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One of the best ways to celebrate Earth Day is to get  
outdoors and savor the incoming spring. One of my  
favorite places to do so is Avalonia’s Benedict Benson  
Preserve in North Stonington.

The rugged, 94-acre refuge bisected by Swantown Hill 
Road is, if we’re allowed to gather in groups, the site for 
our annual “party for the planet,” on Saturday, April 25th, 
from 10 until noon.

The preserve was donated by Mimi and Brad Borden and 
named in honor of Mimi’s grandfather, Benedict Bengt 
Benson, a celebrated house-carpenter who emigrated 

from Sweden in 1879 and settled on this upland farm in 
1914, where he lived until passing away at the age  
of 95 in 1957. The Bordens continue to live next door  
to the refuge, a typical Southern New England post- 
agricultural-abandonment upland forest dominated by 
oaks, beeches, birches, and hickories, many of them 
mature and some home to pileated woodpeckers, as well 
as to a wide array of hardwood forest songbirds, the most 
intriguing of which is the cerulean warbler. This stunning 
bird, which is listed as a Species of Special Concern in 
Connecticut, has been seen and heard at Benson and the 
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surrounding area, and is one of the treasures we’ll be  
looking for as we walk the approximately mile and a half 
trail system in search of signs of spring: everything from 
wood frogs and spring peepers to mourning cloak butter-
flies and the rare spotted turtles that I’ve spotted here.

We’ll pay especially close attention to the area around 
Lantern Brook, a delightful woodland stream that flows 
through the heart of the preserve and is wonderfully 
photogenic as it tumbles down a boulder field left behind 
by the glaciers that shaped this land. The area around the 
brook is paradise for botanists interested in mosses, ferns, 
lichens, and wildflowers, and while there are certain to be 
stalwarts such as wood anemones, a number of violets, 
and marsh marigolds in bloom, there’s one botanical gem 
known as the hepatica that we’ll scramble up a favored 
hillside to seek out. Hepaticas thrive in specific, rather 
“sweet” soil conditions unusual in our woods, but Benson 
has the right stuff in one area. Spotting hepaticas, which 
are among our earliest wild blossoms, is always cause for 
celebration — and at Benson, there’s always something 
special to celebrate.

Event Details

Assuming public events can take place: 
Saturday, April 25, 2020, 10 am - 12 pm

The trailhead for the Benedict Benson Preserve is located 
at 100 Swantown Hill Road in North Stonington. There is 
a small parking area on the West side of the road, with 
additional parking on either side of Swantown.

Please note: Parts of the 1.5 mile trail are pretty rugged. 
The pace is always family-friendly, however, the terrain, 
particularly our scramble up a rocky hillside in search of 
wildflowers, might not be suitable for small kids and the 
occasional elder. You’ll want to wear waterproof hiking 
boots and trekking poles might be a good idea, too. Bring 
water and an energy bar, and, of course, binoculars and 
cameras.

This event is free and open to the public.  
Registration is recommended.

Contact: Bruce Fellman  
Phone: (860) 599-4867 
Email: fellnature@sbcglobal.net

For more information about the preserve  
and the walk, visit www.Avalonia.org
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As we rang in 2020, I formally stepped up as Avalonia Land 
Conservancy’s 10th president. It is an honor to accept the 
nomination and work with all the talented and dedicated 
volunteers that make this organization a conservation 
leader in southeastern Connecticut. As a professional 
ecologist and wetlands scientist, I was originally drawn to 
Avalonia’s regional perspective, noted within our Mission 
Statement: “We preserve natural habitats in southeastern  
Connecticut by acquiring and protecting lands and com-
municating the value of these irreplaceable resources.”

Because nature knows nothing of state and municipal 
boundaries, a regional conservation approach is essential 
to protecting watersheds and forests and establishing cor-
ridors for wildlife. I plan to stand by Avalonia’s 2016 Vision 
Statement and aim to enhance Avalonia’s collaboration 
with local and regional conservation organizations, plan-
ning groups, municipalities, and beyond. The stewardship 
of our lands is also a top priority and essential to providing 
you with safe, enjoyable access to our properties. 

Our days are filled with information and technology 
overload. It can be difficult to pull ourselves away from 
our routines and honor our commitments to breathe and 
take in the world around us. As a mother of two young 
daughters, stepping outside into the forest and onto a trail 
provides time to breathe easier and reconnect with nature 
and each other. Whether exploring the ridges and streams 
of Babcock Ridge, climbing the glacial erratic boulders in 
Paffard Woods, or enjoying our bicycles on the trails of 
Ledyard’s Great Oak Greenway, we have endless outdoor 
opportunities through Avalonia. I hope that by prioritiz-
ing our family’s enjoyment of the outdoors I can lay the 
groundwork for my daughters’ commitment to protecting 
the natural resources around us.

When the coronavirus is behind us, I look forward to  
connecting with each of you out on the trails or while  
volunteering for one of Avalonia’s committees. Your  
support is what keeps Avalonia running!

Benson delights (clockwise, from top): marsh marigolds, winter firefly, 
spotted turtle, royal fern fiddlehead
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We all know that we feel better when we’re outside. The 
sun warms our faces, we breathe fresh air and stretch our 
muscles, and reacquaint ourselves with the sights and 
sounds of the Earth. We are rejuvenated, energized and 
truly happier. But did you know that scientific studies  
now prove that these “gut feelings” are the result of the 
exposure to nature?

There are objectively measured effects from the  
better-quality air outdoors compared to the air in the 
sealed-up classrooms and homes of winter. Too much 
carbon dioxide makes us sleepy and even stunts mental 
functions. You can read about it here. Open a window,  

or better yet, get outside where the air is cleaner and 
more oxygenated, and you will immediately feel better. 
Sadly though, there are those with seasonal allergies  
and this may not always hold true for you.

Then there is sunlight itself, essential for life,  
photosynthesis, respiration and warmth. Sunlight is  
the best way for our bodies to create vitamin D,  
essential to the health of our bones and much more.  
It is a known mood lifter, bio-rhythm regulator, and  
even if you just sit still in a warm sunny spot outside,  
you are benefiting. But who sits still when all the  
new spring things beckon us to explore? So now we  
add exercise and cardio into the outdoor equation.

The best life lesson of all

Those of us lucky enough to have had early exposure  
to open space, water, and dirt had the best education  
of all. We learned so much from our experiences  
outdoors. We were usually happier outside than in;  
we ran, we hid, we dammed up little brooks and caught 
frogs. We learned botany, biology, math and physics.  
We were content and usually that translated into better 
appetites, better focus on studies, better sleep at night.

Interestingly, not all outside play has to be social. Some 
of the best lessons can be learned alone. Learning about 
yourself and your place in the world, learning to be  
happy without a big group of friends and gadgets, is  
probably the best life lesson of all.

We’ll all be happier and healthier

You don’t need all the scientific data to know how  
wonderful it is to be outside now. But there’s one more 
study here.

It is so important that the older generation takes the time 
to ensure the next generations have the same opportuni-
ties we did to go outside and learn, explore and be healthy 
and happy. I think we owe it to them to try and give them 
the best of our world even when, sadly, we are leaving it 
dirtier and more broken than when we were kids.

Most of us have children in our lives through some  
connection. Think of what you can share with a child:  
your experiences and wisdom and joy in the outdoors. 
Teach them to look, listen, smell and enjoy touching  
even those things deemed “gross” or “dirty.” They 
will survive! They will thrive. They will be happier and 
healthier and so will you.

We all have different ways of recognizing spring. Some 
look at the date on the calendar, but many of us have our 
own personal spring triggers. We wait for the sound of 
peepers or wood frogs or the warmth of the sun. We enjoy 
the longer days and time to enjoy sunlight at the end of 
the workday. We wait for the red blossoms on the swamp 
maples, the first pussy-willows or snowdrops. We look for 
the first robin or osprey or phoebe. But the general theme 
here is that we are all just BURSTING to get outside! Lose 
the coats and dress for mud and fickle weather. The only 
way to find those flowers or birds and hear those frogs is 
to GET OUT!
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is for children 
of all ages

Spring If you are interested in a book 

that delves into scientific  

research from around the 

world on the positive  

effects of nature on the brain, 

start by reading  

this New York Times review 

of THE NATURE FIX 

by Florence Williams.

RECOMMENDED 
READING
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YOU CAN LEARN PLENTY BY JOINING A KID 
ON AN ADVENTURE

Over the past few months, Avalonia 
conducted the most successful  

general appeal and membership drive 
in its 50-year history!

With over $67,000 in donations to our 
general appeal and an increase in our 
membership by almost 20% over the 
last three years, we have made a bold 

statement against climate change  
and contributed to the health of our 

environment and communities.

Thanks to each and every one of you 
for helping to conserve the land 
you love; we could never do this 

without your support!

MEMBERS & DONORS!

Thank you

https://www.smithsonianmag.com/science-nature/the-carbon-dioxide-in-a-crowded-room-can-make-you-dumber-180948052/
http://www.adventure-journal.com/2019/02/study-kids-who-spend-time-in-nature-become-happier-adults/
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/02/books/review/nature-fix-florence-williams.html


There is so much info out there about global 
warming that I like to frame my own questions and 
then research them independently. First on the list is, 
“If the current additional 1.9° F (or 1° C) of warming 
since 1880 has provoked all these heat waves, floods, 
storms, etc., where are we headed in the future?”

This graph shows the highly correlated ups and downs 
of carbon dioxide and global temperature over the last 
400 thousand years. In the depths of the ice ages, CO2 
retreated to about 190 parts per million (ppm), then 
rose to about 280 ppm during the warming of the 
interglacial periods like the last few thousand years. 
At the beginning of the industrial age, that’s where 
we were, 280 ppm. Since then, humans have added 
enough CO2 to the atmosphere, mostly in the last 50 
years, to raise that number to 410 ppm, and we are 
currently adding another 2 ppm each year.

What was the world like the last time CO2 was this 
high? Well, Greenland was green and there were 
coastal forests in Antarctica. Sea level was also 60 feet 
higher. It turns out that even if we arrested green-
house gases at their current levels, the temperature 
would continue to climb from solar radiation until it 
reached an equilibrium, suggesting that in addition to 
cutting fossil fuel use, we have to recapture a tremen-
dous amount of CO2. Alas, we are still adding to the 
problem and the targets of the international accords 
suggest that this will go on for many years to come.
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Over the past three years, I have been privileged to work 
with some of the most amazing and passionate people — 
Avalonia volunteers, members and donors — who share 
a vision: to conserve our region’s most environmental-
ly-valuable land. Together, we have worked  to set prior-
ities, acquire more lands, raise funds, build stewardship 
teams, maintain records, upgrade systems, rebrand  
Avalonia,  and expand our communications to convey a 
message that is more important today than ever.

I say I had the “privilege” of working with Avalonia’s  
wonderful volunteers because as a member of a part-
time staff of two, I was paid to be a part of this team. I 
am proud of these accomplishments and we all should 
be proud knowing that  if we are to win this battle against 
climate change, in part, it will be because we saved the 
places that sequester carbon, filter our water, provide 
wildlife habitat, and keep the air we breathe a little cleaner 
and cooler.

I am taking this opportunity to let you know that on  
Feb. 29, I stepped down as Director of Development and 
Programs, but will continue to volunteer for Avalonia. The 
task is far from done and the job too important. Now that 
I have retired from my position, I’m proud to say I remain 
one of you: a member, donor and, especially, a volunteer.

A MESSAGE FROM 
CHUCK TOAL
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NEW LEADERSHIP 
AT AVALONIA!
As of January 1st, Kimberly Barber Bradley 
assumed the role of president of  
Avalonia’s board of directors through 2020. 
Kim has served as a member of the board 
of directors since 2018 and as chairman  
of the Stewardship Committee since  
2019. She holds an M.S. in biological  
oceanography and a B.S. in environmental 
science from the University of Connecticut. 
She currently works as a project specialist 
for the UCONN Connecticut Institute  
for Resilience and Climate Adaptation  
(CIRCA). Kim volunteers for the New  
England Mountain Bike Association, 
Eightmile River Wild & Scenic Watershed, 
Connecticut Envirothon, and the Town of 
Salem’s Inland Wetland and Conservation 
Commission. 

Please welcome Kim, we are grateful for 
her leadership. 

THREE REASONS 
WHY SMART HIKERS 
STAY AWAY FROM 
MUDDY TRAILS
Oversaturated trails are more vulnerable to damage  
from soil erosion and compaction with every step you 
take. Soil compaction decreases the soil’s ability to absorb 
water, which leads to flooding, which washes the soil  
away and exposes roots and rocks.

Walking around the mud doesn’t solve the problem either; 
it worsens it. You will be widening the trail and trampling 
vegetation, which causes damage to the environment and 
the trail itself.

It can take hours for a volunteer or trail crew to fix what 
takes just moments to damage by hiking on muddy trails. 
It makes extra work for people who are needed for other 
major trail projects. Avoiding muddy trails altogether until 
the trails are dried out will ensure a better, longer hiking 
season for all.

REFLECTIONS ON 
GLOBAL WARMING
BY DAVID YOUNG
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Photos: Beth Sullivan, @jeffal66, Kent Fuller, @bucklette

AVALONIA IS 
INSTAGRAMMABLE!
TAG #MyAvalonia to be featured 
on our Instagram feed!

https://www.instagram.com/avalonialandconservancy/
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View our full calendar of events 
at www.AVALONIA.org

Over 52 years of preserving natural habitats in southeastern Connecticut by acquiring 
and protecting lands and by communicating the value of these irreplaceable resources.

Avalonia’s Hike & Seek Program 
encourages people of all ages 
to explore our preserves with 
an educational scavenger hunt. 
GET READY… by locating a Hike 
& Seek preserve near you; GET 
SET… by downloading a trail map, 
fun clues and targets onto your 
smartphone/tablet; then GO! 

DISCOVER           

AVALO NIA   
   

   
 

Hike & Seek

THANK YOU FOR BEING A VALUABLE MEMBER OF AVALONIA!

VISIT US ONLINE

FOLLOW US

AVALONIA.ORG/Hike-and-Seek
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