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The Preserve - preserved!
By Steve Knauth

The odyssey is over.

Papers are signed. Payments 
made. 

The 1,000-Acre Preserve has been 
preserved.

It was a long shot –and a long haul, 
says Chris Cryder, Special Projects 
Coordinator for Save the Sound, 
part of the Connecticut Fund for the 
Environment, who helped spearhead 
the effort. “At times, things seemed to 
go along through divine intervention. 
But there was a mix of people with 
complementary talents and a single 
goal – to preserve this land for future 
generations.”

A total of $9.9 million was raised 
to purchase the property from 
the now-defunct investment firm, 
Lehman Bros., which held it as an asset. Three million 
dollars came from private donations. Federal, state and 
municipal funds covered the remainder. The 1,000-acre 
property is spread across 3 towns in which it lies; 926 
acres in Old Saybrook, 4 acres in Westbrook and 70 
acres in Essex. While the Essex Land Trust owns the 
Essex parcel, the State of Connecticut and the Town of 
Old Saybrook will jointly own the rest of the Preserve, 
with a conservation easement being held by The Nature 
Conservancy.

 The 1,000 acres abuts the existing 500-acre Great Cedar 
Conservation Area in Old Saybrook to form one of the 
largest protected forests in the state, says Cryder. “This is a 
significant piece of land, in terms of size and diversity. It is 
rewarding that the public will get to use and enjoy it.”

An Ad Hoc committee, made up of a cross-section 
of supporters, is now at work forming a management 

plan, which should take about a year to complete. The 
early focus will be on consolidating and upgrading the 
existing trail system. That would open the land up to 
birding, geo-caching, photography and exploring. “I 
think we’ll see some of the existing trails eliminated, 
and some new ones cut and marked to access the high 
ridges,” says Cryder. “There’s talk of building some 
overlooks, too, like the one in Canfield Woods.”  

Besides hiking, the land could be used for mountain 
biking, horseback riding or cross-country skiing. (State 
law and Land Trust regulations prohibit motor vehicles 
on the Old Saybrook portion.) Primitive camping for 
the Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts is another idea.

“Passive recreation is the theme,” says Cryder. “That 
could also include birding, geo-caching, wild flower 
studies … there are many ways to enjoy this priceless 
piece of land.”
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The Preserve - what’s out there?

So, what’s out there in the Preserve?

One hundred-fourteen acres of wetlands, including 
38 vernal pools; 3,000 feet of watercourses; a 30-

acre swamp; a mature coastal forest and three rocky ridge 
formations and a diverse population of animals and plants 
in a vast, 1,000-acre parcel.

“The single most important feature is its size,” says local 
environmentalist Bob Russo. “In Connecticut, 100- and 
200- acre parcels are considered rare. To have over 1,000 
contiguous acres set aside is huge. The fact that this land 
abuts another large parcel of open space (the 500-acre 
Great Cedar Conservation Area) enhances the value of 
both parcels.”

Maintaining biodiversity is accomplished by saving these 
large areas of land intact. The Preserve is a good example, 
home to 25 species of amphibians, 30 kinds of mammals 
and 57 different birds. “The area has a neat assortment of 
wildlife,” says Russo. “That includes species which require 
large, mature blocks of forest. Pileated woodpeckers – 
which need large, old trees to nest in - have recently come 
back to Connecticut because of habitat like the Preserve.”  
Migratory birds also use the area, making it a great place 
for bird watching.

The wetlands provide good habitat for amphibians, 
including spotted salamanders, marbled salamanders, 
and wood frogs. “In terms of amphibians, I’ve also found 
red-spotted newts, four-toed salamanders and two-lined 
salamanders,” says Russo. “The box turtle, which spends 
its life in a small area (2-10 acres), can thrive here because 

By Steve Knauth

their habitat will be maintained and not crisscrossed 
with roads.”

Several endangered species, including bats, turtles and 
various plants, make their home in the diverse landscape, 
too. The Connecticut Department of Energy and 
Environmental Protection doesn’t make public their 
identities and locations, says Russo. “But it’s nice to 
know that this large block of habitat will continue to be 
there for them, and allow future study,” he says.

The diverse nature of the landscape is an attraction, 
too. Deep in the woods, the sounds of civilization, i.e., 
I-95 and Route 9 are muted and finally silenced. Ridge 
formations challenge the hikers and provide overviews 
in fall and winter. The watercourses and swamps are 
there for exploring and nature watching. “Pequot Swamp 
Pond and its surroundings are a great place to sit and 
listen to the quiet,” says Stephen Trojan, director of the 
Bushy Hill Nature Center, who knows the grounds well. 
“You can see birds coming and going, and the reptiles 
and amphibians living in a clean habitat.”

The land can also be a classroom for future generations. 
“Conservation is a popular topic as we realize the great 
value of open space,” says Russo. “This site presents 
an excellent opportunity for use by local schools, 
conservation organizations and families.”

Trojan agrees. “As we try to connect people to the 
outdoors and to ‘unplug’, we need to have areas for 
people to explore and learn,” he says. “Preserving this 
land will allow local organizations, educational facilities, 
and local residents the chance to get outside.”  

The public is invited to a “Family Outing 
at the Preserve” scheduled for Saturday, 
August 22 at 9 AM. Hosted by Chris 
Cryder of the Connecticut Fund for the 
Environment and Stephen Trojan, director 
of the Bushy Hill Nature Center, the 1-2-
hour hike including activities will be 
followed by refreshments. Parking and 
access will be on Ingham Hill Road, off of 
Route 153, Plains Road, Essex.
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Annual Meeting Report

The Essex Land Trust held its annual meeting on 
April 30 at Essex Meadows. Over 100 members, 
guests and Essex Meadows residents attended 

the reception and business meeting. Founded in 1968, 
the Land Trust continues to make steady progress in 
acquiring open space that helps to preserve the character 
of our community while offering natural areas for passive 
recreation.

The Preserve

This past year has been an incredibly busy one in many 
different areas. Probably the item that first comes to mind 
concerns the efforts to acquire the Preserve, also known as 
the 1000-acre forest. Many have been involved in a number 
of areas, from fundraising …. to handling the vast amount of 
detailed minutia involved in an acquisition of this type …. to 
actually working in the Preserve to prepare for its debut.

The Preserve has cost $10 million to acquire. Two years ago 
this was an ambitious objective. Today it is a reality. The 
Essex community has played a significant role especially 
in fundraising. Combined public and private fundraising 
attributable to Essex amounts to $1.3 million, that’s 13% 
of the total funds raised while Essex’ 70 acres account for 
only 7% of the Preserve’s total area. Over 200 individuals 
or organizations contributed $616,000. The Town of Essex 
contributed an additional $200,000 from its Open Space 
Sinking Fund and the State of Connecticut awarded a 
grant of $471,000 from its Open Space Fund to the Essex 
Land Trust.  

Bringing this transaction to a successful conclusion has 
involved many, including a great deal of hard work and 
dedication by the Essex Land Trust Board. It required a 

significant time commitment, attending many meetings 
involving our partners in Old Saybrook, the Trust for 
Public Land and other concerned organizations.

A hearty group of intrepid souls have already begun 
preparing the Preserve for its inaugural. One of the 
initial tasks has been the removal of pipes used to 
determine the viability of building sites. Over 1500 
of these pipes were inserted as part of the original 
development plans for the Preserve. Additional 
preparations for the public’s access to the Preserve 
are underway. Boundary markers have been installed 
and some trail maintenance work has been completed 
particularly near Essex Meadows. Plans are in place 
to install two parking areas along with information 
kiosks in the two sections that access the Preserve from 
Ingham Hill Road. Trail clearing and signage work will 
continue throughout the summer. 

Other Land Acquisitions

Mark Twain said “Buy Land, they’re not making it 
anymore.”  Well this year has been a special year for 
following Mark Twain’s advice because the Essex Land 
Trust’s current and planned purchases will increase our 
property holdings by over 30 percent.  In addition to 
the already mentioned acquisition of The Preserve, five 
additional projects are coming to fruition.

We continue to purchase property on the Great 
Meadow. We currently own a major portion of the 
Meadow below the Boat Club, and we have just reached 
agreement to purchase another property that is 6.6 acres 
and is directly south of the Club.  The Land Trust now 
owns 98 of the 174 acres that comprise Great Meadow 

continued on page 42
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and will continue to acquire additional parcels if the 
owners are willing to sell them to us.

We have started the creation of a new open space 
corridor between Comstock Field and our Land Trust 
property, currently called Vumbaco, on the Westbrook 
border and adjacent to open space in Westbrook. To 
this end, we purchased 3 parcels, located immediately 
south of Comstock field, totaling 18 acres. We are in 
conversations with landowners of the remaining pieces 
in between.  If successful, we will be able to create a 
beautiful corridor of protected woodlands and wetlands 
with public access from Comstock Field parking lot 
and from Toby Hill Road in Westbrook.  We are also 
interested in the property behind the piano factory, 
and if we can get that, it would connect the Land Trust 
Millrace property to Comstock Field.  The combination 
of the two would create one of the longest and most 

scenic hiking trails in 
Essex.

Last year Essex 
resident Ina Bomze 
purchased the 
derelict property on 
the corner of North 
Main and New City 
Streets. She had the 
house demolished 
and has given the 
property to the Land 
Trust. The property 
will be called 
Morgana’s Place, 
named after Ina’s 
beloved soul mate.  It 

is being landscaped and features a statue of Morgana 
as well as a memorial bench in the memory of another 
neighbor, Katherine Jacaruso.  The Town and the Essex 
Land Trust will maintain the Park.

Another property in transition is the pending expansion 
of Windswept Ridge. Owner Ted Zito is giving a 
5.7-acre lot located very near to Windswept Ridge 
to the Essex Land Trust, which will seek to obtain an 
easement to allow a new point of access to what will 
now become a 36 acre preserve.

As many are aware, the Land Trust purchased the 
development rights to the Johnson Farm in 2008.  This 

meant that the property could not be developed and 
could only be used as a farm or open space.   Because 
it was a working farm, it could not be open to the 
public.  Having concluded negotiations with owner 
Polly Johnson, the Land Trust has purchased the farm as 
well as two adjacent building lots. The farm will now be 
open to the public for passive recreation with pedestrian 
entrances on Walnut Street and Baldwin Lane.  The 
main entrance will be off Reed Hill Road with parking 
on one of the building lots in the woods.  The farm and 
the building lots total 49 acres and are composed of 
one-half woodlands and the other half open fields.  It 
is a spectacular property with beautiful views.  We are 
working on the installation of the parking lots, signage 
and trails will announce when the property is ready for 
public use.  

In summary, all 
the above projects 
will be adding 
150 acres to the 
land owned by 
the Essex Land 
Trust, which now 
amounts to 586 
acres.  Without 
a doubt a banner 
year! 

Membership and Programs

Membership in the Essex Land Trust continues strong 
with 372 households on board, an increase of 20 versus 
2013. Our Conservators for Life are 138, an increase of 
8. In 2014, we held 16 programs, all free and open to the 
public and counted over 800 individual participants.

continued from page 3Annual Meeting Report

continued on page 5
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We have been fortunate to receive support from local 
businesses in our community through donations in 
kind and sponsorships from: Essex Printing, Bartlett 
Tree Experts, Landscape Specialties, Ann Penniman 
Associates, A.J. Shea Construction, The Lee Company, 
Tree Tender and Essex Savings Bank. 

During 2014, the Land Trust benefited from 
significant legacy bequests. Our investment portfolio 
at year-end 2014 was $1,658,000 of which $700,000 
was encumbered for pending property purchase 
transactions. We rely on our investment portfolio 
for two things:  to generate income for property 
maintenance and development, and to provide for 
property acquisition of open space. Our land acquisition 
activities have been funded from several sources: the 
ELT investment portfolio, private fund raising and 
public sources.

Barbara Sarrantonio

Finally, special mention and recognition was given to 
Barbara Sarrantonio for her huge role in supporting 
the Essex Land Trust in the purchase of  The Preserve. 
We could not have done it without her. As our legal 
advisor, Barbara attends our Board meetings and has 
always provided us with expert counsel and legal advice. 
She has managed the intricacies and minutia of the 
amazingly complex process we have had to undergo as 
a participant in this transaction. Through it all, Barbara, 
with an ever-present smile and wonderful sense of 
humor, has focused on what is important to the Essex 
Land Trust. Without any doubt, Barbara has secured 
and protected the Land Trust’s interests in a way other 
organizations could only dream of.
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This year’s winner of the David Hyde Award for 
Excellence in Natural History is Annie Brown, a junior 
at Valley Regional High School. Annie will be attending 
UCONN’s one-week Natural Resources Academy, 
which aims to train Connecticut high school students 
in ecological and environmental sciences so that they 
can contribute to wise land use and land management 
decisions. 

Finances

Overall, 2014 was quite a successful year in the 
preservation, generation and use of funds. The year 
was very active and exceptionally good financially with 
operational income of $157,000 from dues, donations 
and grants. We thank all of our donors including the 
Community Foundation of Middlesex County, Wild 
Habitat Incentives Program, Essex Community Fund, 
and the Essex Garden Club. Total expenses were $83,000, 
the largest portion of which covered mowing, tree 
removal, and treatment for invasives on several properties. 
Other expenses funded the membership drive, various 
programs & activities and communications. 

continued from page 4Annual Meeting Report
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ELT Briefs

At the annual meeting of the Essex Land Trust held 
on April 30, the membership elected Mike Carlucci, 
Jim Denham, Bill Grover and Tom Rutherford to three 
year Board terms and Joel Anik to a two year term, 
joining the class of 2017.

The officers for the coming year are:

Jim Denham, President
Nancy Rambeau, Vice President & Secretary
Bob Nussbaum, Vice President
Mike Carlucci, Treasurer

New Board Member Joel Anik has been involved in 
the Essex community since 1999, when he and he 
wife, Paula, moved to Connecticut. Currently, Joel 

is the Connecticut 
Managing Director for 
Grant Thornton LLP, an 
international accounting, 
tax and advisory firm. 
Over the years, Joel 
has volunteered for a 
number of organizations, 
including The Hartford 
Stage and the Mark 
Twain House.  While 
working in Los Angeles, 
he served on the Boards 
of The Make a Wish 
Foundation, the Red 
Cross and the California 
Chamber of Commerce.  

When volunteering to work with not for profit 
organizations, Joel has sought to bring his background 
and experiences in business to organizations that he 
believes give much back to their communities. He is 
looking forward to working with our Board and our 
volunteers to help maintain and enhance the character 
of Essex that our residents greatly value. 

ELT Board Elects Officers and 
New Board Member

Morgana’s Place Inaugurated
More than 150 people attended the inaugural of Essex’ 
newest pocket park on the corner of North Main and 
New City Streets. Essex resident Ina Bomze who 
purchased the property and removed the derelict 
house has donated the 0.27-acre lot to the Land Trust. 
Commemorating her soul mate, Morgana, a statue was 
unveiled along with a memorial bench in remembrance 
of Katherine Jacaruso.

Lana Westgate is a 
Land Trust volunteer 
who has been working 
on our photo archive 
for the past three 
years. The total 
library amounts to 
33 gigabytes or more 
than 6,000 individual 
pictures. Photos have 
been cataloged by year, 
property and event and 
can be accessed using 
special photo software. The pictures are stored on 
a remote hard drive as well as on separate DVDs 
that are kept in different locations. We have a 
good selection of photos from 1998 onwards but 
only a few pictures from 1980, 1990 and 1994. We 
would be interested in obtaining any photos from 
these earlier years. Lana has spent too many hours 
to count in managing this project. We owe her a 
big vote of thanks.

ELT Photo Archive

Volunteers Needed: We have many tasks including 
helping plan events, sitting on committees, 
hospitality and greeting at events, trail maintenance, 
office assistance and mailings. Please contact Judy 
Saunders at 860-581-8108 or judith.saunders@
comcast.net if you would like to volunteer.
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The recent discovery of the non-native, invasive 
aquatic plant Water Chestnut (Trapa natans) in the 
lower Connecticut River has raised concerns for the 
protection of this internationally significant estuary.   

Water Chestnut is an aggressive rooted aquatic plant 
with floating leaf rosettes and a central submerged 
cord that can extend up to 16 feet, enabling this plant 
to form a dense mat on the water’s surface. By July 
plants produce a whorl of seeds (nuts) below the water’s 
surface that detach and sink once mature. Seeds have 
been shown to remain viable for up to twelve years, 
underscoring the threat of long-term establishment 
once this plant takes hold.  

This invasive species has gradually been moving down 
the Connecticut River from several large concentrations 
in Massachusetts.  In 2011 a baseline effort to locate, 
map, and remove occurrences in the CT River estuary 
was funded by the US Fish and Wildlife Service, 
working with the Connecticut River Estuary Regional 
Planning Agency (subsequently RiverCOG) and 
Tidewater Institute. Several large populations have 
been located in the estuary, including on the River’s 
main stem.  

Early detection and control is essential to controlling 
Water Chestnut; extensive infestations in Lake 
Champlain in Vermont, and the Hudson River estuary 
in New York make it unlikely that complete eradication 
will be possible in those waters. 

Our estuary consists of largely intact fresh, brackish, 
and saltwater tidal wetlands that are essential habitat 
for a concentration of resident and migratory bird 
and fish species. Water Chestnut has the potential to 
fundamentally alter the ability of the Connecticut River 
estuary ecosystem to continue to support the biological 
and social amenities that have been its hallmark.  

Please contact Judy Preston (jpreston65@sbcglobal.net), or 
Margot Burns (mburns@rivercog.org) if you think you have 
found this plant, or are interested in helping join the effort 
to keep it out of the Connecticut River estuary. Judy works 
for the Long Island Sound Study, and is a staff member at 
Connecticut Sea Grant at UConn’s Avery Point campus 
in Groton.  Formerly Director of the non-profit Tidewater 
Institute, Judy works on conservation issues facing the lower 

A New Threat to our Tidal Coves: Water Chestnut
By Judy Preston

CT River region, including the imposing threat of water 
chestnut.  She can be reached at judy.preston@uconn.edu.

A rosette of Trapa leaves (top). 
Non-viable seeds turn black 
and have four sharp spines 
(bottom); in places where 
Trapa has become established 
these floating nuts have 
been known to make public 
beaches inaccessible, and 
even puncture tires.  
Photos: Judy Preston
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E

Saturday, July 11 at 9 AM
Hike of the Month: Explore a new ELT preserve. 
Meet at Comstock Field, off of Park Road, Ivoryton 

Sunday, July 19
Family canoe and kayak trip in the Falls River Pond 
of Ivoryton and Centerbrook – 4 PM, Falls River 
Landing on Falls River Drive, Ivoryton
Explore Falls River Pond from your canoe or kayak. 
A two-hour naturalist-led paddle in calm waters 
will allow us to see abundant wildlife, including 
an active egret roosting site and one of CT’s few 
purple martin colonies. Encourage your family and 
friends to come. Registry and boat launch will begin 
at 3:30 pm for a 4:00 pm departure from the small 
public park on Falls River Drive, just off Main St. in 
Ivoryton. Rain cancels.

Saturday, August 1 at 9 AM
Hike of the Month: Osage Trails. Take Maple Ave. 
off N. Main St, to Foxboro Road, then first left

Saturday, August 22 
Family Outing in the new Thousand-Acre Preserve 
– 9 AM. Parking and access off Ingham Hill Road, 
Essex
Bring the family and join Chris Cryder of the 
Connecticut Fund for the Environment and Steven 
Trojan, Director of the Bushy Hill Nature Center 
in exploring the critters, plants, and ponds of the 
new Thousand Acre Preserve. We’ll walk some easy 
trails for 1-2 hours and share adventures, followed by 
refreshments.  Rain cancels. All ages welcome.  

Saturday, September 5 at 9 AM
Hike of the Month: Fern Ledge, next to old 
Shoreline Clinic, off Route 153

Saturday, September 26 
Source to Sea Annual River Cleanup – 9 AM to 
noon, at the foot of Main Street in Essex
Join with your neighbors and help clean the shores of 
our beautiful Connecticut River. Coordinated by the 
Land Trust and the Connecticut River Museum and 
sponsored by the CT River Watershed Council, the 
event will be conducted simultaneously by volunteers 
along the length of the river from Canada to Old 
Saybrook. Meet at the Connecticut River Museum 
at the foot of Main Street in Essex where you will be 
given an assignment. Wear waterproof boots, work 
gloves, and come rain or shine.  Refreshments will be 
served. All ages and abilities are welcome.

Saturday, October 3 at 9 AM
Hike of the Month: Thousand-Acre Preserve walk, 
Essex access off of Ingham Hill Road

Tuesday, October 6
Long Island Sound’s Fall Feast – 7 PM, Essex 
Library, 33 West Avenue
The mouth of the CT River and Long Island Sound 
contain a rich smorgasbord of more than 70 species 
of fish that are prey for ospreys, eagles, striped bass, 
seals, shorebirds, and a broad range of other wildlife. 
These underappreciated forage fish are the vital base 
of the Eastern Seaboard’s food chain. Some, such as 
the menhaden (aka bunker) often seen in vast schools 
in Essex harbor, play an outsized role and are also 
the focus of a controversial commercial fishery. This 
talk by Penny Howell, Senior Fisheries Biologist, CT 
DEEP, Marine Fisheries Division will bring to life 
this remarkable and largely unknown congregation 
of species, describe how they live and interact in our 
waters, and discuss the management issues critical to 
their long term survival.
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