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Elder Farm has nearly two miles of shoreline along 
Craddock Creek. 

Easement Donor Profile: Dr. Hal Lassiter, 
Elder Farm, Craddockville, VA 

While in town for his 50th Onancock High School 

reunion, Dr. Hal Lassiter made time to visit the 

Virginia Eastern Shore Land Trust (VES Land 

Trust). Dr. Lassiter is a retired pediatrician who 

specialized in newborn intensive care. He strolled 

into the office dressed in jeans and sneakers as if 

ready for a walk through the woods. He smiled 

and said, “The VES Land Trust is enabling me to 

fulfill a fantasy that I’ve had since I was a boy.”  

Dr. Lassiter and the VES Land Trust protected 

Elder Farm, 188 acres on Craddock Creek, in 

August 2014 with a conservation easement. A 

conservation easement is a tool landowners may 

use to permanently protect the natural, scenic, and 

historic resources on their property. Landowners 

voluntarily relinquish their development rights in 

favor of preserving farmland, forests, wetlands, 

fisheries, and historic sites on the Shore. In 

addition, conservation easement donors can receive 

tax credits and deductions from the state and 

federal governments.  

“The opportunity to preserve unspoiled land forever 

comes once in a lifetime, if that. Knowing that the 

waterfowl and animals will have an undisturbed home 

forever provides an incomparable degree of satisfaction 

that is impossible to quantify or value in dollars.” 

–Hal Lassiter 

Dr. Lassiter inherited the farm from his father. 

When he was growing up in the 50s and 60s, the 

Elder Farm was part of the larger Bull Farm, which 

extended from the easternmost boundary of Dr. 

Lassiter’s property today to the Chesapeake Bay. 

Back then, “it was a wildlife fantasy land, which I 

dreamt about preserving someday,” said Dr. 

Lassiter who has fond memories of hunting with 

his father and friends on the farm. “I distinctly 

remember the sense of tranquility and timelessness 

I gained when exploring the area.”  

Historically the Elder Farm was farmed and 

forested and continues to be used for agriculture 

and timber today. In addition, the farm has nearly 

two miles of shoreline along Craddock Creek. Not 

only is the Elder Farm a productive working farm 

with harvestable timber areas, but the farm also 

supports bird and marsh life along its shoreline. 

The creek buffer filters water draining into 

Craddock Creek, providing the clean water needed 

for oysters, clams, crabs and fish to thrive.  

For most of his life, Dr. Lassiter dreamed of 

protecting his childhood wonderland. Having 

completed the process, he advises others who are 
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Second graders at Brownsville Nature Preserve 

Tony Picardi demonstrates 
how to handle a mushroom 
specimen in the field. 

Comparing large leaves 

interested, “If the option is available, do it.  The 

opportunity to preserve unspoiled land forever 

comes once in a lifetime, if that. Knowing that the 

waterfowl and animals will have an undisturbed 

home forever provides an incomparable degree of 

satisfaction that is impossible to quantify or value 

in dollars.” It also adds one more piece to the 

puzzle protecting the Eastern Shore way of life. 

Land protection and stewardship of that land 

ensures the traditional Eastern Shore economic 

engines of farming, fishing, and aquaculture will 

remain viable. 

New Format for Youth Nature Walk 

For the last four years, Susan Kellam, second grade 

teacher at Occohannock Elementary School (OES) 

in Northampton County, has worked with VES 

Land Trust and the Virginia Coast Reserve (VCR) 

at Brownsville to bring OES second graders to the 

nature preserve. This year VCRs new director, Jill 

Bieri, provided a fresh outlook to the program and 

offered a change in format.  

We divided the second graders into three groups. 

Each group hiked the nature trail completing a 

scavenger hunt along the way. The kids looked for 

items that were spikey, gold, shiny, oval, 

manmade, animal signs and more. As they 

collected the items matching the category, they 

learned about why trees lose their leaves in the fall 

and why they change colors; the function of a 

pinecone; what is manmade (trail, boardwalk, 

signs) versus what is natural; and the difference 

between upland and wetland habitats. The second 

graders often chorused, “This is so much fun!” And 

Ms. Edwards, a second grade teacher, said, “It’s so 

good to see them just being kids.” 

Backyard Habitat Workshop 

Mushrooms of the Eastern Shore 

Tony Picardi is a Master Naturalist. He cares 

deeply about the land, plants, and animals. A 

retired engineer and 

Massachusetts 

Institute of 

Technology (MIT) 

alum, Tony is 

meticulous. 

Nevertheless, he has 

a relaxed, easy 

attitude and is quick 

to joke. Tony and his 

wife, Shirley, 

donated a 

conservation 

easement on their 

farm in 2011. Since 



 

 

A mushroom grows in Tony’s field. 

then, they have been generous in their time and 

land, allowing the VES Land Trust to host many 

field trips on their farm. In addition, Tony has 

frequently offered his expertise on creating and 

managing backyard habitats in the VES Land 

Trust’s recurring Backyard Habitat Workshop.  

This October, Tony once again presented at the 

Backyard Habitat Workshop and hosted the field 

trip at his home. His presentation, “Discover Life 

Underground: Mushrooms of the Eastern Shore,” 

stems from his own methodical and persistent on 

the ground research. After hundreds of hours 

searching the woods for mushroom specimen and 

detailed field notes, he has identified 50 different 

species just on his property.  

Mushrooms are part of the kingdom Fungi, which 

also includes yeasts and molds. In fact, fungi 

provide us with foods like cheese and some 

medicines, think penicillin. The stalk and cap that 

we typically identify as a mushroom and the part 

we eat is actually the fruiting body. We must dig 

deeper to see the whole picture. 

Mushrooms are a set of interlocking hair-like 

organisms underground, called hyphae. The 

hyphae group together in colonies to form 

mycelium, which absorb nutrients from the soil 

and thrive on decaying plant material and dead 

animals. “Some mushrooms fruit for as little as one 

day,” said Tony, “I found a colony in the woods 

and within a day the fruit had liquefied.” The fruit 

produces the spores, the reproductive body of the 

mushroom. Spores are so small they are not visible 

to the naked eye.  

Mushrooms, along with a diversity of plants and 

animals, are an essential part of a healthy 

ecosystem. They recycle nutrients and have a 

symbiotic relationship with plants. Mushrooms 

pull nutrients out of the ground and make them 

available to trees in return for carbohydrates. In his 

presentation, Tony noted about 90% of tree roots 

have a symbiotic relationship with fungi. Healthy 

fungi often mean healthier, faster growing trees. 

Mushrooms also increase forest diversity and 

ecosystem stability. “Unfortunately,” Tony told the 

class, “when forests are logged and soil is disturbed 

so is the fungal layer.” An undisturbed forest, like 

Tony’s, hosts a wide diversity of fungus, plants, 

and animals. In fact, in addition to the 50 species of 

mushrooms Tony has identified, his forest boasts 

40 species of birds throughout the year, including 

an eagle and great horned owl. 

Steps to Identify a Mushr oom 

1. Get out in the woods! 

2. Take photos from all angles. Get down on 

the mushroom level. 

3. Harvest a specimen. 

4. DO NOT TASTE! Some mushrooms are 

deadly poisonous and there are poisonous 

mushrooms in each of the major families. 

Don’t risk it! 

Participants view Tony’s wildflower meadow and 
warm season grasses. 



 

 

5. Look at the cap shape and texture, gills or 

no gills, shape and number of gills, hollow 

or solid stalk, shape of the stalk where it 

emerges from the ground, texture of the 

stalk, and odor (if any). 

6. Take detailed field notes. 

7. Cut the mushroom in half and see if it 

changes color, called bruising (Because 

some mushrooms are poisonous, make sure 

you use a designated mushroom knife). 

8. Wrap your specimen in wax paper, paper, 

or a paper towel to transport to your home 

laboratory. 

9. Take a spore print. Spore prints show the 

color and, under a microscope, the shape of 

the spore. 

After the 

presentation, 

participants 

headed to Holly 

Point Farm for a 

walk in the woods. 

Most of the 

mushrooms fruited 

early in October. 

However, the eager 

group’s keen eyes 

spotted some 

stragglers, 

including several 

poisonous 

specimens. 

Participants saw mushrooms growing from the 

ground, along felled logs, and tree trunks. Tony 

demonstrated his field technique, photographing, 

harvesting, and bruising a specimen. 

Backyards for the Bay 

In addition to the discussion on mushrooms, this 

year’s Backyard Habitat Workshop featured 

presentations from Tatum Ford, Grassroots Field 

Specialist with the Chesapeake Bay Foundation, 

and Bo Lusk, Coastal Scientist with Virginia Coast 

Reserve of the Nature Conservancy.  

Tatum asked, “Can we save the Bay?” The 

Chesapeake Bay is currently significantly impaired 

from the heavy load of pollutants it carries. With a 

64,000 square mile watershed containing 17 million 

people, the shallow estuary (an average of 22 feet 

deep) cannot filter fast enough. But a clean Bay 

means safe swimming and fishing for all. All the 

farms, lawns, storm water runoff, and sewage 

treatment plants from this vast watershed drain 

into the Bay. These inputs place enormous pressure 

on the Bay in the form of nitrogen, phosphorus and 

sediment pollution. Because the Bay is so shallow 

even just a little pollution goes a long way.  

Nitrogen and phosphorus spur the growth of algae, 

which clouds the water and prevents sunlight from 

reaching the underwater grasses. Then the algae 

dies and the oxygen levels in the water drop 

creating a dead zone where nothing can thrive and 

little can live. Even oysters, which can survive in 

waters with very low oxygen levels, cannot flourish 

or reproduce.  

While the agricultural and wastewater sectors have 

made tremendous progress in reducing runoff, 

Inspecting a bruised mushroom 
specimen 

A Bay friendly yard includes lots of native vegetation. 



 

 

urban/suburban/rural runoff has actually 

increased. Streets and parking lots act as funnels 

taking everything on them (oil, trash, cigarette 

butts, etc.) into the waterways. Even lawns add to 

the pollution load. According to Tatum, “our lawns 

are the largest crop in America and the nutrients 

we feed them end up in the Bay.” 

However, yards (back or front) can be designed to 

filter and clean water before it reaches the Bay. In 

fact, Tatum answered her first question, “Can we 

save the bay?” with a yes and highlighted several 

things property owners can do to bayscape their 

yard: 

1. Plant more natives and create a denser 

green filter on your property. Native species 

keep soil on the land and the nutrients in 

place. Native plants also support more 

native insects and animals because they 

evolved together! 

2. Have permeable walkways and driveways 

that allow rainwater to filter through 

instead of runoff your property. 

3. Build a rain garden that filters the water 

from your gutter into pebbles and native 

plants preventing runoff. 

4. Avoid applying fertilizer right before spring 

rains wash it away. 

For those lucky enough to have a creek or the Bay 

in their backyard, bayscaping may extend to the 

water. Bo Lusk returned to present more on his 

work with Oyster Castles. Bo has been restoring 

oyster reefs on the seaside since 2001 and has 

recently expanded his research to the bayside.  

Oyster reefs and a healthy oyster population 

provide many benefits including habitat (food and 

homes) for a variety of fish and invertebrates; 

water quality improvement through filtration; 

removal of excess nutrients; and stabilization and 

creation of habitats such as seagrass beds and salt 

marshes. An adult oyster will filter and clean up to 

50 gallons of water per day.  

Oyster Castles are just one method for oyster reef 

restoration. Like reef balls and fossilized oyster 

shells, Oyster Castles raise the bottom and give 

oysters a surface on which to strike. They are a 

relatively new tool made from limestone. Each 

Castle weighs only 35 lbs. making them easy to 

carry. They interlock with one another to build 

larger reefs much like Legos.  

Bo is continuing to study the effects of Oyster 

Castles on both the seaside and the bayside. With 

several on-going projects, he has seen excellent 

oyster strike and resurgence in populations. Bo also 

installed Oyster Castles as part of a living shoreline 

project. Oyster Castles have potential to stabilize an 

eroding shoreline and slow wave action. However, 

their main function is creating great oyster and fish 

habitat and improving water quality. If looking 

into using Oyster Castles, Bo suggests considering 

the following: 

1. Are there oysters already present at the 

chosen site? 

2. Where are the oysters? 

3. What is their vertical range in the water 

column? 

4. Is your main goal habitat creation or 

shoreline stabilization? 

Save the Date! April 18, 2015 

Eighth Annual Oyster Roast 

Hyslop Farm  
Home of Dr. Bill Turner  
Craddockville, VA 

Join us April 18, 2015 at Hyslop Farm on Craddock 

Creek for our eighth annual Oyster Roast. Bid on 

local artwork in our silent auction and take your 

chances in the raffle (specific items to be 

announced).  
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Help keep our records up to date. 

Please notify us at veslt@verizon.net or 757-442-

5885 if you have a new mailing address, 

e–mail or phone number.  

To support our work, please send donations to: 

VES Land Trust, P.O. Box 1114, Exmore, VA 23350, 

or online at www.veslt.org. Call us 757- 442-5885 

for instructions on making gifts of stock.  

 

 

 

 

 

VES Land Trust seeks to conserve rural lands which will 

best preserve the farms, forests, fisheries and heritage of 

Virginia’s Eastern Shore for the benefit of future 

generations. 


