
The Woodlands of Washington 
Crossing

By
Wayne Henderek

(Reprinted from the Summer 2007 edition of Nature’s Grapevine)

rees, like tracks in the snow, tell stories. Individual 
trees will surrender their secrets of nesting or feed-
ing wildlife when the leaves drop in November. Ar-
eas of split or otherwise damaged bark will indicate 
the insults of past lightning strikes, deep freezes, 
bucks having rubbed their antlers, bear having 

sharpened their claws or all too often, disrespectful hikers having 
left their “mark”.  Annual growth rings might complain of years 
of drought, forest fires and insect or fungal damage. Leaves will 
tattle of acid rain, gall wasps, hungry caterpillars and a multitude 
of other phenomena. If it can be agreed that trees effectively re-
veal tidbits of information about nature, then whole forests yield 
gigabytes.
 The U.S. Forest Service’s Northeast Research Station 
Inventory and Analysis Unit (FIA) conducted a survey of New 
Jersey’s forests in 1999. The report identified 36 forest-types 
statewide (FIA Program, NJ :1). Robichaud and Buell (1973) 
delineate some 16 different types of forests in Vegetation of New 
Jersey, the definitive work in plant ecology in the state. Why 
the difference? Firstly, it is due in part to the classical lumping 
and splitting dichotomy so common in biological classification. 
Second, Robichaud and Buell didn’t identify all these systems as 
“forests” per se, but rather referred to them generally as “types 
of natural vegetation”.  Third, the definition of a forest verses 
a “woods” or a “woodlot” has changed.  The 1999 FIA survey 
reclassified areas stocked with trees of at least an acre in size 
and a minimum of 120 ft. wide as forests. That having been said, 
WCSP seems to harbor some seven different general types of 
woodlands or forests.

The Successional Forest

 Successional forests are young transient woodlands that 
are composed of the first tree species to colonize fields that are no 

longer mowed, recently abandoned farmland, or recently clearcut 
or burned over woods. In WCSP these species could be red cedar, 
black cherry, flowering dogwood, red maple, staghorn sumac, 
sassafras, crabapple, smooth black haw, American hornbeam or 
any combination thereof.  The term “transient” refers to the fact 
that these forests can change dramatically in composition over the 
course of just several years and that all these species, except the 
red maple, tend to be replaced by taller growing trees by the end 
of a few decades. 

...WCSP seems to harbor some 
seven different general types of 

woodlands or forests.

 The cedar forest is the park’s most conspicuous and 
extensive successional forest-type. Red cedar is a sun-loving spe-
cies that does well on the red shaley soils of central New Jersey 
and WCSP. Cedar grows on generally dry sites and can be found 
on dry gravelly soils and shale outcrops where few other trees are 
able to get a foothold. Red cedar does not occur on excessively 
wet soils. Cedars grow in association with flowering dogwood, 
white ash, red maple, black cherry, sassafras, bayberry, black 
haw, multiflora rose, poison ivy, little bluestem and other grasses, 
and assorted wildflowers. Extensive cedar woods surround the 
Nature Center and a large stand grows to the west of the Open-
Air Theatre and extends almost all the way to Route 29.
 A new successional forest–type appears to be developing 
in the state park as a result of old field abandonment. Sweetgum 
is a species that previously occurred only as isolated stems in 
the park. An old field, which was formerly mowed by park staff, 
along one of the bike trails near the park office, is developing as 
a sweetgum forest. Sweetgum forests are more common on the 
coastal plain of South Jersey than they are in the area of WCSP 
and they prefer moist locations to dry soils.

The Ash/Red Maple Forest

 The ash/red maple woodland consists of an association 
of primarily white ash and red maple in various combinations. 
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They might exhibit roughly equal portions of each species or, 
one species might more or less dominate the other. In the case of 
some woods in the park, either ash or red maple might dominate 
to the virtual exclusion of the other.  The park’s ash/red maple 
forests tend to be relatively young although individual tree speci-
mens in these woods can be quite large and therefore quite old. 
Along with the ash and red maple that make up this forest-type, 
one might see individual stems of hackberry, slippery elm, green 
ash, basswood, black walnut, black gum and a few other species 
that prefer moist soils.
 The ash/red maple forest is something of an anomaly. 
This association is not among the 36 New Jersey forest-types 
specified in the FIA report. Yet, WCSP seems to harbor more 
acres of this kind of woodland than any other.

The Cedar Forest is a common type of second growth or upland suc-
cessional woods in WCSP. It is dominated by the eastern red cedar 
tree. (photo by author)

The ash/red maple association frequently occurs in areas of 
increased soil moisture but it is found on well-drained sites as 
well. More hard data would be needed to determine whether or 
not these woodlands are following a gradient of soil moisture, 
pH, fertility or some other physical factor in the environment. 
The other puzzlement that comes to mind with respect to these 
woodlands is the fact that most of the park’s successional wood-
lands are developing into the ash/red maple association. Could 
these woods be a type of successional forest? An examination of 
the ground in an ash/red maple woods for tree seedlings and sap-
lings will yield few clues as to what these woods will look like 
in future generations. Shade from the canopy in all of the park’s 
ash/red maple forests seems to promote a thick ground cover of 
Japanese stilt grass, an invasive species from Asia. This mat of 
stilt grass on the ash/red maple forest floor excludes for the most 
part, tree seedlings and plants of any kind except perhaps other 
invasives such as garlic mustard, multiflora rose, wineberry and 
various vines. It would truly be a shame to see these ubiquitous 
park woods collapse, in the future, into a tangle of weeds due to 
the encroachment of exotic species.

The Mixed Oak Forest

 The mixed oak forest is an association of mature red, 
white and black oak on well-drained soils. The mixed oak forest 
harbors a distinct understory of primarily hickory and dogwood.  
Scattered specimens of ash, American beech, scarlet oak, sugar 
maple, red maple, eastern hophornbeam, aspen, and witch-hazel 
might also occur. The shrub layer, when present, might contain 
viburnum spicebush and/or multiflora rose. The forest floor 
will be speckled with assorted wildflowers and weeds such as 
spring-beauty, cut-leaved toothwort, mayapple, garlic-mustard, 
white snakeroot, knotweeds and various others. The park’s 
mixed oak forests are intermediate in age class and appear to 
date to the first half of the twentieth century when the area was 
logged. The oak forest is a favorite haunt of the whitetail deer, 
gray squirrels and blue jays because of the abundance of mast 
from the oak and hickory trees in this community. Woodpeckers 
also abound.

The mixed oak woods near the Nature Center has a well defined 
canopy, subcanopy and ground cover but lacks a layer of shrubs. 
(photo by author)

The Beech Forest

 American beech is a well-formed, rather picturesque 
hardwood species with smooth gray bark and which retains 
many of its sun-bleached leaves throughout the winter season. 
The beech forest woodland appears much, like that of the mixed 
oak forest except for the occurrence of a higher proportion of 
beech trees. American beech is one of the most dominant trees 
in the beech forest making up  26% - 40% of the woods (White 
1990:6). Otherwise, the community contains the same associa-
tions of trees, shrubs and other plants as the mixed oak woods 
including red, white and black oak, shagbark hickory, with a 
dogwood, eastern hophornbeam and/or American hornbeam 

Page 2            Nature’s Grapevine                   Spring 2017

New Jersey Department of Environmental Protection     e                 Division of Parks and Forestry



clearly have the upper hand. Young maples coming up under the 
beeches and closing in from the area’s perimeter however, might 
portend a future shift in the tide of battle. It would be interesting 
to hang around for the next couple of centuries to see how the 
fight shapes up. Will the beeches hold on? Will the sugar maples 
eventually dominate the forest? Will a disturbance such as fire 
interrupt the battle? Or, will a beech-maple climax more akin to 
old growth forests in the Midwest eventuate? 

The Lowland Forest of the Delaware Floodplain

 The park’s riverfront harbors the remnants of a unique 
forest amidst the man-made intrusions of highways, roadways, 
railroad beds and canals, parking lots, monuments, bridges, build-
ings and manicured lawns. Although the underbrush has largely 
been removed and the terrain has been altered, the floodplain for-
est is still plainly in evidence. The flat terrace between the canal’s 
west bank and the Delaware River boasts a complex in which tall 
pin oaks, yellow poplar (tuliptree), and ash predominate. Among 
these can be found stems of red and silver maple, American bass-
wood, sassafras, elm and American hornbeam. As one descends 
the bank toward the river, a thicket of mostly young river birch, 
silver maple, boxelder, elm and sycamore will be encountered. 
The shrub layer is composed mostly of spicebush, jewelweed and 
poison ivy. The rich, sandy alluvial soils in this area supports a 

Page 3            Nature’s Grapevine                   Spring 2017

New Jersey Department of Environmental Protection     e                 Division of Parks and Forestry

understory. The beech forest in which the park’s group campsites 
are located, between the soccer fields and Brickyard Rd., is a bit 
older than adjacent mixed oak woodlands and might have succes-
sionally arisen from such a forest type The presence of numerous 
large multiple-trunk oaks behind campsites A and B suggests a 
logging disturbance in the early twentieth century.

Mixed Hardwood Forest

 A very regal-looking forest extends from the conflu-
ence of the Steele Run with the Delaware River, up along both 
banks of the stream’s south branch ravine, through Greene Grove 
and the theater area to where it fans out toward Route 546 and 
Bear Tavern Road. The mixed hardwood forest seems somewhat 
incongruous with the younger second growth woodlands, fields, 
groves and lawns that make up so much of the state park. These 
woods suggest relative antiquity. 

The park’s group campsites are situated in a mature beech forest with 
a diversity of hardwoods. (photo by author)

Seaming like they belong on the limestone valleys of New 
Jersey’s northwestern-most reaches, the mixed hardwood forest 
contains some of the park’s largest oldest and most stately trees. 
Mixed oaks, hickory, yellow poplar, beech and ash tower over the 
ground among lower-growing stems of the hornbeams, red maple, 
flowering dogwood, yellow poplar and widely scattered speci-
mens of sweet birch. The real story in these woods though, is the 
sugar maple. In some places sugar maples share the canopy with 
the tallest oaks. In other locations of the mixed hardwood forest, 
sapling and pole-sized maples dominate the understory suggest-
ing an eventual take-over by this species. In fact, an interesting 
competition is shaping up in the vicinity of the Greene Grove 
picnic area where American beech and sugar maple seem to be 
fighting for dominance. For the time being, the beech woods 
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Trees growing in straight rows indicate abandoned nursery stock 
or other plantings which eventually mature into “plantation- type” 
woodlands such as in this grove of white pines. (photo by author)

In the rear of the adjacent field are plantations of Norway spruce 
and Japanese larch. Additional pine and douglas-fir plantings oc-
cur in the southeast corner of the park between Bear Tavern Rd. 
and Brickyard Rd. Of course, the park’s arboretum is a plantation 
woodlot and a very unique grove of planted red oaks is located to 
the east of the park office along Washington Crossing-Penning-
ton Rd.
 Forests provide an immeasurable multitude of benefits. 
They filter the very air we breathe and the water we drink. They 
produce solitude for the hiker and inspiration for the artist, poet 
and photographer. They provide habitat for wildlife. They yield 
information for the naturalist and resources and products for so-
ciety at large They cool the brow and refresh the spirit of all who 
venture into one. They are our heritage. Come out to Washington 
Crossing State Park and imbibe.
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healthy groundcover of spring-beauty, trout-lilly with other wild-
flowers and weeds. Needless to say, the park’s floodplain forest 
is highly disturbed as it is situated in one of the oldest and most 
heavily used sections of WCSP.

The WCSP River Floodplain Forest (photo by author)

The Plantation Forests

 WCSP was the beneficiary of a government program in 
the last century that contributed significantly to the forest cover 
of the park. The New Jersey Forest Tree Nursery, once head-
quartered in the park, planted trees for nursery and seed stock 
purposes before it moved to its present location in Jackson Twp. 
over twenty years ago. These man-made forest tree orchard/plan-
tations have matured into interesting woodlands in the interven-
ing decades since their abandonment. These forests are relatively 
easy to identify because they all contain monocultures of trees of 
a common age-class and they’re planted in a matrix of crisscross-
ing rows. Most notably, a grove of spectacular, mature eastern 
white pines can be found just to the northeast of the Stone Barn 
along the main park road (Greene Dr.). Unfortunately these large 
stately but, top-heavy trees are rapidly succumbing to age and 
damage from severe storms in the last several years. 
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Volunteer Notes

Kudos to Dan McAuliffe, Langhorne, and Kevin Kavanaugh, 
Ewing, for conducting two very interesting cross-country ski 
workshops this past winter despite the absence of snow for both 
programs.

Jim Wade, Princeton, gave a great presentation on the Paleo-
Indians who occupied the landscape around the state park during 
the end of the last glacial period. Mr. Wade will be back at WCSP 
to discuss the Lenape People in early April. See the enclosed 
program schedule for details.

Franta Broulik, Lambertville, from Washington Crossing 
Audubon conducted a very enjoyable walk in search of birds 
wintering in the park. Ms Broulik will return to lead a spring/
summer bird walk in June. See the enclosed program schedule 
for details.

Ellen Coleman, Ewing, Paul Moran, Allentown, NJ, and Eliza-
beth Tomkins, Holland, all came out to WCSP to assist with our 
maple sugaring events. Ellen also came out to staff the Nature 
Center during our Baldpate Hike and our winter Geocaching pro-
gram. Marge Delaney, Ewing, staffed the Nature Center during 
our winter bird walk.

Mr. And Mrs. Jared Carter, Ewing, donated a rock and mineral 
collection featuring some 50 specimens to the Nature Center. 

Ms Julie Wilson, Langhorn, also donated a variety of gemstones, 
rocks and mineral specimens to the Nature Center. These, along 
with the previously mentioned collection will be used in our 
geology programs.

Dave Gainer, Titusville, donated a variety of wildlife skulls to 
the Nature Center.

History Fair

 The 2017 “Spirit of the Jerseys” State History Fair 
will be held this year once again, at Monmouth Battlefield State 
Park. The event will take place on Saturday May 13, 11:00 a.m. 
– 5:00 p.m. The History Fair will feature several centuries of 
New Jerseyʼs history with many historic sites, organizations, 
vendors and reenactment groups in attendance. The event will 
include demonstrations, displays, games, contests, dramatiza-
tions, reenactments, encampments, music and many special 
events. Admission to the History Fair will be free; a suggested 
donation of $10.00 for parking will be requested per vehicle. The 
event will take place rain or shine. Monmouth Battlefield State 
Park is located at 16 Business Route 33, Manalapan, NJ 07726. 
For further information contact (732) 462-9616, historyfair@dep.
nj.gov or visit HISTORYFAIR.ORG.

Classic and antique automobiles are among the many special-
ty features at the “Spirit of the Jerseys” State History Fair” 
at Monmouth Battlefield State Park in May.

Photo credit: Wayne Henderek



Spring Programs 
at the Nature Center

The following is a list of activities being offered through the Nature Center at Washington Crossing State Park in Titusville, 
NJ. Some programs are offered free without registration requirements; some will require advanced registration or advanced 
registration and payment of a nominal program fee as indicated below.  A gate fee of $5.00 ($7.00 out-of-state) will be 
charged to motor vehicles entering the park on weekends and holidays 5/27 - 9/4  (Memorial Day weekend through Labor 
Day).  All programs will initially meet at the Nature Center unless otherwise indicated.  Attendance is limited and is available 
on a first-come, first-served basis.  Children must be accompanied by an adult.  In the event of inclement weather, some 
programs might be canceled.  It is always advisable to call ahead before coming out.  These events are intended for families 
and individuals only. Programs for scouts, schools and other groups are scheduled separately by special arrangement. For 
additional information, please call us.  Nature Center Phone : (609) 737-0609

SPRING LIFESTYLES OF THE LOCAL NATIVE AMERICANS (all ages) Sunday April 2, 1:30 p.m. Jim Wade, former ar-
chivist and researcher with the N.J. State Museum will discuss primitive stone tool use by Native Americans in central New Jersey. 
Emphasis will be on the significance and importance of the Indian way of life during the spring season, focusing on the activities of 
community fish gathering, hunting and village life. The program will include a slide presentation and Native American artifacts will 
be on display. Free

PINE BOARD BIRDHOUSES  (6 - 11 yrs. old)  Saturday April 8, 1:00 - 2:30 p.m.  With the breeding season underway, several 
species of common cavity-nesting backyard birds will be looking for places to nest.  Come out and  build a simple nest box that will 
accommodate these feathery critters.  Bring your own hammer. Fee: $7.00 per box. Advanced registration and payment required. To 
register and pay for the event please contact the WCSP Visitor Center/Museum at (609) 737-0623.

CAVES OF THE GRAND CANYON (All Ages) Sunday April 9, 1:30 p.m. Grand Canyon National Park, in northern Arizona, 
protects the one of the largest unspoiled landscapes of the United States, the Grand Canyon. Within the 1,900 square mile national 
park are hundreds of caves that contain significant paleontological and archaeological resources. Join Robyn Henderek, former cave 
paleontologist for the park, as she describes some of her research correlating paleontological remains with a 4,000 year-old hunting 
rituals performed in the caves. Free

HIKE THE ROCK HOPPER TRAIL  (preteen - adult)  Saturday April 22,  1:00 – 4:00 p.m. The Rock Hopper Trail in West 
Amwell Twp., is a relatively recent acquisition to the state park system. It contains mature hardwood forests, agricultural fields and 
interesting rock outcrops. The terrain is gently rolling and rugged. Wear sturdy shoes and bring drinking water. The hike will be 2-4 
miles in length. Meet at the parking lot by Neiderer’s Pond in WCSP. (Church Rd). We will carpool to the trail head. Advanced regis-
tration required.Call the Nature Center. Free

BIKE HIKE  (pre-teens - adult) Sunday April 30, 1:30 – 4:30 p.m. Take a guided bicycle ride up the Delaware & Raritan Canal Tow-
path toward the Lambertville wing dam (approx. 13 miles round trip). Meet at the Nelson House parking lot. Bring your own bike and 
helmet. Advanced registration required. Call the Nature Center. Free

WILD EDIBLE PLANTS  (3 yrs. - adult) Sunday May 7, 1:30 - 3:30 p.m.  Participants will learn to identify and prepare some of the 
many native and introduced plants which earlier inhabitants of the area used to supplement their diets.  This program will be led by 
plant lore enthusiast Pat Chichon of Lambertville.  Bring a pair of plant clippers and a garden trowel. Fee: $2.00/person. Advanced 
registration and payment required. To register and pay for the event please contact the WCSP Visitor Center/Museum at (609) 737-
0623.

STREAM STOMP (6 yrs. - adult)  Sunday May 14, 1:30 - 3:00 p.m.  Come out for a wet hike as we follow a park stream in search 
of crayfish, salamanders, caddisflys, frogs, minnows and other stream inhabitants. Free
(more events, next page)
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(Nature Center events continued)
COMPASS BASICS  (9 yrs - adult) Saturday May 20, 1:00 - 3:00 p.m.  Participants will learn everything they ever wanted to know 
about the protractor compass.  They will then use their new-found skills to navigate a compass course that will take them over hills, 
across streams, along trails and through forests to a mysterious hidden site known as “Haunted Hollow.” Bring a protractor compass if 
you have an instrument of your own. If not, we will provide one. Fee: $2.00/person. Advanced registration and payment required. To 
register and pay for the event please contact the WCSP Visitor Center/Museum at (609) 737-0623.

SOLAR OBSERVATION ( all ages)  Saturday May 27, 1:00 – 3:00 p.m.  View magnetic sun storms safely through special filters 
via a telescope. Observe sun spots, solar flares, prominences and other solar phenomena. Learn how these storms can affect the earth 
as well as other interesting facts about Earth’s closest star. Jennifer and Dave Skitt and possibly other members of the Amateur 
Astronomer’s Association of Princeton will lead this activity. Clear skies required. Park vehicle entrance Fee: $5.00/car. Rain date: 
Monday May 29, 1:00 – 3:00 p.m. Park vehicle entrance fee applies.

FAMILY NATURE WALK  (all ages) Sunday May 28,  1:30 – 2:30 p.m. Join us for an informal naturalist-guided trail walk. Park 
vehicle entrance Fee: $5.00/vehicle.

BUILD A ROPE BRIDGE  (8 yrs. - adult)  Sunday June 4, 1:30 – 3:00 p.m.  Participants will be instructed in some basic knots and 
rope riggings and then use their newly acquired skills to create a functioning suspended bridge over one of the park’s stream ravines. 
Advanced registration required. Call the Nature Center. Park vehicle entrance Fee: $5.00/vehicle.

HOPEWELL VALLEY COME OUTSIDE AND PLAY – STREAM STOMP (all ages) Thursday June 8, 4:15 - 5:15 p.m.  Take 
a wet hike through the park’s Steele Run in search of salamanders, frogs, fish and a variety of aquatic invertebrates. Note: wear old 
sneakers or water shoes, be prepared to get wet at least up to the knees. Free

SPRING/SUMMER BIRDS OF THE PARK (all ages)  Saturday June 10, 8:30 a.m. Come and join Franta Broulik of Washing-
ton Crossing Audubon as we peruse the park for spring and summer resident bird species. Meet at the Nature Center. Park vehicle 
entrance fee applies $5.00/vehicle.

FAMILY NATURE WALK  (all ages) Sunday June 11, 1:30 – 2:30 p.m. Join us for an informal naturalist-guided trail walk. Park 
vehicle entrance fee applies $5.00/vehicle.

CANE POLE FISHING (4 yrs 12 yrs.) Saturday June 17, 1:00 – 3:00 p.m. Come out to the pond and use a basic fishing pole made 
from a bamboo shoot and rigged to catch bluegills. Any caught fish will be released but you get to take your cane pole home. Meet 
at the pond on Church and Brickyard Roads. Rain date: Sunday June 18, 1:00 p.m. Advanced registration required Call the Nature 
Center. Free

GOAT HILL OVERLOOK HIKE (8 yrs. - adult) Saturday  June 24, 1:00 – 4:00 p.m. Goat Hill Overlook is an outlier of Washing-
ton Crossing State Park. The 213 acre tract sits on a bluff overlooking the Delaware River in W. Amwell Twp. and boasts commanding 
views of the Delaware Valley including portions of Lambertville, New Hope and areas north and west into Bucks County, PA. The 
tract contains extensive hardwood and mixed oak forests, open fields, numerous rock outcrops, a former diabase quarry and hiking 
trails. We will meet in Washington Crossing at the park pond on Church Rd and carpool to the overlook for an exploration hike. The 
terrain will be rugged. Wear hiking shoes and bring drinking water. Advanced registration required. Call the Nature Center. Free

Spring Programs
at the Visitor Center Museum

(609) 737-0623

RECREATING THE BATTLE OF TRENTON IN A MINIATURES WAR-GAME. Saturday April 22, 1:00 p.m. The Battle of 
Trenton will be recreated by using miniature figures, dice and “Flint & Steel” rules developed by Richard Kane. Visitors can observe 
or participate as the historic military commanders. 
(more events, next page)



(Visitor Center events continued)
SATURDAY MUSKET FIRING DEMONSTRATIONS. May 6, 20, 27, June 3, 17, 24, July 1, 8, 29, August 5, 12, 19, 26, Sep-
tember 2, 9, 16, 23, 30 2:00 p.m. Join a Park Historian for an interpretive talk about some of the weapons used during the American 
Revolution and their use during the Battle of Trenton. Included will be a musket firing demonstration. $1.00 program fee. Park vehicle 
entrance fee applies on weekends and Holidays from May 27 to September 4. 

MUSKET FIRING DEMONSTRATION. Monday May 29, 2:00 p.m. Join a Park Historian for an interpretive talk about some of 
the weapons used during the American Revolution and their use during the Battle of Trenton. Included will be a musket firing demon-
stration. $1.00 per person & Park vehicle entrance fee applies. 

MEET FRANCIS HOPKINSON AND HEAR THE STORY OF OUR FLAG Saturday June 10, 2:00 p.m. Stanley Saperstein will 
perform a one man presentation as Francis Hopkinson, New Jersey Signer of the Declaration of Independence. Park vehicle entrance 
fee applies. 

Spring Programs
at the Johnson Ferry House

(609) 737-2515

INSTALLATION AND PLANTING OF THE KITCHEN GARDEN April through June. The 18th century kitchen garden will be 
starting up again soon and open to the public, consistent with park hours. Come visit to see what was planted and how it was grown in 
the mid 1700’s. Please close and latch the fence gate when you leave to help keep the deer out. Thank you.
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