Welcome to
West Essex Park
Interpretive Trall

This self-guided interpretive  trail tours a small
part of 1,361 acres of West Essex Park.
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Many years ago, this site was a picnic grove.
On this site there once was a tavern and the
building in the rear of the parking lot, Garibaldi
hall, was a dance hall. Several small cottages
were located throughout the property and old
concrete foundations still remain.
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We hope that you enjoy your visit.
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As you walk on the trail: '
4

Please stay within the trail
boundaries, following the woodchips. ‘g
\

There is an abundance of poison ivy \

in the area. ]

"Take only pictures. Leave only \!
\_

footprints.”
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. As a visitor here, it's important that you‘
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leave everything where you found it, and

leave no litter behind. Thanks! I!




STATION #1: WE'RE BEING INVADED!

The plant covering the
forest floor in this area is
Garlic Mustard , a common
plant originally from Europe
and brought here by the
colonists as a cooking herb.
If you pick a leaf and crush
it, you will easily be able to
sense the garlicky smell for
which it is named. All parts of
the plant are edible, and the
roots taste somewhat like
strong horseradish. Poor
people living in rural areas of Europe used the plant as
an herbal medicine as well as in sauces and salads.

Garlic Mustard, however, is an “invasive species.” In
other words, this plant doesn’t belong here, so it wreaks
havoc on the natural environment. Invasive species lack
natural enemies in their new habitats and can out-
compete native species. You can see that few other plants
are able to find space to grow wherever Garlic Mustard
can be found. This plant creates a tremendous number
of seeds each year, which can lay dormant for up to 6
years before germinating! Therefore, it spreads rapidly
and is very difficult to eradicate.




STATION #2: MEET THE HACKBERRY!

Notice the strange, cork-like
bark on this young Hackberry
Tree (Celtis occidentalis ). If you
feel it, you’ll note that it's spongy
and soft. This tree produces an
edible red berry in the fall, which
IS enjoyed by many species of
birds and mammals.

This tree can most commonly
be found in rich, moist solils like those found here at the
Center. Take a good look at the
bark and leaves, so that you'll be
able to recognize the hackberry
next time you see it!

STATION #3: A
BAD SUNBURN?

This tree looks like it spent way too
much time on the beach, doesn't it?
This is the typical bark of the River
Birch (Betula negra). This tree likes to
grow in moist soil also, especially along .
riverbanks and in swamps. It can even survive having its
roots flooded for several weeks. This tree is very helpful
In preventing soil erosion along streams. This means
that it keeps soil from being washed away with its strong
roots. | bet you'll remember the bark of this tree and be
able to identify it the next time you run into it!




STATION #4: BREAK IT DOWNI!

Check out the Turkey Tail Fungus on this old,
dead tree. Can you guess how it got its name?
These fungi are quite old, but younger specimens
have the bright reddish-brown stripes that mimic
the male turkey’s majestic tail. The part of the
fungus that you can see here is actually the
“fruiting body” or the part that creates spores to
spread the fungus. The main part of the fungus
consists of thousands of tiny threads below the
surface of the tree called mycelium. This is the p art
that does the real work of breaking down the tree.
Thanks to the action of this fungus, this tree will
eventually be reduced to a pile of soill.

Notice the furry-looking vine also on the tree
trunk, BUT DON'T TOUCH! You're looking at a
Poison Ivy Vine . This versatile plant can
grow as an herb, vine, or shrub. Even old,
dead plants like this one could cause an
itchy rash, so beware! The rash is caused
by an oil called urushiol (0o-roo-shee-ohl)
found throughout the plant. Approximately
85% of people will have an allergic reaction to thi S
oil, though it may take several exposures before th e
rash forms.




You might wonder, “What good is poison ivy,
anyway?” Did you know that 61 species of birds
and mammals depend on this plant for food? In
fact, poison ivy can make up 25% of the diet of
flickers and pocket mice.

Birds such as mockingbirds, catbirds,

bluebirds, grouse, qualil, finches and wrens all en;j oy
poison ivy seeds. Bear, deer, muskrat and some
rabbits will feast on all parts of the plant. If o nly we

knew why they don’t get a rash like we do!
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POISON IVY POISON OAK POISON SUMACLC
[Rhus toxicondendren L) (Rbut diversiloba) (Rhus toxicendendron vernx)




STATION #5: A FEAST FOR THE DUCKS

Look up! The acorns of this
Pin Oak (Quercus palustris) are
a treat for wood duck, one of the
showier visitors to this river
habitat. The pin oak is a
common tree in wet areas like
this.

Because this tree grows
quickly, has shallow roots, and
tolerates
having its
“feet wet,” it is commonly planted
as an ornamental or street tree.
The tree was named for its short,
stiff, pin-like branches. This tree
contains tannin, a chemical used
for tanning leather and making
dyes.




STATION #6: HITTING ROCK BOTTOM!

This boardwalk was built so that visitors can enjoy
the interpretive trail even when the surrounding flood
plain is inundated with water. This happens several
times a year, and all the animal and plant species in this
area are adapted to these special conditions.

The area surrounding the Passaic River is part of the
Hatfield Swamp, a 1,870-acre freshwater wetland
spanning parts of Essex and Morris Counties. This
swamp was formed 12,000 years ago when the Wisconsin
Glacier, the last glacier to cover this area, melted and
receded due to climate change. Left behind was Great
Lake Passaic, a lake about 30 miles long and 10 miles
wide. Over time, this lake drained, leaving the swamp
behind. In many parts, the lake was 200 feet deep. In
fact, you are standing on what was once the bottom of
this ancient lake!
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STATION #/7: WHO LIVES HERE?

This display will introduce you to some of the
animals that can be found in this area. Take a
moment to check it out!

STATION #3: BE A TRACK DETECTIVE

The mud along the riverbank is a great place to
spot animal tracks, giving us a look into the secre
lives of animals. Along the driveway, you'll see
some of these tracks reproduced. If you walk to the
river at this point, you can try to identify who's
been walking around the water’s edge! Can you
figure out what the animals were doing when they
left their tracks behind?



Who do these tracks belong to?
Do you think they live here?
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Black Bear Lives here? Yes No
Muskrat Lives here? Yes No

Chipmunk Lives here? Yes No

Raccoon Lives here? Yes No
Otter Lives here? Yes No
Deer Lives here? Yes No
Turtle Lives here? Yes No
Coyote Lives here? Yes No
Mountain Lion Lives here? Yes No

Skunk Lives here? Yes No

The answers can be found on the last page of this b

10

.89
0‘0
9

ooklet.



STATION #9: ALITTLE
HISTORY LESSON

This display maps out the course
of the Passaic River and the fish that
can be found here. This river begins in
the Great Swamp in Morris and Somerset Counties.

It is 85 miles long, passing through or bordering 7
counties on its way to Newark Bay.

Though upper portions of the river are still
pristine and beautiful, the lower regions are
severely polluted due to unregulated human
activity.

The Passaic has the highest level of dioxins
of any river in the US. Dioxins are formed as by-
products of many industries that use chlorine,
iIncluding paper and pulp bleaching, waste
Incineration, pesticide manufacturing, and the
production of Agent Orange (which was once made
In a factory right on the river). These chemicals are
some of the most persistent and toxic known, and
have been proven to cause cancer and decrease
reproductive success in humans.

River clean-up efforts began in 1972 with the

passage of the Clean Water Act, but clearly there | S
still much more work to be done.
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STATION #10: SNEAK

UP ON THE RIVER!

A short trail branches off to the right here where
you can walk to the riverbank. If you're quiet, yo u
may spot some of the river’'s more secretive
residents going about their daily business. Maybe
you’ll spot a silent great blue heron stalking fish , Or
spook a shy wood frog, or startle some skittish woo d
ducks as they quietly patrol the river.

STATION #11: NOTICE

ANYTHING DIFFERENT?

Take a good look at the soil and trees in this
area. Can you see that we've moved into a drier
area of the forest? You will
find different plant species
here than by the boardwalk.
One example is this  White
Oak (Querus alba). Itis
named for it’s whitish bark,
which stands out among the
other trees in the forest.

These trees are one of the

largest found in the Eastern United States, and

they can live a LONG TIME, sometimes 300 — 500

years! The wood of this tree is used for furniture :
hardwood flooring, railroad ties, and shipbuilding.

Native Americans ground the acorns to make a

sweet flour, but wildlife prefer the nuts just the way

they are!
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STATION #12: THE GLORY
OF THE UNDERSTORY

Take a look at the interesting bark on
the tree to the right. Doesn’t it look like a

finely muscled limb? That's why it’s
sometimes called musclewood. It's also
called ironwood for it's extremely hard
wood, which is sometimes used to make
tool handles. The common name is the
American Hornbeam (Carpinus
carloiniana).

On the left, notice the smooth
bark of the American Beech (Fagus
grandfolia.) Unfortunately, the bark
of this tree makes it attractive to
vandals who carve into the trunk.
The cream colored dry leaves don't
fall off this tree in the autumn, but
remain on the branches all through
the winter until the new leaves grow. This tree will
eventually take its place as a canopy tree.

Also found here in the understory is a common woody
shrub called Spicebush (Lauraceae Lindera benzoin)
the spring, its branches are covered with yellow flowers,
while in late summer, it sports bright red berries. If you
pick off a leaf or twig from the

spicebush and crush it, you’ll smell a

spicy, lemony odor that gives the

plant its name. Keep your eyes

peeled and maybe you'll spot a

spicebush swallowtail butterfly

looking for a place to lay its eggs

under a leaf!
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STATION #13: GOT A SWEET TOOTH?

If you look on the ground
you’ll see many spiny seed pods
that belong to the Sweetgum
Tree (Liquidambar styraciflua).
The leaves also have a distinct
star-shaped appearance. The
yellow-bellied sapsucker
woodpecker loves the sweet sap
of these trees.

See if you can spot any of the parallel rows of
tiny, square holes left behind by this bird.

Behind the sweetgum, you can seea  White Pine
(Pinus strobus). This tree can be identified by it’ S
long needles that grow in clusters of 5. Years ago :
shipbuilders used the straight, long trunks of thes e
trees to fashion masts.
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STATION #14: THE MOSQUITO WARS

On the left of the trail stands a
lone White Birch  (Betula papyrifera) |,
also called the paper birch (because
of its papery bark) or canoe birch
(because it was used by Native
Americans to
build canoes).

It is unusual to
find this tree here since it
prefers sunny openings and
forest edges and is often
found growing in pure stands.

A few steps farther, on the
right side of the trail, you can see some old ditch es
which were probably dug by a farmer originally in
an attempt to drain this land
for farming. Similar ditches
can be found all along the
Passaic River. The ditches were
later redug by the Mosquito
Commission for mosquito
control. Do you think they
were successful?
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STATION #15: TAKING ROOT!

You might wonder why we wouldn’t
remove this dead tree, but to us it's not
really “dead!” Many creatures find food
and shelter in a dead tree like this.
Decomposers like fungi and insects are
already at work breaking down this tree
Into nutrients that can be recycled by the
environment. Birds and small mammals will make
this tree their home. Decomposition is an
Important part of the life of the forest.

~——

If you look at the root structure of this tree,
you'll notice that the roots were very shallow,
probably contributing to its fall. The shallow roo ts
were an adaptation to the wet soil. Did you know
that plants need oxygen? In order for plants to
metabolize the sugars they produce through
photosynthesis, plants take in oxygen through
pores in the bark and roots. If the soil is too mo ISt,
however, the roots “suffocate.” That's why this tre e’'s
roots didn’'t grow deep.
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STATION #16: THAT'S ALL FOLKS!

This booklet was designed by the Friends of Essex
County Parks and Reservations.

We are a nonprofit group whose purposes include
maintaining the hiking trails, preserving the grounds to
keep them in their natural state and restoring the
interpretive trails and displays.

The Essex County Environmental Center opened its
doors to the public on May 2, 2005. Our hours of
operation are Monday — Friday 9am to 5pm and Saturday
10am to 2pm. The Center is a facility of the Essex
County Department of Parks, Recreation and Cultural
Affairs . The grounds are open year round from dawn

until dusk. Please observe all park rules as posted.

We hope that your visit to this interpretive trail will leave
you with a new appreciation of the nature of this area
and inspire you to support our efforts by volunteering
your help.

For more information, please call:
973.228.8776

or visit us online at:
WWW.essexcountynj.org

Hope to see you soon!
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WHAT DID YOU LEARN TODAY?

- Which tree gets carved by vandals?

- What “nasty” plant is a favorite of animals?

- Where does the Passaic River begin?

-+ Who loves to drink the sap of the sweetgum tree?
- What's an “invasive species?”

- What was the name of the last glacier to cover this
area?

- What is the toxic substance polluting the Passaic
River?

COULD YOU IDENTIFY THESE?

Answers to Animal Track Questions

7 - Black Bear, Yes

5 - Muskrat, Yes

3 - Chipmunk, Yes

2 - Raccoon, Yes

10- Otter, yes but they are rare these days
1- Deer, Yes

6 - Turtle, Yes

9 - Coyote, Not likely but you never know
8 - Mountain Lion, No

4 - Skunk, Yes
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FIELD NOTES
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