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Open Space Properties Essex Land Trust

Our Vision and Mission
The Essex Land Trust is an independent nonprofit
organization supported by generous donations and
managed by a dedicated group of volunteers. ItsVision
is to preserve our community’s open space and natural
resources for the benefit of future generations.

To this end our Mission is to acquire open space by
gift or purchase and to protect the environment and
the small town character of the three villages, Essex,
Centerbrook and Ivoryton,which comprise the town
of Essex and to provide our community with passive
recreational and educational opportunities.

To fulfill these objectives the Land Trust conserves
wildlife habitats, forests, fields, rivers,wetlands and
scenic views by maintaining properties in a natural state.

Become an Essex Land Trust Member
Members receive our newsletter, Woods &Waters and
receive an invitation to our Annual Meeting. Members
also receive a calendar of LandTrust events, and email
updates.Conservators for Life are members who donate
$1500 in a given year.Their names are placed on the
bronze Conservators Plaque located at Cross Lots.

Town of Essex
Open Space Properties

Bushy Hill & Platt: 131 acres of hilly terrain with extensive hiking
trails owned by theTown of Essex and the Essex LandTrust.The area
is a heavily forested former pasture land. Access:Bushy Hill Road,
Ivoryton.

Canfield-Meadow Woods: 300 acres of woodlands owned by ELT
and the Towns of Essex and Deep River. Access:Book HillsWoods
Road,Eagle Ridge Drive, and Dennison Road.

Cross Lots: 15 acres in the center of Essex.Extends from a hilltop
park through fields to a large dogwood grove. Access:40WestAvenue,
across from Essex Library.

Falls River & Jean’s Island: 44 wooded acres with 3,300 feet
of waterfront on the Falls River. Access:Falls River Drive off Main
Street, Ivoryton. Includes kayak/canoe landing and park on Falls River
Drive. Jean’s Island is 8 acres only accessible by canoe/kayak.

Fern Ledge & Farm Hill Estates: 17 acres of high ledge and
woodland with hiking trails. Access:Route 153 orWestbrook Road,
alongside the Middlesex Hospital Occupational Medicine facility.
Farm Hill Estates has no trails.

Heron Pond: 29 acres of forested hills, valleys and streams. Access:
Heron Pond Road,off Route 154.

The Millrace: 7 acres along the Falls River betweenWalnut and
Ivory Streets in Ivoryton. Access: Ivory Street.Pedestrian access from
corner ofWalnut and Main Streets.

Johnson Farm: 49 acres of farmed hay fields along with mixed
deciduous forest. Access:Parking on Read Hill Street,off Comstock
Road, Ivoryton.Pedestrian access off ofWalnut Street.

Pond Meadow: 18 acres of upland forest and wetlands feeding into
the Falls River, across from Comstock Field. Access:Park Road,off of
Walnut Street, Ivoryton.

The Preserve: 71 acres connected to 893 acres in Old Saybrook via
two access locations. Access: Ingham Hill Road off Rt.153,or
Westbrook Road,Essex.

James Glen-Doanes’ Woods-Woodja Hill:Three contiguous
properties covering 40 acres. Access:Hudson Lane,off River Road.
Navy Lane off of Book Hill Road,and Oxbow Lane,off of Meadow
Woods Road.

Osage Trails (the Elizabeth Callender Preserve): 8 acres of lawn,
meadow,forest and wetlands fronting on Falls River Cove. Access:
Foxboro Road.

Tiley Pratt Pond: 9 wooded acres with 650 feet of waterfront over-
looking the pond. Access:Lane off Laurel Road just north of intersection
with GrandviewTerrace,Essex.

Viney Hill Brook Park: 104 acres,owned byTown of Essex.
Access:End of Hillside Drive. and Cedar GroveTerrace.

Turtle Creek: 93 forested acres in Essex and Old Saybrook on
both South Cove and the Connecticut River.Owned byThe Nature
Conservancy. Access:Watrous Point Road in Old Saybrook.

Windswept Ridge: 47 acres of hilly woodlands with hiking trail.
Three access points: WindermereWay,off of Mare’s Hill Road/
Windswept Ridge Road,Windsor Lane,off of Main Street/Edgewood
Avenue,and behind Essex Financial Services facility,off of Route 153.

Thatchbed Island: 8 acres of wetland separating South Cove and the
Connecticut River.No public access.Viewable frommainland or watercraft.

Great Meadow: 91 scattered acres on the Connecticut River also
fronting on North Cove.Composed of brackish wetland in the south
and freshwater marsh in the north.No public access.

Pocket Parks: Stanley Park:Mowed lawn with bench on Falls River,
Main Street,Centerbrook.Morgana’s Place:On corner of North Main
and New City Streets,Essex.
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Annual Report for 2019 
Another Year of Caring for Our World  

 
2019 represents the 51st year of ongoing operations for the Essex Land Trust. The land trust 
continues to focus on its core vision and mission: to preserve our community’s open space and 
natural resources for the benefit of future generations while protecting the environment and the 
small-town character of our three villages: Essex, Centerbrook and Ivoryton. 
 
Total membership remains stable at 400 families, conservators and corporate supporters.  
The land trust currently owns 650 acres across 23 distinct preserves. It also assists in managing 
an additional 250 acres in collaboration with the Town of Essex Conservation Commission.  
 
We thank all members, donors and corporate sponsors for their support without which we could 
not carry out our mission. 
 
Following are highlights of achievements, initiatives and major activities over the past year: 
 

 Accreditation: After a three-year process, the Essex Land Trust has been awarded 
accreditation by the national Land Trust Alliance. Land trust accreditation is a mark of 
distinction, showing that a land trust meets high standards for land conservation. Only one 
quarter of all land trusts have achieved this distinction. 

 

 
 

 The Essex Land Trust was honored to receive the 2019 Rockfall Foundation Tom ODell 
Distinguished Service Award. This recognition is given to an organization or individual for 
outstanding ongoing or long-term accomplishments.  
 

 Trail Guide: a new Trail Guide was completed and distributed to members. The Trail Guide 
covers all Town of Essex open space properties. It features updated maps, preserve 
descriptions and new pictures specific to each of the preserves.  
 

 Acquisitions: The Land Trust did not make any new purchases this past year but is 
exploring some very exciting new possibilities in the coming year. The Acquisitions 
Committee meets regularly to evaluate potential opportunities in line with the priority of 
protecting significant ecosystems, adding to existing preserves and building corridors that 
contribute to biodiversity.  
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 Stewardship: efforts continue to mitigate the impact of invasive vegetation, specifically 
clearing of Japanese Barberry and Russian Olive on the meadow at Woodja Hill and 
eliminating 95% of Japanese Barberry in James Glen. Other accomplishments include: 
• Built new 50 ft. bridge and 250 ft. boardwalk at The Millrace. 
• Created a scenic viewing site with Adirondack chair at pond’s edge of Tiley Pratt. 
• Led a major clean-up of years of downed trees at Osage Trails. 
• Funded ongoing effort to attack invasive Phragmites on Great Meadow. 
• Achieved a significant increase in volunteer manpower including new stewards. 
• Purchased a new tractor to facilitate clearing of heavy debris and invasive vegetation.  

 
 Programs: many successful, well attended events held throughout the year. Highlights: 
• Horizon Wings Live Raptor presentation in January, the Winter Raptor Field Trip in 

February and the March Live Owl event co-sponsored with the Essex Garden Club.  
• Other events: Gary Nolf's Archaeology Road Show in February, Edible Mushrooms for the 

Table presented by Dr. Terry Doyle in April and the Geology Cruise in May.  
• In July, we collaborated with the Essex Historical Society in presenting the Follow the Falls 

project as it focused on Falls River Cove, Osage Trails and the historic Williams Complex 
and Shipyard. 
 

 Volunteers: Renewed focus on expanding volunteer community by creating opportunities 
for garden volunteers, trail monitors and increasing the number of volunteer events.  
• Coordinated efforts to prune and cull trees in the Cross Lots Dogwood field; the trees have 

been affected by anthracnose disease. 
• Other volunteer events: ongoing focus on the Cross Lots pollinator garden, revitalization of 

the Diz Callender perennial garden at Osage Trails and the start of a new pollinator 
garden behind the Pratt House in conjunction with Essex Historic Society, Sustainable 
Essex Community, Essex Garden Club and River Council of Governments. 
 

 Finances: Total Revenue and expenses reached $133,184. Revenue sources and expense 
uses are detailed below. Property management, appropriately, represents the most 
significant allocation of land trust funds. 
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By Merle Drift

To be honest the bridge isn’t just crooked.  It leans 
a little and slopes down from the midpoint.  I’ll 
explain.

There were four on the project—average age around 70—
Al, Leif, Scott and Geoff.  Then, 
when they started working on 
the river full time, I say this 
with complete conviction, God 
sent them Brian—age 30 with 
muscles.

Those that have followed the 
saga of the Millrace know about 
the bridge problems on the 
Falls River —they kept washing 
away when the rains got heavy. 
So in the Fall of 2018 the 
land trust began a three bridge 
building project—starting with 
the Miracle Bridge, then the 
Historic Millrace Bridge and ending with the Crooked 
Bridge in June of 2020.  These bridges will not wash away. 
They will endure The Flood. 

The Crooked Story
The challenge with bridges is span. The bridge at the 
bottom of the hill at Doanes’ Woods is 18 feet long—not 
a big problem.  The bridge crossing the stream at Heron 
Pond is 12 feet long, hardly worth mentioning. The 
site of the new bridge—we’ll call it PNCB standing for 
Proposed Non-Crooked Bridge—requires a 57-foot span, 
10 feet more than the Miracle Bridge. And the Miracle 
Bridge was, well, a miracle...so it was a challenge. The 
team had to do more than a miracle.

Before lifting a hammer, they studied the concept of 
trusses. A truss is a sharing tool.  Every wooden member 
of the truss holds some weight and hands some weight 

off to the next wooden member…. Install  the right truss 
across a long bridge, with every board sharing weight 
appropriately…it’s almost more than a miracle….there 
is no sagging…So the team built 120 feet of truss for the 
PNCB in  one of the backyards…and carried the truss 

sections to the river…Then they 
began building the bridge.

And while the Crooked Bridge 
is crooked and leans and 
slopes—it does not sag…. The 
truss works…it serves as both 
a weight and force distribution 
tool as well as an attractive 
railing. The land trust placed a 
sign by the bridge reminding 
folks that it is a narrow 
pedestrian bridge and asks that 
no more than three wayfarers 
cross the bridge at any one time-

- out of an abundance of caution. 

But why is the bridge crooked? And slopes and leans a 
little?

Try picking up a 24-foot 2 X 12. It’s heavy. And not just 
heavy, it has an unwieldly, long heaviness to it.  So now 
try picking up a 24 foot 2X12, carry it up a ladder in the 
middle of the river and place it on a support with the ends 
exactly 180 degrees from each other and do it 4 times; then 
apply long pieces of plywood slathered with glue to both 
sides for added rigidity.  Then add 6 more 20-0foot 2X12’s. 
Clamp the whole thing and bolt the entire span. Nearly 
100 bolts. And don’t once let your brain remind yourself 
that you need to go home for a nap. 

This is only one part of the bridge building process, but 
it tells the story. It was really hard work. Every piece of 
the bridge is heavy, long, and clumsy. It’s up in the air for 
heaven’s sake! And they did it all by hand.
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The Crooked Bridge ... continued from page 1

Just a team of four old guys.  Five counting Mr. Muscles. 
And they are proud of the job. It has integrity.  And it’s 
pretty.  And, well… crooked. Who isn’t?

The Team: Leif Owens, Scott McCoid, Al McGregor, 
Geoff Furtney and special guest worker—Brian Jones 
from California.



page 3Woods& Waters

continued on page 4

The world turned upside-down in March as the 
COVID-19 virus spread across the country. Busi-
nesses, schools and the nation’s institutions shut 

down; social distancing became a new term.

Suddenly people who had lots to do – had nothing. So, 
two friends decided to weather the early pandemic shut-
down by logging more than 150 miles on the land trust’s 
trails.

Sarah Higgins is an in-home daycare provider in Ivoryton, 
with 5 children to keep her busy; Janice Knauth, a semi-
retired sign language interpreter, had her freelance work 
and her daily swim at the YMCA. Both are Jazzercise 
regulars, too. All that stopped for the two friends; suddenly 
Sarah had no children, Janice had no work and they both 
lost their exercise venues.

So, they took to the trail.

From mid-March into early June, the two walked on 
Essex Land Trust (ELT) and other nearby properties, 

going out almost every day and averaging from 2 1/2 to 4 
miles on any given walk.

It started out simple (“I think it was like, let’s go for a 
walk,” says Janice.) Then Sarah took up her ELT Trail 
Guide. “That gave us a structure,” says Janice. “We’d look 
at it and decide where to go, based on the description, the 
weather and trail conditions that day.” Later, they used 
the ELT web site to pick out trails and print maps. “There 
are lots of kiosks, and they were a help, too,” says Janice. 
“Sometimes we took pictures of the maps there.”

Even as the world was closing down, Spring was coming 
on, and the two walkers saw the first shy Lady Slippers at 
Bushy Hill and the pungent and pervasive Skunk cab-
bage and Jack-in-the pulpits come up at James Glen. They 
heard the migrating songbirds arrive in The Preserve, 
watched the turtles emerge at Falls River. “That was a fun 
part of it,” says Sarah. “Watching Spring happen.”

150 Miles on the Trails –  
Two Friends Amid the Pandemic
By Steve Knauth

Janice at Canfield Tulip Tree

Sarah at Falls River Preserve
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Volunteer Spotlight - John Cosenza

Following well-marked, well-kept trails, they came upon 
big, old trees, moss-covered rocks and boulders, crumbling 
foundations and even a Geo-cache. They added to the 
painted stones and rocks left by other hikers. (Sarah left 
a ceramic frog from her collection.) They stood on the 
lookout at Canfield Woods, they rested on the benches at 
Osage Trails, crossed on the stile boardwalk at Windswept 
Ridge.  

The Preserve was a favorite, and the two walked the 
Barbara Edwards Trail (named after the long-time ELT 
member and supporter). “We made sure to walk that trail, 
and we sat on the bench they have there,” says Sarah. 

The Town of Essex’s Viney Hill Brook Park was an inter-
esting place to walk, says Sarah. “There’s so much to see 
there - animals, birds, the old quarry and the turtle nesting 
site.” Chapman Mill Pond, on open space park in West-

brook was “a sleeper” with nice trails and a big beautiful 
pond with an island. 

The two also found time to just be friends, to find support 
as the pandemic intensified. “No matter what was going 
on, we knew we’d be walking at 2 PM and we’d get away 
from it all for a while,” says Janice.

“It was good to re-connect,” says Sarah. “We don’t see each 
other when things get busy. It got be that if we didn’t go 
walking, the day just didn’t seem right.”

Sarah is no stranger to the ELT’s nature trails; she takes 
her children to the nearby Millrace and Falls River. “We 
look for seasonal plants and animals and identify trees,” she 
says. “It’s nice to think that these places will be there for 
them, and their children, too.”

Hopefully, without a pandemic thrown in.

150 Miles on the Trail ... continued from page 3

Land trust stewards tend to share a handful of 
characteristics and traits. First and foremost, 
they enjoy the outdoors. No surprise. Second, 

they define their own job. After all, they are volunteers, 
so their work fits their individual lifestyle and interests. 
Some walk their trails every day, clearing away brush and 
adjusting the paths. Others walk less, and let nature have 
a greater say in what a passable path is….

The steward we honor today clearly shares some of 
these common characteristics. But with this particular 
individual....well who knows?  We have given up trying 
to figure him out. We just celebrate his work. His name is 
John Cosenza.

John is the steward of an 18 acre preserve that features 
a long bog walk straight through a dense swamp. The 
property also contains a smaller bog walk that branches 
into the swamp and abruptly stops – called The Trail 
to No Where….and, thankfully, there is a Trail to 
Somewhere as well. 

What a perfect property for this steward. It contains 
thirty-three species of trees: everything from Eastern 
Hornbeam to Black Gum.  There are two kinds of 
Hickory, five types of Oak and even (we think) a rare 
American Chestnut along with many more. Each species 
is identified with a small sign that provides the tree's 
true name and something about the tree's personality 
and lifestyle.  For example, on a mature White Oak, we 

learn that it acts as host to up to 200 different species of 
animals, insects and birds that live harmoniously together 
under its canopy. If you want to learn about trees, this 
property is a good place to start. The well-marked trees, 
the paths that travel right through the swamps are all 
John's invention – sometimes because he had an idea, 
and sometimes because he knew a good idea when he 
saw it….  

continued on page 5
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John likes to work alone, enjoying the solitude of the 
path. He has an introvert’s energy and likes to create at 
his own pace. For those who walk his trails, he offers safe 
passage, a wonderful view of nature along with fun facts 
to share with friends. 

John is tough (respectful but tough) on tools and 
equipment. That's probably because he is also tough. 
Once he fell from a ladder while cutting down a tree 
with a chain saw – a 70 year old man falls from a ladder 
holding a chainsaw! He gets up, brushes himself of and 
takes the rest of the day off. (The chief steward had a sit-
down discussion with John after that episode.)

When the Essex Land Trust purchased this parcel of 
land in 2015 and the question of what to name it arose, 
John lobbied to call it “The Lorax Trail,” after the famous 
story by Dr. Seuss. If you haven't read The Lorax, pick 
up a copy and you'll understand what an inspired name it 
is. However, the folks at Essex Land Trust Headquarters 
had a different name in mind. They decided to designate 
it....drum roll....Pond Meadow. Creative, hmm.

John and Frank walk the property every day. God 
knows what they talk about – Frank being a dog. In 
2015, when John started work on Pond Meadow, it was 
an insurmountable swamp. Today it is a jewel in the 
land trust's properties. While many properties attract 
butterflies and bees, John's oasis at Pond Meadow attracts 

families. The notes, small statues, even large sculptures 
secretly left along the path by young and old folks alike 
are a testament to the charming work of John Cosenza. 

Essex Land Trust stewards are a small tribe, and most 
have not met John Cosenza. He likes to keep to himself. 
Luckily for us, he is exactly where he wants to be—caring 
for the land and caring for his family.

We salute you John. Thank you. Please don’t stop.

Volunteer Spotlight... continued from page 4
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ELT Briefs
Scout Michael Roise Installs 
Benches in Falls River 
Preserve

Visitors to the Essex Land Trust’s Falls River 
Preserve can now relax on three new benches 
along the scenic Falls River thanks to Boy Scout 

Michael Roise. Roise, a senior at Valley Regional High 
School, installed the benches in August with help from 
his mother Michelle Roise, his grandfather David Blifford 
of Chester and friend James Tedeschi of Deep River. The 
Roises, who live on West Hills Road near the preserve, 
donated the benches. Clearing areas for the benches, 
assembling them and anchoring them in place took about 
four hours, Roise said.

“Installing the benches was a pleasure, not only because I 
get to engage in scouting but also the local community,” 
Roise said. “The Falls River Preserve is a wonderful area 
and I hope those walking in it will take a rest and enjoy 
the scenery." Currently a Life Scout, Roise installed the 
benches as his Eagle Scout project. Roise began as a Cub 
Scout at age six and has participated for 12 years, now as 
a member of Boy Scout Troop 13 serving Chester and 
Deep River. The benches are all located along the red trail 
of the preserve; one is by the boulder holding the plaque 
commemorating the 1998 acquisition, one is on the point 
closest to Trinity Lutheran Church on Main Street, and 
one is by the trail curve nearest to Jean’s Island. The Essex 
Land Trust’s 40-acre Falls River Preserve is located at the 
end of Falls River Drive.

Japanese Barberry 
Clearing at Windswept 
Ridge

On October 3rd, 12 volunteers gathered at the 
Windsor Lane entrance to Windswept Ridge 
to clear Japanese Barberry. Steward Jeff Croyle 

was joined by local invasives expert Lois StahlbushTolley 
who educated the group on the harm barberry does 
and how best to eradicate it. Two hours later, we had 
cleared a massive section of Barberry allowing native 
plants to fill in. This will be an ongoing project and we 
are scheduling more volunteer work events including 
Fall cleanups at Osage on 11/7 and 11/14 at Cross Lots. 
Participants included: Mike Hines, Bob Malchiodi, 
Carrie Daly, James Daly, Emily Rapp, John Mikstay, 
Roger Salway, Lisa Krall, Mara Lavitt, and Patricia 
Hurley, plus Lois.

If you aren’t already a volunteer and would like to help 
out, send an email to info@essexlandtrust.org with your 
area of interest.

Johnson Farm Nest Boxes
 

John Mikstay started birding at a young age. His 
love of birds and an acute understanding of their 
shrinking habitat has led to a hobby in building 

nest boxes. As a result of hiking the trails of Johnson 
Farm Preserve, recognizing the amazing habitat there, 
and wanting to do something positive at the start of 

Michael Roise adjusts a bench on the Falls 
River Preserve
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continued from page 6ELT Briefs... 

the Covid19 pandemic this past March/April, he 
volunteered to help that property become even better 
habitat for our bluebirds, tree swallows and other native 
secondary cavity-nesting bird species. His late spring 
project involved the following:

• Identifying, removing and retrofitting the 
four old nest boxes already on the property 
so they could be accessed not only from the 
top (hinged roof ) for nest monitoring, but 
also from the side for cleanout after nesting 
season

• Building four new nest boxes from white 
pine, with ventilation along the roof line 
on each side and drainage in the box floor 
should soaking from heavy rain occur

• Covering the sloping, hinged roofs using 
natural bark from native trees, since the 
bark has natural insulating properties, 
natural rain protection for the pine roof 
and it provides an attractive aesthetic for 
the nest box

• And thanks to the generous donation of 
our friend Jessica Penfield, owner of Wild 
Birds Unlimited in Old Saybrook, eight 
(8) wrap-around predator baffles were 
installed on the posts to help keep climbing 
predators at bay

John Mikstay with nest box

This year’s 2020 
nesting season 
started with two 
new and two 
retrofitted nest 
boxes installed 
in early May by 
John, his girlfriend 
Mandy Carroll 
and Dana Hill, 
Johnson Farm 
Preserve Steward. The two remaining old boxes were 
being used by a pair of house wrens and bluebirds, so they 
were left untouched and will be removed and retrofitted 
over the winter. Those two families were successful. 
Nesting results for the newly installed nest boxes were 
encouraging as well, with a 50% success rate. Two of the 
four new boxes were successfully used by a pair of tree 
swallows (4 fledglings seen) and a pair of bluebirds (4 
fledglings seen). The other two boxes were being held by 
house sparrows, who are detrimental to the native species 
using the boxes. Their nest attempts were repeatedly 
cleaned out. John will be installing the other 4 boxes 
throughout the fall and early winter on the property with 
high hopes for 2021! 

Membership Renewal Before Year-end

The Essex Land Trust 
depends on membership 
dues and donations to 
manage its operating 
expenses. Over 60% of our 
expenses are focused on 
caring for our 23 preserves. 
The 2020 Covid-19 pandemic 
has seen an unprecedented 
number of visitors to our 
properties. They require 
regular maintenance, which 
this year has been impacted 
by several wind events, 
requiring a significant 
amount of tree work. Your 
support really does make a 
difference. We thank you. 
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Although we have few remaining 
events this year, we want to encourage 
all to enjoy the results of over 
fifty years of efforts to protect the 
environment and the small-town 
character of our three villages. The 
Town’s open space preserves cover 
approximately 1100 acres and 
include numerous, marked trails. 
Our preserves are open from dawn to 
dusk. We ask is that participants heed 
the advice of authorities to respect 
personal distances when out on the 
trails. If you are feeling ill, please stay 
at home. Please keep pets under your 
control.

A new calendar of events is being planned for 2021 and will be published before year end. In the meantime, please 
check our website for any updates or contact us at: info@essexlandtrust.org.

Bats: Their Lives and Lore - Thursday, October 28, 7 pm – To be conducted via Zoom.
Master Wildlife Conservationist Maureen Heidtmann will provide an overview of bats of the world, with an emphasis on 
our local species. She will talk about the persisting myths and misconceptions about these fascinating creatures, the many 
roles bats play to ensure a healthy planet, and the perils bats face in their struggle for survival. Join Zoom Meeting: https://
zoom.us/j/6404903692 - Meeting ID: 640 490 3692 - Dial in +1 646 558 8656.

November Property Clean-ups - Please bring rakes, blowers and tarps. 
Families welcome.
Dress warmly. Refreshments provided.

•	Saturday, November 7, 9 am: Osage Trails, Foxboro Point Rd, Essex.  
Rain Date: Sunday, November 8.

•	Saturday, November 14, 9 am: Cross Lots, 40 West Avenue, Essex.  
Rain Date: Sunday, November 15.

Year-End Hike at Windswept Ridge 
Saturday, December 12, 10 am - Plains Road Entrance behind Essex Financial
Revisit this unique and expanded property which has gone from a neighborhood property to a large preserve stretching 
47 acres from Ivoryton to Essex. Trails traverse the ridges, ravines and wetlands of this very special property. All ages 
welcome. Boots recommended. Rain cancels.  
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Our Vision and Mission

The Essex Land Trust is an independent nonprofit
organization supported by generous donations and

managed by a dedicated group of volunteers.
Its vision is to preserve our community’s open space

and natural resources for the benefit of future
generations.

To this end, our Mission is to acquire open space
by gift or purchase and to protect the environment
and the small-town character of the three villages,
Essex, Centerbrook, and Ivoryton, which comprise
the town of Essex and to provide our community

with passive recreational and educational
opportunities.

To fulfill these objectives, the Land Trust conserves
wildlife habitats, forests, fields, rivers, wetlands
and scenic views by maintaining properties

in a natural state.

The Essex Land Trust is accredited by the national
Land Trust Alliance.
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“Of all the raptors,
the Osprey is the one

that can live
most happily with
modern man,

if given
the chance.”

— Roger Tory Peterson

Mech-Osprey Booklet-Comb Pgs-HiRes-Final:Layout 1  3/23/20  11:46 AM  Page 4
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3

Thatchbed Island & its Ospreys is dedicated to
Thatchbed Island Steward Paul Greenberg and

OspreyCam guru Bob Nussbaum, who have each dedicated countless hours
over many years in establishing and maintaining the north end platform as well

as installing and maintaining the OspreyCam. This project could not have
happened without their commitment.

Paul Greenberg and Bob Nussbaum.
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Introduction

5

By Jim Denham

Known in earlier days as the fish hawk, the Osprey is a fish-
eating bird. It is about two feet long, with a wingspread of
nearly six feet and weighs 3 to 4½ pounds. It is dark brown
on top and has some white on its head. It is white below
with a few streaks of dark brown. Along coastlines, lakes,
and rivers almost worldwide, the Osprey is often seen flying
over the water, hovering from heights of 50 to 100 feet, and
plunging feet first to catch fish with its talons. Ospreys feed
by making spectacular plunges into water. After a successful
strike, the bird rises heavily from the water and flies away,
carrying the fish headfirst.

This is the Osprey that we have come to observe here in the
Lower Connecticut River Valley as we go about our daily lives,
enjoying the natural environment where we are fortunate to
live. As will be seen in this booklet, Ospreys have not always
been as plentiful. Their comeback is a success story in the
recovery of a species that was almost destined to extinction.
Fortunately, we have been witnesses to its recovery, which
for the Essex Land Trust, is celebrated annually by the return
of our resident Ospreys to one of our properties, Thatchbed
Island.
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In Thatchbed Island and its Ospreys, the Essex Land Trust
aims to highlight the story of this iconic “indicator species”
(meaning it alerts us to the environmental condition of an
ecosystem). Equally, we want to stress the importance of
preserving our land and environment for the benefit of all
life and to promote awareness of our collective stewardship
responsibilities. Our efforts behind Thatchbed’s Ospreys have
been supported by grants from the Community Foundation
of Middlesex County, which has funded the installation of a
live broadcast camera on our adopted platform and has also
underwritten some of the cost of publishing this booklet.

We have borrowed our information from multiple sources,
listed in the bibliography. Several individuals have made
specific contributions: Steve Knauth on Thatchbed’s History,
Paul Greenberg on The Osprey Platform and Its History,
Bob Nussbaum who has worked tirelessly to install, upgrade
and maintain the OspreyCam on our platform, and Megan
Ryan who helped to consolidate the information made
available by the Cornell Lab of Ornithology. Finally, Andrew
Griswold on the Connecticut Audubon Society made
valuable contributions in reviewing this project.

I thank all for contributing to this project.

Sunrise over Thatchbed Island.
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By Steve Knauth

Once largely ignored, the island between Essex’s Middle
Cove and South Cove has survived threats both natural and
man-made to become a vital part of the Connecticut River
tidelands. The island itself has been disappearing due to
erosion caused by the Connecticut River and rising sea
level. Records show that it once covered more than 30
acres while its current size is estimated to be around
eight acres.

The oldest map showing the thatch beds dates to the
1880s, where it appeared as more of a reed bed than an
actual island. Still, it was enough to protect Middle Cove
from the direct ravages of the Connecticut River, with its
annual freshets and frequent floods.

Middle Cove was home to the David Mack shipyard, the last
of the big Essex shipbuilders. Well into the 1870s, a channel
was maintained between the island and the mainland
(where the Essex Yacht Club sits today) to permit shipping
to come and go. The thatch beds were also a handy place

to dump the spoils of any channel dredging, which helped
turn it into more of an island over the years. The island was
also used by the local populace for haying, although not to
as great an extent as the Great Meadow.

Thatchbed Island taken in the 1930s.
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The last of the Connecticut River steamers pulled away
from Steamboat Dock in 1931, ending an era and taking a
local industry with it. Essex businessman James Parmalee
saw yachting as the future of Essex and, over the next few
years, he developed the old wharf and warehouse for
recreational boating, including a ship’s store and marina.
The plan worked. By the end of the decade there were up to
100 sail and powerboats in and around Essex harbor.

With that success, the largely unused Middle Cove area
began to attract developers’ attention. That included what
was also being called “Thatchbed Island,” a backwater where
local watermen such as Oliver LaPlace fished and hunted
among the reeds and shallows.

One plan called for a road to be built around Middle Cove,
which would be dredged for boating with the spoils to be
dumped on the thatch beds. World War II put a halt to the
project.

After the war, developers focused on Thatchbed Island itself.
In 1946, former state governor Abraham Ribicoff, along with
other investors, announced plans to erect a full-scale marina
on the island, complete with buildings, piers, and floating
docks. The cove would be dredged and the spoils dumped
on the island as fill.

That’s when local residents took notice. According to a
report in the Deep River New Era, Essex yachtsman Capt.
Walter Rowe purchased six acres at the north end of the
island “to “protect the natural beauty of the beds” and
keep them “free of ad billboards.”

Many Essex families still owned their small portions of the
island, leftover from the days of haying. The marina project
was abandoned.

Thatchbed Island, Middle Cove, downtown Essex, North Cove and
Great Meadow - Aerial view taken in the 1950s.
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In 1965, the Connecticut Water Commission stepped in to
halt the dumping, claiming that the spoils were flowing back
into the river during floods and freshets. Two years later, the
island was designated as an “endangered property” in the
State of Connecticut’s proposal for a Connecticut River Land
Trust. In 1970, it was among the first tidal marshes to come
under the protection of the State’s Public Act 695: Wetlands
Bill, and was thus fully protected from development.

Meanwhile, in 1969, Rowe donated his six acres on “the
Thatch Beds” to the Essex Conservation Trust, which evolved
into the present-day Essex Land Trust. Thatchbed Island

became the first property to be owned by the Land Trust soon
after it was founded in 1968. The Junior Wildlife Association
of Essex organized the first clean-up of the island in the
1970s. In recent years, the Essex Land Trust conducted
periodic cleanups as part of its involvement in the annual
Source to Sea Connecticut River Cleanup.

Today, the eight-acre brackish, vegetated wetland is part of
Essex’ 135-acre South Cove, an important stopping point for
migratory birds, a nursery for fish and wildfowl, and home
to families of Ospreys.

Thatchbed Island in 2017.
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The Osprey Platform
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By Paul Greenberg

In early 2000, a program was initiated by the State of
Connecticut to restore the wetlands at the mouth of the
Connecticut River. This program involved the removal of the
invasive form of Phragmites, a plant species which completely
covered Thatchbed Island as well many other areas on the
river. The Essex Land Trust coordinated the Essex portion of
this effort with the State’s Department of Environmental
Protection. At that time, there was one Osprey nest on the
top of the green marker at the southern end of South Cove,
but no nesting Ospreys on Thatchbed Island.

Just before the restoration program began, the idea of placing
an Osprey platform on Thatchbed Island, mostly owned by
the land trust, was suggested. The land trust applied for and
received the necessary state permits, and in early March of
2003, built the first platform on the north end of the island.
Within two weeks, the first pair of Ospreys claimed it, and
were named Ozzie and Harriet by Paul and Phyllis Greenberg,
who resided across from the island. That year, Ozzie and
Harriet successfully raised two offspring.

Al Macgregor and Jim Morgan assembling north end platform.

Based on the success of the first nest, the land trust erected
a second platform the following spring in the middle of the
island. A young Osprey pair occupied it almost immediately.
They did not have offspring the first year, but have successfully
raised a family every year since. A third platform was

considered for the south end of the island, but before starting,
a third pair of Ospreys had already built a nest nearby in a
small tree. These three nests were successfully occupied until
the summer of 2011.
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Paul Greenberg placing sticks on platform nest.

In the fall of 2009, the Essex Land Trust applied for and
received a grant from the Community Foundation of Middlesex
County to buy a camera, solar panel, and related equipment
to be mounted on the north platform to watch and record
the activities of the Ospreys. The camera was installed in
the spring of 2010. The Ospreys activity was recorded and
streamed live to the internet where the public could observe
the nest in real time.

The 2011 nesting season started off normally with all three
nests occupied. On the evening of July 3, 2011, a predator,
possibly a Great Horned Owl, killed all three young Ospreys

in the north platform. They were just a few weeks away
from fledging. The three Ospreys were alive and well on the
evening of July 3 but two were dead and one missing on the
morning of July 4.

In the fall of 2012, the south nest, which had been located
in a tree, was washed away by Hurricane Sandy. The following
spring the Ospreys returned, but their nest was gone along
with most of the south end of the island. Since they were
unsuccessful in building a new ground nest, only the two
platform nests remained.
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Over the past three years, the north-end platform has
experienced disappointing results. In 2017, the breeding
season ended in late spring when all three eggs disappeared
before any of them had a chance to hatch. Upon investigation,
scratch marks on some of the supporting structure indicated
a likely Raccoon raid on the nest. This problem was addressed
by adding an additional predator guard.

The north end nest started off auspiciously in 2018 with
three eggs delivered in the second half of April. A month
later, on May 21st, a severe thunderstorm struck the Essex
area. Checking in on the Ospreys the next morning, we
discovered that two of the eggs were missing. While we
cannot be certain as to what happened, a possible theory
is that the nest was temporarily abandoned by the parents
during the storm, which allowed a predator to steal two of
the eggs. Predators of Osprey nests include Great Horned
Owls, American Crows, Great Black-backed Gulls, Raccoons,

and even snakes. The lone remaining egg hatched and
eventually successful fledged.

The 2019 breeding season started out optimistically with
four eggs delivered over several days beginning April 17.
Three eggs eventually hatched starting May 23. One egg
never hatched (not unusual) and, unfortunately, one of the
chicks died, possibly from choking. The remaining two
chicks were well on their way when tragedy struck, likely
the victims of a Great Horned Owl attack. The Ospreys were
doing fine the prior day, but when checked in on the morning
of Friday June 28, the results of the attack were evident.
They were about three weeks shy of fledging.

Despite the loss of some of the young Ospreys, Thatchbed
Island has produced over 50 young Osprey since 2003.
Worth highlighting is that the north platform has successfully
fledged young in 14 of the past 17 years.

Osprey residents before camera installation.
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The OspreyCam
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Bob Nussbaum installing new camera in 2013 on north end platform.

Observations from
Paul Greenberg who lives
directly across from the

north platform

“Perhaps I anthropomorphize their
behavior, but after observing Ospreys
all these years, I believe they are team
players, are very supportive of each
other, and act like good neighbors.
A few years ago, I saw a Bald Eagle
chasing a Thatchbed Island Osprey
carrying a fish it had just caught in
South Cove. The eagle was relentless
and I was worried that it was going to
hurt the Osprey, which could not get
away from it. All of a sudden, alerted
by some unknown signal, all of the
other Ospreys on Thatchbed Island
left their nests simultaneously and
“dive bombed” the eagle. The eagle
got distracted and the Osprey with
the fish got away. The other Ospreys
continued to harass the eagle until it
flew across the river to Nott Island
where it lived.”

“I also observed some very interesting
behavior following the two different
predations of the north nest that were
assumed to be the work of Great
Horned Owls. About two days after
each event, the Ospreys from the
other nests on Thatchbed Island
came to visit the nest of the victims
and examined the site of the killing
and the remains of the chicks. I had
never seen Ospreys visit each other’s
nests except when fighting over a
mate or claiming a nest site. This
looked to me like the other Ospreys
were paying their condolences to the
family of the victims.”

By Bob Nussbaum

How does one video an Osprey nest on an island in the middle of a river? That
was the challenge the Essex Land Trust faced when it first planned to install a
nestcam to view the Ospreys on Thatchbed Island in South Cove.

It was in 2010, seven years after the platform was first installed and had been
continuously occupied by a nesting pair. Running cables through the water
wasn’t an option, which meant the need to use a wireless transmitter.
The receiver, with its hookup to a DVR and an internet cable service provider,
were located at the home of a land trust board member on the shore of South
Cove. After consulting with other conservation organizations that operated
nestcams, it was decided to go with a battery-powered camera and transmitter,
charged by solar power. The system has been bench tested on shore each year
before bringing it to the island so that there is no need to disturb the nest
once the camera is installed.
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For the solar installation, the electrical load from the camera
and the wireless transmitter needed to be calculated in
order to determine the battery capacity required. The number
of panels used would determine the battery charge necessary
to ensure a few days leeway in the event of a stretch of bad
weather. The correct angle and orientation for the panels
was determined by using tables that describe the solar arc
during the key nesting months.

The camera mount needed to be easy to install and uninstall,
so that the camera, battery, and solar controller could be
taken down for the winter months. Best practices suggested
that a perch bar be placed above the camera, so that the
Ospreys would not use the camera for a perch.

The original camera was a closed-circuit television (CCTV)
camera. The resolution was low, and while the image quality
was acceptable for viewing, it was not good enough for use
in videos and photos.

As the price of high definition digital cameras came down,
it became possible to upgrade to a high-quality Internet
Protocol camera, a type of digital video camera that can
receive control data and send image data via wireless local
area network. The local network is linked to an ad-free
streaming service designed to send camera video over the
internet. That video stream is embedded in the Essex Land
Trust website for all to see. The land trust thanks Essex Savings
Bank for its sponsorship of the live OspreyCam stream.

Paul Greenberg, Mike Carlucci and David Kelsey preparing solar panel platform.
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It has been a continual adventure. One year, the ice pack
toppled the solar panel stand which required finding a
better way to secure it. The incremental improvements over

the years have produced a very useable system that has
been shared with other remote nestcam operators.

The fully assembled camera and solar panel.
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By Jim Denham

Each year, Osprey return to the northeast after having
wintered in southern regions from Florida and the Gulf
Coast through the Caribbean and Central America and
northern South America. Their arrival on the Connecticut
River during March signals the beginning of the annual
breeding season. During their fall southerly migration,
male and female Osprey go their separate ways. However,
assuming they survive their journey, most adult pairs return
to their original nest, indicative of a high degree of nest
fidelity.

Arrival and Nest Building
Generally, males seek nest sites before the arrival of the
females, but pairs do visit sites together. Males may start

nest-building before pairing. Females do not do this. Single
females will rarely settle at a nest site before pairing.

Ospreys utilize a wide variety of natural and artificial sites.
Some common considerations include: proximity to water,
especially good feeding areas; openness, allowing easy
access to the nest; safety from ground predators, achieved
by height or over-water location (islands, flooded trees,
channel markers); and a sufficiently wide and stable base
to accommodate the large nest. Natural sites include trees,
cliffs, large shoreline boulders, and locations on the ground.

This osprey claimed the nest on March 27, 2012 soon after arriving.
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Most Osprey nests are on artificial sites such as platforms
built by humans. Throughout the United States, pairs on
artificial sites have produced more young (about twice as
many) than at natural sites, in part because trees are generally
less stable than platforms, and therefore more likely to blow
down during breeding season and between seasons.

Generally, the male brings the bulk of the needed materials
to the nest, and the female then arranges it. They can break

dead sticks off nearby trees in flight, but more often they
snatch branches from the ground. As the nest nears
completion, some materials appear to shift to flat objects
such as paper/plastic bags, mats of algae, and bark. They
line the nest with materials that keep the eggs from falling
through the cracks between branches.

Typical wetland breeding habitat. Photo: Long Island Sound Study

Mech-Osprey Booklet-Comb Pgs-HiRes-Final:Layout 1  3/23/20  11:46 AM  Page 19



18

Adult Osprey adding a long stick to the nest.

Empty platform with what appears to be a piece of a fishing rod.
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Adult arranging nest material.

Osprey breaking down vegetation into smaller, softer pieces. This kind of activity
increases in frequency as egg laying time approaches.
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A lonely Osprey on nest platform after an unexpected snowfall.

A close up view of Thatchbed Osprey platform nest ready for nesting season.
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While it is now common to see nests on platforms, Ospreys
also build nests on trees. Two examples have been observed
on Thatchbed Island: the nest on a floating tree, used for

several years, before being taken away by Hurricane Sandy;
and the more recent effort on a large ash tree across from
the Essex Yacht Club.
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Mating, Eggs and Incubation

Mating takes place multiple times during late March and
early April once the pair have settled on a nest location.

The male curls up his talons ensuring that he does not hurt
the female.
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Eggs begin arriving 34-42 days after mating and hatch 1-3
days apart. Typical clutch size is 1-3 eggs although four is not
uncommon. There is a significant age and size disadvantage
for third-hatched chicks; survival to fledging for the second is
88%, but only 38% for the third. Third eggs are often referred
to as the “insurance” egg in case something happens to the
first two eggs.

Most years, the Thatchbed Osprey have laid 2-3 eggs,
although four eggs were delivered in late April, 2019.
During the incubation period, the female will rotate the
eggs, so that the fetus will be heated evenly and will not
stick to the shell.
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Both sexes incubate, but females generally incubate the
most, about 70% of daylight hours and nearly all night
hours. Males usually provide females with food during this

period. Females often take fish to a nearby perch and feed
there while the male incubates.
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At times, the female will take a break from incubating as seen in the following two pictures.
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This incubating female is looking up at the male who is resting on the perch
placed above the camera.

Mech-Osprey Booklet-Comb Pgs-HiRes-Final:Layout 1  3/23/20  11:46 AM  Page 28



27xx

Female incubating with fish ready for meal time.

Male delivering fish to incubating female.
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Hatching
Eggs have their first cracks 2–3 days before hatching.
Chicks make a faint peeping noise, especially if distressed.
They break their shells open and emerge into the nest. They
are weak at birth but can beg for food. Hatchlings are fed

small bits of fish by their mother. Brooding of hatched chicks
up to about four weeks of age is handled primarily by the
female.

Newly hatched chick with bold stripes down center of back to help
blend in with the nest.
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Two hatchlings alongside two unhatched eggs. New-born chicks are covered in down.

Hatchling already developing heavy gray down.
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Hatchling taking a nap while mother keeps guard.
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Feeding

Live fish make up at least 99% of prey items recorded in
almost every published account. The fish that are captured
generally weigh 5–10 oz and measure about 9-13 inches
in length, although larger catches are possible.

Osprey hunt over open water. They usually fly 30-130 feet
high. When fishing offshore, they may climb to over 600
feet to get a wider view and then drop lower to begin hunting.
When spotting a fish, they often hover prior to diving,
then plummet, legs extended forward just before plunging
feet-first into water. Where fish are schooling, Osprey may,
but rarely do, capture more than one fish in a single dive.
They also hunt from perches when available.

Fledged young are rarely near their parents except when
receiving food, so they do not learn to hunt by watching

their parents. Siblings hunt together after fledging and get
better at hunting sooner than single young do. However, the
latter eventually catch up and show no difference in hunting
behavior or success.

The following pictures feature several instances of the adult
bringing a fish to feed its young. Typically, the adult tears off
small pieces and offers them to the chick. Feeding continues
as the chicks continue to grow.

Several fish species have been identified on the Thatchbed
Island nest platform, most frequently Menhaden (Bunker),
but also Alewives, and both White Perch and Yellow Perch.
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Adult feeding recently hatched chick.
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Adult feeding 3 week old chicks.
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Growing Up

As the juveniles develop, not only do they grow in size, but
their feather coloration begins a gradual transformation.
The back and upper wing feathers of juveniles appear scaly

due to light-buff on feather edges, helping to distinguish
young birds from adults as they become similar in size.

A four-week old juvenile next to an adult.
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Fledging and Wing Flapping

Fledging is the term used to describe a juvenile’s ability to
depart from the nest. In Southern New England, the age at
first flight is generally 50–55 days. During last days of the
nestling period, the young often exercise their wings while
standing at the edge of the nest. After first flight, they

generally remain at the nest or nearby. Their parents bring
fish to the perched young, who are able to tear it apart to
feed themselves. Fledglings may stay near the nest and
take food from their parents for 8 to 10 weeks.

A six-week old juvenile. Note light buff edging on feathers not seen on adults.
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The following two pictures show several juveniles lying on the platform waiting for the parents to return with fish.

A fledgling calling up to parent on perch above nest.
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Wing flapping begins well before being ready to fly.

These pictures were taken when it became necessary to visit the platform to make a camera adjustment. Notice how they
flatten themselves on the nest and how their coloration blends in with the colors of the nest material.
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As they near the fledging stage, young Osprey regularly practice
stretching their wings and on occasions will jump up into the

air in what is called a “helicoptering” motion, which they do
until ready to fly off on their own for the first time.
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By Jim Denham

Editor’s note: the following content has been extracted in
part from information provided by The Connecticut
Audubon Society.

Probably North America’s best-studied bird of prey, and
certainly one of its most admired, the Osprey is the continent’s
only raptor that eats almost exclusively live fish. Despite
this restriction, Ospreys have colonized a broad array of
habitats. One finds their prominent stick nests from mangrove
islets of the Florida Keys to coastal rivers of Labrador, from
Alaskan lakes to Montana reservoirs, from New England salt
marshes to the saline lagoons of Baja, Mexico, and from
Carolina cypress swamps to the foggy redwood coasts of
California. Ospreys are one of eight bird species worldwide
which can be found on all continents except for Antarctica.

All but southernmost North American populations are
migratory, vacating their breeding grounds in late summer
for rain-forest rivers and fish-rich seacoasts and lakes of
Central and South America, returning north each spring as
waters warm and fish become available. An Osprey nesting
in central Quebec and wintering in southern Brazil might fly
more than 125,000 miles in migration during its 15-to-20-
year lifetime. Clearly this is a mobile, adaptable creature,
familiar with vast distances and a shifting complex of weather,
prey, and habitat.

Decline

In the 1940’s, the coastal zone between Boston and New
York City was home to an estimated 1,000 active Osprey
nests. Along the Connecticut coastline and lower river
valleys there were over 300 nesting pairs recorded.

North American Ospreys gained increased recognition during
the 1950s–1970s because populations in several key regions
crashed. About 90% of the pairs nesting along the coast
between New York City and Boston disappeared during this
period. Along the Lower Connecticut River, only 12 pairs
were recorded in 1965.

The late Roger Tory Peterson, who lived in Old Lyme, noticed
the first signs of the bird’s struggle. On a July day in 1957,
when Great Island should have been a scene of activity, with
young birds at the flying stage, he scanned the marsh
through his telescope. He saw the usual number of adults
cruising about and sitting on nests, but where were the
young?

The nesting season obviously had been a failure. The next
year confirmed his suspicions. Although young Osprey ordi-
narily pip the shell in about five weeks, many adults sat on
un-hatched eggs for 60 to 70 days. Other eggs mysteriously
disappeared. One bird brought a rubber ball to the nest and
faithfully sat on it for six weeks!

Alarmed by this, Peterson remembered that several years
earlier, his friend Charles Browley had noticed that Florida’s
Bald Eagles were in trouble. Year by year they produced
fewer young. Browley suspected it was because of DDT
(an insecticide/pesticide) ingested with the fish.

It was only a hunch for Peterson, but it proved to be prophetic.
Roger Tory Peterson wondered if DDT was also affecting the
local Osprey.

Because the Osprey’s diet was exclusively fish, they would
be even more vulnerable than Bald Eagles. At the suggestion
of Peterson, two biology students at Yale – Peter Ames
and Tom Lovejoy – took up the investigation as part of their
graduate studies. Others involved included Paul Spitzer,
who ultimately got his PhD. at Cornell, and Alan Poole who
later authored a book on the subject. There proved to be
no question that the population was declining.

When eggs were analyzed, they showed significant percentages
of DDT metabolites and traces of DDT itself. Armed with the
growing body of evidence against DDT, Roger Tory Peterson
took part in hearings held by Senator Abraham Ribicoff at
the state capitol in an effort to have the pesticide banned.
Much of Peterson’s early Osprey work in Connecticut was
done even before Rachel Carson published her landmark
book Silent Spring in 1962.

The American public became aware of the problems with
DDT and other chemicals through Rachel Carson’s book.
Public reaction to this book launched the modern environ-
mental movement in the United States. The U.S. Government
began investigating the environmental and human health
effect of chemicals, focusing many of their efforts on DDT.
In 1972, the majority of DDT uses were banned, allowing it
to be used only in public health emergencies. Also in 1972,
Ospreys hit their all-time low in Connecticut, with only nine
active nests.

DDT is a colorless, tasteless, and almost odorless organochlo-
ride. It was first synthesized in 1874 and became available
to the public following WW II as an insecticide. As more
and more people began using DDT as an insecticide, its
concentration in ecosystems increased. DDT was absorbed
into microorganisms and then worked its way up the food
chain, eventually affecting birds of prey (through a process
known as bio-magnification). Through its metabolite DDE,
DDT caused eggshell thinning in many types of birds, with
birds of prey being one of the most severely affected. The
insecticide thinned the ospreys’ eggshells to the point
where parent Osprey would accidently crush their own eggs
while incubating. Osprey eggshells in New Jersey in the late
1960’s weighed 25% less than shells collected before the
use of chlorinated hydrocarbons.
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Recovery

After the ban of harmful chemicals, Osprey numbers began
to rise slowly. Ospreys were once again able to produce
eggs of adequate thickness to avoid being crushed. By
1996, there were 106 nests in Connecticut and 143 fledg-
lings. The decline and near extinction of the Osprey population
was physical evidence of humans tampering with, and hurting,
the environment. Paul Spitzer, a leader of the movement to
ban DDT, once said, “Osprey are more than just birds to be
enjoyed. They are an alarm system of things gone haywire
in the river estuary and Long Island Sound. They are sensitive
indicators of the environment.”

By 2019, 799 nest locations had been identified in the
State of Connecticut by The Connecticut Audubon Society’s
Osprey Nation initiative. There were 501 active nests that
produced 650 fledglings. Along the Connecticut River in
Essex, Ospreys are once again a common site throughout
late spring and summer. Over a number of years, Thatchbed
Island itself has consistently supported two Osprey nest
platforms. In the recent past, a possible third nest in a tree
has been the focus of attention by a third pair, although
they have as yet to produce any young.

The accumulation of DDT up the food chain is called bio-magnification.

DDT in water
0.000003 ppm
or 0.003 ppb

DDT in zooplankton
0.04 ppm

DDT in small fish
0.5 ppm

DDT in large fish
2 ppm

DDT in fish-eating birds
25 ppm
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While it can be said that the earlier decline of the Osprey
has been primarily attributable to DDT, the poor quality and
condition of the Connecticut River added to the devastation
taking place. By the 1950’s, the Connecticut River was
being described as the “world’s best landscaped sewer.”

Since the 18th century, the Connecticut River had been
impacted by deforestation and erosion, dam-building on the
main stem and many tributaries, the dumping destination
for agricultural run-off, untreated human waste, and a mix
of chemical pollutants from industry and agriculture, all of
which washed down from factories and farms, entering
rivers and the food chain.

Noteworthy legislation that benefited the ecology of the
Connecticut River include the passage of the Clean Air Act
(1970), the Clean Water Act (1972), and the Endangered
Species Act (1973).

As a result of these and many other initiatives, the Connecticut
River today is rated as a Class B river, meaning it is safe for
all water sports, boating, swimming, and fishing.

With these results, the Connecticut River has received
numerous distinctions: listed by The Nature Conservancy
as one of the Western Hemisphere's “40 Last Great Places"
(1993); recognized as one of the 1,759 globally significant
tidelands under the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands (1994);
and designated as an American Heritage River in 1998,
by President Bill Clinton due to its historic and cultural
significance (one of just fourteen rivers nationwide).

The Connecticut River is now a natural resource that can
once again be enjoyed by humans and all kinds of wildlife,
not just Osprey.

Photo credit: Al Braden
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The following species life history has been extracted from the
Cornell Lab of Ornithology - Issue No. 683 - Authors: Alan F. Poole,
Rob O. Bierregaard, and Mark S. Martell.

Distinguishing Characteristics

Ospreys (Pandion haliaetus) are a large (approximately 3-4
½ pounds body mass), long-winged (5-6-foot wingspan) raptor
with a dark chocolate-brown back and upper wing-coverts, a
mostly white breast (some speckling) and belly, and a white
crown and forehead. Their cere and legs are pale blue-gray.
Females have a speckled brown necklace on their breast.
Juvenile osprey looks similar to adults, but their upper parts

appear scaly because of light-buff feather edges on back
and upper wing.

Their sexes are often difficult to distinguish in the field.
Adult females are larger than the males in body mass
(almost 25%, on average, in New England breeders).
Females generally have fuller, darker breast-bands
(speckling) than do males.

Osprey are not easily confused with other birds of prey, except
maybe Bald Eagles (Haliaeetus leucocephalus), which are
larger, with an all-white head and tail. In flight, they can
possibly be confused with large gulls, especially the adult

Great Black-backed Gull (Larus marinus), but the latter has
an all-white head and tail, a longer bill, and no crook to its
wings.
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Distribution & Population

In Canada and the United States, Ospreys are widespread
and increasing their range. Their main range extends from
central Alaska to northern California and throughout
Canada. They also breed along the Atlantic and Gulf Coasts,
and along lower portions of many associated river drainages.

The bulk of North American Osprey population winters
south of the United States. In Central and South America.
Scattered numbers winter along the Pacific Coast from
southern Oregon to southern California and locally inland
east to the western foothills of the Cascades. They also
winter throughout the West Indies.

The world population in the early 1980’s was estimated at
24,000–31,000 breeding pairs, with about 7,500–8,000 of
these in the United States. Total worldwide Osprey population
has made a dramatic recovery and is now estimated to be
in excess of 75,000 pairs.

Ospreys are a fairly long-lived species. Approximately, 48.5%
of adult Ospreys reach the average lifetime expectancy of
25 years. Only 42.7% survive the first year, but this rate
improves significantly to around 80% in subsequent years.

Credit: Cornell Lab of Ornithology
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Migration

Most of the North American breeding ranges are seasonal
homes. Fall migratory period extends from mid-July to early
November and Spring migration from late February–May for
northern birds. Migrants tend to avoid wintering in areas
where non-migrant populations breed. The fall migration is
first taken up by the adults with the juveniles being the last
to depart. Interestingly, juveniles spend at least their first 2
years in their wintering grounds before returning to where
they fledged. Female adults are the first to depart their
northern nesting areas with males soon following. Osprey
migrate individually and, remarkably, male and female
Osprey spend their winters in different locations.
Notwithstanding this annual separation, both adults will
return to the same nest location they occupied the prior year.

Breeders along the Eastern Seaboard (from Nova Scotia
and Prince Edward Island to South Carolina) show a broad-
front migration along the United States Atlantic Coast, from
Atlantic shore to Appalachian ridges. Unlike some other
Falconiformes, Ospreys undertake extensive water crossings.
Satellite tracking shows flights over the Florida Keys, Gulf of
Mexico (about 500 miles), and across the Caribbean.

The number of days satellite-tracked individuals traveled on
fall migration varied greatly, ranging from 7 to 68 days.
There is no significant difference in days traveled between
males and females, either within populations or pooled
across areas. Mean distance traveled per day during fall
migration varied from 60 to 200 miles.

Behavior
Ospreys rarely walk. They are somewhat awkward on the
ground, although they can move delicately around their
young in the nest. They usually fly with steady, rowing wing
beats.

Ospreys are generally monogamous.

Females are more vigorous in defending their nest than
males. At night, Ospreys are at a disadvantage, which is
undoubtedly why Raccoons and Great Horned Owls are
efficient predators of Ospreys.

Nest guards (metal collars and cones mounted on tree
nests and poles) help to deter predators, especially at
artificial nest sites.

New, miniature technology allows scientists to trace exact routes Ospreys take as they migrate over land
and sea. In 2008, young Penelope took thirteen days to travel from Martha’s Vineyard where she hatched
to her first wintering ground in French Guiana.
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