COMPARISON – BORG’S WOODS & HUTCHESON MEMORIAL FOREST





--- By Eric Martindale, January 11, 2006





In November, 2005, I made a visit to Hutcheson Memorial Forest in Somerset, NJ, billed by ecologists as one of the sole surviving virgin woodlands on the U.S. East Coast. I was expecting to visit an old-growth forest with a density of large trees exceeding that of Borg’s Woods. I was disappointed.





The forest contains nearly as many large logs as old trees. Accounts posted online describe the loss of many older Oaks and the Dogwood understory.





Hutcheson’s original Dogwood understory has been over-browsed by deer which have altered its natural feel. There is little or no understory remaining at Hutcheson. Borg’s Woods has a lush understory of Witch Hazel and Spicebush which is ecologically intact and fundamentally different from Hutcheson’s overbrowsed condition. 





Hutcheson is principally an Oak forest, with White Oak as the dominant species, followed by Black Oak, Mockernut Hickory, and Red Oak. The uplands of Borg’s Woods are dominated by Beech, followed by Red Oak; while the wetlands are heavily populated by Red Maple, Sweet Gum, White Ash, and Swamp White Oak. This may reflect natural ecosystems differences within New Jerssey.





Unlike Borg’s Woods, Beech of any size are few are far between at Hutcheson. This may indicate a history of periodic underbrush fires in the distant past which killed the Beech but not the Oak. Beech, especially the saplings, are more vulnerable to fires than Oak. Sweetgum are also rare at Hutcheson, and I didn’t see any Tuliptree. In Borg’s Woods, it is White Oak which are few and far between.





The 65 acres of old growth forest are surrounded by hundreds of acres of abandoned farm fields in various stages of ecological succession.  The woods, originally known as Mettler’s Woods, is owned by Rutgers. These fields are quite scenic in nature. Rutgers owns a total of 525 acres, all for research purposes. The Borg’s Woods ecosystem is much smaller, only 20 +/- acres, 15 of which is officially preserved. Borg’s Woods is completely surrounded by large estates or typical suburban homes.  However Borg’s Woods has more native species and a higher concentration of large trees.





The larger size of trees in Borg’s Woods may be related to the soil composition, which is much rockier. This allows the roots of large trees to better withstand windfall. Everywhere one looks in Hutcheson, there are downed trees. Over the past 20 years, there has been an increased in downed trees at Borg’s Woods, but nowhere near the concentration at Hutcheson.





Some would say all the downed trees at Hutcheson are natural for an old growth forest. However, there is another possibility. The downed trees at Hutcheson may not necessarily be a natural condition of old growth. It may be the result of being surrounded by open fields. Borg’s Woods is surrounded by homes, and there is a ridge to the east that provides some protection against strong east, northeast, and southeast winds. Also, the neighborhoods around Borg’s Woods contain many large trees which may buffer against winds. This is quite unlike the abandoned farm fields around the old forest at Hutcheson. 





Both sites have invasions of Norway Maple and multiflora. Two distinctly different approaches to the invasive species problem are evident:





Hutcheson is a site of scientific research, and it is posted as off limits to the public. Hundreds of scientific reports are on file, many dealing with forest succession. The policy is strictly “hands off”. Scientists are literally watching invasive species destroy the ecological integrity, while they gather tidbits of knowledge





At Borg’s Woods, unofficial volunteer efforts have been underway to rid invasive species. Norway Maple seedlings have been ripped up, and the “mother” trees ringed. Multilflora has been eliminated all around the central vernal pond, although much work remains along the western and northern edges of the woods. In the last few years, The major threat to Borg’s Woods not present at Hutcheson is a severe invasion of purple-leafed wintercreeper. Burning Bush has also emerged as highly invasive at Borg’s Woods. A single massive specimen along Fairmount Ave at the NE corner of the woods is seeding the woods. Many Burning Bush have been ripped out throughout the woods.





Each of these approaches has merit. Research on the impact of invasive species must continue even if places like Hutcheson are destroyed in the process. Meanwhile, there should be someplace “pure”, protected both from invasives and overbrowsing deer. Borg’s Woods is that pure place. 





The ecological integrity of Borg’s Woods may be more unique and special on a state level than anyone has imagined. Where else is there an old forest which hasn’t been overbrowsed by deer and gypsy moth or choked to death by invasive species? Shouldn’t there be at least one place in NJ that is kept that way? 





The County of Bergen, which owns Borg’s Woods, should adopt official policies on the control of invasive species, especially the troublesome purple-leafed wintercreeper.





Officially, Hutcheson is only accessible by guided tour organized by Rutgers University (call 732-932-2075). The address is 2150 Amwell Road, Somerset, NJ, where there is a small facility building and a tiny parking area for research purposes only. Some evidence exists that unauthorized visitors frequently enter the western perimeter of the preserve at the eastern end of Walsh’s Lane.  For info on Hutcheson, see http://www.njskylands.com/odhutch.htm http://www.njskylands.com/odhutch.htm . 





I don’t encourage anyone to visit Hutcheson. Those wishing to see the oldest and most ecologically intact woodlands in New Jersey can skip Hutcheson. See list entitled “Oldest Woodlands In New Jersey” also posted on this website. 


