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During recent Saturdays, a diverse crew of 
biologists, conservationists, school children and 
Mormon missionaries gathered in a pasture north 
of Warrenton, at 6712 Blantyre Road. Outfitted 
with rubber boots and shovels, they fan out across 
the muddy, uneven ground, on a mission to plant 
trees. 

The volunteers, led by a Warrenton-based 
conservation nonprofit, the Clifton Institute, are 
working to restore a 100-acre tract of grassland 
to a native grassland with riparian buffers after 
years of use for cattle grazing. They aim to plant 
nearly a thousand trees.

Most of these new trees will serve as riparian 
buffers — forested areas near streams that filter 
pollutants and prevent erosion — which will im-
prove the health of Cedar Run, which in turn will 
protect the watershed that flows through the pas-
ture and eventually empties into the Chesapeake 
Bay. Trees are planted within 50 feet of the stream 
on either side.

“[This project] is the biggest one I’ve heard of,” 
said Marie Norwood, land management outreach 
director for the Clifton Institute.

For years, cattle were allowed to graze in and 

around the streams that crisscross the land; as a 
result, the property became contaminated by fecal 
matter and eroded soil. This contamination of Ce-
dar Run was harmful to the watershed and local 
wildlife, said Bert Harris, executive director of 
the Clifton Institute. “It was really bad,” he said. 

But, he added, “When you get the cows out 
and have a forested buffer, there’s a really diverse 
community of [wildlife] living in the creeks.” 

The trees are a combination of Pin Oaks, River 
Birches, Sycamores, Silky Dogwoods and Silver 
Maples, all of which are native to Virginia. Fully 
grown, they also will provide a habitat for native 
bird populations, which have been in decline due to 
suburban and agricultural development. 

On the morning of April 17, around 20 vol-
unteers arrived at the institute’s field station for 
the second tree-planting day this year. Working 
in pairs, they stripped away invasive weeds and 
planted seedlings deep in the mud, inserting plas-
tic tubes around the branches to deter hungry 
deer. “The trees are very vulnerable in the first 
years,” said Francisco Dallmeier, a biologist with 
the Smithsonian Conservation Biology Institute 
who came out to volunteer, “and the deer are a big 
problem.” 

Among the volunteers were six Mormon mis-
sionaries from the Washington D.C. South Mis-
sion. “It’s neat knowing that you’re doing good 
things, even though we might not see the effects 
right away,” said Brittney Hahn, who recently ar-
rived from Utah. “But if I come back to Virginia 
in 20 or 30 years, I might be able to see the impact 
we’ve had.”   

Owen Kemp, a high school student from Fred-
ericksburg, was there to fulfill his community 
service requirement for the National Honor So-
ciety. “I really like the educational programs they 
have here,” he said as he planted seedlings with 
his father, Chris Kemp. “They’re always teaching 
us something new.”

“We’ve been enjoying this land for years,” add-
ed his father.

The process of reforesting the pasture began 
in November 2019, when the Clifton Institute ap-
plied for a nearly $7,000 grant from the National 
Resources Conservation Service, part of the U.S. 

Department of Agriculture. The institute had ac-
quired the land in 2011 and removed the cows by 
2018. Local environmental organizations, such 
as the PATH Foundation and Friends of the Rap-
pahannock, also contributed tools and additional 
funding.

If these trees survive the vulnerable seedling 
stage, “the roots will start to stabilize the banks 
within two or three years,” said Harris. 

Harris plans to continue the riparian buffer 
planting in the adjacent pasture, which also be-
longs to the institute and is still being grazed. “On 
the grazing side, we’re trying to get funding for 
some more trees,” he said, which would lessen the 
cattle’s environmental impact. 

Dallmeier, who has worked on conservation 
projects around the world, hopes that more local 
landowners will adopt reforestation efforts. “Pret-
ty soon you’ll be able to see what a natural Vir-
ginia landscape looks like,” he said. 

Clifton Institute aims to restore a forest, one tree at a time

The Clifton Institute
Where: The Clifton Institute field station is on 
Blantyre road, right off U.S. 17 (6712 Blantyre 
Road, Warrenton). 
Get in touch: (540) 341-3651 or cliftoninstitute.org
Volunteer opportunities: cliftoninstitute.org

PHOTOS BY LIAM BOWMAN
Francisco Dallmeier, right, is a biologist with the 
Smithsonian Conservation Biology Institute

Volunteers Courtney Majors and Brittney Hahn were 
among the volunteers planting trees April 17.

As proposed, a new cemetery pres-
ervation program would address the 
problem by ensuring that the county’s 
more than 430 historic cemeteries are 
noted on property tax records and in 
the county’s inter-governmental com-
puter system, Smith said.

The program, if adopted, would 
reach out to owners of properties that 
contain the cemeteries to help them 
identify and preserve them. Such 
work is voluntary under Virginia law 
unless property owners pull a per-
mit to clear or develop a parcel that 
contains a cemetery. In such cases, 
landowners must identify and delin-
eate grave sites, cordon them off and 
offer access to heirs and researchers, 
according to Virginia law.

The cemetery preservation program 
would cost about $200,000 a year to 
implement and could offer proper-
ty owners mini-grants to help pay for 
work needed to preserve historic ceme-
teries on private land, Smith said.

Smith said old cemeteries on private 
properties can be a source of stress and 
confusion for landowners if they don’t 

know what to do about them. The pro-
gram would help them understand what 
is required of them as property owners 
as well as the opportunities available to 
help them preserve such cemeteries.

“The intent here is to have a ded-
icated staff person to go through 
the list of those 433 cemeteries and 
contact the property owners and tell 
them we’re here to help,” Smith said.
Historic communities program

The proposed historic communities 
program, if funded, would allow the 
county to fully survey the Thorough-
fare area for other historic gravesites, 
better document its history through 
oral interviews and develop an inter-
pretive site or facility where that his-
tory might be shared. The county’s 
proposal envisions spending about 
$500,000 for the building of such a 
site, according to Seth Hendler-Voss, 
director of the county’s parks, recre-
ation and tourism department.

The money is part of about $3.6 
million in historic preservation 
capital improvement projects Hen-
dler-Voss identified as worthy of 
funding. Other potential projects in-

clude delineating and restoring the 
Purcell Cemetery and completing 
the Bushy Park house renovation.

Other historic communities that 
could also benefit from the proposal 
include the Buckhall area, located in 
the mid-county area between Lake 
Ridge and Manassas, and the Dum-
fries-area site of the 18th century 
Neabsco Ironworks.

Prior to the meeting, Frank Wash-
ington, a native of Thoroughfare, 
and other members of a coalition that 
formed to raise awareness about the 
need to protect the historic cemeteries 
there, held a press conference at which 
they announced that an additional 30 to 
40 graves of slaves and Native Amer-
ican residents were identified in the 
Thoroughfare area just last weekend. 

The gravesites had not been previ-
ously identified but are located near a 
newer cemetery known as the “Fletch-
er Allen cemetery,” Washington said.

Washington said the discovery 
warrants a halt on all development 
in the area until all gravesites can be 
identified. Washington also called for 
the investigation into the clearing of 
the Scott Cemetery to be reopened.

Commonwealth’s Attorney Amy 
Ashworth said May 7 that her office 
had decided not to pursue criminal 
charges against the brewery as they 
could find no evidence that the graves 
were desecrated intentionally.

Washington also said he is encour-
aged by the supervisors’ response 
to the cemetery’s clearing and their 
stated intent to ensure such a thing 
doesn’t happen again. He said he 
would continue to push for the entire 
Thoroughfare area to be declared a 
historic district, which is something 
the county board is also considering.

“We have more and more … facts 
… concrete things that are showing 
that preservation and a thorough 
investigation needs to be done of 
Thoroughfare,” Washington said. 
“Ultimately, it should be designated 
as a historical area so that it has full 
protection, like so many monuments 
and lands that we have preserved 
that have a historical impact.”

The supervisors are slated to take 
their formal vote on the proposals in 
June.

Reach Jill Palermo at jpalermo@
fauquier.com
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Prince William County’s plan to preserve historic cemeteries takes shape


