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Salute to service
The Ora E. Paul American Legion 
Post 24 held a Veterans Day 
Observance Monday morning 
in front of the Windsor County 
Court House in Woodstock. 
Above, members of the rifle 
squad and Color Guard stand 
at attention during Taps. Right, 
Post Commander Jerry Blakeney 
talks about Veterans Day to those 
gathered. See page 3A and online 
at thevermontstandard.com for 
more photos.         Rick Russell Photos

New activities 
are planned for 
Wassail Weekend
By Lauren Dorsey
Staff Writer

As preparations for Woodstock’s 40th annual Wassail Week-
end get into full swing, the event promises several notable 
departures from recent years.

These changes are largely due to the committee Beth Fin-
layson, the executive director of the Woodstock Chamber of 
Commerce, formed after last year’s celebration.

The committee’s primary focus has been on bolstering the 
weekend’s impact, both by adding activities and strengthening 
the weekend’s cornerstone events. “This is such a wonderful 
event that benefits everyone in the community, and we really 
want it to live up to those expectations,” Nori Pepe, a member 
of the committee and the marketing manager at Billings Farm, 

Criminal cases  
have moved 
to Woodstock 
courthouse
Relocation is temporary while district 

courthouse in WRJ is renovated
By Lauren Dorsey
Staff Writer

After five months of delays, Windsor County criminal and 
family hearings were finally moved to Woodstock’s Windsor 
County Court House last week.

According to state court administrator Teri Corsones, those 
hearings will remain in Woodstock’s courthouse for roughly 
12-18 months, while the Windsor District Courthouse in White 
River Junction undergoes significant renovations.

Much of the move’s delay was due to the modifications the 
state had to make to the courthouse in Woodstock before crim-
inal hearings could take place there. “The Woodstock County 
Court House typically houses the civil and probate divisions, 
so they’re not set up for criminal hearings or litigants who are 
in custody,” said Corsones. “They had to make some modi-

Trustees discuss need 
for advanced planning 
and communication 
with foliage food plan
By Lauren Dorsey
Staff Writer

In the aftermath of a record-breaking foliage season, Wood-
stock’s Village Trustees took time at their meeting Tuesday 
evening to discuss how their preparations to supplement 
Woodstock’s food availability during the town’s busiest stretch 
panned out and what lessons they can take into next year.

Trustee Lisa Lawlor, who spearheaded the discussion, un-
derscored three main takeaways. “We should be talking about 
fall foliage six months out,” said Lawlor during the meet-
ing. “We need to increase communication between the town 
management, the trustees, the selectboard. and other private 

See COURTHOUSE - Page 8A

See WASSAIL WEEKEND - Page 8A

See TRUSTEES - Page 5A

The Thompson’s $4 million 
renovation gets underway

By Tess Hunter
Managing Editor

The Thompson senior center in Woodstock will begin mov-
ing out of its facilities at 99 Senior Lane this week in the first 
step in a $4 million overhaul of the building. According to ex-
ecutive director Deanna Jones, current programs and activities 
will continue during the renovation and be spread out between 
three facilities in town — The White Cottage, the Shir Shalom 
synagogue, and the Norman Williams 
Public Library.

The expansion of the center is 
expected to last into the fall of next 
year. The work will be done by Estes 
& Gallup, which is based in Lyme, 
N.H. When renovations are complete, 
the center will have 4,803 square feet 
of new space, including an expanded 
kitchen and dining room, additional 
community and activity space on the 
second floor, expanded office space 
for staff, and a new accessible bathroom on the second floor. 
Though the final end date for the renovation is expected to be 
September 2025, Jones says the organization hopes to be back 
to work in their newly updated kitchen on April 1, 2025. 

The fundraising effort
The project came to life thanks to a massive fundraising 

effort, which began in 2019. “We started actually, with a gift,” 

Jones told the Standard this week. “The very first gift was in 
2019 that allowed the planning and development, and even 
some of the work to begin. So we’ve been in what I guess they 
call ‘the quiet phase’ in fundraising and reaching out to really 
good friends and special donors to get us to the point where 
we’re at now, which is right about $2.8 million.”

One of those special friends and donors is Woodstock’s Max 
Comins, who contributed $500,000 just last week. “We are 

thrilled to receive this generous grant 
from Mr. Comins,” Jones said in a 
statement last week. “We hope his 
support will inspire others to contrib-
ute to the important work we do at The 
Thompson. The building renovation 
funded by community support and 
this transformative gift is essential for 
continuing the high-quality services 
we provide to the older adults in our 
community.”

Comins is a longtime member of 
the Woodstock community. He owned and operated the Kedron 
Valley Inn in South Woodstock for many years and has been 
active with Pentangle Council on the Arts and other performing 
arts organizations as a financial supporter, theater producer, and 
actor. “I am humbled to be able to help those in the community 
that are in need of and treasure the work that The Thompson 

“Everyone who participates [at 
The Thompson] sees the need, 
feels the crunch of the space, 
and is looking forward to this. 

People are super excited about 
it. And I’m just glad that we have 

a community that will help us 
evolve and meet those needs.”  

— executive director Deanna Jones

See THE THOMPSON RENOVATION - Page 8A
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fications to the courthouse to accommodate litigants who are 
in custody, which did result in some delay because, as every-
where, contractors, supplies and materials were delayed.”

In particular, according to Windsor County Sheriff Ryan 
Palmer, constructing the holding cell for the building posed 
particular problems. “Basically, we’re cramming a big, new, 
modern building into an older, more confined, antiquated 
building that’s not really designed for what we’re doing,” said 
Palmer. “Doing that presented some real logistical challenges, 
but we’re going to make the best of it that we can, although it 
has certainly been a struggle for everybody.”

While there were some discussions about moving the coun-
ty’s civil and probate hearings from Woodstock’s courthouse 
to a third swing space while the building took on criminal 
hearings, it seems that idea was abandoned. Presently, all of the 
county’s in-person hearings will be in Woodstock, according to 
Corsones.

Although shifting so many different types of hearings into 
one building is a significant change, Corsones said that with the 
number of cases the court is able to hear remotely, it may not 
result in a huge jump in the number of people in the building. 
“As you can imagine, because we have the remote hearing 
capabilities now, with all the new equipment and technology 
that came about during the pandemic era, many hearings can be 
held remotely, and in those cases people would not need to go 
to a physical courthouse,” said Corsones.

Palmer agreed, saying, “There may be slightly more traffic 
coming in and out of the building, but at the end of the day, I 
don’t think it’s going to have a significant impact.”

While the additional hearings are in town, the Woodstock 
Village Trustees are leasing a group of eight parking spaces, 
which have traditionally been available to the public, to the 
state.

Some of the other operations that were housed in the White 
River Junction courthouse, including the Judicial Bureau, have 
moved across the street from their former home to a swing 
space on 55 Railroad Row. The swing space also posed some 
challenges to the relocation, according to Palmer, because 
when the state took possession of the space, they discovered 
it lacked much of the wiring required for the operations they 
planned to move there.

The roughly $7.8 million in renovations in White River 
Junction are set to start next week and will touch almost every 
part of the existing building. According to Kate Eberle, the 
former director of communications and legislative affairs at the 
Department of Buildings and General Services, the renovations 
were originally planned to begin several years ago, but they 
were repeatedly passed over in favor of more urgent projects. 
Now, however, the updates have become pressing.

While the renovations take place, Corsones urged those 
with hearings to take extra care to ensure they go to the right 
location. “We do recognize that the public will need to go to 
an extra effort to check their notices of hearing and find out 
where exactly the hearing is, and if it is a remote hearing while 
[the state] completes the renovations,” said Corsones. “Their 
timeline is 12-18 months. If it’s more towards 12 months, that 
would be great. In the meantime, the hope is to have as little 
disruption as possible.”

told the Standard. “With 5,000 people coming into town, we 
want to make it a celebratory, festive weekend with all kinds of 
things to do at all the different organizations.”

With roughly a dozen members representing many of the 
organizations that traditionally hold events during the weekend, 
the committee has also encouraged a new level of coordina-
tion across town. “Because it’s a 40-year-old event, over time, 
we’ve gotten rooted in our own silos,” said Finlayson. “The 
Chamber would do one thing, and then Billings would do an-
other, and then the library another and so on and so on. I think 
having it really coordinated with the committee is going to be 
very helpful.”

Welcome to Wassail Walk
The first new event of the weekend will be a kick-off walk 

in the late afternoon on Friday to welcome the town’s visitors 
and mark the beginning of the main festivities. “We don’t have 
a great name for it yet, but it is going to be something like the 
‘Welcome to Wassail Walk,’” said Finlayson. “We’re asking 
people to gather at the parking lot at East End Park, and we’re 
going to hand out bells and lights before walking with a bag-
piper up to the green where there will be hot cider and holiday 
music.”

Inspired by Scotland’s Hogmanay celebrations, the idea 
originally came from Deborah Greene, the executive director 
of Pentangle Arts. “At Hogmanay, everyone walks with torches 
and throws them into a fire, symbol-
ically casting off the year’s sins,” 
said Greene. “I thought it would be 
cool to start something similar here.”

Finlayson is looking forward to 
the event, in part because it will add 
substance to what can sometimes 
be a relatively sparse first day. “We 
were thinking a lot about how we 
want to welcome people, and what 
we wanted to do on Friday,” said 
Finlayson. “Because people are 
here. People want to do things, but 
we often have had a lot of focus on 
Saturday.” 

Logistically, the event will be relatively simple, as people 
will be walking on sidewalks, so there won’t be any need to 
close down roads or coordinate traffic. “Dave McKay has 
ordered, I think, 1,000 little hand bells for people,” said Fin-
layson. “It’ll be sweet. It’ll be safe. It’ll be a nice opportunity 
for folks.”

To cap off the event, some of the stores in the Village will 
be staying open late on Friday. “So, after the walk, people can 
drink hot cider, warm themselves by the fire pit, and then go 
shopping,” said Pepe.

Village caroling
The next major addition to the weekend will happen early 

Saturday afternoon. In the hours leading up to the horse parade, 
Upper Valley barbershop choirs — the North Country Chords-
men and the Vox Stars — will give a series of mini-concerts 
around the Village. “We’re going to be singing in all different 
places around The Green, and we’re planning to dress up in our 
festive outfits to make it feel like an old-timey Christmas with 
carolers going from spot to spot,” said Dan Falcone, the direc-
tor of both groups. “We’re really excited to participate.”

According to Bill Corson, a section leader with the North 
Country Chordsmen, the first set of the morning will be at 
12:30 p.m. at The Gore for about a half hour. The second will 
be at 1 p.m. near the memory tree, and the third will be back 
at The Gore around 1:30 p.m. “One of the fun songs we’ll be 
singing is ‘Welcome Christmas’ from the movie, ‘How The 
Grinch Stole Christmas,’” said Falcone. “We have a little 
choreography that goes with it, too, holding hands and swaying 

back and forth. That’s one I really love.”
Wassail Parade

The weekend’s centerpiece — the Wassail Parade — will 
also see some significant alterations.

While the High Horses Center for Equine-Assisted Services 
has organized the 2 p.m. horse parade for almost a decade, this 
year it has been spearheaded by the Woodstock Chamber of 
Commerce. 

Traditionally, parade participants have been asked to make a 
donation of $75 per horse to participate. “We thought that, rath-
er than that, maybe we could offer an honorarium to the partici-
pants this year,” said Finlayson. “We’re going to pay $200 for 
the first one to four horses [per participant] and a $400 hono-
rarium if anyone is coming with more than four horses.”

The chamber will also be bringing in the Brattleboro 
American Legion Band to play in the parade. Despite previous 
concerns that loud sounds could spook the horses, committee 
members familiar with parade horses felt the addition of music 
would be manageable. “They were fine with it, especially 
because the band will go first,” said Finlayson. 

Although there is an honorarium this year, Finlayson empha-
sized that the parade is still weather-dependent. “If there’s ice 
or rain, it’s going to be much smaller than if it’s a nice day.”

Artisan fair
Saturday’s artisans fair will expand this year. In addition 

to booths on The Green, some craft 
vendors are going to set up under the 
Middle Covered Bridge. “It’s kind of 
iconic to Woodstock that there is a 
craft fair,” said Finlayson. “Jennifer 
Maxham has hosted a very successful 
craft fair at the Masonic Lodge for 
years, and there is not a single space 
available there for folks. We thought 
we could expand and offer a quasi-out-
side version, so it’s going to be cold, 
but you’re covered in the covered 
bridge.” According to Finlayson, there 
are going to be about ten artisans under 

the bridge on Friday and Saturday.
The location will work especially well, Finlayson said, 

because the chamber will be using the new shuttle routes 
launched last year, which ran from the Woodstock Union High 
School parking lot to the north side of the Middle Covered 
Bridge. “With the shuttles, we’re bringing people directly to 
the artisans, and then they’ll go through the bridge to get to the 
green and the other things that are going on,” said Finlayson. 

Finally, the chamber is planning on hosting a few kid’s activ-
ities on Saturday. “We’re considering doing some kind of tod-
dler Holiday ornament-making on the green,” said Finlayson. 
“That way, kids will have something to take home with them.”

Traditional events
Many of the other stalwarts of Wassail weekend will be re-

turning in full force this year, from Christmas at Billings Farm 
and the BarnArts Holiday Cabaret to carriage rides and the 
Memory Tree lighting. 

Pentangle Arts will host musical performances each evening, 
featuring Frisson on Friday and the Empty Pockets on Satur-
day.

On Sunday, in addition to Cupcakes with Santa, Revels Kids, 
and the Messiah Sing, Pentangle Arts will be hosting a new 
closing reception to offer a more formal farewell to partici-
pants. “More than anything, people were looking at how to 
make this year’s Wassail more exciting and more comfortable 
for people,” said Greene. “It’s a lot to have that many people 
in town, and so we wanted to keep the tradition, but pay a little 
more attention to making sure that everyone had an opportunity 
for a smooth, enjoyable experience.”

“Because it’s a 40-year-old event, 
over time, we’ve gotten rooted 
in our own silos. The Chamber 
would do one thing, and then 
Billings would do another, and 

then the library another and so on 
and so on. I think having it really 
coordinated with the committee 

is going to be very helpful.” 
— Beth Finlayson, Woodstock Chamber of 

Commerce executive director

does for them,” Comins said in the statement. “I have an extra 
connection with The Thompson since John Thompson Jr. was 
my head of maintenance at The Kedron Inn from five days 
after I bought the inn until I sold it 17 years later.”

 Karen Rosene, president of The Thompson’s Board of 
Directors also said in the statement, “With this generous 
challenge gift from Max Comins, we invite the community to 
join us in this effort to expand our facilities to better serve our 
special community. We aim to raise an additional $500,000 to 
match Max’s donation, which will help us achieve the goals 
of the campaign and support these critical improvements for 
services now and in the future.”

Getting to work
With packing and moving currently underway, Jones told 

the Standard that she is optimistic about the additional oppor-
tunities the renovation will provide to the community — par-
ticularly what the improved kitchen space will mean for the 
organization’s Meals on Wheels program. “[Currently], people 
are just tripping over each other to accomplish what they do. 
Ten years ago, we served 5,800 meals, and this past year, we 
did 14,000 packaged meals for delivery. During the pandemic, 
it was over 18,000 meals — so we’re just completely at the 
capacity of what we’re able to prepare in the small kitchen 
that we [currently] have,” she said. “And we package all the 
meals in the dining room right now — so we can’t even use the 
dining room for program space throughout the day.”

Jones says the new kitchen will feature a designated packag-
ing area and a Combi oven that will steam vegetables and rice, 
as well as do convection baking.“We will have more commer-
cial kitchen equipment than we have now, which will allow us 
to increase our capacity and [the food] will be healthier and 
more flavorful… The other, newer piece of equipment that 
we’ll get is a steam kettle, which is a big kettle that’s heated 
with steam that you can make soups in in larger quantities.”

According to Jones, the new and improved facilities will 
make it much easier to operate The Thompson’s current 
programming and will provide plenty of opportunities for 
new activities as well. “We have a living room space that we 
use for programming right now. The French Table has lunch 
in there because it’s a little bit quieter. And then the Bridge 
group comes in to play, and they have to share the space, which 
doesn’t always work well. So being able to have spaces to 
meet all the existing needs is really key. But our programs are 
always evolving, and I’m sure there will be new programs.” 

The growing demand
Jones says the renovation was largely precipitated by the in-

creased demand for services. “We’re turning people away. We 
meet, on average, 20 new people every month. Which is hard 
to believe — that 20 new older adults in the community just 
pop in for either meals or Medicare counseling or something. 
We’ve grown so significantly.” she explained. “As an exam-
ple, we have our Thanksgiving meal and we have 20 people 
on the waiting list. And had close to that for the Veterans Day 
lunch that we just did. So we’re literally turning people away. 

Just knowing that the demographics for the next 10-15 years 
are going to continue to increase the way they have the last 10 
years — we’re already at capacity and turning people away, 
which we don’t want to do.”

Jones emphasizes the community’s impact on the project. 
“One of the things that I’ve really loved about this organization 
and our board and staff is that we evolve to meet the communi-
ty’s needs,” she said. “This is the culmination of more than five 
years of planning and fundraising by an incredible board and 
staff, and it’s the response from the participants. Everyone who 
participates [at The Thompson] sees the need, feels the crunch 
of the space, and is looking forward to this. People are super 
excited about it. And I’m just glad that we have a community 
that will help us evolve and meet those needs. 

“Not every senior center in the state or, and especially even 
out of the state, are as fortunate as to be able to meet the needs 
of the community. That’s one thing that we hear all the time 
is, ‘I don’t know what I would do without The Thompson’ or 
‘My sister doesn’t have anything like this.’ We’re so lucky. And 

I think it’s really true — it meets an incredible need in the com-
munity. We’re serving over 1,800 people every year. Now, that 
number grows every year.”

Because of the renovations, The Thompson will not be pro-
viding in-house meals for the two weeks from Monday, Nov. 
18 to Tuesday, Nov. 29. Starting Monday, Dec. 2, in-house 
meal service will resume at the White Cottage, at 823 West 
Woodstock Road. 

Beginning Monday, Nov. 18, The Thompson’s exercise 
and Aging at Home programming will take place at the Shir 
Shalom synagogue at 1680 West Woodstock Rd. This will in-
clude the foot clinic, Medicare counseling, one-on-one, gentle 
yoga and tai chi classes, and the Bone Builders and Strength, 
Stretch, Stability programs. 

Mahjong and other special events will be held at the Norman 
Williams Public Library. Full details and schedules can be 
found at The Thompson’s website, thompsonseniorcenter.org. 

Standard correspondent Max Huibregtse contributed to this 
article. 

Above, these floorplans illustrate the addi-
tional 4,803 square feet of space that The 
Thompson will net after the renovation. 
The current footprint is marked in white, 
the additions are highlighted in green. 
Left, a rendering of the east elevation of 
the soon-to-be renovated Thompson se-
nior center. While the facility is under ren-
ovation, programming and activities will 
be moved to other venues across town. 

Courtesy of The Thompson


