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Foreword
You are probably reading this because you already care about 
one of New Jersey’s greatest treasures – the 90-square-mile 
Sourland Mountain region.  This complex ecosystem of forest, 
wetlands and grasslands is a mosaic of habitats and home to an 
incredibly rich diversity of animal and plant species, many rare 
or endangered.  You probably wish to act as a good steward of 
this land but may not know how.  Or, perhaps you are already 
involved in good stewardship practices but would like to learn 
what more you can do to increase your positive influence on 
the landscape and become even more connected to the natural 
world around your home.

Approximately one-third of the Sourland Mountain region 
is preserved, one-third is developed and one-third might 
be either developed or preserved.  In addition to working 
to preserve the land that is “up for grabs,” there is a need to 
cultivate within Sourland residents a commitment and a sense 
of ownership that will begin in their own backyards and spill 
over to the entire region.  Good stewardship of the land is 
every bit as important as land preservation.

Outside threats to the Sourlands include over-development, over-population of white-tailed deer and the 
proliferation of gas pipelines.  But the threats are not all from the outside.  Those of us who have chosen 
to make our homes in this ecologically sensitive area must recognize that we have a special responsibility 
to preserve and protect the Sourlands, both from outside threats and through the choices we make in our 
own everyday lives.  In the end, if we are to save the Sourlands, we must look to ourselves.

The Sourland Conservancy created the first edition of this booklet in 2010 to help residents of the 
Sourlands appreciate the natural wonders around us and to become better stewards of the land.  This 
second edition of  Living in the Sourlands contains updated stewardship recommendations, lots of new 
content and an even stronger emphasis on how human beings can reconnect with nature, work together 
to practice good stewardship and impact the Sourland landscape in positive ways.  This new edition is also 
meant to support and enhance Sourland Stewards, the Sourland Conservancy’s stewardship program for 
residents (www.sourland.org/stewardship), which is described in more detail on page 54 of this booklet.
Some of our stewardship recommendations are easy to fulfill, while others require more commitment.  It 
is our hope that, through these efforts, every reader will find something to act upon, resulting in thousands 
upon thousands of ecological good deeds.

 The Sourland Conservancy is a nonprofit organization 
working to protect, promote and preserve the unique  

character of the Sourland Mountain region.

(RM)

— Sourland Conservancy

http://www.sourland.org/stewardship
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A typical Sourland landscape, strewn with diabase boulders. (JR)
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Knowing the Sourlands
By Jared Rosenbaum 

Deep in the heart of our nation’s most densely populated state lies an extraordinary place called the 
Sourlands.  This rural landscape of forested ridges, farms and homesteads is central New Jersey’s last 
great wilderness. 

The 90-square-mile Sourland region includes parts of three counties and seven municipalities, 
encompassing a complex ecosystem of forest, wetlands and grasslands.  Its habitats are home to a rich 
diversity of animal and plant species, including many that are rare or endangered. 
 
Location

The Sourland ridge arises in Hillsborough and Montgomery, where its steep east-facing slope 
overlooks the flat land of the New Jersey Piedmont and views extend to New York City. 

Heading west, the Sourlands continues as a series of connected ridges and hills through Hopewell, 
East Amwell, and West Amwell, descending to the Delaware River at Lambertville.  A southern 
outlier at Baldpate Mountain extends the geological formation southwards along the Delaware.

Princeton

Montgomery

East Amwell

Hillsborough

West Amwell

HopewellLambertville
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Geology
The unique character of the Sourland region derives in large part from diabase.  Diabase rock underlies the 
ridges of the region and peppers its surface with boulders.  Originating in magma-filled rifts 150 million 
years old, diabase profoundly influences the Sourlands’ wild ecosystems and recent human history. 

The influence of diabase helped the Sourland area retain its wild character during the colonial era, and 
into the present.  There are two main ways in which 
diabase restricts human land uses like agriculture and 
development.

First, the stony soils and boulder-strewn landscapes 
are relatively difficult for conventional crop farming.  
Second, diabase bedrock drains surface water slowly and 
diabase-derived soils tend to be clay-based.  Therefore, 
many areas of the Sourlands are either wetlands or 
at best poorly drained.  This affects crop production, 
the availability of well water, and the drainage 
characteristics needed for septic fields. 

Streams

In the Sourlands, streams and seepages permeate 
the diabase landscape.  They interconnect wild 
habitats, support diverse wildlife, and attract us, 
too, drawing adults and especially children to 
explore and play in their shallows and to balance 
on mossy stones.

The area is gifted with numerous streams, 
including Rock Brook, Stony Brook, Cat Tail 
Brook, Beden’s Brook, Jacob’s Creek, and many 
others.  Alexauken Creek is classified as a C-1 
stream.  Alexauken, Moore and Fiddler’s Creeks 
are all designated trout maintenance streams.

Special Nature
Sourland Mounrain is a haven for wildlife and wild plants.  Its rich, moist forests, wet meadows, and extensive 
open grasslands not only promote high diversity among wildlife and vegetation, but also provide a habitat 
for rare species to thrive.

While many of the surrounding valleys have been converted first to farms and then to suburbs, the diabase 
landscapes of the Sourlands retain more wild characteristics.  The Sourland region has more natural habitat, 
and its natural habitats have more longevity and connectivity than most surrounding areas.

The Sourlands is especially noted for three groups of wild life: native plants, migratory songbirds, and 
amphibians.

Alexauken Creek (JW)

Diabase (CW) 



Page 5

Native Plants

Walk through a mature Sourland forest in spring and 
you can witness a spectacular display of wildflowers 
such as bloodroot, rue anemone, trout lily, hepatica 
and many others.  In summer, meadows in the area 
are full of Joe Pye, boneset, New York ironweed, 
goldenrods, and milkweeds. 

Over two dozen rare plant species are found in 
the Sourlands including ginseng, pawpaw, redbud, 
Virginia bluebells and other species both storied and 
esoteric.

Two factors contribute to the diversity of plant 
species found in the Sourlands.  First, diabase 
geology is chemically unique and creates a rich, moist 
soil that often has a relatively circumneutral pH with 
high levels of magnesium and calcium.  Second, the 
Sourlands’ proximity to the species-rich Delaware 
River corridor has enhanced the dispersal of unusual 
species across the ridges and hills.

Migratory Songbirds

In the spring they arrive in waves 
starting with the pine warblers and 
kinglets.  Migratory songbirds come 
to breed or stop over on their journey 
farther north.  As April progresses into 
May, tanagers, grosbeaks, orioles, and 
redstarts arrive and set up territories 
in signature habitats of the Sourlands.  
Wood thrushes and veeries announce 
themselves with fluting calls deep in 
emotional resonance.

The Sourlands offers prime habitat 
for bird species that need large swaths 
of uninterrupted habitat.  Forest 
species and grassland species are well 
represented.  At least sixteen state-listed 
species of concern are documented in 
the Sourlands, including the endangered 
Upland Sandpiper and the threatened 
Barred Owl.

Showy Orchis (JR)

Scarlet Tanager (SM)
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Amphibians and Reptiles

In the earliest days of spring, before the trees 
leaf out, a chorus of spring peepers and wood 
frogs reveals the location of small ponds in 
the forest.  Called vernal pools, these seasonal 
wetlands are at the heart of the breeding 
strategy of many frogs and salamanders.

The Sourland region is rich in vernal ponds, 
as well as other features such as streams and 
boulder fields, that make it ideal habitat 
for a range of frogs, salamanders, snakes, 
and turtles.  As a group (sometimes called 
“herptiles”), these wild creatures are of high 
conservation concern and face many threats, 
from road mortality to emergent diseases to 
wetlands destruction.

Sourland Mountain is special as a place where box turtles regularly roam, spotted salamanders can be 
found crossing the landscape during early spring rains, and tree frogs call out from hidden perches.  The 
Sourland region is also home to rare species including wood turtle, copperhead, and marbled salamander. 

Spotted Salamander (TC)

Box Turtle (RM)
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Hiking the Sourlands

Hiking trails traverse thousands of acres of preserved natural lands in the 
Sourlands.  Created and maintained by volunteers, non-profits, and park 
commissions, they give us all access to the wild Sourlands in its many 
forms. 

A comprehensive series of trail maps for the region has been compiled by 
the Sourland Conservancy.  The following two maps have been selected 
from that series.  The maps below offer a starting point for exploring 
the Sourlands, at two large preserves with excellent parking access and 
trails, maintained by the park systems of Mercer and Somerset counties, 
respectively.

See many more hiking trail maps online at:

www.Sourland.org/sourland-trail-maps/

Ted Stiles Preserve at Baldpate Mountain
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Sourland Mountain Preserve – Somerset County
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Restoring Native Plants
By Jared Rosenbaum

Just over the ridgetop near Cat Tail Brook is 
a quintessential Sourland landscape.  Great 
gray boulders cascade down a slope, shaded by 
enormous oaks and ashes, sugar maples with 
crowns like broken antlers, and hickories with 
wild shaggy plates of peeling bark.

Unusual plants abound on the forest floor.  Showy 
orchids blooms in early summer.  Wild leek, a prized 
wild edible, heralds the spring with lush foliage. 

The Sourlands is special in having places like this, but 
we’re losing the places that make the Sourlands special. 

There is an almost unbearable sense of former glory 
about the place.  There are more patches of bare soil 
than I care to admit.  The dead and dying trees seem 
to greatly outnumber their progeny.  Waves of invasive 
exotic plants are colonizing more of this pocket of old 
forest every year.

A great rush of changes has hit this forest and it 
is rapidly degrading.  Deer have become vastly 
overpopulated in the last four decades, and are decimating the young trees and wildflowers.  Many wild places 
have been developed.  Lots have been cleared, lawns established, houses built, and the human occupants 
are choosing to separate their landscape from the natural landscape around them.  Invasive plants imported 

from other continents and planted in 
our yards are colonizing the forest where 
disturbance or deer browse has degraded 
the former plant community.  The rare 
wildflowers, the old trees and the deep 
forest birds are disappearing, even here in 
the Sourlands.

There is an easy way to change this: Bring 
native plants back into the landscapes we 
have altered.  Plant meadows instead of 

lawns, native serviceberry and hazelnut shrubs instead of the latest exotic at the garden center.  Work towards 
bringing the deer population into balance with the amount of wilderness that still remains.  Take from the 
forest carefully and always give something in return.  Feel the embrace of the ancient forest as it welcomes 
our homes and families as its own.

The Sourlands is special in 
having places like this, but 
we’re losing the places that 
make the Sourlands special.

Pawpaw (JR)
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Restoring Home Landscapes
As Sourland residents, our homes, farms, and businesses are 
nestled within over 20,000 contiguous acres of wild forest.  
Our stewardship ambitions can include the restoration of 
home landscapes like the yard, and also natural landscapes 
like forests, meadows, stream corridors, and wetlands.

We’ve been told again and again that human presence is 
destructive to the natural world.  That seems to give us two 
unsatisfactory choices: divorce ourselves from nature and 
live in entirely artificial places like cities, or accept being 
destroyers of that which attracted us to live in the Sourlands 
in the first place.

What if our homes could actually bring benefit to the 
natural world? By planting native species around our 
homes and emulating the wild habitats around us, we can 
give something back to nature.  We can decrease some of 
the most harmful effects of development, such as habitat 
fragmentation, water run-off, yard chemicals, and the 
introduction of invasive species.

Native Plants for Wildlife
Native plants provide food directly to wildlife 
in the form of foliage, fruits, seeds, and other 
plant parts.  They also provide structure for 
shelter and cover.  They are at the foundation 
of a food pyramid that supports songbirds, 
pollinators, and predators directly, and by 
feeding invertebrates and soil organisms.

In many cases, there are deeply ancestral 
relationships between specific native animals 
and plants.  Monarch caterpillars consume 
only milkweed.  Cardinal flower is pollinated 
by hummingbirds.  Box turtles disperse 
the seeds of mayapples.  Because of these 
interdependencies, landscapes created with 
native species maintain a greater diversity of 
life than those planted with exotics.

Native Plants for Beauty and Ornament
Our Sourland native flora is full of showy, elegant and intriguing plants.  Great compact shade trees include 
tupelo, persimmon, hornbeam and flowering dogwood.  Shrubs such as serviceberries, blackhaw viburnum, 

Helen’s Flower (RM)

 Indigo Bunting (MAB)
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and highbush blueberry have interesting form and color and provide fruit that is delicious for humans and 
wildlife alike.

Outstanding native meadow flowers include wild bergamot, blazing star, Joe Pye weed, and New England 
aster.  Ornamental grasses of note are Indian grass, little bluestem, and bottlebrush grass.

Our native flora is unmatched for woodland wildflowers.  A short list includes black cohosh, bloodroot, 
wreath goldenrod, and wild ginger.  Ferns have the advantage of being highly deer resistant; some of the 
finest are Christmas fern, cinnamon fern, and maidenhair fern.

These species all grow wild in the Sourlands.  By planting them around our homes, we integrate ourselves 
more fully into the natural world and establish a distinctive sense of place. 

Medicinal and Cultural Uses of Native Plants
Many of the native plants mentioned 
above have long histories as prized edibles, 
herbal medicines, or craft materials.  Native 
Americans consumed diverse, wholesome 
diets based around wild native plants as 
well as game animals.  Numerous studies 
attest to the superiority of these wild 
foods compared to their domesticated 
equivalents, in health-supporting properties 
such as nutrient density, cancer-fighting 
components, and immune modulation. 

Some incredible native food plants include 
black huckleberry, shagbark hickory, wild 
leek, common milkweed, bee balm, blackcap 
raspberry, serviceberry, and pawpaw.  Only 
in the past century has our globalized 
economy completely replaced these local 
treasures with standardized offerings.  There 
is much to rediscover, right outside our 
doors!

Protecting and Restoring Natural Areas
The Sourland forest is the best remaining Piedmont forest in the state.  It has many intact natural areas and 
rare plants that deserve respect.  We can lessen disturbances to natural areas by limiting clearing, dumping, 
and activities that might heavily compact soils. 

Some areas have been heavily utilized by people for many decades.  Young, previously logged forests and 
old farmland are examples.  Heavily degraded areas are often ideal candidates for restoration from scratch.  
Restoration techniques might include significant interventions such as earth reshaping, restoration of water 
flows, soil conditioning, plantings, seeding, and protection from deer browse. 

Intact natural areas, on the other hand, may need interventions that restore health and balance.  These might 
include removal of invasive species, deer management, introduction of select native species, or cessation of 
adverse impacts such as use of off-road vehicles.

Highbush Blueberry, an edible native plant. (JR)
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Transforming Your Lawn into a Meadow
Here’s some Sourland Mountain magic: the first year we stopped mowing our lawn, four native orchids 
volunteered in our little meadow.  Our wildflower season begins with the diminutive spring beauty and ends 
with the purples, whites and yellows of the fall asters. 

The process was simple, and the results are magnificent.  Even those living in much more urban environments 
can welcome butterflies, songbirds, and the grand floral display of the American prairie into their front yards 
by transforming a lawn area to a native wildflower meadow.

Lawns have become so common as to seem innocuous to most of us.  However, the close-cropped lawn 
has a very particular history.  Once upon a time, European nobility used vast lawns to flaunt the amount of 
unproductive land they could afford to keep.  Throughout the last century, it seems we’ve all aspired to make 
that same statement.  As lawns became the cultural norm, an incredible “arms race” of lawn machinery and 
chemicals developed to keep our home landscapes sterile and conforming. 

Americans now maintain over 45 million acres of lawn; we use 70 million pounds of pesticides on them 
per year; and 30% of the water consumed on the East Coast goes to watering them.  Lawns prevent aquifer 
recharge and contribute to erosion and flooding.  The mowers and blowers we use to maintain them are 
horrible polluters, emitting 10 to 34 times more hydrocarbon per hour than a typical car.

Converting part or all of your lawn to a meadow is an easy way to surround yourself with beauty and interest.  
It’s also a good way to save money, time, and the environment.

Native Sourland Meadow (RM)
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Creating a meadow is a systematic process.  Here are the steps 
to take when transforming a lawn to bountiful blooms:

1. Site Preparation

Get rid of the existing turf grasses with a one-time application of glyphosate herbicide, by 
repeated tillage, or by smothering with black plastic.

2. Select a Native Seed Mix

Select a native seed mix comprised of wildflowers (sometimes known as “forbs”) and bunch 
grasses.  Don’t settle for any “wildflower” mix: make sure to choose one comprised of native 
perennials.  Two great sources for seed or inspiration are Prairie Nursery and Prairie Moon 
Nursery.  Ernst Conservation Seeds has many locally native species as well.  Seed nurseries will 
be able to advise you on the quantity of seed needed for your project.

3. Sow seeds

Seeds can be surface sown in the fall, and snow and frost heave will incorporate them over the 
winter.  Or, sow into lightly tilled ground in spring and press seeds into the ground with feet or 
a roller.  Fall sowings are easier and often lead to more wildflowers compared to bunch grasses.

If your meadow is very small, it can be economical to plant it, like a garden, using small live 
plants called “plugs”, available from native plant nurseries.

4. Keep a Level Playing Field

During the first year, mow the emerging meadow back to 4 - 6 inches high every time it reaches 
12 inches tall.  This will keep annual weeds from smothering the slower-growing perennial 
seedlings, and lessen weed seed production.

5. Maintain it For Life

After the first year, your meadow will only need to be mowed once a year at most.  This annual 
mowing sets back woody plants that may establish in your meadow, and should be done in 
late winter before new growth has commenced.  Meadows can by mowed with string trimmer, 
scythe, or by hired hands if growth is too thick for your household mower.

If your old mower is feeling left out, use it to shape artful paths and borders for your new 
meadow, making the meadow purposeful looking and accessible.  Keep an eye out for perennial 
non-native weeds such as mugwort, Canada thistle, and Chinese bush clover, and remove them 
before they have a chance to spread.

It will take a few years to reach its full glory, but once your meadow is established, it will live 
perennially and be intricate, beautiful, and abundant.  Watching the pollinators it attracts and 
the shifting colors of flowers and foliage through the season will be a welcome change from 
endlessly mowing and blowing a short, boring carpet of green grass!
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Sources for Native Plants – Local Nurseries
The best sources for native plants are nurseries that propagate their own plant materials from local strains 
(ecotypes), from ethically collected wild seed sources.  Below is a list of wholesale and retail nurseries in our 

region.  Except for where noted, all are commercial 
businesses.

Bowman’s Hill Wildflower Preserve (Nonprofit 
organization) – Spring and fall sales with a wide 
selection of native plants available for retail 
customers.  Some plants are from local seed sources.

North Creek Nursery – Wholesale only, with plug-
sized material for ecological restoration.  Some 
species are available from local seed ecotypes.  Many 
native plants are offered, as well as some non-native.

Pinelands Nursery  – Wholesale only, with plug-
sized and larger material for ecological restoration.  
Strong focus on wetlands species.  Plants are 
propagated from ecotypes local to the East Coast, 
with many New Jersey seed collections featured.

Toadshade Wildflower Farm  – A retail mail order native plant nursery with sales at local farm markets. 

Wild Ridge Plants – A retail and wholesale native nursery, with an emphasis on edible and medicinal plants 
and ecological restoration species.  Plants are from local seed sources and growing practices are free of 
synthetic chemicals, using an organic, peat-free potting mix.

Edge of the Woods Nursery  – A retail nursery in Pennsylvania specializing in native plants in a variety of sizes.

Octoraro Native Plant Nursery  – Wholesale nursery with native woody plants in a variety of sizes.

Redbud Native Plant Nursery  – A retail and wholesale nursery with a wide selection of nursery-propagated, 
seed grown plants in an organic, peat free potting mix.

Seed Houses
Creation of wildflower meadows and grasslands is frequently done from seed.  Local ecotype seeds are 
preferable but many more seeds are available from midwestern sources that specialize in prairie restorations.  
Some of the best are listed below.  Beware “wildflower” mixes that contain assorted non-native annuals.

Prairie Moon Nursery  – A Midwestern seed house with a wide selection of native seeds.  Their website and 
catalogs are beautiful, thorough resources and staff is very helpful.

Ernst Seeds  –  A Pennsylvania seed house with many native plant seeds (not exclusively, and beware of 
several invasive species sold).  Economical and featuring many species from Pennsylvania seed ecotypes.

Prairie Nursery  – A Wisconsin seed house with an extensive selection of native species, and helpful resources 
developed from decades of ecological restoration experience.

Pinelands Nursery  –  Offering a limited selection of seeds with ecotypes from the East Coast including New 
Jersey.

Pinxter Azalea (JR)

http://www.edgeofthewoodsnursery.com/plants
http://www.octoraro.com/nursery.php
http://www.redbudnativeplantnursery.com/
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Spring Wildflowers of the Sourlands
One of the great riches of the Sourland forest is its diversity of spring wildflowers.  Many of these diminutive 
herbs arise, bloom gloriously, and go to seed before forest canopy trees have fully leafed out.  They have a 
rhythm all of their own, basking in the mounting April sun, feeding the queen bumblebees and other native 
pollinators. 

Many spring wildflowers benefit from unusual seed dispersers like ants and turtles – or employ variations 
of catapult-like seed propulsion to spread.  Although they are small, woodland wildflowers can grow in 
large colonies and be quite long-lived, slowly spreading through mature woods.  A few are bigger and more 
tolerant of disturbed habitats – tough customers like Jack-in-the-pulpit and mayapple.  Many are reduced in 
their blooming or eradicated altogether by the overpopulation of deer.

This section features common spring wildflowers of the Sourlands, plants many residents of the Sourlands 
will have growing near their homes or just slightly farther afield.

Wood Anemone (Anemone quinquefolia)
Blooms: White 
Leaves: Divided into 3 to 5 leaflets/lobes

Grows in small, tightly knit colonies, usually in moist soil in mature, diverse 
woods.

Jack-In-The-Pulpit (Arisaema triphyllum)
Blooms: Green and brown
Leaves: Divided into 3 leaflets

Found as individuals in moist to wet woods and openings.  Flower and 
spathe are cobra-like in silhouette.  Deer resistant, with animal-dispersed 
seed, so it gets around these days quite well.

Cutleaf Toothwort (Cardamine concatenata)
Blooms: White
Leaves: Palmately divided and deeply toothed

Found in rich woods and slopes, with exposed soil required for regeneration 
from seed.  A rare species, Cardamine angustata, is also found in the Sourlands.  
Foliage is ephemeral, disappearing by June, and somewhat resembles Cannabis.
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Spring Beauty (Claytonia virginica)
Blooms: White, often striped with pink
Leaves: Grass-like blades

Found in woods, meadows, even lawns, often prolifically.  Pink stripes are 
pollinator “landing strips”.  Foliage is ephemeral, arising in winter and dormant 
by June.  Pollinated by small native bees, flies, and honeybees.  If you’re lucky, 
ants dispersed the seeds to your lawn.  Thanks, ants!

Trout Lily (Erythronium americanum)
Blooms: Yellow
Foliage: Strap-like, mottled

A colonial wildflower of low and moist places.  Often seen just as foliage, 
especially under heavy shade or where deer are abundant.  Foliage is ephemeral.  
Pollinated by bees and bee flies, seed dispersed by forest ants.

Showy Orchis (Galearis spectabilis)
Blooms: Purple and white
Foliage: Broad, tongue-like

A beautiful orchid of rich woods, it blooms in early May.  Locally common 
in the Sourlands, sometimes found in large quantities.  Don’t bother trying to 
dig one up, it won’t transplant.  Orchids rely on specific forest soil fungi not 
present in garden soil, nor even all forest soils.

Wild Geranium (Geranium maculatum)
Blooms: Lavender
Foliage: Deeply lobed into 5+ segments

A big showy bloomer of open woods and meadow edges.  Attracts some of 
the earliest butterflies of the season.

Round-lobed Hepatica (Hepatica nobilis var. obtusa)
Blooms: White to blue
Foliage: Evergreen, divided into 3 rounded lobes

The ornate and mottled leaves are visible year-round.  The furry-stemmed 
flowers arise in earliest spring; fur on the stems and new leaves protects against 
April cold fronts.  Pollinated by solitary bees, seeds dispersed by forest ants.
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False Solomon’s Seal (Maianthemum racemosum)

Blooms: Starry and clustered
Foliage: Oval, dark green

Arching stems with alternate leaves and a cluster of flowers at the end, which 
turns to speckled fruit.  The terminal blooms distinguish it from Solomon’s 
seal.  Can be a big and showy plant where deer are not overpopulated.

Golden Ragwort (Packera aurea)
Blooms: Yellow with orange centers
Foliage: Oval basal leaves, lobed stem leaves

Most of the year, its small, vaguely heart-shaped basal leaves are found as an 
evergreen groundcover in wet meadows and young woods.  In May, ragwort’s 
cheerful daisy-like blooms can be extremely prolific, brightening entire meadows.  
Deer resistant.

Dwarf Ginseng (Panax trifolius)
Blooms: White, spherical
Foliage: Divided into threes

A diminutive plant, usually found along streamsides in mature woods.  It is 
a reliable indicator of older forests that have not been recently disturbed.  Its 
spherical flowers are notable, though small.  It is a close relative of the ginseng 
of medicinal fame.

Mayapple (Podophyllum peltatum)
Blooms: Diaphanous white
Leaves: Whorl-shaped

Looking like a colony of notched umbrellas, Mayapple stems arise from vast 
and venerable underground rhizomes.  Fruits feed box turtles and seeds are 
almost twice as likely to germinate after passing through the digestive tract of 
a turtle. 

Solomon’s Seal (Polygonatum pubescens)
Blooms: Greenish white
Leaves: Oval, light green

A common herb of well-drained woods.  Sometimes one can find its long 
rhizomes growing in cracks in diabase boulders, stems perched improbably 
above rock.  Congener Polygonatum biflorum is also occasionally found in the 
Sourlands.
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Bloodroot (Sanguinaria canadensis)
Blooms: White
Leaves: Rounded crescent with notched lobes

An early spring flower with showy, large blooms and interesting foliage.  Usually 
found growing on slopes in rich forests, sometimes along Sourland roadsides 
near forest.  Pollinated by native bees and flies, seeds dispersed by forest ants.

Skunk Cabbage (Symplocarpus foetidus)
Blooms: Red, purple, green, and heavily patterned
Foliage: Large and broad

A dominant presence in swamps and stream edges until it goes dormant in 
summer.  The blooms are enclosed within a spathe and arise from the mucks 
in late winter.  Deer resistant.

Rue Anemone (Thalictrum thalictroides)
Blooms: White
Foliage: In threes with rounded lobes

A small but tough herb, often on small well-drained mounds or slopes without 
deep leaf litter, alongside oak sedge.  Blooms for an extended period in April 
to May.

Common Blue Violet (Viola sororia)
Blooms: Light blue to purple
Foliage: Heart-shaped

One of several violet species common in the Sourlands, common blue violet is 
present in woods, fields, gardens, and lawns.  It is a host plant for the caterpillars 
of fritillaries.  Other species of violet in the Sourlands include Viola pubescens, 
Viola labradorica, and the rare species Viola rostrata, which is locally common.

www.Sourland.org/stewardship
Links and Supplemental Material at:
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Summer Wildflowers of the Sourlands
The Sourlands is rich in summer blooms, in abandoned farm fields, roadsides, woodland edges, and other 
areas of partial to full sun.  Rich and often moist soils host charismatic giants such as Joe Pye weed and New 
York ironweed, as well as more modest-statured beauties like swamp milkweed and cardinal flower.

Summer wildflowers bloom at the peak of invertebrate activity and provide nectar and pollen for numerous 
beneficial insects.  Flowers with large tubular corollas often serve specialist pollinators like butterflies, 
bumblebees, and even hummingbirds, whereas open flowers are accessible to many species large and small.

This section features common summer wildflowers of the Sourlands, plants many residents of the Sourlands 
may have growing near their homes.

White Snakeroot (Ageratina altissima)
Blooms: White, in tight terminal clusters 
Leaves: Opposite, simple, toothed

Blooming in open woods and along sunny edges, this is often one of the 
only native wildflowers blooming in late summer in places with very high 
deer numbers.  It is toxic to deer, and inedible to humans as well. 

Swamp Milkweed (Asclepias incarnata)
Blooms: Pink clusters of “horned” florets
Leaves: Opposite, simple, untoothed

With bright clusters of fragrant pink flowers, swamp milkweed attracts 
numerous pollinators, while acting as a host plant for monarch caterpillars 
and other specialist invertebrates.  Often found in wet meadows in the 
Sourlands.  The similar species purple milkweed (Asclepias purpurascens) is 
also found in our area, mainly on edges.

Goldenrod (Solidago gigantea)
Blooms: Golden yellow, small
Leaves: Alternate, toothed

Goldenrods are ubiquitous, deer-resistant colonizers of sunny fields and edges, 
and persist in open woods or logged sites.  Four species (Solidago gigantea, 
Solidago rugosa, Solidago altissima, and Solidago juncea) are especially common 
in sunny areas in the Sourlands.  Wreath goldenrod (Solidago caesia) is a 
common woodland species.
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White Turtlehead (Chelone glabra)
Blooms: White, tubular
Leaves: Opposite, simple, toothed

White turtlehead is frequent along streams and in swampy woods, but deer 
browse often conceals its presence before flowering time.  Also found in wet 
meadows.  White turtlehead is the host plant for the uncommon Baltimore 
Checkerspot.  Pollinated by bumblebees.

Water Hemlock (Cicuta maculata)
Blooms: White compound umbels
Leaves: Alternate, compound, toothed

Everyone loves to know a few poisonous plants.  While most of the inedible 
species in our flora would take a lot of unpleasant mouthfuls in order to 
be poisonous, water hemlock is one to treat with respect.  It is extremely 
poisonous.  Find it in shaded swamps and water edges.  Supports early 
summer pollinators.

Boneset (Eupatorium perfoliatum)
Blooms: White
Foliage: Opposite, perfoliate, toothed

A prolific grower in moist, rich soils, Boneset is most readily recognized by its 
paired leaves, which appear to fuse at the stem.  A superb pollinator plant, as 
well as an important medicinal species from our native pharmacopeia.

Hollow-stem Joe Pye Weed (Eutrochium fistulosum)
Blooms: Pinkish-purple rounded clusters
Foliage: Whorled, toothed

A charismatic giant, growing upwards of 8’ tall in optimal conditions, with 
huge inflorescences.  Relishes rich moist soils.  It is most often found in the 
Sourlands in wet meadows and along road edges.  A close relative, purple-
node Joe Pye, is found on rich wooded slopes.

Jewelweed (Impatiens capensis)
Blooms: Orange, tubular, spotted
Foliage: Alternate, roundly toothed

A favorite of hummingbirds and bumblebees, this native annual grows prolifically 
in moist conditions, sun or shade.  It can outcompete Japanese stiltgrass when 
deer don’t overbrowse the jewelweed.
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Cardinal Flower (Lobelia cardinalis)

Blooms: Red, with a tubular corolla and flaring lobes and lip
Foliage: Alternate on stem, toothed, arising from basal rosette

Cardinal flower germinates from tiny seeds that need consistent moisture.  It is 
adapted for growth along intermittent streams and in swamps.  Its spectacular 
crimson flowers are evolved for pollination by hummingbirds.

Allegheny Monkeyflower (Mimulus ringens)

Blooms: Lavendar, tubular, lipped
Foliage: Opposite, sessile

Found in wet meadows and wooded openings.  Its close relative winged mon-
keyflower also occurs in the Sourlands, in wet ditches and stream corridors.  
The latter has sessile flowers and stemmed leaves, the opposite of Allegheny 
monkeyflower.

Foxglove Beardtongue (Penstemon digitalis)

Blooms: Tubular, white
Foliage: Opposite, toothed, sessile, pointed

Common in fields and open woods, this flower appears to be thriving in many 
disturbed habitats because of its deer resistance.  It is an early summer bloomer 
well suited to pollination by bumblebees and other native bees.

Narrowleaf Mountain Mint (Pycnanthemum tenuifolium)

Blooms: White, small, clustered
Foliage: Opposite, needle-like

A short, fine-foliaged wild mint growing in moist fields.  Fragrant and cooling.  
Its close relative Virginia mountain mint is also common in the Sourlands, and 
other Pycnanthemum species which inhabit the state may be found occasionally.

Blackeyed Susan (Rudbeckia hirta)

Blooms: Yellow rays surrounding dark disc
Leaves: Alternate, hairy

A familiar sight in young meadows, blackeyed susan germinates readily in open 
soils.  It may fade out of a site fairly quickly as longer-lived perennials take over.
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Indian Grass (Sorghastrum nutans)

Blooms: Yellow and golden brown
Leaves: Linear blades

This tall, showy grass grows in clumps in moist meadows and sometimes drier 
sites.  The seeds are also utilized by seed-eating birds and other wildlife.

New England Aster (Symphyotrichum novae-angliae)

Blooms: Purple ray flowers with a golden central disk
Foliage: Alternate, untoothed, and clasping the stem

The brilliant palette of purple New England aster and yellow goldenrods is 
the quintessential closing salvo of summer.  Watch New England aster for 
numerous pollinators, including migrating Monarch butterflies on the move.

Blue Vervain (Verbena hastata)

Blooms: Small purple blooms in spikes
Foliage: Opposite, coarsely toothed

A somewhat coarse wildflower of wet meadows and shores, it becomes beautiful 
when its candelabra-like spikes of flowers light up in purple -- especially when 
growing in masses, as it often does.

New York Ironweed (Vernonia noveboracensis)

Blooms: Purple
Foliage: Dark green, lance-shaped, lightly toothed, alternate

A tall wildflower with purple blooms in small flowerheads.  New York ironweed 
thrives in poorly drained meadows.  It is especially common in old pastures, as 
it is not eaten by grazing farm animals.

For more information about the wild flora and fauna of the 
Sourlands, please visit our web site: 

www.Sourland.org/stewardship
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Invasive Plants
By Rachel Mackow
A pair of migrating wood thrushes perch upon a tall spicebush.  The birds harvest and then eat 
each bright red fruit.  The thrush in the highest branch finishes and silently looks around.  On 
topaz-colored wings the thrush flies some distance to the next mature spicebush.

The nearby younger spicebush have been browsed severely by deer.  Their branches, stripped of 
buds and leaves repeatedly, are brittle and lifeless.  Unwelcome and unpalatable plants have 
begun to fill the voids and continue to creep from ornamental landscaping into the forest.
Invasive plants disrupt the ecological balance and diminish the natural heritage of the Sourlands.  Invasive 
plants are from other parts of the globe and are often introduced as horticultural plantings.  Many are 
widely planted in our gardens and landscaping; Japanese barberry and winged euonymus are two examples.  

Though these plants may seem “well-behaved” in the garden, they are readily dispersed to natural areas 
by wind, water and wildlife, sometimes far from the original plantings.  Overabundant white-tailed 
deer preferentially browse our native flora, giving less palatable invasive species a competitive advantage.  
Additionally, invasive plants often thrive in natural 
areas disturbed by human activity, including 
fragmentation by development.  

Invasive shrubs and herbs overshadow our native 
wildflowers and shrubs — plants that provide 
essential food and shelter for wildlife.  Invasive 
vines strangle and snap even mature trees.  In areas 
where invasive plants dominate, the populations of 
our native butterflies and insects plummet as they 
cannot find appropriate host and nectar plants.  As 
native plants are crowded out, wildlife struggle to 
find food.

Not only do wildlife suffer from the presence of 
invasive plants, but we do as well.  We find our 
forests, meadows, and hiking trails clogged with 
aggressive, weedy, prickly shrubs and vines.

Invasive plants: 
• are introduced to an area outside of their 

natural range — usually from other conti-
nents 

• grow densely and exclude other species
• drastically reduce biodiversity at all levels
• interrupt the natural functions of an ecosys-

tem
• often have little or no food value for wildlife
• negatively impact recreation and the beauty 

of our landscape
Invasive vines such as Oriental Bittersweet 
frequently kill or damage native trees.  (JR)
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 Woodland Invaders — Shrubs and Trees
Japanese Barberry (Berberis thunbergii) is widely planted for its deer-resistance.  
This pernicious shrub spreads through moist, rich forests.  Its branches are covered in 
thin barbs, and its roots are bright yellow.  It can be easily identified in the winter by 
its bright red fruit, which has little nutritional value for wildlife.  

Winged Euonymus or Burning Bush (Euonymus alatus) is a 
shrub that can grow up to 10 feet tall and has opposite branch-
ing.  Young twigs can be greenish with corky wings, giving the 
plant the appearance of having been electrified.  Some varieties 

lack the ‘wings’.  Like barberry, its red fruits provide little sustenance for wildlife.  

Multiflora Rose (Rose multiflora) is a very common invader 
of meadows and woodlands.  It has seven leaflets, recurved 
thorns only, and a fringed leafstem base.  These characteristics 
help differentiate it from our native roses (swamp and pasture rose).  Its flowers are 
small with five white petals.

Linden Viburnum (Viburnum dilatatum), used as an 
ornamental plant in landscaping, is a forest invader.  Its leaves 
are fuzzy and shallowly toothed.  The branching pattern is 

opposite.  It bears clusters of tiny white flowers that mature into bright red fruit 
in autumn.  It can grow to the size of a small tree.  Linden viburnum has a native 
look-alike: Arrowwood Viburnum (Viburnum dentatum).  Arrowwood is a shrub 
or small tree found in moist, open woods, meadows, and thickets.  Arrowwood has 

blue fruit and strongly toothed leaves.

Siebold’s Viburnum (Viburnum sieboldii) is frequently planted in landscaping and 
escapes to forests where it displaces native plants.  Like Linden viburnum, Siebold’s 
viburnum bears clusters of small white flowers and has opposite branching.  The 
flower stalks turn bright red and the fruit mature to a blackish color.  Its leaves are 
strap-like in shape and can have a strongly unpleasant odor when crushed.  It can 
grow to the size of a small tree.

Japanese Stiltgrass (Microstegium vimineum) is an annual 
grass that can cover vast expanses of forest floors.  It thrives 
in areas where the tree canopy is open and native shrubs are 

lacking.  Close inspection reveals its roots that look like above-ground “stilts”.  It can 
grow and set seed from an inch tall (it now frequently appears in lawns) up to three 
feet tall.  Its inch-long leaves bear a silvery midvein.  Native look-alike: Rice-Cut 
Grass (Leersia oryzoides) is a perennial grass that is firmly rooted, while Japanese 

Here are tips to identify a few of the invasive species that 
are found in the Sourlands.  Plants marked “New Invader” 
are just beginning to colonize our wild areas.  Take care to 
remove them immediately, before they spread further.  

Winged Euonymus

Japanese Barberry

Multiflora Rose

Linden Viburnum

NEW 
INVADER

Siebold’s Viburnum

NEW 
INVADER

Japanese Stiltgrass
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stiltgrass is easily uprooted.  True to its name, Rice cut-grass has invisible, fine sharp 
edges that are obvious when let run through the fingers.  Additionally, Rice cut-grass 
grows in small clumps and groups, rather than blanketing the ground.  

Garlic Mustard (Alliaria petiolata) is a European biennial that overwinters as basal 
rosette (low cluster of leaves).  In its second year, Garlic mustard sends up a 1 to 2 
foot tall flower spike with a cluster of small, four-petal white flowers.  This weed kills 
native soil fungi that are essential to our ecosystems — these fungi assist tree and 
wildflowers seedlings and tree roots in nutrient uptake.  

Woodland Invaders — Vines
Oriental Bittersweet (Celastrus orbiculatus) is a climbing vine with roundish, 
toothed leaves.  Young growth is red-brown and the bark matures to a warty grey.  In 
autumn, it is covered with bright orange fruits that grow from the leaf axils (where 
the leaf joins the main stem).  A native look-alike is our native American Bitter-
sweet (Celastrus scandens), which bears fruit only at the end of its stem, not along it.  
Its fruits are brighter, and its leaves are more tapered.  Suppliers sometimes mislabel 
Oriental bittersweet as American bittersweet.  

Invasive species, such as Japanese clematis, grow densely and crowd out other species.  (RM)

Garlic Mustard

Oriental Bittersweet
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Japanese Clematis (Clematis terniflora) is also called sweet autumn clematis and 
colonizes woodlands, wood edges, and meadows.  Its four-petal blooms are profuse 
and fragrant.  Native look-alike: Virgin’s Bower (Clematis virginiana) has toothed 
leaves while Japanese clematis leaves are untoothed.

Japanese Honeysuckle (Lonicera japonica) is a climbing vine 
or groundcover with semi-evergreen leaves, fragrant flowers, 
and blackish fruit.  Its leaves are opposite and untoothed.  

Japanese Wisteria (Wisteria floribunda) and Chinese 
Wisteria (Wisteria sinensis) are climbing vines with purple 
pea-like flowers and compound leaves.  Their seeds are borne 
in long, fuzzy pods.  These species can girdle and topple mature 
trees and suffocate shrubs and woodland flowers.  The native 
American wisteria (Wisteria frutescens) is a southern vine 
with smooth seedpods.  

Meadow Invaders
Chinese Silver Grass (Miscanthus sinensis) is frequently planted in landscaping 
and is beginning to spread to meadows at an alarming rate.  There are many varieties, 

but most bear a silver stripe down the length of the leaf blade.  
It grows five feet and taller with showy, plume-like flowers.

Callery Pear (Pyrus calleryana) is a popular ornamental tree.  
Its malodorous blooms appear in early spring and mature into 
small speckled fruits (less than one inch wide).  It has invaded 
open areas in the foothills of the Sourland region, escaping 
from landscape plantings.  

Riparian and Wetlands Invaders
Yellow Iris (Iris pseudacorus), or Yellow Flag, invades streams, ditches, canals, 
and wetlands.  It has long and blade-like leaves and bright yellow flowers.  Native 
look-alike: Blue Flag Iris (Iris versicolor) grows in wetlands.  Its flowers are blue or 
purple.

Japanese Knotweed (Polygonum cuspidatum) is a widespread 
invasive plant of wet areas, stream banks and roadsides.  
However, it is infrequent in the Sourlands.  Japanese 
knotweed grows up to 10 feet tall and has heart-shaped 
leaves.  Clusters of small white flowers grow along the stems and appear late in 
summer.  Stems are hollow and are green with red spots.  It is most often spread by 
root fragments.  Its dense growth crowds out native plants and causes flooding and 
erosion along waterways.Japanese Knotweed

Yellow Iris

NEW 
INVADER

Chinese Silver Grass

NEW 
INVADER

Japanese Clematis

NEW 
INVADER

Japanese 
Honeysuckle

Japanese Wisteria

NEW 
INVADER

Callery Pear

NEW 
INVADER



Page 27

Foreign Pathogens and Insect Invaders
In 1904 American chestnut trees in the Bronx Zoo were found to be infected with the chestnut blight, 
a disease brought to the United States on Chinese chestnut trees (Chinese chestnuts co-evolved with 
the disease are not affected).  Up to three billion American chestnut trees fell to this exotic scourge.  The 
American chestnut was once a significant component of the Eastern deciduous forest.

Some of our native trees are affected by non-native pests.  These pests include plant pathogens and insects 
that prey on plants.  The hemlock woolly adelgid is a well-known example, while emerald ash borers and 
Asian long-horned beetles are more recent introductions to the United States.  Many of these pests were 
brought here via wooden 
shipping pallets or on 
infested plants.  

Our native trees have 
defenses against native 
insects and diseases.  They 
adapted to each other 
and are kept in balance 
through the food chain.  
However, foreign insects 
or pathogens (disease) 
frequently will not have 
predators or resistant hosts 
to keep them in balance.  

Using local firewood can 
help prevent the spread of 
non-native insects from 
infested areas.  

Stewardship Recommendations
1. Do not purchase invasive plants (listed and pictured on the preceding pages).
2. Remove invasive ornamental plants from landscaping and replace with native plants.
3. Remove invasive plants from wild areas on your property.
4. Ask local municipalities and businesses to landscape with native plants.
5. To prevent the spread of non-native pests, use locally grown firewood only.

For more information about identifying and removing invasive 
plants in the Sourlands, please visit our web site: 

www.Sourland.org/stewardship

Using local firewood can help prevent the spread of tree pathogens.  (RM)
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The endangered barred owl is a species that needs large areas of unbroken, contiguous forest.  (BM)
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Providing for Wildlife
By Pat Sziber and Jared Rosenbaum
Some of life’s sweetest simple pleasures can be 
found in our own backyards when we welcome 
wildlife to our homesteads.  While weeding my 
vegetable garden one early summer afternoon, 
I became aware of a commotion around the 
birdbath—a very ordinary saucer from a now 
defunct planter.  A family of blue jays had 
assembled in a nearby hemlock tree.  I’d been 
watching or, rather, listening to the fledglings 
for days as they followed the parents around, 
begging for food with their scratchy, tremulous 
voices.  As days went by, I noticed how the voices matured sounding each day more like a jay and less like a 
squeaky wheel.  

This was the first time I’d actually seen the whole family in full view.  First, one adult came to the bath and 
took a drink.  The second came and plunged right in.  Then the two juveniles followed, a bit fluffier than 
their parents and quite eager to join in the fun.  For several minutes, the four took turns splashing in the 
sun-warmed water, seemingly oblivious to my presence.  When they finally took off together in a shower of 
droplets, I realized that I had witnessed a teaching moment.  Mom and dad had brought their youngsters 
to my garden to show them where they could find refreshment on a warm summer day—knowledge that 
they will pass on to their own youngsters next year.

The Sourland region is home to a remarkable diversity of wildlife: mammals, large and small, reptiles and 
amphibians, butterflies and bees and, perhaps most notably, scores of bird species, some found nesting 
nowhere else in central New Jersey. 

Intact habitat is critical for these animals.  Every time we clear a patch of woodland or turn a farm into a 
development, we are diminishing the breeding and feeding resources available to these creatures.  We can 
take some simple steps to help compensate for that loss by providing for birds and other wildlife around 
our homes and, at the same time, increase our own enjoyment of nature.

We don’t necessarily want to invite every creature onto our premises.  Some denizens of the Sourlands, 
such as eastern coyote and black bear, are best appreciated from a distance.  But all can provide enjoyment, 
balance and even measurable benefits.

Some of life’s sweetest 
simple pleasures can be 

found in our own backyards 
when we welcome wildlife to 

our homesteads.  

The three basic things that all animals need are water, food 
and shelter.  Shelter includes protection from the elements and 

predators, and a place to raise young.  The following suggestions 
range from simple to ambitious.  You may find that taking one little 

step will pique your enthusiasm for doing more.  Most successful 
backyard habitats are the product of a lengthy evolution.  
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Birds Around The House
Many common songbirds can have some of their needs provided for with supplemental winter feeding, a 
source of water, and, in some cases, bird houses for rearing young.

Bird Feeders
Setting out food for birds can be a very enjoyable and rewarding hobby.  Bird feeders can be a magnet 
for a dazzling variety of bird species ranging from hummingbirds to woodpeckers.  Feeders can be 

very elaborate and costly or very simple and 
inexpensive.  Birds don’t give a hoot about 
décor; it’s the basic architecture of the feeder 
and what’s in it that determines who will 
come to the table.  After you’ve watched your 
busy feeders for awhile, you will notice that 
different birds have different food preferences 
and feeding habits.  Chickadees, titmice and 
nuthatches like to cling to the cage-type 
sunflower seed feeders.  Finches perch on tubes 
that hold niger (thistle) or finch mix.  A hopper 
holding mixed seed will attract house finches, 
cardinals and the above-mentioned sunflower 
seed eaters, plus the occasional Carolina wren.  
Juncos, white-throated sparrows and mourning 
doves almost always eat on the ground or from a 
platform feeder near the ground.  Woodpeckers 
love suet though they will also take seed and 
have been known to commandeer a finch feeder 
for 15 minutes at a time.

Fancy fruit and nut mixes are probably a 
needless expense.  If you want to provide 
occasional treats, just throw in some raisins, 

dried cranberries, plain popcorn or unsalted nuts with your regular seed.  If you have overwintering 
bluebirds or robins, which do not normally eat birdseed, consider buying a small tub of meal worms and 
hang from a branch in an onion bag, or just toss a few on the ground.    

As with water, there are two basic rules that apply to bird feeders:  keep them filled, keep them clean.  
Occasionally sweep up the mess under feeders with a broom or brush and shovel and discard in the 

trash.  Wipe down perches with a mild bleach 
solution (one part household bleach to nine 
parts water or 1 ½ cup of bleach in a gallon 
of water).  Discard any food that looks wet, 
moldy or has fungus on it.  Once a month 
or so, empty and wash the feeders.  Pay 
special attention to finch feeders to avoid 
spread of finch eye disease, actually a form of 
conjunctivitis.  If you put out a hummingbird 

A Chickadee and Tufted Titmouse visit. (JR)

With bird feeders and 
birdbaths, two basic rules 

apply: keep them filled and 
keep them clean. 
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feeder in the summer, be sure to change the nectar solution every other day and clean with a solution of 
one part white vinegar to four parts water weekly.  Rinse several times.

A comprehensive guide to feeding birds can be found at www.bit.do/birdfeeding.  The site has tips 
for choosing feeders and seed types, proper location of feeders and their maintenance and ideas for 
discouraging squirrels.  Another excellent resource is www.bit.do/cbirds.  Also keep in mind that a busy 
feeding station can be a magnet for some of the many hawks that are endemic to the Sourlands, such as 
sharp-shinned and Cooper’s hawks.  They have to eat too, and a large gathering of birds is an easy target.  
Birds will scurry to the shelter of nearby dense cover when danger approaches.  Evergreen shrubs and trees 
are good hiding places but they should not be so close to the feeders as to provide a convenient hiding 
place for a cat.  

A word about windows:  birds cannot distinguish between real sky and trees and the reflection in a window.  
Pieces of tape, netting or screens, or hawk cutouts mounted outside can help prevent these accidents.

Water
Even if you do nothing else, a reliable supply of clean water will bring a stream of visitors.  An elaborate 
birdbath can be a wonderful enhancement for a garden but an old dog dish will do as well.  Regardless 
of your choice, there are two rules:  keep it clean, keep it filled.  Bird droppings can contaminate the bath 
with harmful bacteria.  Better they should find water elsewhere than get sick.  Other animals will also 
come to drink.  

A female Goldfinch at a birdbath

Birdbath Maintenance
 • Change water daily, especially in warm weather.  

If you cannot have someone do this in your 
absence, empty the bowl and turn it upside down 
so it doesn’t fill with rainwater.

 • At least once a month, clean the birdbath with a 
solution of one part bleach to nine parts water. 

 • Fill birdbaths with no more than 3 inches of water.

 • Some materials will crack when water freezes in 
them.  Retire your fancy birdbath for the season 
and switch to a cheap, shallow dog bowl.  Use two 
bowls; when one freezes, bring it inside and put 
the other one out.

 • For mosquito control in garden ponds, do not use 
chemicals.  Mosquito Dunks, available in stores 
that sell pond supplies, are a safe biological 
control.  Or simply leave the job to frogs.
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Birdhouses  
Nest location preferences are just about as varied as the birds themselves.  In a woodland, they build nests 
in every layer of the forest from the ground on up to the treetops.  Grassland birds nest on the ground; only 
birds that nest in tree cavities in the wild will take up residence in a birdhouse.  There are two good reasons to 
provide birdhouses.  First, you may want to watch the drama of reproduction, from nest-building to learning 
to fly.  Second, natural tree cavities may be scarce and competition for them fierce.  Hardly a birdhouse goes 
unoccupied during the nesting season. 

Visit the Facebook page Rustic Birdhouses & Crafts (www.bit.do/birdhouses) for birdhouse suggestions.  
Keep in mind that good housekeeping is critical.  You must clean out birdhouses before the start of the 
spring nesting season.  Don’t be surprised if birds take shelter in the houses during the worst winter weather 
or if you find a family of white-footed mice in late winter.

Provide native trees and shrubs of various types and heights for non-cavity nesting birds.  Robins, for 
instance, often build their nests at our eye level in evergreens or rhododendrons – a real treat if you have one 
next to a window.  Baltimore orioles, on the other hand, hang a pendulous nest precariously from an outer 
branch of a tall tree.  

Please remember to keep cats indoors.  It is cruel to attract birds to your yard only to provide an easy target 
for a cat’s hunting instincts.  Unless you are watching your cat every minute that it is outdoors, you do not 
know what mischief it might get into.  And indoor cats live longer, healthier lives. 

Creating Habitat for Birds
The three basic things that all animals need 
are water, food and shelter.  Shelter includes 
protection from the elements and predators 
and a place to raise young.  The following 
suggestions for improving wildlife habitat 
range from simple to ambitious.  You may 
find that taking one little step will pique your 
enthusiasm for doing more.  Most successful 
backyard habitats are the product of a lengthy 
evolution.

Feeders are not the only way to provide for 
birds and other animals.  Consider turning 
your yard into a wildlife habitat by planting 
trees, shrubs and flowers that provide food,  
shelter and potential nesting sites.  

Food
Some birds rely heavily on seeds for food, while 
others consume fruits or insects preferentially.  
All birds provide invertebrates or other animal 
foods to their young hatchlings in the nest.

Meadow grasses and many wildflowers 
provide seed for birds throughout the year.  Meadows of native plants provide critical habitat. (JR)



Page 33

Native grasses such as little bluestem, broomsedge, 
and Indian grass are ideal, as are wildflowers such as 
native perennial sunflowers (Helianthus species), tall 
coneflower, New England aster, goldenrods, New 
York ironweed, and Joe Pye weed.

Native woody plants are an excellent source of 
fruits for birds.  Some that bear in late summer are 
extremely important for fueling the southern journey 
of our neotropical migrant songbirds.  These include 
spicebush, flowering dogwood, and silky dogwood.  
Other fruiting species ideal for birds include trees 
such as tupelo, sassafras, and serviceberry, and shrubs 
like elderberry, blackhaw viburnum, and blackcap 
raspberry.

According to Dr. Doug Tallamy, “Alien ornamentals 
support 29 times less biodiversity than do native 
ornamentals.”  A major reason for this is that non-
native plants do not support the invertebrate species  
– caterpillars are a good example – that feed on 
specific native plants. Without invertebrates, the wild 
bird food pyramid essentially collapses. 

Top wildflowers that support butterfly and moth species include goldenrods (good choices include wreath, 
grey, and early goldenrod), asters (such as New England aster and white wood aster), sunflowers (woodland 
sunflower, forest sunflower), Joe Pye weed and boneset, sedges, and violets.  Woody plants include trees such 
as white oak, black cherry, black birch, and red maple, and shrubs like highbush and lowbush blueberry, 
American hazelnut, and Carolina rose.  

About Structure
Many birds specialize in different layers of the wild ecosystem.  Some feed and/or nest in tree canopies, 
others in shrubs, and others among the leaf litter or thatch on the ground in a forest or meadow.  To create 
bird habitat around the home, consider creating a complex forest-like landscape structure with multiple 
layers for maximum diversity.  Or focus on one habitat layer (such as a meadow or shrubland) and include as 
many appropriate native species as possible. 

Structure also provides birds with places to flee from predators and take refuge in harsh weather.  Living 
features like dense native shrubs and conifers are excellent in this regard, as are non-living landscape features 
such as brush piles.

Contiguous Wild Habitat
Some of the bird species of greatest conservation concern need large swaths of particular habitat types that 
the average resident will be unable to simulate.  These include rare grassland birds such as bobolinks and 
Henslow’s sparrow, deep forest species such as veery and hooded warbler, and wetland and stream corridor 
species.  However, those of us fortunate enough to steward large tracts of land or be nestled within extensive 
habitat can help optimize such habitats and also avoid harmful practices which might compromise the 
integrity of special places.

Downy Woodpeckers (MAB)  
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Supporting Pollinators: Always Something New In The Store

By Jared Rosenbaum 

There’s a Chinese department store in New York City whose slogan is Always Something New 
in the Store.  We lived in an old cottage down a dirt road deep in the Sourlands, and that was 
our slogan, too.  My wife and I would repeat it, smiling, returning home with memories and 
photos of some new find in the woods or the wet meadow.
The meadow across the dirt lane from our cottage was a sodden, spectacular pasture for bees.  It had 
about a hundred species of plants crammed into less than an acre, and there was always something new to 
observe, a new story to tell – always something new in the store.

One rainy May morning, we busted out of the gloom inside the cottage and set out across the meadow.  
The golden ragwort blooms had faded, the Joe Pye weed was whorling upward, and our boots squelched 
across tussocks of sedge and sunk into last year’s cattail thatch.

We poked around looking for new plants and for wild edibles to nibble on, when one of us spotted a 
striking orange-and-black caterpillar.  Its bands of orange stripes were punctuated by rows of spiny 
tubercles, menacing protrusions like small black cacti.  The first caterpillar we saw was curled into the 
shape of the letter “C” around the stem of a white turtlehead – a native wildflower which grew abundantly 
in the wettest parts of the meadow.  Back at the cottage, we identified the caterpillar as the larval stage of 
the Baltimore checkerspot butterfly.

Later that season, we witnessed 
checkerspots after their 
metamorphosis into butterflies.  The 
butterflies had wings like Tiffany 
glass, with intricate patterns of 
black, orange, and white.  They 
seemed partial to nectaring on water 
hemlock and purple milkweed.

Checkerspots are somewhat 
uncommon, but the basic 
ingredients that led to us finding 
them outside our house are the same 
requirements that all butterflies 
have.  Most importantly: food plants 
for the caterpillars and forage for the 
adult butterflies.

Checkerspot caterpillars are 
adapted to eat the foliage of white 
turtlehead, the native wildflower 
that we spotted our first checkerspot 
curled around.  All plant species 
have different constituents that are 
either attractive or deterrent to the 
herbivores that seek to consume Baltimore Checkerspot (RM)
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them.  The adaptations that allow a caterpillar 
to digest a specific plant species are often deeply 
ancient and ancestral. 

After the checkerspot caterpillars feast on white 
turtlehead (Chelone glabra, if you’re thinking about 
getting some yourself ), they metamorphose inside 
a chrysalis and emerge as adult butterflies that 
consume nectar. 

Our wet meadow supported the adult butterflies’ 
need for nectar, with native wildflowers in 
bloom from earliest spring to the first hard frost.  
Numerous plants flowered in summer when 
checkerspots (and other butterflies) were especially 
active: purple and swamp milkweed, Joe Pye weed, 
New York ironweed, mountain mint, swamp rose, 
and a variety of goldenrods and asters.

Attracting butterflies to your own home landscape involves matchmaking.  First, consider the food source 
for the caterpillar, the “host plant”.  These are usually native plant species that have coexisted with the 
native butterfly species for many millennia.  Adult female butterflies lay their eggs on or near host plants.  
When the tiny caterpillars hatch from the eggs, their food is nearby.

Examples of host plants for the caterpillars of common butterflies include native milkweeds for monarchs, 
violets for greater fritillaries, spicebush for spicebush swallowtail, native asters for pearl crescent, and 
grasses like little bluestem and purpletop for common wood-nymph.

Now that the caterpillars are provided for, adult butterflies need food, too.  Some excellent nectar plants 
for adult butterflies are also beautiful wildflowers that are showy and hardy in home landscapes.  Great 
landscaping species that attract and sustain butterflies include swamp, purple, and butterfly milkweed, Joe 
Pye weed, Virginia and narrowleaf mountain mint, wild bergamot, and marsh blazing star.

Many of the wildflowers that support butterflies are also great for native bees, flies, and wasps - many of 
which are inconspicuous beneficial insects which keep balance in the yard, garden, and wild by preying on 
insect pests.  Notable species for bumblebees include gentians, white turtlehead, Virginia waterleaf, New 
England Aster and the aforementioned wild bergamot.  Many of the smaller pollinators thrive with small-
flowered plants such as golden Alexanders, blue vervain, and blue heart-leaved aster.

In addition to planting natives, consider shedding some cultural baggage about weeds and allowing 
dandelions, plantain, violets and others to persist where they pose no threat to cultivated areas.  Unlike 
invasive plants, these diminutive and ubiquitous plants generally do not affect wild habitats.  They only 
became known as weeds subsequent to advertising by the post-war pesticide industry looking to break into 
the home market by inventing the idea of the “perfect” lawn.

Pollinators also need nesting and overwintering habitat.  In wild areas, this is generated continually in the 
form of hollow canes (such as those provided by raspberries, native grasses, large wildflowers like Joe Pye), as 
well as dead wood, piles of brush or stone, tussocks of grass, and areas of bare exposed soil for burrowing.

If you plant nectar plants and an array of host plants, and offer nesting and overwintering habitat, 
you’ll be greeted by surprise and serendipity every summer day, as new pollinators arrive and develop 
interdependencies in your home landscape.  Or, as we say: Always something new in the store.

 Bees pollinate a Spring Beauty (JR)
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Helping the Herps, our Amphibian and Reptile Neighbors
You might live your entire life in the Sourlands without 
ever seeing a spotted salamander, unless you go out 
walking on just the right night.  You probably won’t be out 
walking on that night, though, because it will be cold and 
wet and dark.
This is too bad, because spotted salamanders are spectacular 
neighbors – long, lithe amphibians in dusky purple with golden 
spots.  If you do see one, it might seem a bit improbable, so big 
and colorful that it’s hard to imagine it remains nearly invisible 
the rest of the year.

The March Migration. . .
During the first warm rains of March – warm in a relative way, 
above 40 degrees or so – spotted salamanders emerge from 
deep, dark places in the soil and begin an epic journey.  They are 
returning to their natal pools – the place where they were born 
– to mate and lay eggs.  They’re guided by a small organ in the 
brain that reads the earth’s magnetic field and directs them.

They are accompanied by other amphibians on the move – wood frogs, spring peepers and more – also 
migrating to pools in the woods.  Together, the amphibian cohort crosses woods, meadows, and wetlands, 
seeking shallow inundated ponds known as vernal pools. 

They also cross roads and driveways, and 
here the slower-moving of them – and all of 
them move slowly compared to a car – are 
often crushed into the roadbed.  A study in 
Massachusetts showed close to 20% mortality 
rate of spotted salamanders during the annual 
migration.  Salamanders have life spans up to 
20 years, but at that rate most will perish within 
five.  That level of mortality can add up to local 
extinction quickly.

. . .And Thereafter
It’s not just during the migration rains in 
March that one can witness large numbers of 
amphibians moving across roads in the Sourlands 
and throughout the region.  Many frogs and 
salamanders move on wet nights when their skins 
are less vulnerable to desiccation.  It’s typical to 
catch a glimpse of a hopping frog, illuminated 
in headlights, during warm rains from March to 
October.  So please, drive with care.

How You Can Help the Herps
1. Drive with care. 
During March nights with precipitation, avoid 
driving or drive slowly on forested and rural 
roads, and watch the road for amphibians 
crossing.  The Sourland Conservancy mailing 
list and the Sourland Stewards Facebook page 
post updates on likely migration nights.

2. Volunteer to chaperone. 
At hot spots for amphibian crossings in the 
Sourlands, volunteers and conservation 
professionals gather to help salamanders and 
frogs make it across the road.  You’ll witness 
a nature spectacle and save lives at the same 
time.  Sign up info is at: 
www.sourland.org/remember

An amphibian crossing guard helps 
a yellow-spotted salamander. (LC)
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Stewardship Recommendations
1. Leave as much land as possible in its natural state.  The first rule is “Do no harm.”
2. Avoid the use of pesticides and fertilizers, which are very damaging to wildlife.
3. Use native plants to provide the appropriate habitat and food sources for the types 

of wildlife you want to attract.  
4. If you want to attract more birds and a wider variety of species, provide birdhouses, 

birdbaths and feeders.  Keep them cleaned and stocked.
5. Keep cats indoors.
6. Mow meadows once a year, in winter, after the first hard frost.
7. Help the herps by driving attentively during their March migration.

Vernal Pools

Inundated pools in natural areas are known as vernal (“spring”) pools if they dry 
up periodically and contain no fish.  Those that remain wet throughout the spring 
months are ideal breeding sites for amphibians.  The Sourlands is rich in these pools 
because of its poorly-drained bedrock and soils, and expanses of undeveloped forest.

The decay of leaves and other plant material in these wetland pools is at the base 
of a food chain that includes not just amphibians but numerous bird, mammal, 
and invertebrate species as well.  

Vernal pool (CK)
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Overpopulation of Deer
is Destroying the Forest.
At first glance, the Sourland forest 
pictured above may appear healthy, but 
actually something is terribly wrong.  
Where are the saplings that represent the 
next generation of trees?  Where are the 
diverse shrubs and plants that comprise 
the understory of a healthy forest?    

The answer is simple: they have been 
destroyed by the oversized population 
of deer.  Lacking natural predators, the 
deer population has few limits other than 
the availability of food.  So nearly every 
sapling and herbaceous plant suffers 
the fate of the one pictured at right — 
browsed by deer and unable to survive.  

Managing the population of deer is critical 
to survival of the Sourland forest, and 
action is urgently needed.

What’s Wrong Here?
 (JR)

 (RM)
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Managing the Deer Population
By Cliff Wilson

When I look out my window and 
see a pair of eight-point bucks, or a 
half dozen does and fawns, I cannot 
help but marvel at their majesty, 
beauty and grace.  Then I sigh and 
shake my head, remembering that the 
overpopulation of these marvelous 
creatures has created tremendous 
ecological problems for the Sourland 
Mountain region and countless other 
forests around the nation.  In truth, 
the oversized deer herd is destroying 
the Sourland forest.

Wildlife experts estimate that there are now more than twice as many white-tail deer in New Jersey as 
there were in the year 1700.  In the Sourlands, there are at least eight times as many deer today, perhaps as 
many as 14 times the pre-colonial population.  

In our corner of the world, the deer’s natural predators – bears, wolves, cougars and bobcats – have been 
eliminated, or very nearly so.  At the same time, forests have been fragmented by development, creating 
more of the edge-of-woods habitat preferred by deer.  These factors have permitted the deer population to 
grow to an unnatural and unhealthy extent.

While hunting and automobile collisions provide some checks, the size of the Sourland deer herd today is 
limited principally by the availability of food.  Thus, malnutrition and related illnesses are common, as the 
size of the herd is too large in relation to the food supply.

Overpopulation is not only bad for the deer, but for humans as well.  Deer are now the second-largest 
cause of automobile accidents in New Jersey, trailing only drunken driving.  The current epidemic of Lyme 
disease – a serious and potentially debilitating infectious disease  – is almost entirely attributable to deer 
ticks.  

Perhaps worst of all, the overpopulation of deer is a true ecological disaster for the forest.  Browsing by the 
oversized herd is literally destroying the understory of the Sourland forest, and, with it, the future viability 
of the forest itself.  The saplings that represent the next generation of trees are continually eradicated.  

The unchecked population of deer is 
destroying the Sourland forest.  
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Native shrubs and herbaceous plants are being consumed to the point of extirpation (that is, local 
extinction).  Deer are destroying the habitat and food sources of countless other species, as well as the 
long-term prospects of their own habitat.  

The Sourland Conservancy strongly advocates a diverse and healthy wildlife population in the Sourlands.  
Indeed, preservation and restoration of wildlife habitat are central to our mission.  

In the case of the white-tail deer, responsible stewardship requires sustained thinning of the herd.  Human 
activity created the conditions that allowed this crisis to develop.  It is now up to us to restore balance to the 
Sourland ecosystem.

A number of approaches to the problem have been tried, but responsible hunting — with an increased 

Limitations of Various Methods of Controlling the Deer Population
Method Limitations

Trap and Transfer Very expensive.  Suitable target locations are few.  Trauma 
to the animals.

Wildlife Contraception Unproven and very expensive.  Delivery — typically via dart 
gun — is impractical on a large scale.  

Reintroduction of Predators Insufficient habitat.  Danger to children, pets and livestock.

Regulated Hunting
Education needed to increase public acceptance.  Emphasis 
must shift from taking bucks to culling does.  The number of 
hunters is dwindling.

Deer, Mice and Lyme Disease
It is sometimes said — erroneously —  that mice, not 
deer, are the culprit in the spread of Lyme disease.  The 
truth is that both hosts are absolutely necessary for the 
proliferation of Lyme and other tick-borne illnesses.

Small rodents are the carriers of the Lyme pathogen.  
Immature ticks acquire the pathogen when they 
blood-feed on mice.   

Deer serve as the “reproductive host” of adult ticks.  
Mature ticks cannot blood-feed on small rodents.   On 
the deer is where the adult ticks feed and reproduce.  No 
deer, no ticks, no Lyme disease.     

Research suggests that reducing the deer population to eight to 10 animals per square 
mile would bring down the number of ticks to levels too low to support the spread of 
Lyme and other tick-borne diseases.  While this level may not be attainable, or even 
desirable, there is no doubt that significant reductions in the deer population would 
bring welcome reductions in tick-borne illnesses — especially Lyme disease.  

 Lyme’s tell-tale “bulls-eye” rash
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Stewardship Recommendations
1. Support responsible deer hunting.  Allow responsible hunters to hunt deer on your 

land.  Even a property as small as a few acres may be appropriate for bow hunting.  

2. Advocate in favor of government efforts to cull the deer herd.  Encourage your 
municipality and county to engage in deer management programs that emphasize the 
harvesting of does.  

3. Support efforts to legalize the sale of venison and other incentives for hunters to 
harvest more does.

4. Create exclosures to protect saplings and other native plants.  Special fencing can’t 
protect the entire forest, but can be useful in preserving small, select areas.  

5. Educate others about the need to restore balance to the Sourland ecosystem by 
responsibly managing the size of the deer herd.

emphasis on culling does — remains the most 
practical and effective method for controlling the deer 
population.  

Specifically, the Sourland Conservancy is working to:

• Open up more public and private lands for 
hunting.

• Encourage land-owners to implement deer 
management plans that emphasize harvesting 
female deer.  (Harvesting bucks does little to limit 
the population as there are always enough bucks 
to impregnate nearly all the does.)

• Legalize the sale of wild venison to encourage a 
larger harvest of does each year.

Venison: An Untapped Resource
To those who eat meat, venison is a wonderful treat.  
It is low-fat, locally grown, healthy, free-range and — 
properly prepared —  truly delicious.  

Unfortunately, it is illegal for a hunter to sell meat from 
deer taken in New Jersey; it is even technically illegal to 

give it away to friends and family!  Despite the bounteous overabundance of deer in our 
forests, the only venison available for purchase is imported from abroad or raised on 
farms.  Reform of these outdated regulations would help reduce the overpopulation of 
deer in our forests and make an excellent product available to New Jersey consumers.
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Wetland forest in the Sourlands (RM)   
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Protecting Water Resources
By John Brunner and Cliff Wilson

Set out on an April walk anywhere in the Sourlands, and you will not go far before finding 
water in the form of a brook, stream, wetland, vernal pool, or perhaps a spring bubbling up 
out of the ground.  Set out on the same walk in September and you may find a dry stream bed.  
Unlike the bounteous aquifers underlying the porous and sandy soils of the New Jersey Pinelands, or the 
well-drained limestone valleys north of us, groundwater is an inherently fleeting and finite resource in the 

Sourlands.  The clay soils and hard rocks of the 
Mountain cannot readily absorb rainfall and 
snowmelt.  This causes increased stormwater 
runoff and poor recharge of groundwater.  These 
inherent limitations of the region’s geology have 
implications for Sourland residents who depend 
upon on wells for drinking water, as well as for 
the region’s ecosystems.  

The geological characteristics of the Sourland 
region are also the principal reason the area 
maintains the largest unbroken area of forest in 
Central New Jersey.  The “sour land” was largely 

unsuitable for crops and remains rather poorly suited for more than the occasional residence.  Historians 
doubt this derivation of the mountain’s name, but it is apt.

Understanding the land and water connection is the key to 
protecting the water supply for human uses as well as the 
ecological integrity of aquatic and semi-aquatic habitats. 

Groundwater
Groundwater from private wells supplies the potable water 
needs for most people living in the Sourland region.  Springs, 
fed by groundwater, provide up to 100% of stream flow 
during dry periods, sustaining critical wildlife habitats.  

Depletion of aquifers can occur as a result of drought, or it 
can be brought about by over-tapping the available supply 
for household use or irrigation.  The term “aquifer”, as it 
is commonly understood, may be misleading in discussing 
groundwater in the Sourlands, where water collects in 
discrete pools or the cracks in the Mountain’s diabase 
foundation.  It is not uncommon for a Sourland resident to 
require a well hundreds of feet deeper than his next-door 
neighbor’s, as they are tapping into different fractures.

Because groundwater recharge in the region is very slow, 
it does not take an extended or severe drought to cause 

The dense soils of the 
Sourlands cause high 

runoff of rainwater and 
snow melt, and very slow 
recharge of groundwater.

Roaring Rocks, where Roaring Brook 
runs through a field of enormous 

diabase boulders.  For scale, notice the 
person sitting on the rocks at right.  (CW)
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water shortages here.  As in the arid areas of the western United States, residents of the Sourlands should 
practice water conservation as a matter of routine.

Impervious surfaces — such as pavement, buildings and even lawns — tend to hinder or prevent 
groundwater recharge.  This makes the preservation of the forest and other natural areas even more critical, 
because these natural buffers act like a sponge; by slowing down and absorbing runoff, they give rainwater 
and snow melt more time to seep into the ground, and thus increase recharge of the underground supply.

Development is doubly problematic for the Sourlands’ water supply — it both increases water use and 
decreases groundwater recharge.  Hydrogeologic studies warn that existing development has already put a 
strain on the region’s water supply, and that significant further development — permitted under existing 
zoning regulations — would likely result in frequent water shortages.

Sourland Streams
The Sourland region is the most important headwater area in Central New Jersey.  Approximately 
two-thirds of the Sourland streams flow into the Raritan River, while the remainder flow west into the 
Delaware River.  

Several headwater streams begin their journey as springs and seeps on top of the mountain and flow down 
to larger streams such as Alexauken Creek, Fiddler’s Creek, Moore’s Creek, Rock Brook, Beden’s Brook, 
Stony Brook, the Neshanic River and the Millstone River.

The Sourland headwater streams and their associated ponds and wetlands are also linked to underlying 
aquifers.  While most of the larger Sourland streams flow year-round, some of these headwater streams 
maintain flow only during snow melt or after significant rainfall and cease to flow during dry periods, 
leaving isolated pools of water.

Rock Brook on a snowy day (CW)
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Protecting the Water on the Mountain
Property owners in the Sourland region can play a major role in protecting and improving both water 
quality and water quantity by simply maintaining a natural buffer area of native trees, shrubs, and grasses 
along their stream and wetland areas.  These are called “riparian buffers.” (The word “riparian” refers to 
anything connected with or immediately adjacent to the banks of a stream or other body of water.) 

The more “natural” the buffer area, the more it can perform its critical functions.  A healthy stream buffer 
will:

• Stabilize stream banks, protecting stream structure and vegetation and preventing erosion
• Absorb water and allow it to seep into the ground
• Filter out sediment and other pollutants from stormwater runoff
• Shade and cool the stream
• Provide organic debris for the stream’s food chain
• Reduce flood peaks

Another important way to protect water quality is to limit the use of chemicals in your home and on your 
property.  Both groundwater and surface water can be seriously affected by lawn and garden chemicals, 
such as fertilizers and pesticides.  Harsh household products, such as bleach and solvents, are another 
source of pollution.  Avoiding or minimizing the use of these products will help protect your well and the 
other waters of the Sourlands.

Alternative practices and products are effective and often less expensive.  Nontoxic household cleaners 
work well.  Weeds and pests can be managed with preventive practices.  Visit our web site for more 
information.

Insufficient riparian buffers lead to erosion of stream banks. (RM)
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Wetlands of Sourland Mountain
Wetlands are among the most productive ecosystems in the world, comparable to rain forests and coral 
reefs.  An immense variety of microbes, plants, insects, amphibians, reptiles, birds, fish, and mammals 
depend on wetlands in the Sourlands.  

Most people associate wetlands with low-lying areas that are adjacent to lakes or streams.  The Sourland 
Mountain wetlands are more typically found on slopes with seeps or springs, or on top of the mountain 
where the water table meets the surface.  These “perched wetlands” exist because of the poor drainage 
characteristics of the rock and soil.

Some wetlands in the Sourland region can be easily identified by the casual observer, having standing 
water and typical wetland vegetation.  But most of the region’s nearly 7,000 acres of wetlands are 
deciduous woodlands, and these areas can be difficult for the untrained observer to identify as wetlands, 
especially during drier months or periods of drought.

Just as streams need natural buffers, wetlands need buffers to remain healthy and perform their critical role 
in the Sourland ecosystem.  We must protect not only the wetlands, but surrounding areas as well.

Vernal Pools
Vernal pools generally exist during wetter months (spring) and dry out in the summer and/or fall.  The 
defining characteristic of the vernal pool is that it does not sustain fish, which are predators of amphibian 
eggs and larvae.  Thus, the vernal pool provides a crucial breeding habitat for salamanders and frogs, 
including some threatened and endangered species, such as the spotted salamander.  

In addition to amphibians, there are several reptiles that inhabit vernal pools on a seasonal basis, including 
the spotted turtle and the threatened wood turtle.

Vernal pool (JR)
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Stewardship Recommendations
1. Conserve water as if always in a drought.
2. Eliminate or minimize the use of pesticides, fertilizer and harsh household 

chemicals.
3. Maintain natural buffers around all streams and other bodies of water, as well as 

wetlands and vernal pools.
4. Minimize development and the addition of impervious surfaces, such as pavement, 

buildings and even yards.
5. Eliminate unnecessary outbuildings.
6. Divert stormwater runoff to low-lying areas to help groundwater recharge.
7. Capture rainwater for use in gardening and landscaping.  Roof gutters can be 

configured to drain into rain barrels, which have standard spigots.
8. Have your septic system pumped out regularly, and maintain it proactively.
9. Help educate your neighbors about stewardship of our water resources.

Vernal pools on Sourland Mountain occur primarily as isolated depressions in the forested areas.  

It is extremely important to recognize and protect vernal pools because of the unique ecological niche 
they provide.  The State of New Jersey’s Department of Environmental Protection Division of Fish and 
Wildlife is active in identifying and protecting vernal pools. 

Septic Systems
Just as most residents living in the Sourland region depend on well water, so do they depend on septic 
systems to process wastewater.  

In order to protect both surface water and groundwater, it is very important that septic systems be properly 
maintained.  Improperly functioning septic systems are a major source of water pollution in the Sourlands.  
A malfunctioning septic system is something no one wants, so it makes sense to be proactive in the care 
and maintenance of yours.

Septic tanks should be pumped out by a licensed septage hauler every two to three years, depending on use.  
Baffles in the tank should be checked when pumped to assure that solids do not enter the septic disposal 
field.  Septic fields should be protected from compaction and kept free of encroachment.

Routine maintenance can extend the life of your septic system by many years, saving tens of thousands of 
dollars in repair or replacement costs, while also preventing water pollution. 

For more information on water conservation, stream buffers, vernal 
pools, septic system maintenance, and alternatives to chemical 
products and fertilizers, please visit our web site:

www.Sourland.org/stewardship
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A Sassafras hedge (JR)
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Restoration Forestry for the Sourlands
By Jared Rosenbaum

Scanning the 1887 map of our region by George H. Cook and C.C. Vermeule, I notice that 
the Sourland ridgetop bristles with wild forest, even as the valleys to the north and south 
are almost completely devoid of trees.  Stony soils and steep slopes saved the mountaintop 
from permanent clearing in the 1800’s.  Today, much of that 19th century forest still stands, 
now at least 120 years old, with some much older.  The Sourland forest is not only the largest 
contiguous forest in Central New Jersey, it is one of the finest remnants of Piedmont forest in 
the Northeast.
With the passage of the NJ Forest Stewardship bill, New Jersey landowners will (soon, see box below) 
have new options in caring for their woodlands.  Landowners will be better able to protect and enhance 
all of their forest’s resources, not just timber values.  Those with over five wooded acres can qualify for tax 
abatement; by joining the new Forest Stewardship Program, they may do so with the aim of caring for 
their land without the necessity of harvesting firewood or timber to meet arbitrary income goals.

This new program frees foresters and other consulting environmental professionals to do their best work in 
our forests at a time when active management is desperately needed to repair our degraded environment.  
These professionals can advise landowners on stewarding their forests for a wide spectrum of benefits, 
including carbon sequestration, clean air, rainwater purification, and, not least, supporting our rich natural 
heritage of native wildlife and plants.

Under the old system, Woodland Management plans featured some stewardship aspects, but the obligatory 
tree harvests and culling biased the plans towards developing valuable timber stands with the goal of 
cutting them.  Culling of monetarily less valuable tree species like flowering dogwood, tupelo, black birch, 
ironwood, and sassafras was common, and the resulting canopy gaps in the forest frequently were an open 
invitation to invasive plants. 

Woodland Management plans will remain an option, but are mainly for those whose primary interest in 
their forest is timber management.

Still In The Works: NJ Forest Stewardship Plans
The NJ Forest Stewardship Bill has been long in the works (passed in 2009) and 
continues to progress slowly towards actual implementation (as of 2016).  When rule-
making is complete at NJDEP, landowners with over 5 acres of forest can expect to 
be eligible for tax abatement through the implementation of stewardship practices.  
Compliance will be assessed on the basis of active devotion to forest stewardship 
practices.  The new plans will differ from the pre-existing Woodland Management 
plans, which are tied in to the Farmland Assessment income requirements.  With the 
new Forest Stewardship Plants, there is no requirement to demonstrate income from 
forest products. 
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Stewardship of the Sourland Forest
The following information is directed towards those whose primary goals for their forest are biological 
integrity, wildlife habitat, and recreation.  The principles below are of use whether or not timber harvest is 
part of a landowner’s goals.

Timber Management Challenges 
Many of the principles of timber management, applicable in states with huge forests (such as Maine), may 
not hold up in the Sourlands, which is a wild fragment nested in a highly developed landscape.  In the 
Sourlands, removal of even relatively small numbers of mature trees can compromise the integrity of the 
forest and the ecosystems it encompasses. 

There are three issues here.  The first regards the fragmentation of contiguous forest.  As the largest 
remaining contiguous forest in central New Jersey, the Sourland region is ecologically important.  Further 
fragmentation of the Sourland forest is likely to decrease its value for migrant songbirds, amphibians, and 
various species of unusual or rare plants.

Healthy forest understory — compare with photo on Page 38.  (RM)
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Second, fresh disturbance of the forest through tree removals opens the forest up to invasive plants.  New 
logging roads provide corridors for the incursion of Japanese stiltgrass and other problematic species.

Third, the overabundant deer herd compromises the ability of trees to regenerate after timber harvesting or 
even after thinning practices known as “timber stand improvement”.  Deer are drawn to fresh clearings in 
the forest and may destroy herbs and shrubs not directly removed in the timber management process.

Timber management plans for properties in the Sourlands should proactively address these three major 
challenges.

Stewardship Challenges and Goals 

In many ways, the forest is better able to care for itself than we can.  The practically infinite complexity of 
the eastern deciduous forest is born of the interactions of thousands of species, and we can hardly hope to 
engineer a more abundant, diverse and magnificent ecosystem.  However, we can help mitigate the effects 
of human impact on the forest, many of which are recent challenges which none of the forest’s living 
elements have evolved to meet.

Major challenges facing the Sourland forest include:

• Deer overabundance.  Out of balance with the carrying capacity of our wild lands, deer are 
devastating saplings and forest herbs and causing local extinctions of plants and animals. 

• Invasive species.  These imported plants, pathogens, and animals disrupt the ecological links which 
forests depend on to thrive as communities.

These threats are interrelated, as overbrowsing by the oversized deer herd creates openings for invasive 
plants.   The result is a severely degraded forest understory – the layer of the forest containing tree saplings, 
shrubs and herbaceous plants like wildflowers and ferns.  In addition to the loss of plant diversity, many 
animals and birds are dependent on the understory for food and nesting sites.  The destruction of forest 
understory also threatens the ability of the forest itself to regenerate. 

An important goal of forest stewardship is to have mature stands of diverse trees.  Given protection from 
deer browse, they rebound more quickly than disturbed areas.  They will reward the careful steward with 
abundant wildflowers, shrubs and tree seedlings within a few years.  Some indicators of such stands are 
spring wildflowers such as bloodroot, rue anemone, and trout lily.  Also look for shrubs like witch hazel 
and maple-leaf viburnum, and multiple species of trees like hickories and oaks, as well as tupelo, black 
birch and American beech.

Assuring a Bright Future for the Sourland Forest 

With New Jersey’s new Forest Stewardship Program, we have a collective opportunity to restore our local 
environment to health and abundance.  This may be the most meaningful, active, and rewarding means we 
have to address the global environmental crises that threaten our planet.

Restoration-oriented forestry will be different from the forestry of the past.  It will not remove trees 
without assuring that the forest can regenerate.  It will manage primarily for diversity of native plants and 
wildlife, with or without timber harvesting.  It will tread carefully in the more ancient groves, where many 
niche-adapted species make their last stand.  It might help our forests recover their shrub and wildflower 
layers after decades of overbrowse by deer.  Most of all, restoration forestry may help restore our living 
systems to full health even in the midst of homes and roads, by teaching an art and ethic of stewardship to 
landowners.
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Stewardship Recommendations
A consulting forester or other environmental professional can help draft a Forest 
Stewardship Plan to guide active management on your land.  Here are some general 
guidelines:

1. Develop a deer management plan to allow regeneration of canopy trees, 
understory shrubs, and wildflowers.  Gauge success by monitoring forest recovery, 
not by counting deer numbers in any given season.

2. Remove invasive plants by addressing newly colonizing populations, as well as 
heavily invaded areas, in a strategic manner.

3. Monitor for invasive insects such as the Asian long-horned beetle, emerald ash 
borer, viburnum leaf beetle, and hemlock wooly adelgid, which threaten entire 
species of plants.

4. Work toward mature stands of diverse trees within the forest. 

5. Return missing species and structure to the forest by planting and protecting 
native trees, shrubs, wildflowers and other herbs.

6. If you plan to harvest timber or firewood, focus on areas of single species tree 
monocultures.  Implement the harvest in such a way that the resulting glades 
provide extra sunlight to existing native shrubs, herbs, and saplings.  Be aware that 
without protection from deer browse, these newly opened glades may recruit 
invasive species.  Also, if desirable plants don’t exist there already, you may have to 
plant them.

A section of forest overrun by invasives (JR)

FSC Certification
Forest Stewardship Council certification 
is intended to ensure that forest 
products such as timber come from 
responsibly managed forests that 
provide environmental, social and 
economic benefits.  FSC principles 
and processes provide safeguards for 
unique biological and cultural assets 
of landscapes, and give criteria for 
transparency and stakeholder input.  
Whether for the individual landowner 
or public lands, the FSC principles and 
processes are worth considering to 
ensure best practices for sustainable 
forest product management.
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Summary of Major Recommendations
1. Leave as much land as possible in its natural state — especially 

land bordering on streams and wetlands.  Do not clear-cut any 
wooded area.

2. Conserve water as if always in a drought.

3. Minimize or eliminate the use of pesticides, fertilizer and harsh 
household chemicals.  

4. Plant native species and remove invasives.  

5. Support responsible hunting to control the size of the deer herd.

6. Advocate for tax policies that encourage sustainable 
stewardship of woodlands, rather than logging for profit.

7. Keep cats indoors.

8. Mow meadows once a year, after the first hard frost of winter.

9. Have your septic system pumped out regularly, and maintain it 
proactively.

Afterword
The Sourland Mountain region, like the Pine Barrens and the Highlands, is a true New Jersey 
treasure.  The Sourland region contains habitat for a fascinating array of wildlife and flora, many 
species of which are classified as threatened or endangered.  It is an important stopover for birds 
migrating on the intercontinental Atlantic Flyway.  

The historic Sourland region is also a magnet for outdoor enthusiasts, offering incredible vistas 
and a wealth of recreational opportunities.  In addition, the mountain is the sole source of drinking 
water for tens of thousands of residents.  Two-thirds of the streams in the region are critical 
headwaters to the Raritan and Millstone Rivers.

In this booklet we have offered many suggestions for helping preserve this unique and precious 
resource.  It is not possible for everyone to follow all the suggestions all the time, but we hope that 
increased understanding of the underlying issues will lead to better stewardship across the board.  
It is perfectly OK to start with some small steps.
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Become a Sourland Steward

Sourland Stewards is the Sourland Conservancy’s stewardship program for residents.  This program is 
based on the belief that, through good stewardship, we reap the rewards of a healthy, diverse environment 
and a deeper relationship to our planet.  The program includes:

· This stewardship guide Living in the Sourlands; 
· Nature hikes and programs on stewardship topics;
· Habitat restoration projects on public land in the Sourlands;
· Print and online media on stewardship topics.  Read our In the Sourlands articles in the Hopewell 

Valley News and other local publications; 
· An extremely popular and lively Facebook group to discuss projects, ask questions, and share 

successes;
· A Stewardship Resources page with some of the best web, print, and organizational stewardship 

materials listed and linked. 

Visit www.Sourland.org/stewardship for details and links.  Join us!

People are 
fundamental to the 
health and beauty 

of the natural world 
around us.

Volunteers working to restore wildlife habitat (LC)



Sourland Conservancy Membership
The Sourland Conservancy is primarily a volunteer organization; we have just two paid staff 
members.  We rely heavily upon our members for both volunteer efforts and financial support.  If 
you can provide either or both — even in a small amount — please consider becoming a member.   
We greatly need your support.

Your contribution will help us continue our efforts to protect the Sourlands.  
There is strength in numbers.  As our membership grows, so does our ability to win grants for 
projects that are important for the future of the Sourlands.  Increased membership also gives us 
more clout when we advocate for the Sourlands in various governmental arenas.  

Please become a member today, using the enclosed envelope or via our web site.

The Sourland Conservancy is a non-profit organization
working to protect, promote and preserve the unique character 

of the Sourland Mountain region.

Thank you!

Ovenbird (SM)



83 Princeton Ave., Suite 1A 
Hopewell, NJ 08525
(609) 309-5155

The 90-square-mile Sourland Mountain region includes parts of three counties and seven 
municipalities, encompassing a complex ecosystem of forest, wetlands and grasslands.  Its 
mosaic of habitats is home to an incredibly rich diversity of animal and plant species, many 
rare or endangered.  

Those of us who have chosen to make our 
homes in this ecologically sensitive area 
must recognize that we have a special 
responsibility to preserve and protect the 
Sourlands, both from outside threats and 
through the choices we make in our own 
everyday lives.  In the end, if we are to save 
the Sourlands, we must look to ourselves.

Visit us online at: 
www.Sourland.org


