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Invasive Plants in Essex
By Steve Knauth and Geoff Furtney

Editor’s Note: The Essex Land Trust is dedicating considerable 
resources (time & funds) to address the increasing challenges 
posed by the presence of invasive plants and trees. Along with 
taking remedial steps in our properties, we aim to educate 
members of the community about what individuals can do. An 
accompanying article in this edition of Essex Woods & Waters 
provides additional useful information.

The Falls River is a beautiful stream that runs 
through the three villages of Essex, east to the 
North Cove and the Connecticut River.

  

Birds of the field and forest, the fowl of the waterways, 
deer, fox and all manner of trees and flowers all call it 
home. This great variety makes it “an important resource 
for local wildlife,” according to professional forester Shane 
Hetzler.
  
It’s also under threat from invasive species; fast-
growing, all-consuming trees and shrubs not native to 
the region which take over resources and change the 
microenvironment. In the river’s Ivoryton stretch, Essex 
Land Trust (ELT) stewards hack back invasive plants 

Four of the most widespread invasive plants and trees
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Invasive Plants in Essex ... continued from page 1

Valley Regional High School student cutting down 
invasives in the Millrace

all spring and summer to keep trails open and the river 
visible to hikers. “If left unattended for a single year, paths 
along the river would be impassable,” says steward Geoff 
Furtney. “If left for another year the flow of the stream 
could be compromised.”
 
The Land Trust cares for 22 preserves in the Town of 
Essex comprising over 1000 acres. There is an invasive 
plant on almost every acre. Japanese Knotweed, Barberry, 
Privet, Bittersweet, English Ivy, Phragmites, Mile-a-
Minute Vine, Norway maple, Tree-of-Heaven and 
Locust—they’re all prospering in the woods, along the 
streams and in the meadows of Essex, Centerbrook and 
Ivoryton.

Read a book about invasive plants and you find words 
such as “encroach”, “invade” and “destroy”. The Millrace, 
which encompasses six acres of forest, wetlands and 
river in the center of Ivoryton village, was once used as a 
commercial property; it is now completely covered by trees 
and shrubbery, much of it invasive. Just a mile away, the 
50-acre Johnson Farm has spreading clusters of Barberry, 
which grows quickly into a prickly thicket that’s daunting 
to hikers. Spread by birds that eat its berries, Barberry is 
also present at James Glen, Canfield Meadow Woods and 
Bushy Hill.

What’s Being Done
The ELT stewards and the board of directors consider 
invasive plants as a serious short and long-term threat 
to the land trust’s mission, which says, in part, that the 
trust will “maintain properties in a natural state now 
and forever.” The Norway maple which monopolizes soil 
nutrients or the Euonymus shrub from Japan that beats 
out native plants – to name just two - aren’t compatible 
with this goal.

The land trust is eradicating invasive infestations on 
several properties and experimenting with control 
techniques on others and studying new methods and 
plants species. Recently, a group of land trust stewards 
and board members attended a symposium at the Univ. of 
Connecticut at Storrs to learn what new invasive threats 
are on the horizon, what other states are doing and what 
works best.

To this end, the land trust is experimenting with approved 
control techniques on several of the hardest invasive 

species, using eco-friendly materials and good old hand 
work. A concentrated effort is underway at Cross Lots 
to clear and control about 50,000 square feet of land, 
which is nearly overtaken over by Poison Ivy, Bittersweet, 
Multiflora rose and others. The plan is to create a pasture 
of native grasses and flora facing east on the property.
  
Another example is at Great Meadow, the land trust’s 
non-public access property on the Connecticut River, 
where several methods have been used successfully by 
stewards and others to remove a broad expanse of the 
Phragmites reed. This invasive grows in dense colonies 
in wetlands, ditches and meadows, quickly shading out 
native plants and eventually dominating the area. There’s 
also a growing population of Bittersweet and Poison ivy.

At this time, the land trust is putting together a plan 
for countering and controlling invasive species for the 
Millrace. “Millrace has the potential to be a wonderful 
natural resource for the village of Ivoryton,” says Furtney. 
“But not in its current condition.”

After acquiring many properties over the years, the Essex 
Land Trust is now turning its focus to land management 
and planning. We will continue to pursue desirable open 
space additions to our current 600-acre holdings while 
also keeping in mind the need to be good stewards of our 
properties.
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Invasive Plants in Your Backyard
By Steve Knauth

Invasive species aren’t confined to the Essex Land 
Trust’s woods, meadows and marshlands; they’re also 
found in the backyards of the three villages.

According to the state DEEP, a variety of non-native 
plant species have been introduced to Connecticut in over 
the years; and it’s well documented that they’ve caused 
problems. A recent report stated: “some non-native species 
exhibit an aggressive growth habit and can out-compete 
and displace native species. These are referred to as invasive 
species and they are a serious problem in Connecticut and 
elsewhere.”

Invasive Plants in Your Backyard 
is a guide to non-native, invasive 
plant species which the Land 
Trust will soon be distributing to 
members. It’s published by the non-
profit Connecticut River Coastal 
Conservation District Inc., which 
supports resource management 
through technical assistance and 
education, and is designed to help 
landowners identify and control 
invasive plants and trees.

These species have established 
themselves in foreign locations 
through several means. The Tree of 
Heaven (Ailanthus altissima) was 
planted on purpose in urban areas 
because it was hardy and fast growing. 
Japanese knotweed (Polygonum 
cuspidatum) was introduced as an 
ornamental in public landscapes and 
home gardens. Others are simply 
carried to new areas on everything 
from hiking boots and bicycle tires to cars and trucks 
– even boats. Wildlife helps spread invasive species 
when seeds are carried in digestive systems or fur and 
subsequently “planted.” 
They take root quickly, grow rapidly and spread 
aggressively, crowding out and even destroying native 
plants in the area. They can also change the local landscape 
and with it, the ecology, adversely affecting wildlife.

Some examples: Phragmites (Phragmites australis), a tall 

reed engulfing native species on local tidal marsh land; 
Japanese knotweed, the bamboo-like invasive crowding 
out native shrubs and bushes; Oriental bittersweet 
(Celastus orbiculatus) whose vine-like stems can strangle 
tree limbs. Herbicides can be used to control invasive 
plants and the guide offers information on what 
products to use for what purposes. Glyphosate is a 
broad-spectrum, non-selective herbicide, meaning it can 
control a variety of plants over a wide area. Triclopyr is 
a selective herbicide which works on so-called woody 
plants such as Autumn olive (Elaeagnus umbellata) and 

broad-leaf weeds. 

Why bother with these invasive species, 
at all, one might ask. These species 
are part of nature, aren’t they? Beauty 
aside, it’s about preserving the local 
biodiversity. “The presence of invasive 
plants alters the way plants, animals, 
soil, and water interact within native 
ecosystems, often causing harm to 
other species in addition to the plants 
that have been crowded out,” states the 
Connecticut Invasive Plant Working 
Group (CIPWG).

There are plenty of native alternatives 
to the invasive species. Pussy willow, 
cordgrass and switchgrass are native 
reeds that can replace the phragmites. 
Elderberry can be planted to replace 
Japanese knotweed, along with Silk 
willow and Spicebush. Alternatives to 
the bittersweet plant include Trumpet 
honeysuckle, Virginia creeper and Fox 
grape. The guide includes organizations 
and publications covering available 

native species.

“The biological pollution caused by invasive species is 
extremely challenging,” says the Invasive Plant Atlas 
of New England (IPANE). “Even if we never import 
another non-native species, the ones already invading 
our native ecosystems will continue to grow and spread. 
We must actively seek solutions to control or eradicate 
the species which are problems already or have the 
potential to become problems.”

This Guide will be sent to Essex 
Land Trust Members as part of the 

membership renewal mailing
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Stone Walls
By Lily Nesco

Editor’s note: Stone Walls are part of the landscape being 
preserved in many Essex Land Trust properties. While we 
enjoy wildlife and vegetation in our wanderings, we should 
also remember that many properties were once farmed and 
used for grazing. Stone walls, a remnant of another time, 
connect us with our past.

Oliver Bowles, a mining engineer, estimated in 
1939 that over 259,000 miles of stone walls 
stood in the Northeast, with the greatest number 

in New England. Today it is estimated that half that 
number remain. 

The demise of these walls is difficult to stop simply 
because of their commercial value. Strip mining of 
stone walls is a lucrative business and although walls 
located on public property are easier to protect, those 
on private property are not. The continued loss of these 
walls has prompted towns like Redding, Woodstock, and 
Harwinton to pass ordinances to protect them. 

New England Stone Walls
Early English settlers, adept at building walls from 
stone commonly found in England, discovered an 
abundance of wood instead when they first came to New 
England. Wooden fences and enclosures lined fields 
until widespread deforestation from farming exposed an 

abundance of stones buried below layers of soil. Farmers 
faced with the need to clear these stones to grow crops 
created “dumped walls” (stones piled along the edges of 
fields). Later farmers transformed these stone piles into 
linear walls and dry-stone walls became preferred over 
wood. Most of the region’s stone walls were built between 
1775 and 1825 and by the end of the 19th century most 
were made of fieldstone in New England. By 1871 
approximately one-third of the 61,515 miles of fencing 
in Connecticut was stone. 

Unfortunately, as farming declined, forests reclaimed many 
properties obscuring stone walls under composted leaves 
and trees. New England stone walls, unlike English stone 
walls, were not commonly built using capstones—flat 
rocks at the top of the wall, which offer protection from 
the leaves, and moisture that accumulate between the 
stones and eventually collapse it from within.

Andrew Pighills of English Gardens and Landscaping, 
who recently spoke on stone walls and structures at the 
Essex Library, pointed out that rural New England was 
mostly grassland in the early 1900s and is now mostly 
forested, leaving stone walls crumbling or buried under 
brush or new construction.

According to Pighill, stone walls can be constructed 
with or without mortar; however, a dry-stone wall does 
not need mortar to stand indefinitely if it is constructed 
using the right pattern and the right stones. A bridge in 
New Hampshire built in the 1840s and one constructed 
without mortar stills stands today. Walls can weaken 
over time when animals habitually rub against them, 
and seedlings that sprout at the bottom of a wall will 



eventually gain enough strength to topple it. However, if 
left undisturbed, dry-stone walls will continue to stand as 
a legacy to a skill that is still practiced today.

Notable Connecticut Stone Walls
The list that follows mentions some examples of notable 
stone walls that exist today

• Brooklyn: stone walls are abundant because of the shape 
and size of the stones natural to this area. 

• Farmington: walls that parallel the entry to Hill-
Stead Museum are built almost entirely of black basalt 
boulders. 

• Guilford: A double-stack wall stands along the 
perimeter of the Henry Whitfield Museum property. 

• Mansfield: A wall more than 20 feet wide in places 
stands approximately two-thirds west of the historical 
museum in the historic district. 

• Norwich and Griswold: rich in stone walls. 

• Old Mystic: farmstead walls are visible throughout this 
town.

• Preston and Ledyard: the Pequot Trail has a stretch of 
old stone walls that run along the right-hand side of 
the Trail, beginning at the 1.7-mile mark, just past Deer 
Ridge Road. 

• North Stonington:  Randall’s Ordinary has stacked 
walls and lace walls—stacked walls with space between 
the stones to contain livestock.

• Stonington: roadside stone walls abound that were 
no more than piles of stones the first white farmers 
cleared from fields. A wall bordering the back of First 
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Congregational Church, at 903 Pequot Trail (Route 
234) is an example of a wall that was topped by 
capstones.

• West Hartford: An estate wall built of red Jurassic 
sandstone on private property is visible from the street 
on the north side of the intersection of Albany Avenue 
and Prospect Street.

• Woodstock: well-laid fieldstone walls can be found in 
the Southeastern Hills of Woodstock

For further reading on this subject, consider the following 
sources:

Robert M. Thorson, Exploring Stone Walls (Walker & 
Company, 2005)

University of Connecticut: Stone Wall Initiative http://
stonewall.uconn.edu

Corey Schweizer, “The Geology of Colonial New 
England Stone Walls” http://www.primaryresearch.org/
stonewalls/schweizer/

John-Manuel Andriote “The History, Science and Poetry 
Of New England's Stone Walls”

http://www.earthmagazine.org/article/history-science-
and-poetry-new-englands-stone-walls

Gary Santaniello “A Stone’s Throw from History,” 
New York Times, Nov 18, 2005 http://www.nytimes.
com/2005/11/18/travel/escapes/a-stones-throw-from-
history.html



The Year in Pictures
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The Essex Land Trust annually organizes a calendar of diverse events including hikes, lectures, 
nature talks, canoeing and kayaking trips, all featuring expert guest speakers and knowledgeable 
naturalists. Following is a collage of some of this past year’s events.

Spring cleanup at Cross Lots

Arbor Day at Essex Elementary School

Learning about vernal pools in The Preserve

Reception and Essex Land Trust Meeting

Birding and nature walk at Essex Meadows
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On the boardwalk at the Pond Meadow Preserve Enjoying the annual picnic concert at Main Street Park

Exploring Johnson Farm

Learning about tree identification in The Preserve
December hike in Canfield Meadow Woods
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Coming Events – Mark Your Calendar! 

Essex Printing Company  
Centerbrook, CT 06409 
860 767 9087 
www.essexprinting.com

Essex Woods & Waters is published three times a year. Jim Denham, Publisher & Editor 
Contributors: Steve Knauth, A.C. Proctor.
Board Members: Nancy Rambeau, President; Bob Nussbaum, Vice President, Development;  Goody LeLash, 
Secretary; Mike Carlucci, Treasurer; Paul Greenberg, Land Acquisition; Tom Rutherford, Strategic Planning; 
Geoff Furtney, Stewardship; Judy Saunders Programs & Events, Volunteers, Joel Anik, Accreditation; Barbara 
Burgess; Jim Denham, Communications; Chet Arnold, Special Projects.

E

Winter Raptors Field Trip 
Saturday, February 4, 1:00-5:30pm
Meet at Town Hall Parking Lot
Eagles, Hawks and Owls: an outing to search for birds of 
prey that winter in our region.  Led by Jim Denham of 
ELT and Andrew Griswold of CT Audubon. Bring a bag 
lunch, binoculars and warm clothes. Two vans are available 
to seat the first 15 people who sign up. To reserve, please 
contact Judy Saunders at: judith.saunders@comcast.net by 
January 31st. Inclement weather cancels.

Save the Monarch! 
Monday, March 6, 2pm                    
Essex Town Hall, 29 West Avenue 
A co-sponsored lecture with Essex Garden Club by Nancy 
DeBrule-Clemente, owner of Natureworks Horticultural 
Services, an organic garden center. The primary focus of 
Natureworks has been education and as a result Nancy 
and her team have become Monarch experts. Learn about 
the life cycle of the Monarch and its habitat. All are 
welcome.

Vernal Pools and Emerging Life in the Preserve 
Saturday, March 25, 9am
East Preserve parking lot, Ingham Hill Road
Bob Russo, ecologist and Ivoryton resident, will lead a 
hike in the Preserve to help you search for salamanders, 
frogs and plants emerging from the long winter. He will 
describe the biological and geological features that make 
the vernal pool areas unique and bountiful. 1½ hours 
duration. Easy to moderate terrain. Bring tall waterproof 
boots and nets if you have them.  Open to all ages. Bad 
weather cancels. 

The Geologic History of the Lower 
Connecticut River Valley
Tuesday, April 4, 7pm
Essex Town Hall, 29 West Avenue 
Does what we know about the tectonic and glacial history 

of the lower Connecticut River (Middletown south) 
support the notion that the River once flowed to New 
Haven?  What did the last glacier do to clog up the river 
as it melted northward? What happened to unclog it? 
These and other questions will be addressed by Ralph 
Lewis, certified professional geologist with 40 years 
of experience, State Geologist of Connecticut 1997-
2003, and co-author on the “Glacial Geologic Map of 
Connecticut and Long Island Sound Basin”. 

Essex Land Trust Annual Meeting 
Thursday, April 13, 5:30 pm
Essex Meadows, 30 Bokum Road 
Join us for ELT’s festive Cocktail Party and Annual 
Meeting. Light food will be served. Tickets ($30) for 
the cocktail buffet (5:30-6:30) will be available at the 
door. Business meeting and presentation that follow are 
free to all. Non-members are welcome.

The Preserve’s Vernal Pools Revisited 
Saturday, May 6, 9 am      
East Preserve Parking Lot, Ingham Hill Road
Bob Russo, ecologist, returns to the vernal pools in 
the Preserve to examine and explore the changes since 
our last hike in March. 1½ hours duration. Bring tall 
waterproof boots and nets. Open to all ages.  Bad 
weather cancels.

Birding and Nature Walk                                                                                                    
Saturday, May 20, 10am 
Essex Meadows, 30 Bokum Road
Former ELT President and birder, Jim Denham, will 
lead a 1-2 hour walk through Essex Meadows woods 
to explore during the peak bird migration and breeding 
season. All levels of knowledge are welcome. Easy to 
moderate walking on trails. Cookies and refreshments 
provided at the conclusion of the walk, courtesy of 
Essex Meadows. Bad weather cancels.


