
For additional information on any of these topics, 
please visit our website at http://advgeo.rutgers.edu.  

Has going to the gym to run on a treadmill become boring and monotonous? Well the Preserve is a great place to go for a change of 
pace and scenery! Not only can you hike, jog, or mountain bike, but the Preserve has been proven to be a haven for nature enthusiasts—

from birdwatchers to photographers. Got a dog? Bring him with you! He’ll enjoy the sights and sounds as much as you!   

1. The History in a Nutshell 

Did you know that the Rutgers Ecological Preserve is a great natural and histori-
cal resource right in your backyard? While the Preserve is currently forested, 
the land was extensively farmed from the colonial era until World War II.  During 
World War II, Camp Kilmer was erected next to the present day Preserve and 
was utilized until the 1960s, when a large portion of the property was turned 
over to Rutgers University. At this stop, you can see the remains of three ammu-
nition bunkers and two blast barriers, remnant of the Preserve’s military history.   
Nearby you can see other remnants, such as old fences, telephone poles, and 
overgrown gravel roadbeds.  

2. Invasive Plant Species 

As you walk through the woods, you will observe areas lacking under story 
vegetation. This is due mostly to extensive browsing by white tail deer, which 
greatly impacts the growth of herbaceous plants and woody shrubs.  In other 
areas, there is prolific, thick growth of herbaceous plants and shrubs. Most of 
these are invasive plant species, imported into the US from Asia and Europe as 
ornamentals, ground covers, erosion control and “living-fences.” Invasive spe-
cies are generally able to grow in a variety of habitats. These plants have few 
native predators and easily out-compete endemic plants. 

3. Birds 

There are many bird species that can be found in the Preserve. Two prominent 
types of birds you may see are warblers and the American woodcock.  While 
many warblers are stopping in the forest to ‘refuel’ as they move farther north 
to breed, several warbler species nest in the forest. The mature forest area 
offers both foraging and breeding habitat for neotropical migrant wood-
warblers.  In general, warblers are small colorful birds with vibrant songs, short 
and thin bills, and “flitty” behavior.   
The American woodcocks are known for their breeding habits, which include 
vocalizations and aerial displays.  The male woodcocks will gather, usually in an 
open area, and commence in their rituals to attract a mate.  The most impres-
sive of the breeding behaviors is when the male woodcocks fly straight up into 
the air and fall back down with their tail feathers spread to create a low pitched 
sound as they descend.  The breeding displays are most easily seen just before 
dusk during mid to late spring.   

4. Old-Field” Forest Succession 

In 1930, this part of the preserve was dominated by active agricultural fields. 
Each field was separated by small strips of forest which served as wind breaks. 
You are now standing in what was once the forested edge of one of those old 
fields. Look North and South from this location and try to pick out the larger pin 
oaks (Quercus palustris), northern red oaks (Quercus rubra) and black cherries 
(Prunus serotina). As you walk around the Preserve, look for more of these 
larger “Grandfather” trees denoting the edge of an old field.  
The abandoned farm fields to the East and West are now mostly populated by 
eastern red cedar (Juniperus virginiana). As time progresses, early “old-field” 
pioneer tree species like the cedars will be overtopped and shaded out by 
larger deciduous trees such as; northern red oak (Quercus rubra),  white oak 
(Quercus alba), green ash (Fraxinus pennsylvanica), American beech (Fagus 
grandifolia) and hickory (Carya spp.). These tree species now dominate the 
mature forest area in the northwest corner of the Preserve, where the stumps 
of old cedar trees can still be found.  

5. Fires 

If you walk off the trail slightly to the east and look back, you will notice                 
charring on many trees. In fact, two notable fires have occurred in the                
Preserve; one in 1977, which burned 20 percent of the Preserve, and                    
one in 1985, which burned the trees you are currently looking at. This fire              
had a low intensity and swept through the area quickly from the northeast.           
This is evident because American beeches (Fagus grandifolia), which are               
easily destroyed by fire, are still present and are mainly charred on their            
northeastern sides.  
6. Native Plants 

At this stop, try looking along the ground for some    spring                                  
ephemerals found in the region. These include spring beauty                           
(Claytonia virginica), with small, stunning                                                                  
white booms, trout lily (Erythronium                                                                                                                                 
 americanum), recognized by its mottled                                                                  
green leaves and graceful yellow flowers, skunk                                                    
cabbage (Symplocarpus foetidus), a plant                                                                   
that grows in wet areas and is capable of                                                                
thermogenesis (the ability to produce                                                                         
heat above the surrounding ambient                                                                        
temperature and is thus capable of                                                                         
melting snow), and finally                                                                                           
‘Jack-in-the-Pulpit’ (Arisaema                                                                                   
triphyllum) is found in moist                                                                                     
areas, displaying a distinctive                                                                                     
array of three-parted leaves and flowers found in its spadix. 

 7. Wildlife 

At this trail stop, you can see a tree which can (and has been) used as a den by 
animals such as foxes and raccoons. In fact, there are many other species of wildlife 
that can found in the Preserve. For example, there is a good chance that you will see 
evidence of white-tailed deer. Whether it is in the form of footprints, browsed plants, 
a worn deer trail, or seeing the actual animals, signs of one of the Preserve’s most 
prominent wildlife species are everywhere. There are many deer trails in the Pre-
serve, and it is not difficult to find them, as these narrow passages head off of the 
main trails.   
If you check under fallen logs, leaf litter, and rocks near moist areas, you may find 
two of the Preserve’s principal amphibian species; the eastern red-backed salaman-
der (Plethodon cinereus), which is found on forested hillsides, and the northern two-
lined salamander (Eurycea bislineata), which is most often found in streams and 
drainages.  
Remember, if you do see any wildlife, please treat them with respect by leaving 
them alone.   

8. Mature Forest 

This section of forest is considered to be one of the oldest parts of the Preserve. 
Here one can find native plant species common to mature northeastern deciduous 
forests, such as black oak, American beech, and shagbark hickory.  As you look 
around, notice the numerous deteriorated stumps of similar shape and size that 
protrude from the leaf litter.  These stumps are the remains of eastern red cedars, 
the first tree species to colonize this area as it left agricultural use sometime around 
the turn of the 20th century and reverted to a forested state. Given the general trend 
in stump height and the lack of trunk remains, it is probable that  local farmers 
harvested these trees for their utility as durable fence posts. As you walk the rest of 
the Preserve, notice the difference in present tree species and keep an eye out for 
cedar posts.  

9. Geology/Hydrology 

If you look around at this stop,                                                                                    
you will see what is considered                                                                                
one of the most scenic areas of the                                                                                  
Preserve, where a stream and rock formations are clearly visible. Located within 
the piedmont physiographic province of New Jersey, this area is dominated by 
the Newark Supergroup, which is the cluster of formations that make up the 
Newark Basin, which extends through central and northern New Jersey.       
Commonly known as New Brunswick shale, this outcrop of red shale most likely 
is representative of the Passaic Formation, formed during the late Triassic age. 

Watersheds themselves are an integral part of all ecosystems due to both their 
abiotic and biotic interactions with plants and animals.  The two primary streams 
here are Buell Brook, which drains directly into the Raritan River after a quick 
jaunt through Johnson Park. At this western portion of the Preserve, we have an 
elevated view of the brook and can clearly see its meandering nature through 
shallow cut banks and slick shale faces. Metlars Brook, can be found on the 
eastern side of the Preserve. 

Map compiled by Sara Bloom Leeds  
with thanks in part, to Google Maps.  




