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WINTER IN THE TOWNSHIP 
The restful season?

This year warm weather kept the garden going longer than usual. Tomatoes and greens 
on the counter in the second week of December seemed out of place, but welcome. The 
chains got on the tractor and the wood bins were filled so I’m as ready as I ever am for the 
white stuff. Now as we finish this issue, its a full blown blizzard out there. If its a Monday, 
Wednesday or Friday, Nancy will be out on her walk, blizzard or not.  I will be thankful for 
Jack and Tim out on the town plows. David discusses the financial issues we face in public 
safety. Jon shares his view on living in the township as a long-time resident. As winter sets 
in, Nick reminds us that the soil under all that white stuff will once again put greens and 
tomatoes on our counters.

If you have a story idea or a photo to share, please email coxco@chorus.net.

We hope you enjoy this issue of Vermont’s Voice.

— Gary Cox, Vermont’s Voice at coxco@chorus.net

W H A T ’ S  I N S I D E :

Walking the Walk

Something From Nothing

The View From the 550

Public Safety

Two Views

Comprehensive Plan

Township News

SOMETHING  
FROM NOTHING
Part two

READ MORE

WALKING  
THE WALK 
28 years on a walk

READ MORE 

PUBLIC SAFETY 
Dealing with rising costs

READ MORE

TWO VIEWS 
Living in the township

READ MORE

COMPREHENSIVE 
PLAN 
A progress update 

READ MORE

THE VIE W FROM 
THE 550
Not a boring winter

READ MORE

A G R I C U L T U R E  •  E N V I R O N M E N T  •  R E C R E A T I O N

TOWN OF VERMONT COMPREHENSIVE PLAN UPDATE
Your chance to direct the future of the township
By Tim Pierce
Town of Vermont Plan Commission Chair 

The Town began the formal review process of our Comprehensive Plan in September 2023, as I 
had mentioned in the Summer 2023 issue of the Vermont Voice. At the time of this writing the Plan 
Commission has held 4 meetings and we are currently working through the goals portion of the plan.

 The Town’s current goals are as follows:

• Maintain and preserve the rural character of the town;

• Preserve agricultural opportunities;

• Protect the environment; and,

• Protect and preserve the natural beauty of the town.

While the Plan Commission has had a handful of individuals attend various meetings providing 
valuable feedback, including the “Then and Now” project report headed up by David Stanfield, I would 
encourage more of our community to get involved with the revision process.

Are the goals still relevant? Should any of these goals be eliminated or modified? What about the 
language that guides the town in how to actually implement these goals?

To take that to the next step let’s dig down into: 
     Goal 4: Protect and preserve the natural beauty of the town. 

“The natural beauty of the town is dependent on many of the same qualities that contribute to its rural 

character. The visual richness of the terrain stems from a diverse natural environment, with wetlands, 

woodlands, prairies, and meadows. This natural beauty also depends on large areas of open space, with 

beautiful views of the surrounding countryside, uninterrupted as much as possible by buildings or other 

structures. The Town’s objectives and policies regarding protecting and preserving natural beauty are 

described in Section 7, Natural Resources.”

There have been discussions at recent Plan Commission and Town Board meetings regarding the 
Ridgetop Protection provision of our plan. The ridgetop provision limits residential building heights 
to 28’ in areas that are designated ridgetop by definition. The Town is specifically looking for feedback 
if this is something we should keep and enforce through a zoning overlay district or if it is no longer 
applicable and the current zoning limit of 35’ is sufficient. 

I welcome your feedback and thoughts as you see appropriate. You may always reach out to me at 
planchair@townofvermontwi.gov, or feel free to attend one of our meetings on Monday night. I always 
detail the agenda for specific portions of the comprehensive plan that we are anticipating having 
discussions over during that meeting. We normally meet on the 4th Monday of the month at 6:00 PM. 
The meeting on Monday January 22nd at 6:00 would be a perfect opportunity to attend and share your 
input regarding the goals listed above. 

AN IDEA BECOMES A REALITY 
1977 book History of the Town of Vermont 

In 1977 the book History of the Town of Vermont was created from an idea that sprang from the above meeting and the 
people who had assembled in September, 1976 to celebrate the history of Vermont Township during the Bicentennial year. 

The reality was the result of many hours of dedicated work on the part of the Vermont Bicentennial Committee whose 
members are pictured above.

The complete book is available on the History page of the town website in PDF form to download. 

SOMETHING FROM NOTHING
Thank you for digging into the next installment of our series 
on that amazing stuff beneath our feet, the Soil.
By Nick Balster
Town of Vermont Plan Commission member and Town Board and UW-Madison Professor 

Over many years as a soil scientist, I’m often asked something like “what soil is best, …is there an ideal 
soil?”. As you might guess, the answer to that question largely depends on context and intent, which 
can vary widely from growing crops to storing carbon or to supporting infrastructure. However, quite 
surprisingly, a standard definition of an ideal soil does actually exist within the soil community. This 
definition centers on maximizing soil productivity and serves as the baseline for 
understanding the complex behavior of soil. It helps us quantify and predict 
its response to environmental change. And most fascinating to me and why 
I bring it up today, is because this definition holds what is arguably the most 
unrecognized but critically important property of soil: its “nothing”. 

Let me explain.

An ideal soil

An ideal soil is defined as a proportional (by volume) mixture of 45% 
minerals (the “ingredients” of the weathered rock soup from which it formed) 
and 5% organic matter (the living or once living substrate that fuels its 
diverse biological community). As for the remaining 50% of the ideal soil, it 
is… wait for it… void space! Yes, void space…50% nothing! As fans of the 
critically acclaimed sitcom Seinfeld will recall, its creators described it as a show about nothing with the 
intended irony that the nothing actually made the show something. Much like that play on words, it’s 
the nothing in soil, the void space, that makes the soil something.

Because the space between the soil particles is where the action is. It’s where a multitude of essential 
functions that soil provides take place, many of which cannot be overstated but are so easily taken for 
granted. Most notably, the pore space harbors the dynamic interplay between air (soil atmosphere) and 
water (soil solution) within the pore space. Volumetrically, an ideal soil should contain 25% air and 25% 
water (or 50:50 air to water in the void space), but as you probably know, this ratio is rarely static, as it 
changes with every rainstorm or drought. And it is within this dynamic space where plant roots feed 
on their liquid diet of soil nutrients. It is where soil microbes make a living and, in the process, make 
our planet work. It is where soil processes and recycles our wastes day in and day out. And… I could 
go on and on (many of my students say I do) because it’s the pore space that is so vital to almost every 
function of soil. 

Now, when I was first told about these ideal proportions as a BPP (before-PowerPoint) college freshman, 
I frankly didn’t believe it. Throughout my career, whenever I could, I would measure a volume of 
undisturbed soil – and lo and behold, my instructors were indeed correct, - the ideal proportions always 
held: 40-45% mineral, 5-20% organic, 25% air, and 25% water. Which leads me to a question for you: 
Where do you think these ideal proportions originate – how do they magically appear in every productive 

soil around the planet? Take a moment to think about this – look at some soil (yes, it’s probably frozen) 
and then observe the interior of your house, the furniture, the lights, the placement of things. And here 
lies the answer. The magic is in the biology! Just as we are interior decorators of our environments, the 
soil biology from microorganisms to plants to badgers are the interior decorators of theirs, constantly 
interacting with the soil matrix to achieve the ideal proportions to enhance their livelihood. 

However, just as soil function relies on a robust pore space, 
it also presents humanity with one of its greatest challenges. 
Namely, how do we interact with soil without degrading 
its void space and, in the process, lowering its resiliency? 
Because if we disrupt the amount and connectivity of this 
pore space, say through something like compaction, the 
environmental services on which we depend are compromised. 
Landscapes flood as the soil can no longer absorb stormwater, 
life diminishes as the soil can no longer support plants and 
animals, and erosion increases as soil particles become 
detached from their matrix, just to name a few. So, what to 
do? The answer once again centers on our marvelous soil 
organisms. Simply put, keep the biology happy! Maintain the 
soil biology (e.g., feeding it compost, maintaining a healthy 
plant community), and they will respond by maintaining the 
ideal proportions. 

Really, it’s that simple.

Not all soil can be ideal

Now one caveat to note. Not every soil has the potential to achieve these ideal proportions, and some 
achieve them more readily than others. For example, a barren sand dune that doesn’t support life will 
not conform to these ideal proportions. However, a loam, the soil type that feeds the world, and by the 
way comprises 97.8% of Vermont Township, readily conforms to the ideal proportions. But be warned, 
even the riches of an ideal loam can be squandered. One need only look at the Tigris-Euphrates River 
valley, once a cradle of civilization but today a desert due to overuse of soil resources. 

So, the next time you take a walk on productive soil, plant a seed, or simply scoop up a handful of soil 
(which I encourage often, especially for the young folk out there!), I hope you take a moment to ponder 
that 50% of that stuff is void space. Yes, every time we walk on some productive soil, we are being 
supported on 50% of nothing! Yet we don’t fall in. Amazing! It’s the nothing that really, really makes soil  
something!

More fun soil stories to come – next time, we will venture into answering the question of whether we 
can call the stuff on the Moon and Mars, Soil.  

 “Okay what day is it?”

This is a question which might be running through my mind on a frigid winter 
morning, first thing as my eyes open to the new day. Because if it’s a Monday , 
Wednesday or Friday I am compelled to drag myself out of bed, put on my walking 
clothes and shoes and head out the door. Always the same three mile route for 
the past 28 years. Down our 1/3 mile long driveway, turning right on our road, 

following it as it rises straight, taking a sharp left curve as it slants downward and turning 
around at the point where the neighbor’s field opens up. And then the long elevated section 
which never gets easier, downward a bit and finally our long rise of a driveway back to the 
house. And what is the prize waiting for me in the house? A delicious cup of hot coffee!

 I am a studio artist with said studio being in my home. My early morning exercise discipline 
Monday through Friday supplies needed structure for my work week, clears my mind and 
readies me for my day.
And so much more. It’s a time of reflection, prayer and gratitude for the stunning landscape 
along my route. I have enjoyed countless conversations as various neighbors take a pause 
on their way to work. Recently one newer neighbor asked “Don’t you get bored on the same 
walk ...?” Never one to have an instant well formed reply I couldn’t answer her. Days later it 
dawned on me. Of course it’s never the same walk since through the seasons the landscape 
is continually changing. And I suppose that on some level the “sameness” brings me comfort. 
This path knows me. As I do it.
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A BUSY ELECTION YEAR

There will be no February primary elections.

• Tuesday, April 2nd Spring elections and primary for president

• Tuesday, August 13th  Primary for congressional seats

• Tuesday, November 5th General election

OPEN BOOK UPCOMING

Open book is upcoming April 23, 2023 from 4 pm–6 pm at the town hall and is the 
opportunity for anyone to come with questions for the assessor about the assessed value 
of their property. If you are unsatisfied with the assessors decisions, then they will help you 
schedule a Board of Review meeting. The Board of Review will be May 14, 2023 from  
6 pm – 8 pm  also at the town hall.

DON’T FORGET YOUR SURVEY

Fill out the survey that came with your tax bill to express your opinion on ATV use on town roads.

C O N T A C T  V E R M O N T ’ S  V O I C E
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PUBLIC SAFETY IN VERMONT TOWNSHIP 
and Neighboring Towns and Villages
Law enforcement, Fire Departments and Emergency Medical Services (EMS) are important 
for our residents.  We all feel safer when these Public Safety services are effective.

By David Stanfield

This importance is reflected in Vermont Township’s annual budget items for Public Safety.  
The importance is similarly reflected in the annual Public Safety budget items of neighboring 
municipalities for Public Safety.  Our Towns and Villages have generated revenues for paying 
for these services in large part from local property taxes.

In recent years the costs of these services have increased significantly for Vermont Township as 
well as for neighboring municipalities.

On November 27, 2023 representatives of neighboring municipal governments (including the 
Town of Vermont, the Village of Black Earth, Town of Black Earth, the Town of Berry, the Village 
of Mazomanie, the Town of Mazomanie, the Village of Cross Plains and the Town of Cross Plains) 
were invited to a meeting at the Vermont Town Hall to explore options for reducing the costs 
of public safety services to our local taxpayers while maintaining the effectiveness of these 
services.

The State enacted a Municipal Relief Bill (Act 12) in 2003 which adds some State funds to 
municipal Public Safety budget items.  These supplements may or may not  reduce pressures 
over the long term for funding those budget needs from funds generated from municipal 
taxpayers. 

 Our municipal governments are facing several serious questions:

1. What are the likely costs for Public Safety services over the next 10 years and what are
the sources of these likely cost increases?

2. Given the yearly  increases in the costs of Public Safety services in our municipalities, will
the supplementary funding from Act 12 be adequate?

3. If the cost increases for Public Safety are likely to be above the supplemental funds
provided from Act 12, what can the area municipalities do to control those cost
increases?

• Coordinate the acquisition of equipment by neighboring municipalities?

• Share the larger and more costly equipment among neighboring municipalities?

• Find ways to encourage contributions of volunteers?

• Adjust Fire and EMS district boundaries?

• Other measures?

Neighboring municipalities have agreed to meet periodically during the coming months to 
find some answers to these questions.  Residents are strongly encouraged to participate in 
these discussions.  The Town will advise the public of meeting places, dates and times.

OBSERVATIONS OF VERMONT OVER 70 YEARS
By Jon Urness

There’s no better way to feel like an old guy than being asked to tell about changes I’ve seen in 
the seventy-plus years I’ve lived in the Town of Vermont.  Having lived here since 1952 I like to 
muse- I guess I haven’t gotten very far in life...and glad of it!

In my lifetime I can think of dozens of changes that could be expounded upon, and this 
little article would turn into an epoch document of many pages.  So, I’ll just discuss two 
fundamental changes that I think have caused many of the other changes, and let the reader 
take it from there. 

And those two changes are in regard to where we get our primary education and where we 
earn our livings.

Changes in primary education

 In 1952 most of the half-dozen schoolhouses spread through out the Town were still open 
and operating, though it was the era of school district consolidation.  This meant country kids 
who normally walked to attend one-room school houses would now ride buses and join the 
town kids at schools in Black Earth or Mount Horeb. Today this sounds like no big deal but in 
the 1950’s it changed the entire social structure of the community. For the kids, going to school 
in town meant a whole new set of potential friends and teachers. When I started Kindergarten 
at Black Earth Grade School in the fall of 1957 there was a clear distinction between town kids 
and country kids.  The school day was only a half-day and by and large, the morning class was 
country kids and the “afternooners” were town kids. I liked to think it was designed that way 
because country kids were used to getting up early. 

 In any case, it was a huge change in the Township. It was a drastic 
change for parental and community involvement too. The seven 
school houses in the Town were much more than places to learn 
the three R’s.  They were social centers for the residents of each of 
the six school districts. For example, most schools hosted an annual 
spring “play day” where the kids would play organized games and the 
parents, grandparent and neighbors were invited for a picnic lunch. 
In addition, when there was a school play performed, a Christmas 
pageant put on or a graduation, the whole neighborhood turned out. 
It’s a rather bucolic and pastoral scene visualizing those homespun 
celebrations and social gatherings today.  After consolidation, play 
days ceased.

As a predecessor to the PTA (Parent Teacher Association)  the Township schools had a “Mother’s 
Club”.  Let’s face it, in 1952 the role of school liaison was, with few exceptions, one of mothers 
rather than dads.  The relationship between the primary education system and families in the 
Township, was tightly knit because of these small, localized, advisory and social clubs. Vermont 
Mother’s Clubs continued to meet well after the school houses closed and kids were getting 
their education in town. 

As another side note, The Sandridge School, which is now the Town Hall, closed in 1953 and in 
1957 the Town Board voted to buy the building and property for its current use.

Changes in where we work

The other fundamental factor in the Town that has been a huge change in the past seventy 
years is how and where we make our livings. Back then the vast majority of our incomes came 
from farming within the Township.  Mostly income from dairy products.  And with thirteen 
cheese factories dispersed throughout the Town, it was a pretty neat and efficient economic 
system from local production of livestock feeds to the husbandry of dairy cattle, the harvest of 
milk, delivery of the milk a very short distance to a cheese factory, the manufacture of multiple 
types of cheeses right here in the Town and distribution of that cheese to wholesalers and local 
consumption.  Very few worked outside their Township borders then.  

As cheese factories closed, interest in dairy farming on a small scale waned, dairy farmers aged 
and the daughters and sons of dairy farmers recognized other ways to make a living, more and 
more wage earners went beyond the Township borders for their occupations...very often to 
nearby Madison.  

It just might be that in seventy years the tendency to seek employment elsewhere is coming full 
circle what with the popularity of home-based businesses and working online. Time will tell.

And perhaps these two changes I have discussed are related.  If you want to keep the kids 
down on the farm you better not send them to town for their education.  Of course I’m being 
facetious on that count! And I’m not here to say things were better then than they are now-or 
visa versa. But it is certain, we spend a lot more of our lives away from good ol’ Vermont than 
we did when I was a kid.

 “Don’t you 
get bored 
on the same  
walk ?”

WALKING THE WALK
28 years on a walk
By Nancy Cox

Left to right, Mrs. Glenn Frame, Mrs. Joe Dybdahl, Mrs. Amon Brager,
Bette Johnson, Joe Dybdahl and Arnold Forshaug.

Ideal soil composition

45% mineral matter

25% water

25% air

5% organic matter

AIR WATER

Ideal Soil Compacted Soil

In recent years the 
costs of these services 
have increased 
significantly for 
Vermont Township as 
well as for neighboring 
municipalities.

I’m not here to 
say things were 
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visa versa.

THE VIEW FROM THE 550
How not to bored in the winter
By Tim Pierce

Some of you may know me as the Plan Commission 
Chair or the Town’s representative on the Mt Horeb Area 
Fire District.  Towards the end of Summer 2023 Jack 
Schulenberg, our Town Patrolman, asked me what I do 
in the winter. I quickly replied “Get bored”. Jack then 
asked if I would be interested in helping the town out 
with Winter snow plowing and I said “sure!”. The Town has 
two trucks utilized for plowing snow on our roads. The 
big International Truck, which Jack drives, and the F550 
which is what I drive during snow events and where the 
title of this article comes from. 

In a perfect world all snow events would start at 8:00 PM 
and finish up around midnight. That would allow us to 
start the plowing route around 2:00 AM, have the bus 
routes cleared and safe for the kids going to school, and 
to have most of the town roads cleared by the time many 
are commuting to their places of work.  For this 2023-
2024 winter season that’s hardly been the case  with the 
4 events that took place in 2023 and at the time of this 
writing we are on schedule for a Tuesday - Wednesday 
system expecting to bring 8-12” of snow followed by a 
clipper with another couple of inches and potentially an 
even larger system arriving over the next weekend.  

Whatever snow events come to pass you can always 
anticipate Jack and I will be out clearing the roads and 
applying a salt/sand mix to aid with traction. The route I 
cover starts at the town hall where I take a left and head 
over to Bell and Dalby Roads. After those are complete 
I clear the intersection of Vermont Church Road and 
County Highway JJ and then head to the North East 
corner of the township and work my way South.

If you happen to be a really earlier riser, or if we get some 
weirdly timed snow event, be sure to waive as we drive by 
clearing the snow from our  Town roads.

Jack asked me  

what I do in the 

winter. I quickly 

replied “Get Bored”.

LIVING IN VERMONT
A series of different perspectives on living in Vermont 

NEXT ISSUE:
A perspective from 
a more recent 
township resident.




