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Love and Knowledge 

I’m excited and honored to serve as the Interim Executive 
Director for Vital Communities while the board seeks a 
successor to Sarah Jackson (see “Thank You, Sarah!,” p. 5).  

As a staff member of Vital Communities since 2022 
focused on housing, transportation, leadership, and civic 
engagement, and of the Upper Valley Haven for nine 
years before that, working with people experiencing 
homelessness, I care deeply about Vital Communities’ 
commitment to an Upper Valley in which everyone is able 
to thrive.  

One of the projects that will take place on my watch is the 
30th anniversary of the publication of the first Valley 
Quest collection, and I couldn’t be happier. Valley Quest 
isn’t only Vital Communities’ oldest current program, it’s 
also part of the organization’s DNA. Valley Quests are 
self-guided mini-tours of special Upper Valley places, 
written by members of the community to share the 
locations' special stories and features. Quests are fun 
with an agenda: as you get to know and love a place, you 
tend to want to help it thrive. As we state in “Questing at 
30: More Needed Than Ever” (p.1), “We won’t save what 
we don’t know and love.”  

Throughout the spring and summer, we’ll be holding 
events and promotions to call attention to Valley Quest 
and, we hope, inspire more people to jump on board. As 
the middle of an active three-generation family in the 
Upper Valley, I can’t wait. (We especially recommend the 
Balch Hill Quest, which is doable for littles and elders and 
has a great view at the top!) 

I’d like to sincerely thank the fantastic Vital Communities 
staff members and partner organizations I have had the 
privilege to work with in my time here and at the Haven. 
Your trust energizes me as I strive to help Vital 
Communities maintain momentum and stay grounded in 
the values and relationships that define our work and 
support a thriving Upper Valley.

With gratitude,

Ellen Hender
Interim Executive Director
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“We don’t all get to know the place we live in, get to visit 
places with people who know and love them,” said writer 
and educator Steve Glazer. “For a lot of us, this is the ‘ru-
burbs.’ We’re rural in appearance but suburban in our 
conduct” and lack connection to our surroundings and a 
knowledge of their stories. 

The gap Glazer refers to is exactly what Vital 
Communities’ Valley Quest ― a program he helped build 
― is meant to address. As we mark the 30th anniversary 
of the publication of the first collection of Quests, it’s 
clear: we need Quests more than ever. 

Now managed by Gabrielle Ratté Smith, Valley Quest is a 
collection of self-guided mini-tours 
created to help people of all ages 
connect to the Upper Valley and its 
communities and learn about their 
unique geography, history, cultures, 
economies, diverse peoples, and 
ecologies. 

Started in 1996 with 11 quests in 
nine Upper Valley towns, the 
program now offers over 120 
quests that span 30 municipalities. 
Over the past decade, over 1,000 
participants have signed in to the 
Quest logbooks annually. 

The seed for the program came 
from educator David Sobel, who 
told Vital Communities founding 
executive director Delia Clark 
about the 150-year-old 
“letterboxing” tradition he had observed while on 
sabbatical in rural England. Clark thought it might be a 
great way to engage people of all ages in community and 
environmental care, on the theory of “We won’t save what 
we don’t know and love.” 

Classrooms were a big focus in the early years, with Vital 
Communities staff helping classrooms research and write 
Quests about their local communities. In Upper Valley 
schools, Quests became a cornerstone in the emerging 
concept of “place-based education.” The library of Quests 
grew, as did the users. “In the glory years of 1999 to 2003, 

on a popular Quest, it was not unusual to have 250 people 
sign the logbook in a year,” said Glazer.  

Other places took notice, and Glazer was soon teaching 
Questing to communities elsewhere in New England and 
later, as an independent consultant, in some 20 states and 
several European nations, especially in Central Europe. 

Quests can have a powerful classroom role. Hartford 
special educator Steve Gagliardone has used Quests for 
some 35 years with his students, especially in his current 
job of helping high school students with special needs 
transition to adulthood. In fall and spring, he takes his 
students out weekly to Quest, using Advance Transit to 

travel to and from the Quest sites.

“We use Quests as a way to learn 
to understand directions and, when 
we don’t understand something, 
find a safe stranger and ask 
questions and then remember what 
they say and act on it. Those are 
big skills for the students.” 
Meanwhile, he said, the students 
are also “learning about some of 
the different historical and 
architectural wonders of the area. 
For some kids, that's the most 
enjoyable part, while for other kids 
it’s about getting out and finding 
the treasure.” 

Quests need regular upkeep from 
a squad of volunteer box monitors 
like Kelly Stettner, who monitors 

the North Springfield Bog Quest. "Valley Quests are an 
ideal combination of nature, community, family, friends, 
exercise, history, and all for free," she said. Sharing "her" 
quest "means a lot to me. We have plenty of repeat 
visitors who adore the Bog, and lots of first-timers.  
Families, individuals, folks visiting from other towns, 
states, and even countries." 

Will this be the year you discover ― or rediscover ― 
Valley Quest? Check out the special 30th anniversary 
events and materials ― and go beyond screens and 
windows to fall in love with what's around us.

Hartford students with their Quest books. Photo 
by Steve Gagliardone.

Questing at 30: More Needed Than Ever

The Upper Valley is rich in beauty, with handsome villages and small urban centers nestled among 
woods, hills, and streams. But how much of our surroundings do we experience through all our senses 
versus through windows – of cars or buildings – or, to a growing extext, screens? 

Learn more at vitalcommunities.org/valley-quest
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Led by the Dartmouth 
College Sustainability Office, 
an innovative new project 
aims to connect Upper Valley 
farmers with a facility to 
prepare the kale for 
institutional use, with a 
commitment from Dartmouth 
Dining Services to buy the 
processed kale for at least 
the first year it’s available. 

Vital Communities is 
connecting Upper Valley 
farmers to the project and 
helping with public 
communications about its 
benefits. The Center for an Agricultural Economy in 
Hardwick, VT, will truck and process the kale, using new 
equipment the grant allows them to purchase. The 
processed kale is expected to be munched by Dartmouth 
eaters starting this summer ― and the supply chains and 
procedures the project is building could pave the way for 
more locally grown food to enter institutional markets. 

The project is funded by a 
$100,000 Food Vision Prize 
from the Henry P. Kendall 
Foundation, awarded in 
October 2025, as well as 
$15,000 in matching funds 
from Dartmouth’s Student 
Wellness Office and Office of 
State Grant Relations and 
Community Engagement. 

For an institution, purchasing 
from local sources is more 
complicated than it might 
appear, said Cameron 
Huftalen, a Vital 
Communities Food and Farm 

Project Manager. “In our work with local farmers, some 
have told us they'd love to have a steady purchasing 
channel with institutional customers, but often do not have 
the time and money to find out how best to set up and 
maintain those relationships while keeping up with the rest 
of their business."  Where kale goes, so might other local 
food!

Learn more at vitalcommunities.org/kale-leads-the-way

(L-R) Bonnie Emery and Taj Delaet-Jagerson  in Dartmouth 
dining hall. Photo by Katie Lenhart, Dartmouth College.

While the federal government has backed away from 
addressing climate and energy realities, Upper Valley 
businesses, homeowners, and organizations continue 
to develop inspiring solutions ― a wide array of which 
you can see in the second annual Upper Valley Earth 
Week Open House, April 25 and 26. 

Spearheaded by Lebanon Energy Advisory Committee 
member Sherry Boschert and organized by others 
including Upper Valley town energy committees and 
Vital Communities, the open house comprises an even 

So Many Solutions on Display in Upper Valley Earth Week  

Kale Leads the Way for Local Food in New Markets

Can more local farm produce find its way into institutional dining halls, giving our region's 
farmers a steady market for their goods? A test case is being made using that versatile, long-
growing, nutrient-rich vegetable, kale. 

greater variety of buildings and institutions than last 
year ― including 20 homes, four businesses (three 
of them farms), four nonprofits, and a church, 
across 10 Upper Valley communities. 

Wondering how to do more with composting (either for 
a single home or a whole institution), earth-friendly 
gardens and groundskeeping, e-bikes or EVs, e-tools 
for lawn and home care, heat pumps, insulation and 
weatherization, rainwater collection, waste reduction, or 
solar power? Talk with people who can tell you how.

3

You also can drop in on:
•  Advance Transit headquarters in Wilder, to witness 
their electric buses, charging stations, and solar arrays 
and their system for capturing rainwater for bus 
washing; 
•  Co-Op Food Stores, Lebanon, to see their use of 
better refrigerants, LED lighting, waste-reduction 
strategies, composting, and more; and
•  Dartmouth College, to learn about the campus-
wide geothermal heating/cooling facilities they are 
building to become net zero in carbon emissions by 
2050.

Sparked by the Vital Communities Corporate Council, the fund 
was created by eight locally-based employers ― Bar Harbor 
Bank, Citizens, Bank, Dartmouth College, Dartmouth Health, 
Hanover Co-op Food Stores, Hypertherm, King Arthur Baking, 
and Mascoma Bank ― who recognized that increasing the 
supply of affordable housing in our region benefits us all.  

Together they contributed almost $10 million to a revolving fund 
for Upper Valley affordable housing projects, managed by 
Evernorth, a nonprofit organization serving the low and moderate 
income people of Maine, New Hampshire, and Vermont with 
affordable housing and community investments. The fund 
creates housing that is affordable to households making 50 to 80 
percent of the area median income, or about $15-$28 per hour.  

Focusing on multi-family projects of 20 units or more, the fund 
has so far built or preserved 111 homes ― 25 units in Windsor, 
42 units in White River Junction, and 44 units in Springfield, VT 
― and has another five prospective projects in the pipeline 
totaling 138 more units.  

Now, in response to feedback from employers, developers, and 
community members, the fund is looking to fund projects of 
fewer than 20 units, which could be more appropriate to some 
parts of the Upper Valley, including the region's smaller towns.

Viewing pre-fabricated  home in progress at Preferred 
Building Systems in Claremont. 

Learn more and register at vitalcommunities.org/upper-valley-earth-week-2026

Electric buses are among the earth-friendly assets Advance 
Transit will showcase in its open house. Courtesy photo.

Housing Fund Opens to Smaller Projects

Affordable housing in the Upper Valley got a boost three years ago when the Upper Valley Loan Fund started 
financing projects. Now that funding will be available to smaller-scale projects as well as the larger 
developments that the fund has focused on to date.

Learn more at vitalcommunities.org/upper-valley-loan-fund



2

Led by the Dartmouth 
College Sustainability Office, 
an innovative new project 
aims to connect Upper Valley 
farmers with a facility to 
prepare the kale for 
institutional use, with a 
commitment from Dartmouth 
Dining Services to buy the 
processed kale for at least 
the first year it’s available. 

Vital Communities is 
connecting Upper Valley 
farmers to the project and 
helping with public 
communications about its 
benefits. The Center for an Agricultural Economy in 
Hardwick, VT, will truck and process the kale, using new 
equipment the grant allows them to purchase. The 
processed kale is expected to be munched by Dartmouth 
eaters starting this summer ― and the supply chains and 
procedures the project is building could pave the way for 
more locally grown food to enter institutional markets. 

The project is funded by a 
$100,000 Food Vision Prize 
from the Henry P. Kendall 
Foundation, awarded in 
October 2025, as well as 
$15,000 in matching funds 
from Dartmouth’s Student 
Wellness Office and Office of 
State Grant Relations and 
Community Engagement. 

For an institution, purchasing 
from local sources is more 
complicated than it might 
appear, said Cameron 
Huftalen, a Vital 
Communities Food and Farm 

Project Manager. “In our work with local farmers, some 
have told us they'd love to have a steady purchasing 
channel with institutional customers, but often do not have 
the time and money to find out how best to set up and 
maintain those relationships while keeping up with the rest 
of their business."  Where kale goes, so might other local 
food!

Learn more at vitalcommunities.org/kale-leads-the-way

(L-R) Bonnie Emery and Taj Delaet-Jagerson  in Dartmouth 
dining hall. Photo by Katie Lenhart, Dartmouth College.

While the federal government has backed away from 
addressing climate and energy realities, Upper Valley 
businesses, homeowners, and organizations continue 
to develop inspiring solutions ― a wide array of which 
you can see in the second annual Upper Valley Earth 
Week Open House, April 25 and 26. 

Spearheaded by Lebanon Energy Advisory Committee 
member Sherry Boschert and organized by others 
including Upper Valley town energy committees and 
Vital Communities, the open house comprises an even 

So Many Solutions on Display in Upper Valley Earth Week  

Kale Leads the Way for Local Food in New Markets

Can more local farm produce find its way into institutional dining halls, giving our region's 
farmers a steady market for their goods? A test case is being made using that versatile, long-
growing, nutrient-rich vegetable, kale. 

greater variety of buildings and institutions than last 
year ― including 20 homes, four businesses (three 
of them farms), four nonprofits, and a church, 
across 10 Upper Valley communities. 

Wondering how to do more with composting (either for 
a single home or a whole institution), earth-friendly 
gardens and groundskeeping, e-bikes or EVs, e-tools 
for lawn and home care, heat pumps, insulation and 
weatherization, rainwater collection, waste reduction, or 
solar power? Talk with people who can tell you how.

3

You also can drop in on:
•  Advance Transit headquarters in Wilder, to witness 
their electric buses, charging stations, and solar arrays 
and their system for capturing rainwater for bus 
washing; 
•  Co-Op Food Stores, Lebanon, to see their use of 
better refrigerants, LED lighting, waste-reduction 
strategies, composting, and more; and
•  Dartmouth College, to learn about the campus-
wide geothermal heating/cooling facilities they are 
building to become net zero in carbon emissions by 
2050.

Sparked by the Vital Communities Corporate Council, the fund 
was created by eight locally-based employers ― Bar Harbor 
Bank, Citizens Bank, Dartmouth College, Dartmouth Health, 
Hanover Co-op Food Stores, Hypertherm, King Arthur Baking, 
and Mascoma Bank ― who recognized that increasing the 
supply of affordable housing in our region benefits us all.  

Together they contributed almost $10 million to a revolving fund 
for Upper Valley affordable housing projects, managed by 
Evernorth, a nonprofit organization serving the low and moderate 
income people of Maine, New Hampshire, and Vermont with 
affordable housing and community investments. The fund 
creates housing that is affordable to households making 50 to 80 
percent of the area median income, or about $15-$28 per hour.  

Focusing on multi-family projects of 20 units or more, the fund 
has so far built or preserved 111 homes ― 25 units in Windsor, 
42 units in White River Junction, and 44 units in Springfield, VT 
― and has another five prospective projects in the pipeline 
totaling 138 more units.  

Now, in response to feedback from employers, developers, and 
community members, the fund is looking to fund projects of 
fewer than 20 units, which could be more appropriate to some 
parts of the Upper Valley, including the region's smaller towns.

Viewing pre-fabricated  home in progress at Preferred 
Building Systems in Claremont. 

Learn more and register at vitalcommunities.org/upper-valley-earth-week-2026

Electric buses are among the earth-friendly assets Advance 
Transit will showcase in its open house. Courtesy photo.

Housing Fund Opens to Smaller Projects

AAAffffffooorrrdddaaabbbllleee hhhooouuusssiiinnnggg iiinnn ttthhheee UUUppppppeeerrr VVVaaalllllleeeyyy gggooottt aaa bbboooooosssttt ttthhhrrreeeeee yyyeeeaaarrrsss aaagggooo wwwhhheeennn ttthhheee UUUppppppeeerrr VVVaaalllllleeeyyy LLLoooaaannn FFFuuunnnddd ssstttaaarrrttteeeddd 
fififinnnaaannnccciiinnnggg ppprrrooojjjeeeccctttsss... NNNooowww ttthhhaaattt fffuuunnndddiiinnnggg wwwiiillllll bbbeee aaavvvaaaiiilllaaabbbllleee tttooo sssmmmaaalllllleeerrr---ssscccaaallleee ppprrrooojjjeeeccctttsss aaasss wwweeellllll aaasss ttthhheee lllaaarrrgggeeerrr 
dddeeevvveeelllooopppmmmeeennntttsss ttthhhaaattt ttthhheee fffuuunnnddd hhhaaasss fffooocccuuussseeeddd ooonnn tttooo dddaaattteee...

LLLeeeaaarrrnnn mmmooorrreee aaattt vvviiitttaaalllcccooommmmmmuuunnniiitttiiieeesss...ooorrrggg///uuuppppppeeerrr---vvvaaalllllleeeyyy---llloooaaannn---fffuuunnnddd



4

Since joining the Vital Communities staff this fall, 
Program Associate Jacopo Montobbio has been busy 
building on efforts to give all Upper Valley residents 
more safe choices for getting to work, school, 
appointments, shopping, and fun. 

An avid cyclist for commuting and recreation and a 
former pedestrian and cycling community advocate and 
educator in Durham, NC, Montobbio walks ― and rides 
― the talk. 

“It’s really about freedom of movement, for everyone, 
and how that plays out for the community as a whole," 
said Montobbio. "Not everyone can afford a car or can 
drive. They need other ways to get places safely and 
reliably. This benefits us all because it means our roads 
and parking areas are less congested, our air is 
cleaner, and people are able to get to the jobs and 
services they need.” 

Here are some ways the Vital Communities 
transportation team has been making our region’s 
roads more “multi-modal”: 

The Upper Valley E-Bike Lending Library: E-bikes 
can be a practical and enjoyable choice for people 
daunted by the Upper Valley’s long distances and steep 
hills. Housed at the Kilton Public Library in West 
Lebanon and traveling as well to various Upper Valley 
towns, the e-bike library lets you try different types of e-
bikes and see what works best for you. The library 
opens for its seventh season this May!

“Making Connections” Workshops: This June, Vital 
Communities is teaming up with the Bugbee Senior 
Center, Kilton Public Library, and the Upper Valley Lake 
Sunapee Regional Planning Commission to present a 
free, four-session workshop that equips older residents 
to be advocates for pedestrian-friendly communities.    

E-Bike Donations are being made to organizations
that serve communities in need ― including SHARe,
which helps asylum seekers and refugees settle in the
Upper Valley; the Upper Valley Haven, which aids
people experiencing homelessness; and Hartford
Dismas House, which provides shelter and support to

people transitioning from incarceration 
and trauma. 

Bike and Trike Training for Youth with 
Special Needs: This summer, Vital 
Communities will offer bike and adult trike 
safety training as part of a youth summer 
camp by the Special Needs Support 
Center. Campers will also take an 
Advance Transit field trip to build their  
ease with bus riding! 

Curb Your Car Day: May 6 will be a day 
to celebrate walking and biking in 
downtown Lebanon and Hartford. Snacks 
and swag will available to bikers, walkers, 
and bus riders at Curb Your Car booths at 
Colburn Park and the Hartford Town Hall 
grounds. White River Elementary School 
students will gather at the Bugbee Center 
parking lot to walk to their school!

Getting a reflector slap bracelet on Curb Your Car Day 2025.

A Bouquet of Transportation Choices

When people have options for how they get around, the whole community thrives. This spring and 
summer, choices are blooming! 

Learn more at vitalcommunities.org/transportation
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We extend our thanks and best wishes to Sarah Jackson as she leaves Vital Communities 
after more than five as years as Executive Director to return to international work in the Middle 
East. 

"Sarah provided steady leadership to ensure our work became more inclusive, equitable, and 
responsive to the diversity of the communities we serve," said Greg Norman, Board Chair. 
"She is an outstanding listener, convener of ideas, and co-leader of community change."

During her tenure, Sarah helped grow Upper Vallley Everyone Eats, which provided more than 
200,000 meals tduring COVID while generating $2 million in income for local restaurants. She 
also advanced major initiatives in early childhood education, housing, and climate-friendly 
agriculture, expanded engagement with business and municipal leaders, and helped make 
Leadership Upper Valley and Valley Quest more inclusive and accessible. 

Observing an erosion simulation with VINS 
staff member Hannah Gelroth (center) on 
Environment Day.

Learn more at vitalcommunities.org/leadership-upper-valley

A cohort of up to 30 people from all walks of Upper Valley life meets monthly 
from September through June for day-long sessions about topics vital to the 
region: Health and Human Services; Education; Arts; Local Economy; 
Justice; Government and Politics; Transportation and Livable Communities; 
and the Environment. Each session is organized by a guest day planner 
steeped in that particular topic who assembles a diverse array of presenters 
and activities to enrich that day’s learning. 

In addition, participants join a growing and reactivated network of LUV 
alumni who stay in touch through a dedicated email listserv and hold 
workshops that build on the topics of the 10 regular LUV sessions. The first 
such event, a January 29 workshop titled "Justice in the Time of ICE," drew 
34 people. 

In addition to sparking powerful conversations about constitutional rights, 
due process, and immigration law enforcement, the event gave participants 
a chance to meet people from other LUV classes. “We had participants from 
as far back as 2011 joining in learning and discussion with the current class, 
allowing all to broaden their networks, deepen connections, and learn from 
and with a wonderful mix of experiences,” said Gabrielle Ratté Smith, who, 
along with fellow LUV alum Ellen Hender, co-manages the program.   

Applications for the LUV Class of 2027 are open and will be accepted 
through May 15!

LUV is designed to prepare people to 
make a difference in their town or region 
by providing them with the learning, 
networking, and knowledge to turn their 
passion and ideas into action, whether as 
a volunteer or professional. 

Leadership Training: 20 Years and Counting 

Next year marks the 20th year of Leadership Upper Valley (LUV), and the program is stronger than 
ever, with deepened learning and long-term connections. 

Thank You, Sarah!
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“It’s really about freedom of movement, for everyone, 
and how that plays out for the community as a whole," 
said Montobbio. "Not everyone can afford a car or can 
drive. They need other ways to get places safely and 
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LLLeeeaaarrrnnn mmmooorrreee aaattt vvviiitttaaalllcccooommmmmmuuunnniiitttiiieeesss...ooorrrggg///llleeeaaadddeeerrrssshhhiiippp---uuuppppppeeerrr---vvvaaalllllleeeyyy

A cohort of up to 30 people from all walks of Upper Valley life meets monthly 
from September through June for day-long sessions about topics vital to the 
region: Health and Human Services; Education; Arts; Local Economy; 
Justice; Government and Politics; Transportation and Livable Communities; 
and the Environment. Each session is organized by a guest day planner 
steeped in that particular topic who assembles a diverse array of presenters 
and activities to enrich that day’s learning. 

In addition, participants join a growing and reactivated network of LUV 
alumni who stay in touch through a dedicated email listserv and hold 
workshops that build on the topics of the 10 regular LUV sessions. The first 
such event, a January 29 workshop titled "Justice in the Time of ICE," drew 
34 people. 

In addition to sparking powerful conversations about constitutional rights, 
due process, and immigration law enforcement, the event gave participants 
a chance to meet people from other LUV classes. “We had participants from 
as far back as 2011 joining in learning and discussion with the current class, 
allowing all to broaden their networks, deepen connections, and learn from 
and with a wonderful mix of experiences,” said Gabrielle Ratté Smith, who, 
along with fellow LUV alum Ellen Hender, co-manages the program.   
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Leadership Training: 20 Years and Counting 

NNNeeexxxttt yyyeeeaaarrr mmmaaarrrkkksss ttthhheee 222000ttthhh yyyeeeaaarrr ooofff LLLeeeaaadddeeerrrssshhhiiippp UUUppppppeeerrr VVVaaalllllleeeyyy (((LLLUUUVVV))),,, aaannnddd ttthhheee ppprrrooogggrrraaammm iiisss ssstttrrrooonnngggeeerrr ttthhhaaannn 
eeevvveeerrr,,, wwwiiittthhh dddeeeeeepppeeennneeeddd llleeeaaarrrnnniiinnnggg aaannnddd lllooonnnggg---ttteeerrrmmm cccooonnnnnneeeccctttiiiooonnnsss... 

Thank You, Sarah!



Vital Communities' Impact By the Numbers

FY 2025 Income and Expenses

Income 
$1.7 million

Expenses
$2.6 million

Administration expenses support the 
core functions that make our mission 
possible, including strategic finance 
and accounting, people-centered and 
equity-focused human resources, and 
effective governance.


