River Rats

Deal of the
Centuries!

An army of volunteers protects
the James River from harm.
By Daryl Grove

River Rat Massey Whorley patrols the downtown
Richmond section of the James by kayak.

Riverkeepers, experts employed by the JRA.
Massey Whorley, a 27-year-old legislative analyst in the General Assembly, has been a River Rat
since January 2011. Whorley patrols a downtown
Richmond section of the James “probably 50 to 60
times a year” by going whitewater kayaking. “I go
out for fun,” he says, “but because I’ve been trained
as a River Rat, I’m keeping an eye out for things like
runoff or oily films on the surface of the water.” Just
one year after the program was founded, the River
Rats are already 40 to 50 strong, and it’s a network
that’s growing. “I have my own group of kayaking
friends, and I’ve made them aware of issues,” says
Whorley. “Knowledge is the first step to engaging,
and if people know how important a resource the
river is and know that it’s threatened, then they can
begin to get involved.” JamesRiverAssociation.org

Matchlock Mojo
Pittsylvania gunsmith has the right stuff.
BY Erin Parkhurst
“Give me some iron ore and a
tree and I’ll make you a gun,”
laughs John Buck, 51, a Pulaski
County native who may be one of
the most well known Virginians
you’ve never heard of.
Buck is one of just a couple of
professional master gunsmiths
in the U.S. who produce
handcrafted reproduction
firearms from the colonial
era (and earlier), and the only
Virginian: Buck is the go-to guy
for everything from matchlocks
to wheellocks to snaphaunces, as
well as flintlocks and caplocks;
firearms from as long ago as the
1400s. And you’ve probably seen
Buck’s work though you didn’t
realize it. Buck’s weapons have
been featured in films including
Squanto: A Warrior’s Tale (1994),
The Patriot (2000) and The
New World (2005), and on the
Military Channel’s “Weapons
Master Series.” Closer to home,
he makes weapons for Historic
Jamestowne and the Jamestown
Settlement (he crafted 35 for
the 400th anniversary alone)
and estimates he has made well
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over 2,000 firearms in the more
than 20 years since he made
making guns a full-time job. His
latest project is a commission
from the state of Florida to build
16th century-era weapons for its
upcoming 500th anniversary.
The challenge in making
period firearms, says Fred
Scholpp, armorer and assistant
site supervisor at Jamestown
Settlement’s James Fort where
visitors can see one of Buck’s
matchlock muskets up-close,
is that they not only have to be
historically accurate, they have to
be reliable and functional—that
Buck’s are all of these, he says,
separates him from amateur
gunsmiths. “There is a certain
artistry,” Scholpp adds, “to the
amount of experimentation
required in trying to rediscover
old techniques.”
So how has Buck, who is selftaught, learned to reproduce
these firearms so successfully?
“Well, I do a lot of gawking at
museums,” says the plainspoken
Buck, “and I have every book
you can find.” But, he says, it is

John Buck

holding an original firearm in
his hands that tells him the most
about how it was designed.
“Anytime John wants to study
any of the original matchlocks or
other pieces in our collection, we
are happy to let him look,” says
Scholpp, who adds that this is
an honor only afforded the most
accomplished gunsmiths.
Buck says it can take him as
few as eight hours to complete
a simple matchlock, but a really
“snazzy one” can take weeks.
The price for his work ranges
from $775 for a musket up to as
much as $4,000. He often uses
maple and walnut, but what is
his favorite wood? He pauses
for a moment, then says, “The
kind I cut on a snowy morning.”
MusketMart.com

Hal and Jean Kolb are getting
very rich by making the longest
of long-term investments in the
Virginia landscape: This bond
matures in about 500 years.
The Kolbs live on 176 acres
of mountain forest that lies on
the flanks of Boaz Mountain—a
spur of the Blue Ridge located
half an hour southwest of
Charlottesville. In a way, their
land has been deeded to an
idea—that tracts of mature
Virginia forest, protected so
they can reach full biological
development, will yield value
that outranks any other
possible use.
The Kolbs are one of five sets of Virginia
landowners who have arranged for land
conservation easements that forbid timber
harvesting on some 800 acres. Forever. The
forests range from Albemarle County south
to Blacksburg. In return, the owners qualify
for state and federal tax deductions and state
tax credits for the value of the timber that will
never be cut. Those state tax credits alone can
be worth somewhere north of $1,300 an acre.
These agreements, and subsequent help with
stewardship of the land, are orchestrated
by the 500 Year Forest Foundation, a
Richmond-based nonprofit organization
that was founded in 1997. It is the only such
private initiative in the U.S., and brainchild
of Lynchburg retiree Ted Harris. “There was
the need to recreate future Ancient Forests
to replace, at least in a small way, our
original heritage. These original forests were
magnificent in so many ways.”
Scientists say that allowing the forests to
reclaim their age over the coming centuries
will yield a treasure of research possibilities,
sequester carbon against the prospect of
CO2-induced global warming and provide
refuge for insects, plants and animals that
inhabit only such rare larger tracts of mature
forest. Today, all but gone, the scattered
remnants of remaining “old growth” forest may
constitute as little as half of one percent of the
Eastern forests.
Some of the Kolbs’ stands of oak and hickory
may already qualify as never-logged, or virgin
“old growth” forest. One blown-down hickory
has been determined to have sprouted during
Jefferson’s second term, around 1804.
The Kolbs have lived within the forest since
building their home there in 1976. During that
time, they have counted 33 different species
of trees and an array of wildlife that includes
bears, bobcats, coyotes, Allegheny woodrats and
80 kinds of birds. “We think the forest is important for its own sake,” Hal says, “not just for
human needs.” 500YearForestFdn.org
kathryn kolb

The James River Association gave Virginia’s
largest river a C- in its December 2011 “Health
of the James River” report—a definite “could do
better.” The private nonprofit was formed in 1976
and has overseen great strides in the river’s health
these past 35 years, but the James is still in need of
some serious attention. Says Executive Director Bill
Street, “There is pollution from a number of different
sources. There are wastewater discharges from
factories and sewage treatment plants, sediment
from erosion, plus the plant life is being overfed with
too much nitrogen and phosphorous.” Street calls
the James “America’s founding river,” and stresses
its importance to the future of Virginia’s economy:
“It’s part of what makes living here so great, and
so attracts new people and business.” But only if
organizations, including the James River Association,
can ensure that the James stays healthy.
To do that, the JRA needs more boots on the
ground—or, in this case, more oars in the water.
Which is why Street formed the River Rats in
January 2011, a program that empowers a group of
volunteer citizen river detectives to patrol the James
and its tributaries looking for potential problems
(like illicit discharges from pipes that may indicate unauthorized industrial or other pollutants),
and to take water samples and report back to two

Payoff in just 500 years.
BY Stephen Nash

Stephen Nash is on the board of directors of the
500 Year Forest Foundation.
Above: Hal and Jean Kolb.
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