A Self-Guided Tour at the Ethan Allen
Homestead in Burlington, VT

Introduction

Wetlands have fallen in and out of favor with humans over
the centuries. Indigenous people recognized
wetlands as places to find food, building materials,
and other household goods. They ate cattails and
wildlife drawn to the rich wetland habitat, and they
made household goods such as roof mats and cordage
from wetland plants like cattail and bulrush. Later,
Colonial settlers perceived wetlands as nothing more
than fetid mosquito nesting areas that needed
destroying; this belief was widely held until recent
history.
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Today, wetlands are highly valued for many reasons,
including:
Ø Wetlands contain a rich diversity of plant and animal
life and serve as spawning or breeding grounds for a
variety of plants and animals.
Ø Wetlands offer a natural filtration system by
straining out pollutants from groundwater run-off.
Ø Wetlands significantly reduce flood damage by acting
as “sponges,” catching rain run-off and river overflow
and slowly releasing the water later. This same
function allows wetlands to act as a natural
underground well system that constantly replenishes
our groundwater.

Wetlands undergo a series of stages or infilling (called
succession) during which they will eventually be
transformed from open water to forest. As you walk
along this trail, you will be able to see the natural
successional stages of a wetland area.
Past and present development pressures along with the
transitional nature of these systems means that
protecting wetlands is more important than ever. In
fact, according to the Environmental Protection
Agency, development has already destroyed more than
half our original wetland areas in the lower 48 states.
Hopefully, your personal appreciation of wetlands will
increase after enjoying this self-guided walk.
NOTE: Unless noted otherwise, any directional within the
text is relevant if one is facing the number marker.

Unfortunately, phragmites, an invasive, exotic species, has
also established a healthy foothold in the area.
Invasive species crowd out native species, destroy
animal habitat, and overgrow recreation areas like this
one. The Park District recruits volunteers to remove
species like phragmites and to help keep the native
ecosystem intact.

Station 1
Only 25 years ago the area in front of you was an open
water pond. However, this pond has been overgrown by
cattails, jewelweed (or spotted touch-me-not),
arrowhead, marsh marigold and bur-marigold.
.

Phragmites

The diversity of native plant life provides a popular source
of food for surrounding wildlife. The pool of slow
moving water creates an ideal spawning ground for a
variety of insects (such as mayflies, dragon flies,
phantom crane flies, and water boatmen) and
amphibians (including green, leopard, and bull frogs).
These insects and amphibians are a major source of
food for birds and other wildlife we hope to see.

Station 2
The vegetation in this area is very different than that of
Station 1. Note the presence of trees and shrubs
and the rich, dark, moist soil. These conditions
define this area as a swamp. As the trees and
shrubs in this area die and fall to the ground, tiny
organisms in the warm, moist soil feed on the dead
plant material, reducing it to nutrients which can
then be used to start new life.
If you look around you may see some of the organisms
that aid this decomposition process. Notice the
turkey tail shelf fungus, the name of which gives a
good clue to what it looks like. Or you may see the
fly amanita, a poisonous mushroom with a brilliant red
orange cap dotted with light flecks, often found on
the ground near rotting stumps.
Speckled alder (Alnus rugosa) saplings are dominant in
this area. It is not unusual to see alders in mucky,
nutrient-rich soils. They are often early colonizers
of wetlands. Speckled alders have smooth, dark bark
with white or orange lenticels (or pores). Here is a
picture of an alder leaf:

Sensitive fern is another species prevalent in this area. Its
name comes from its tendency to wither at the first
slight frost. Its beadlike spore cases remain visible
throughout the winter, and add a dynamic beauty to the
bare winter landscape.

Sensitive Fern

Between Stations 2 and 3

Notice the trees with the muscular-appearing, smooth, dark
gray bark. These are Carpinus caroliniana, or
musclewood trees. Sometimes they are also called
ironwood, but that can be confusing because another
type of tree, Ostrya virginiana (hornbeam) is sometimes
called ironwood as well.* The fruits of Carpinus
caroliniana are eaten by many birds, including ruffed
grouse, pheasants, and wild turkey. Cottontail rabbits
and whitetail deer like to nip at its shoots.
*This kind of common name confusion is what spurned
Swedish scientist Carolus Linnaeus to develop our
modern system of scientific classification in the 18th
century.

Station 3
If you look around you will see Jewelweed in every direction.
Jewelweed likes areas where its roots are able to penetrate
the saturated soils close to water’s edge. When its
stem is broken, jewelweed secretes a clear juice that
works as an excellent salve on poison ivy or other
irritants. Jewelweed is sometimes called spotted
touch-me-not because its seed pods become very
sensitive as they swell and will explode at the slightest
touch, throwing seeds as far as 10-15 feet away. If
you are here in mid August–late September look for
the seed pods and tap them to see if they are ready to
pop. Much fun!

Jewelweed

Red Maple leaf

Directly to the right of the marker you will notice another
type of tree. This is slippery elm (Ulmus Rubra), which
had a variety of uses for Native Americans and
European colonists. The bark can be used for digestive
problems or for coughs. It also has nutritional value,
and can be ground into course meal and eaten like
oatmeal or ground fine and used as flour. In fact, there
is record that, during their bitter winter at Valley
Forge, George Washington’s troops subsisted for over a
week on porridge made of slippery elm bark.

Station 4

You may notice some bigger-sized trees behind you and to
your right. These are red maples. This moist, swampy
habitat is ideal for red maples (acer rubrum), though
you are likely to find it in upland habitats and dry
ridges as well. Red maples are some of the most
brilliant fall foliage trees, adding brilliant reds and
oranges to the autumn landscape.

Compare the wetland vegetation and tree species on the left
of the trail to those found on the bank to your right.
The American beech, red oak, sugar maples, and
basswood on the bank are commonly found in forests
with rich, well-drained soils. You are now in an ecotone,
the area where two different ecosystems meet and
overlap. In ecotones, one can observe plants and animal
signs from both ecosystems. Biologists refer to the
increased population density and species richness found
in an ecotone as the “edge effect.” Some kinds of
wildlife require edges to provide for their food and
cover needs. In fact, many species of birds will nest in
one type of habitat and feed in another.

Station 5
The large trees in front and to the right of marker #5
are black willows (Salix nigra), also known as swamp
willows because they prefer the wet soils of swamps
and riverbanks. Their intricate and extensive root
systems provide stable, raised ground which lets
other species such as maples and red osier dogwood
survive in an environment that would be too moist
otherwise. Black willow is a very weak tree, and its
branches snap off easily. If the branches land in the
soil, they are capable of rooting. Willow is commonly
used to make wicker furniture, baskets, fuel wood,
whistles and artificial limbs.

Station 6
The area surrounding you is a marsh dominated by cattails.
The cattail marsh provides important nesting and
feeding grounds for a variety of birds and animals. For
example, the muskrats love to eat the cattail rhizomes
(bulbous roots) and make their homes out of the cattail
leaves and stalks. The cattail marsh is also an
important stop for birds during their spring and fall
migrations because it provides a place to stop, rest, and
refuel during the birds’ long journey. Cattails also have
a history of providing food and other household goods
to Native Americans and Colonists. Virtually every part
of the cattail is edible, and its stalks, leaves, and seeds
have been used to make everything from roofs to
diapers.

Cattail

Black Willow

You can also find red osier (Cornus stolonifera) growing on
either side of the trail in this area. A member of
the dogwood family, this shrub is easily recognized in
the winter by its bright red twigs of new growth.
Its bright white berries appear from July-October.
and provide popular food for songbirds and ruffed
grouse.

Today, the cattail, and wetlands diversity
in general, is threatened by the invasive
plant purple loosestrife. Purple loosestrife,
though beautiful, is deadly to Vermont
wetlands because it grows so thickly that
it crowds out any other native plants.
However, state officials have released
beetles that eat the purple loosestrife.
The voracious appetites of the beetles
have greatly impacted the loosestrife’s
growth rate.

Purple
Loosestrife

You may also notice arrowhead growing in this area.
arrowhead, also known as duck potato has arrow-shaped
leaves that vary in shape according to the water depth.
The enlarged underground stems were once a popular
food for Native Americans and are still popular with
waterfowl.

Skunk Cabbage Blossoms

Arrowhead
Station 8

Station 7
All along the trail, you have probably spotted a fair amount
of skunk cabbage. The skunk cabbage you see is at the
northern limit of its range, and is not normally found in
this part of Vermont. This plant, named for the skunklike odor that fills the air when you crush its leaves or
stalks, is one of the first flowering plants to emerge in
the spring. You may see it beginning to bloom even
when there is still snow on the ground. This is because
skunk cabbage blossoms are able to generate their own
heat and can even melt the snow around them. Skunk
cabbage looks very different depending what time of
year you are in the wetland. Beginning in early March,
shell-like, mottled green and brown leaves emerge.
However, by May or June the leaves will have opened
and flattened. It will loose its spotted look in favor of
a darker, glossier, more uniform green. Its strong
smell attracts bees, flies, and gnats, which pollinate it.

You’re now leaving the wetland and entering a more upland
habitat. One beautiful plant you can see in this spot is
bloodroot, the early spring wildflower. A member of the
poppy family, bloodroot gets its name from the redorange juice found in its roots and leaves. Because it
blossoms so early, it produces large amounts of pollen to
entice bees and flies to pollinate it. Otherwise, the
threat of a cold snap may keep those
pollinators away. It also protects itself
from threat of frost by closing its
petals at night and keeping its leaves
curled around the flower until it has
been pollinated.
Native Americans mixed juice from the
root with animal fats to use as a body
paint and dye. They also used this juice
as a dye for fabric and as a bug repellent.
NOTE: Though it is sometimes used in
herbal remedies, Bloodroot’s roots and
leave can be fatally toxic.

Bloodroot

Another species you’ve probably seen much of over the
past few stations is horsetail.

The original Wetlands Walk South Guide
was written by Dana Louise Hearn
and revised by WVPD in June 1994.
The newest revision was done by
Jessica McColly during the summer
of 2005.

Horsetail

Horsetail is a primitive plant dating back to the
Carboniferous period, which took place 354 to 290
million years ago. The coal that is mined today
contains ancestors of the plants you are seeing around
you. Horsetail is also called scouring rush because its
stems accumulate abrasive silica, which made them
useful for cleaning cooking pots in the past.

Conclusion
Hopefully, this self-guided walk has given you a better
understanding of the wetland ecosystem and its
importance to wildlife and humans. Now that you know
how to identify wetland flora and fauna, you can pass
your knowledge on to others. Perhaps you, together
with your friends, can discover where other local
wetlands can be found.
Find out how you can protect wetlands in your area by
contacting your local watershed organization.

The Winooski Valley Park District is a
cooperative partnership between the
communities of Burlington, Colchester, Essex,
Jericho, South Burlington, Williston, and
Winooski. Its goals are to acquire and
manage open space, wildlife habitat, and
natural areas close to where people live and
work.

Notes:

