contributes to the resiliency and 

sustainability of the forest. 

Healthy forests contribute to the entire landscape, storing carbon 
and giving off oxygen, filtering water, providing shelter, food, and 
beauty.   A complex canopy structure and diversity of ages and 
species of trees allow access to light without too much 
competition.   A diversity of native plants sustain productive insect 
species, feed and shelter bird populations, and sustain a diversity 
of other wildlife species because they have co-evolved over time 
to built up complex relationships and interactions vital to a given 
ecological community.  

A robust forest has a thriving understory – enough browse and 
shelter for a diversity of wildlife and seedlings and saplings to grow 
into the next generation of trees.  Organic matter on the forest 
floor contributes to the vitality of the rich soil food web beneath it 
– the fungi and the soil builders.  Complex root structures, leaf 
litter, and understory plants filter water, slow runoff, and allow the 
soil to capture and accumulate nutrients. 

Our Forest Stewardship Plan concluded that there are a number 
of stresses evident in our forest:  “many trees show signs of decline, 
the understory is essentially barren, and there are few new trees to 
replace those dying off.”   It also stated that: “it appears some 
action is needed if we are to establish new trees for future 
generations to enjoy.”  

 

“This forest drains 
directly into the 
Shenandoah River, 
feeds water into the 
Chesapeake Bay, and 
contributes to the 
health of the regional 
landscape.  It is a 
landscape important to 
wildlife as well as 
humans, and helps 
moderate drought, 
flooding, rising 
temperatures, and 
other threats associated 
with climate change.” 

~ from the Forest Stewardship Plan. 

What does a healthy forest 
look like? 
A healthy forest has a diversity of structure 
(meaning trees of varying ages and sizes) and a 
diversity of native species.   In a healthy forest, 
trees cycle through phases of open and closed 
canopy that balance light and shadow.   A 
healthy forest has a rich understory of seedlings, 
wildflowers, and other native plants.   

 

Trillium	  is	  an	  indicator	  species	  for	  forest	  
recovery	  from	  deer	  over-‐browsing.	   
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An individual oak seedling 
may need 10–20 years to 
grow out of reach of a 
deer under a forest 
canopy, and even longer 
to get into the canopy… 
More than an occasional 
browsing event on oak 
sentinels…in any given 
year would indicate deer 
populations in the area are 
too high to achieve forest 
regeneration.  

~An Integrated Approach for Managing White-
Tailed Deer in Suburban Environments: The 
Cornell University Study by Jason R. Boulanger, 
Paul D. Curtis and Bernd Blossey 

 

According to the Forest Stewardship Plan the number one 
stress on our land is the overpopulation of deer.  Deer over-
browsing means no “next generation” of trees, a barren 
understory, and lack of food for wildlife and beneficial insects. 
What other indications do we have that the deer population 
is out of balance?  The state of WV analyzed hunting patterns 
to determine that Jefferson County deer density is at least 
three times what it should be.    The state of the understory 
and the condition of the deer themselves also point to 
overpopulation.  

The plan also found that some of our forest stands are aging 
and overcrowded, leaving them more vulnerable to fire, 
storms, insects, and diseases and less able to withstand stress.  
Mortality from fire and defoliation from gypsy moths in the 
past have already left signs of damage.  In some areas, the 
density and number of trees of similar age exceeds available 
resources of light and moisture for their survival. While some 
fallen trees and decay are the natural succession that 
contributes to soil accumulation, too many trees reaching 
that stage at the same time without ongoing healthy, 
younger growth creates an imbalance. 

The plan also highlighted that, because deer do not eat 
invasive species like ailanthus, barberry, stiltgrass, multiflora 
rose and garlic mustard, these plants outcompete native 
species.  While any plant life helps deter soil erosion and build 
biomass, invasive species exert added stress to native plants 
already beleaguered by deer and whittle away at the more 
complex interactions between diverse species, causing a 
cascading decline along the food web.  

Other potential threats that the plan noted that we should be 
mindful of are gypsy moth defoliation and fire.   Both have 
caused damage in the past so we should monitor for gypsy 
moths and update our fire prevention and preparedness 
practices.  

 

What are the threats to the 
health of our forest? 
The Forest Stewardship Plan has identified these 
three biggest threats: 
 

• Deer Overpopulation 
• Forest Age and Lack of Diversity 
• Invasive Species 

 

“The carrying capacity, 
or the population that 
can be supported 
without degradation of 
the environment, is 
about 20 deer per 
square mile but the 
local population may 
be three times this 
level.”       ~ from F. S. P.   
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Rolling Ridge land showing only 
invasive barberry in the understory. 

I N S E C T  D I V E R S I T Y :   E S S E N T I A L  F O R  H E A L T H Y  F O R E S T S   

96% of terrestrial birds in N.A. rear their young on insects 

Even foxes and black bears get ¼ of their nutrition from 
insects 

90% of insect herbivores are diet specialists, eating only 
very specific plants 

What type of landscape is capable of producing insects in 
the numbers required to support viable food webs?  A 
landscape built from a diversity of plants that have each 
developed specialized relationships with a diversity of insect 
species.  A landscape occupied by organisms that have 
interacted with each other over evolutionary rather than 
ecological time spans. 
                               ~ from THE LIVING LANDSCAPE by Rick Darke & Doug Tallamy 

Property near Hagerstown with little deer 
pressure, a diverse understory, and growth 
about knee high and head high with a well-
pronounced mid-canopy.   

Trees struck by lightning, deer browse 
line with Japanese stiltgrass in 
background. 

Rolling Ridge land showing significant deer 
browse line, lack of understory, and poor mid-
canopy. 
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What are some ways we can 
address these concerns? 
To help restore ecological balance and 
improve structural and habitat diversity, we 
are working toward or considering: 

• A robust deer management plan 
• Invasive species removal projects  
• Selective tree thinning and harvesting  

With the elimination of other natural predators, humans 
are now the only hunters capable of re-balancing the 
deer population for the sake of the forest, other wildlife, 
and for the health of the deer themselves.   A robust deer 
harvest policy designed to rapidly decrease the 
population would prioritize closer monitoring of hunting 
success, a focus on decreasing the population and 
increasing the health of deer on the property in the most 
strategic way.  Additional measures may be needed to 
achieve this goal so we are also researching the feasibility 
and effectiveness of deer culls.  In addition, we are 
exploring the idea of setting up a deer exclusion fence as 
an educational and scientific project for monitoring 
change and seeing what native seeds and plants might 
grow without deer and other invasive stresses. 

To manage invasive species, we are considering 
strategies aimed at either eradication or containment.  
We anticipate focusing on barberry and ailanthus, 
mobilizing volunteer efforts or calling on professional help.   
We will consider each strategy for its effectiveness, 
weighing the benefits against harmful side-effects.  For 
example, we may consider manual removal or hiring 
goats or controlled burns but not massive spraying of 
herbicides or pesticides. 

Thinning forests allows the best young trees to grow.  
Where trees have reached maturity, selective, sustainable 
harvesting would show respect for the gift of this natural 
resource rather than abandoning trees to decay, disease, 
insect damage and fire. Thoughtful silviculture practices 
would move the woods toward a more balanced and 
resilient ecosystem.  

The Forest Stewardship Plan gives extensive 
recommendations for us to consider, including non-
commercial as well as commercial thinning of stands over 

Deer exclusion zone comparing 
growth and diversity in and out 
of fence. 
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Example of an unmanaged forest 
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Forest after a shelterwood cut- more than 
we would be likely to do at Rolling Ridge 

Example of openings of light after 
some thinning 
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Sustainable harvesting can be the way we treat 
a plant with respect, by respectfully receiving its 
gift…The guidelines for the Honorable Harvest 

are not written down or even consistently 
spoken of as a whole…but if you were to list 

them, they might look something like this: 
 

Know the ways of the ones who take care of you, so 
that you may take care of them. 

Introduce yourself.  Be accountable as the one who 
comes asking for life. 

Ask permission before taking.  Abide by the answer. 
Never take the first.  Never take the last. 

Take only what you need. 
Take only that which is given. 

Never take more than half.  Leave some for others. 
Harvest in a way that minimizes harm. 

Use it respectfully.  Never waste what you have 
taken. 
Share. 

Give thanks for what you have been given. 
Give a gift, in reciprocity for what you have taken. 

Sustain the ones who sustain you and the earth will 
last forever.   

~ from Braiding Sweetgrass by Robin Wall Kimmerer 

the next ten years.   

Over the next year the Board will continue to research these 
actions thoroughly, weighing short-term impacts against long-
term benefits.  Any thinning and harvesting operations would 
incur some collateral damage so if we decide to pursue such 
management, we would require the best available practices to 
minimize these “non-target” impacts.   While our primary 
motivation for harvesting timber would be respect for the value 
of this natural resource and responsible stewardship to improve 
the forest’s health and resilience, the Board also recognizes that 
some timber income could enable us to implement forest 
stewardship and better ensure our ability to protect the land for 
many years to come. 

One promising avenue we are pursuing to help us get started 
with these projects is a program run by the Natural Resources  
Conservation Service.  It is designed to support forest 
management work that fits within the guidelines for Cerulean 
Warbler Habitat Improvement.   Having been told by the 
coordinator of the program that our Forest Stewardship Plan is 
one of the best he has read gave us added affirmation that we 
are on a thoughtful path. 

Among other possibilities, we are exploring ways to do some 
meadow restoration in existing clearings, perhaps teaming up 
with the Grassland initiative.  In addition, we have had 
conversation with the head of the American Chestnut 
Foundation as we consider further forest regeneration.  
Consideration of how to develop and maintain trails, access 
ways, and points of interest are ongoing.  For those places of 
historical and cultural significance, we are making connections 
with the WV Division of Culture and History. 
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“A properly planned 
timber harvest can result 
in immediate financial 
returns along with future 
benefits such as a more 
productive woodland, 
better wildlife habitats… 
improved recreational 
potential for hiking and 
hunting and the ability to 
better protect [our] 
woodland from fire, 
insects and disease.”  

~(F.S.P.) 



 

 

 

The moral covenant of 
reciprocity calls us to 
honor our 
responsibilities for all we 
have been given, for all 
that we have taken.   It’s 
our turn now, long 
overdue...[for] the fierce 
defense of all that has 
been given.  Gifts of 
mind, hands, heart, 
voice, and vision all 
offered up on behalf of 
the earth.  Whatever our 
gift, we are called to 
give it and to dance for 
the renewal of the 
world. 
 
In return for the privilege 
of breath. 
 

 
~ from BRAIDING SWEETGRASS  

by Robin Wall Kimmerer  

Rolling Ridge Foundation 

www.rollingridge.net 
For further information, contact: 
lindajdegraf@gmail.com 
301-789-9097 

Attachments available on request: 

General Forest Mgt Recs – p. 52-53 
Invasive Species ID and methods of containment 
Cerulean Warbler flyer 
What to consider when marking trees? 
Deer management – WVDNR/Cornell study 
 

What’s next? 
In 2016, we will have stakeholder meetings with 
FLOC, Friends Wilderness, Study Retreat, hunt 
clubs, and others to share more about land 
stewardship.  We invite feedback and discussion 
on the Forest Stewardship Plan – all with an eye 
toward meeting our Board commitment to 
maintain as healthy and resilient a forest as 
possible.  

In addition, we will begin moving forward on 
deer management, invasive species removal 
projects and some thinning activities on a few 
forest stands.    

We welcome your questions and suggestions as 
we continue to consider the best approaches to 
the stewardship of this beautiful land and its gifts. 
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