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HIDDEN IN THE HILLS 
By Earl Brandt 
The earliest European settlers, in what is now Vermont Township, left the “old country” for the opportunity to find a 
different way of life, free from tyranny and oppression, and with hope for a more fulfilling way of life.  They found these 
hills and valleys suitable for dairy farming and established an agrarian community. 
 
Through the years other people were attracted to these same hills and valleys to escape the hurried, urban life of 
Madison and Chicago, along with their hectic atmosphere.  Transportation made it possible to commute, and therefore, 
live in two different worlds.  The Township was no longer just one community. 
   
Vermont Township has also been the setting for people, mostly single, searching for an alternative life-style.  They get 
together, sometimes live together communally, in one of several houses, and then move on.  Some of these people are 
now married, have children, and still live in the area.  They were never a well-defined community, until Roger Eischens 
entered the scene. 
 
Eischens was a yoga teacher who graduated with Masters Degrees in Kinesiology, Developmental Psychology and 
Human Biology at the University of Wisconsin.  There he taught physical education and coached.  He taught yoga for 
some 30 years and led many workshops throughout the country.  He was also a runner, leading him to sell mail order 
running shoes – first as a street vendor on State Street, and later from a station wagon.  In 1976 he and a partner opened 
Movin’ Shoes on Park St. in Madison. 
 
Soon thereafter, Eischens and his partner acquired The Stone House on the corner of Hwy F and Ryan Road through a 
land contract. The intent was to establish a retreat and eventually to fulfill Eischens’ dream of starting an alternative 
community.  The Stone House became a magnet for his friends and others interested in an alternative lifestyle.  Former 
residents remember people coming and going, although a few stayed for several years.  The number of residents often 
exceeded the Town of Vermont ordinance of not more than 5 unrelated residents living in the same household. The 
frequent turnover made it hard to enforce.  
 
In 1987 Eischens bought the 160-acre Cress Spring Farm on Ryan Rd., intending to establish a Yoga Community.  Its 
secluded location, close to nature and far from city life, was the perfect setting. He moved into the farmhouse and began 
to renovate it.  An adjacent garage was converted into a yoga studio and soon students came from near and far to attend 
weekend yoga classes. A yoga instructor friend from Chicago, Beatrice (Bea) Briggs, provided financial support and 
helped establish a retreat by converting the attic of the farmhouse into a dormitory.  An adjacent garage was changed 
into a yoga studio. This yoga retreat center flourished for several years. 
 
A CSA garden was started to grow flowers and vegetables in hoop houses.  It flourished for several years.  There were 
also attempts to raise pigs and sheep.  The resident population grew, but not all slept in the farmhouse - some erected 
tents or lived elsewhere.  
 
The Cress Spring Farm Yoga Community had become a reality.  
 
Cress Spring Farm Community was not a well-organized enterprise.  There 
were more expectations than written rules or membership requirements. 
Leadership was lacking.  Eischens was a charismatic man with many skills, but 
not an organizer or supervisor.  He could be easily swayed.  His laissez-faire 
attitude was welcomed by some, who enjoyed the freedom from socially 
accepted morays and behavior restraints, but this did not always sit well with 

(continued on page 2) 
 

Save the Date 
The Vermont Town Picnic   
 
August 25  
Tyrol Ski Basin 
Lunch is provided 
Bring the family, meet the neighbors 
and enjoy the afternoon! 
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(Hidden in the Hills, continued from front page) 
others.  Governance by consensus led to no governance. Conflicts followed.  
 
Bea Briggs became concerned about the financial and legal status and helped structure a LLC designation.  If Eischens was 
concerned about anything it was related to Yoga.  He allowed himself to be manipulated by one of his Yoga instructors, much to 
the dismay of Briggs and others. Briggs finally withdrew her support and moved to Mexico. The Stone House was sold to repay 
her loan - forcing residents to relocate.  Eischens died after a lingering illness in 2004.    
 
Today three resident partners live at the farm.  Shares are divided among them, as well as the administration and maintenance of 
the land.  Each owns a home and the small “footprint” of land on which it stands. 
  
Harriet Irwin, who knew Eischens when they both lived in Madison, is one of the current residents. Both were interested in 
running and yoga, which led her to assist Eischens and a psychologist friend of his, to publish a manual of the psychological 
benefits of running.  She accepted his invitation to join his community in the country in 1988, but continued to use her BS 
Degree by teaching Biology at several locations, including the UW Ashland and the UW Baraboo. Her students were inmates at 
the Oxford Federal Prison for men.  In 1992 she built a small house of her own next to the farmhouse, where she continues to 
live following her retirement. 
    
Jeff Ford is another resident on the property.  He also built a house that serves as his home and his business - Cress Spring 
Bakery.  The bakery features a large wood fired brick oven.  His dense specialty bread and other baked goods are sold to selected 
customers, and at the Farmers Market on the square in Madison. 
   
Micah Nichol is the third resident.  He and his family live in the extensively renovated farmhouse. Nichols works as a waiter at 
the Concourse Hotel in Madison and, with a partner, is currently endeavoring to raise pedigree hogs at the farm. 
     
Nearly 40 former residents of The Stone House and/or Cress Spring Farm have been identified.  Some still live in Vermont 
Township or the immediate area, and have been integrated into the current amalgamated community.  Some have married or live 
with partners and are raising families. Others have moved on to points unknown. 
                    .  
Most of the former residents contacted for an interview were reluctant to relive the past.  Scott Anderson, who lived on the farm 
for 6 years, was one the few who spoke freely.  He studied and taught yoga at the retreats, helped in the hoop houses and even 
kept the books for a couple of years. He is now a respected and sought after Yoga teacher in his own right and owns his own 
studio in Blue Mounds.  He summed up his experience at Cress Spring by saying that “communal living by consensus and 
without structure or leadership, is doomed to failure and I would not want to try it again.” 

A Walk in Pleasant Valley Conservancy 
By Chris Coffin 
 
Who knew there was an award winning State Natural Area within the Town of Vermont? Possibly many of you knew that, but on 
a recent sunny June day, I ventured out to see what Pleasant Valley Conservancy was all about.   
 
When I attended a walk at Rettenmund Prairie, led by retired 
professor Kathie Brock, and Steve Richter from the Wisconsin 
Nature Conservancy, I heard the name Pleasant Valley 
Conservancy mentioned several times.  Technically the Prairie is 
not in the Town of Vermont, but the Conservancy most definitely 
is. Both deserve periodic visits at various times of day to see what’s 
flowering and what wildlife is living there. 
 
Tom & Kathie Brock started restoration of Pleasant Valley 
Conservancy about 1997 or so and it continues today.  It is now an 
approximately 140-acre Preserve on Pleasant Valley Road near the 
intersection of County Roads F & FF.  The property boasts an 
amazing variety of ecosystems including wetlands, oak savanna, 
wet, dry and mesic prairies, as well as oak woods. Each year  
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TOWN BOARD BITS 
 
The April 2nd Spring Election tally was 273 Town votes cast or 42% of eligible voters.  Local 
results were: Barbara Grenlie - Town Chairman, Marc Robertson - Clerk, Kathy Smith - 
Treasurer, Todd Culliton - Supervisor, Larry Ziemer - Supervisor.  All are 2 -year terms. Barb 
Grenlie’s vacated Supervisor seat was filled by appointment. Kevin Kunz will fill the 1 yr. 
remaining of the 2-year term.  

 
Sherven congratulates Grenlie 
  

The Town Garage addition is moving along. S & D Builders out of Spring Green is making 
very good progress and completion by contract is no later than Aug 1st.  Stop by, put on 
your Sidewalk Superintendent hat and take a look! 
 
We are still looking for volunteers for the Town Picnic Committee! This is perhaps the 
opportunity you have been waiting for to get involved in a Vermont Town activity.  The 
groundwork from previous years and professional assistance from hosts Don and Sue 
McKay really lends to a well-run event. Give Barbara Grenlie a call at 437-5856 to express 
your interest! 

A reminder that bike rides and races will 
be coming through the Town this 
summer. The USA Cycling 
Championships Race tentatively will be 
held July 3rd and 5th. The Mad City Velo 
Race will take place on July 13th. The 
Board stresses two-way cooperation 
during these events. Residents showing 
courtesy to the riders and the riders 
showing courtesy to the residents! Any 
concerns or compliments can be directed 
to any Board member listed on the back 
page.

(Pleasant Valley Conservancy, 
Continued from page 2) 
 
there are prescribed burns to 
encourage native plant species and 
help eradicate invasive species.  
Seed collecting has been and is, a 
continuing activity.  Over the years, 
professionals, students and 
volunteers have helped with various 
aspects of the restoration and today 
the Prairie Enthusiasts own part of 
the property with a conservation 
easement on the remainder owned 
by the Brocks.   
 
According to the website, which is 
extensive and highly detailed, there 
are 300 or so types of flowering 
plants here. A species checklist with 
pictures is a great part of the 
website too.  There are a number of 
rare and endangered plants at the 
Preserve, including purple 
milkweed, which one of my friends 
remembers being sent to pull 
specifically from her family’s fields!  
Other rare plants include glade 
mallow, upland boneset and prairie 
turnip, all pictured on the website. 
Mowed paths throughout the 
property make for an easy, relaxed 
walk though there are some hills of 
course! The trails vary in length 
from 1.5 miles to .6 miles.  A great 
variety of insects were happily 
buzzing and pollinating various 
plants as I watched. 
 
Wildlife includes beaver, muskrat, 
deer and, of course, a variety of 
birds.  I enjoyed seeing a bluebird 
and an oriole especially.  A monarch 
butterfly was also a treat. 
 
 A newer addition to the Preserve is 
the boardwalk that goes into the 
wetland.  The stream, Pleasant 
Valley Creek, is spring –fed and this 
year, water is abundant.  There have  

been nesting Cranes in the wetland for 25 years. Pleasant Valley Conservancy has received a variety of awards over the years from 
such organizations as the Department of Natural Resources, Prairie Enthusiasts, the American Forest Foundation, the Madison 
Audubon Society and the Wisconsin Council on Invasive Species.There is an annual free, field trip jointly offered by the Prairie 
Enthusiasts and the Madison Audubon Society on Labor Day Weekend. This year’s date is September 2, from 1-4 p.m. 
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How to reach us: 
Publisher:  Lisa Orman, 767-4930, home; lisa@kidstuffpr.com 
Managing Editor: Chris Coffin, 437-3213, ccoffin@mhtc.net 
                
Mission Statement: It is the mission of Vermont’s Voice to provide information about our 
town and articles of interest to the residents of our town in order to promote a sense of 
community, encourage participation in and understanding of town government, and improve 
communication among residents. Vermont’s Voice is a volunteer, citizen-run publication that 
encourages and depends on citizen participation in providing information, articles, or 
suggestions for articles, photos, criticism, and help with mailings. The cost of printing and 
postage is included in the town budget. Vermont’s Voice is not the official voice or viewpoint of the town government.  
 
Look for this issue of the Vermont Voice on the Vermont Web Page! Check it out at http://www.vermonttown.com.  
 
Town Officials 
Chair, Barb Grenlie 437-5856  
Supervisor #1 Larry Ziemer 437-4292  
Supervisor #2 Don McKay 437-4071 
Supervisor #3  Todd Culliton, 767-4145 
Supervisor #4 Kevin Kunz 437-5047 
Town Clerk Marc Robertson 767-2457 
Or email: clerk@townofvermont.com 
 

Town Treasurer Kathy Smith 767-0809 
Town Patrolman  Jack Schulenberg 437-5490  
Building Inspector Johnson Inspections 608-
444-0372 
  
Plan Commission Members 
Chair Todd Culliton 767-4145 
Vice Chair Jim Elleson 767-3553 
Secretary Johanna Solms 767-2467 

  
Scott Moe 767-4738 
Eric Haugen 767-3327 
Doug Meier, 767-8860 
Don McKay 437-4071 
 
Fire Warden 
Shirley Brandt 767-3030
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