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By Susan Kierstead

I have a bluebird box, and sev-
eral feeders. So far, we have had 2 
successful hatches of baby blue-
birds. The first clutch is coming 
back to the suet holder, and the sec-
ond clutch just fledged a week ago, 
and we are looking for it to return. 
It took 2 weeks last time. And the 
parents have already started a third 
nest for one more brood.

For the winter, neighbors help 
feed the bluebirds. Two have al-
ready put up boxes hoping to en-
tice the children in. Two families 
had been feeding birds, but had not 
enticed bluebirds until they started 
making their own suet. Bluebirds 
are fussy. The books say to feed 
them mealy worms, but before I got 
around to it, they started eating my 
suet, so I didn’t do the worms... they 
are expensive. To get them to go to a 
suet holder, you need to have a tray 
underneath, so they get used to that 
and then graduate to the holder.

If you need more info, please call. 
I can’t tell you the joy we have felt 

watching this young family grow. 
I put the suet out just before our 
meals so we are entertained. I don’t 
have it there constantly because I 
want all the birds to catch the in-
sects in my yard, and also not to 
be dependent on any feeders. We 
also have 3 kinds of woodpeckers, 
Baltimore Orioles, cardinals, jays 
of course, goldfinches, chickadees, 
nuthatches, catbirds, and more.

Cyan   Magenta   Yellow   Black

Welcome, Bluebirds

By Tom Sileo

The pond at Joe English Reserva-
tion in Amherst is known simply 
as Beaver Pond, the idea being that 
beavers created this pond. Obvious-
ly beavers have had their effect here, 
but I believe there may be more to 
this pond’s story. 

Beaver Pond is a late-stage wood-
land pond, the surrounding plants 
slowly encroaching from the outside 
in, creating a distinctive, if transi-
tional wildlife habit. On a very hot 
July 5,  I decided to feed the mos-
quitos and get my feet wet to take a 
closer look at what makes this place 
so special. 
Beaver Pond toward Kingpost 
Bridge

I entered the property from the 
parking area above the PMEC 
Building. As soon as I entered the 
Old Brook Road Trail, I heard a red-
eyed vireo, known as the preacher 
bird, singing it’s pretty but repeti-
tive song from the trees above the 
trail. Farther in, I heard an Amer-
ican redstart singing, “I can still 
SEE-a-you.” 

A couple hundred feet in, I saw 
delicate, ghostly white Indian pipes, 
standing in congregations of four, 
five or more, the pipe or scaly hood 
facing downward. A lack of chloro-
phyll gives them this ghostly white 
appearance. They live 
on decaying matter 
in the dirt, and in au-
tumn, they become 
eerie blackish skel-
etons. Through ear-
ly summer, they’re a 
tight band of hooded 
apparitions, silently 
wandering the woods.
Indian pipes

Farther along the 
trail is a small stand 
of cucumber root. Cu-
cumber root’s delicate 
flowers droop below 
the top whorl of tri-
ple leaves when they 
bloom in late spring, 
facing downward to 
attract ant pollina-
tors. And, if successful, the flowers 
mature, and the blue-beaded fruits 
bend their petiole upward, rising 
above the leaves to be carried away 
and planted by birds. 
Top leaves of cucumber root

Just beyond a maple-leaved vi-
burnum, still with a few linger-
ing blossoms, I turned onto Ledge 
Trail, and few hundred feet ahead, 
the pond came to view. Before ap-
proaching Kingpost Bridge and Joe 
English Brook, I left the trail and 
headed directly to the pond’s edge. 
From here I could hear the “Witch-
ety” song of a common yellowthroat 
and the melodious music of a song 
sparrow both singing from the mid-
dle of the pond. 

A wide-spreading stand of pur-
ple-spiked pickerelweed has tak-
en over the pond. Nature abhors a 
vacuum and over the next hundred 
years or so, barring any activity by 
man or beaver, this pond will be-
come a marsh or swamp, maybe a 
bog; and then perhaps it will be in-
corporated into the adjacent woods. 

Pickerelweed
Nineteenth Century maps show 

a brook flowing southeasterly from 
Joe English Pond at the border of 
New Boston and Amherst. It flows 
through this property, across the 
“Road to Manchester” (old Man-
chester Road) and on toward Ba-
boosic Lake. Today known as Joe 
English Brook, Nineteenth Century 
maps labeled this brook as “Prince’s 
Brook” or “Baboosuck Brook.”   

Just over a mile from Joe English 
Pond, these old maps show a small-
er pond. The distance on these old 
maps places it at the current site of 
Beaver Pond (the small fire pond 
closer to the PMEC buildings was 
built after 1947). 

Beaver Pond is still surrounded 
by stone walls, with one wall on the 
eastern side actually entering the 
water. These walls, built by previous 
land owners, were probably meant 
to either mark a land boundary or 
to keep livestock from falling into 
the brook. At the time these stone 
walls were built, this would not have 
been a woodland pond. Instead, the 
surrounding area would have been 
open fields.  

Somewhere along the way, bea-
vers decided to take advantage of 
what was probably a natural de-

pression, possibly from an old-
er pond; it’s possible that the pond 
on the old maps preceded any bea-
ver activity. Anyway, at some point, 
beavers dammed Joe English Brook 
to flood or re-flood this field, pre-
venting shrubs and early stage trees 
from taking root. Today, a twen-
ty-five foot long beaver dam blocks 
Joe English Brook above this pond, 
creating another beaver pond father 
north. Though a beaver den remains 
in the middle of this lower pond, ap-
parently, the beavers have left this 
lower pond to slowly dry and revert 
to a woodland swamp. 

Beaver Den
As mentioned, I believe there’s 

more to this pond’s story. This is 
speculation based on some knowl-
edge of early New England farm 
life and the fact that stone walls 
surround the pond and even run 
through at least part of it. I hope 
one day to learn more about the his-
tory of this property to confirm my 
view. 

During the Nineteenth Century 
and into the early Twentieth Cen-
tury, the best New England farm-
ers took advantage of every inch of 
their land. At that time, this wood-
land pond would have been mere-
ly a brook running through a wet 
grassy field, probably drying up 
during the late summer. Our farm-
er’s many needs included hay and 
ice. So, during the late summer he 
would hay this field on either side 
of the brook. Then, in winter, after 
damming the brook to flood this 
area, he would cut ice from the re-
sulting pond. The purpose of the 
stone walls might have been in this 

case to keep the cows from wan-
dering into the hay fields or from 
falling into his ice pond. It’s likely 
that the beaver activity came lat-
er; beavers were almost extinct in 
New England through the 1800s, 
and yet maps from the 1890s show 
this pond. In fact, books on mam-
mals written during the Nineteenth 
Century don’t even mention bea-
vers. They begin writing about them 
again in the 1950s, after repopula-
tion efforts, beginning in the 1920s, 
successfully brought them back. 
Enough speculation; let’s get back 
to the pond in its present beauty.

The bright yellow spikes of yel-
low loosestrife are in bloom and 
quite abundant here. The multiple 
flowers that make up the plant’s at-
tractive spike have five brightly col-
ored, pointed yellow petals with a 
red circle at the base. Because this 
plant is a member of the Primrose 
family and not related to the infa-
mous purple loosestrife (which is in 
the Loosestrife family), I prefer the 
more colloquial name, swamp can-
dles. By whatever name, these illu-
minations are a welcome sight at 
the edge of any pond.  
Swamp Candles

High-bush blueberries just be-
ginning to turn blue, a few ready to 

be eaten. Man needs to be early if 
he is to taste these mosquito-pro-
tected delicacies, before his more 
nimble competition – from birds to 
deer, and maybe even bear – clean 
them out.

In the water, close to shore, sev-
eral whirligig beetles were zipping 
to and fro. Sometimes, hundreds of 
these entertaining water beetles can 
be seen circling, turning, packed 
close together, but never touching 
or bumping into one another. 

As I moved closer to the water’s 
edge to watch the whirligigs, pick-
erel frogs scurried for the protec-
tion of the pond. Perhaps the most 
attractively dressed frog in our area, 
the pickerel frog wears a khaki-col-
ored camouflage uniform of green 
with rich chocolate-brown rectan-
gular spots or markings and a tinge 
of yellow beneath its hind leg. 
Pickerel Frog

As I circled the pond, count-
er-clockwise, I came across pipe-
wort in bloom. Pipewort’s six-to-
eight inch slender stalks are topped 
with a white cap, which suggest-
ed this plant’s old-fashioned name, 
“hatpins.” This small cap is similar 
in color and shape to the Nestle’s 
Sno-Cap© candy I used to enjoy 
years ago, so I tend to use the name 
“snow cap.” However, while each 
cap contains multiple tiny white 
blooms, there is no chocolate. 
Pipewort

Growing from the spongy sphag-
num moss, sundew is just about to 
bloom here, its flowers lined along 
the top of a four- to six-inch delicate 
cane-shaped stem. 

Though sundew is most often 
found in bogs, where nutrients are 
scarce and the acid content is high, 
it can also be found in sections 
of a late-stage pond like this one, 
where bog-like, low-nutrient con-
ditions exist. These small plants 
have adapted to these conditions 
by figuring out a way to catch and 
digest insects. Follow the stem of 
this pretty little flower to the mud 
and you’ll find a death trap for un-
suspecting insects, leaves with a 
sticky, dewy substance on reddish 
hairs designed to attract and trap 
insects; when an insect lands on a 
leaf, it folds inward to trap the in-
sect. The plant then digests the in-
sect, thus supplementing its nutri-
ent-poor diet. 
Two sundew leaves, one open, 
one closed

Though shrinking at its edges, for 
now, this is still a pond, and swim-
ming at its edge, in shallow water, I 
saw two good-sized bluegills, prob-
ably nearby their spawning site. 
A member of the sunfish family, a 
bluegill is recognized by the dark 
spot on its dorsal fin. 

I circled the edge of the pond, 
walking passed pale dogwood and 
tall meadow-rue, a wispy, almost 
feathery white flowered plant, com-
monly seen along roads throughout 
Amherst. I noticed another picker-
el frog hopping beneath Kingpost 
Bridge just as I was crossing it. 

On the opposite side, I headed 
for the pond’s edge again, but this 
side was well guarded by the claws 
of catbrier. Anyone who has had 
the pleasure of walking through a 
dense patch of catbrier vines under-
stands the appropriateness of the 
name; as I passed through to reach 
the water, the numerous thorns eas-
ily cut through the skin on my legs 
and soon I looked like I had been at-
tacked by an angry cat. 

A wide-spreading bed of sphag-
num moss covers the northeastern 
side of the pond. This is not good 
news for the future of this pond, but 
it adds richness to this habitat. Over 
the next fifty to one hundred years, 
the shrubs currently growing at the 
edge of the sphagnum will close in: 
maleberry, arrowwood viburnum, 
tupelo, sweet pepperbush, leather-
leaf, high-bush blueberry and royal 
fern. 

I continued to the north side 
of the pond and climbed up the 
stone wall set just inside the wood-
land edge. Facing the pond, I saw a 
patch of blue flowers below. Given 
the humble name, blue-eyed grass, 
most of these strikingly attrac-
tive flowers have a single, six-pet-
aled, deep-blue bloom with a yellow 
center.  Mixed with the blue-eyed 
grass’s rich blue color, the yellow of 
pale St. Johnswort and the white of 
swamp dewberry lent a lovely color 

combination to this section of the 
pond. 
Blue-eyed grass

Standing on the stone wall and 
admiring the blue-eyed grass below, 
I heard movement through shal-
low water, where a brook feeds the 
pond, on the western side. Shrubs, 
between me and the source of the 
sound, obscured my view, so I lis-
tened and waited. Was it a beaver? 
A muskrat? 

Listening carefully, I noticed 
that the sound wasn’t something 
swimming, but something wad-
ing through the water. Apparent-
ly leaving the water, the animal 
crashed through the thicket and 
entered the woods. Still blind to 
the event, I could hear the animal 
moving north, carelessly cracking 
branches. It circled the pond until 
it ran through the woods behind 
me. I turned toward the woods and 
crouched, trying to glimpse some-
thing, anything. Suddenly, I saw the 
white tail flash through the trees. It 
was a white-tailed deer. I knew right 
away, from the careless racket it was 
making, that it was being chased. 
Hunters? 

I turned to my left, back toward 
the pond. A quick splash. On the 
pond’s western edge, two coyotes 
moved quickly away from the pond, 
toward the woods. One after the 
other, they jumped the stone wall 
each at a different place before dis-
appearing into the woods. They 
seemed to rejoin and I heard them 
moving through the woods, to the 
northern side of the pond. I turned 
and saw them once more behind 
me, following precisely the trail of 
the deer. Suddenly, all was silent. 
One of the two coyotes  
jumping the stone wall

Just then, a common yellowthroat 
appeared on a nearby limb at the 
woodland edge as if to ask, “did you 
see that?” These masked wetland 
warblers seem curious of human 
activity; it flitted nearby from limb 
to limb for a short visit before flying 
off over the pond.

I continued along the north-
ern side of the pond, approaching 
the same stone wall the coyotes 
jumped over. The ascending song of 
an overnbird, singing from deeper 
in the woods, accompanied me as 
I pushed through dense leatherleaf 
and maleberry shrubs on the west-
ern side. I soon came to an opening, 
where two beautiful spring azure 

butterflies were dancing just above 
the mud. And, turning back to the 
pond, I saw two wood thrushes 
flying across the pond, to the pine 
trees on the southern side. Though 
it’s always interesting to see a bird, 
I would trade my sighting to hear 
them sing anytime. The rich flute-
like voice of a wood thrush turns 
any woodland into a serene and 
mystical place. 

Unfortunately, continuing south, 
I came to the wide moat of a feed-
er brook. I didn’t want to chance 
crossing it and slipping with my 
binoculars and camera, so I back-
tracked, crossed the stone wall and 
came face-to-face with a “No Tres-
passing” sign belonging to the U.S. 
Air Force. Preferring to stay on our 
side of the law, I headed southwest 
to connect back with Ledge Trail. I 
found the narrowest section of the 
brook, still about fifteen feet wide, 
and carefully forded it. My wet stroll 
through this shallow water was re-
warded by the sighting of false hel-
lebore, unfortunately past its bloom, 
the fascinating white turtlehead, 
still a couple weeks from bloom-
ing, swamp milkweed with its rich 
pinkish-rose-colored blooms light-
ing up nearby wetlands, and sever-
al members of the genus known as 
Carex or sedge, one of my favorite 
grass-like plant groups. 

After a bit of light bushwhacking, 
I returned to Old Brook Road Trail 
and returned to the parking area, 
wet, muddy and scratched up, but 
with a more intimate understand-
ing of what makes this pond so dy-
namic a place inside our town. 

A resident of Amherst, Tom Sileo is 
a Financial Advisor with a passion 
for the outdoors and local history. 
He has written hundreds of articles 
and columns on the outdoors and 
five books: The Great Spirit of Horn 
Pond, Historical Guide to Open 
Space in Lexington, The Lexington 
Battlegreen, Rambling Through a 
Secular Bear Market (on financial 
planning) and Time Present and 
Time Past (a novel). 

Beaver Pond at Joe English Reservation

Bears sighted at the corner of Pond Parish Road and Lynch Farm 
Road in mid July.

Baby Bluebirds in their nest

Bluebird box and suet holder

Melnick-McLean

Hanna Emeline Melnick and George Yuen Fo McLean were 
married at the Gundlach Bundschu Winery in Sonoma, California 
on Saturday, July 6.  The bride’s uncle, Reverend Richard Huleatt 
performed the ceremony.

The bride, 28, will begin graduate study at the Goldman School 
of Public Policy at the University of California, Berkeley this fall.  
She spent the past four years teaching elementary school, first 
through Teach for America in San Jose, California, and then at the 
Aspire charter school in East Palo Alto.  She graduated with hon-
ors from Harvard College with a degree in Social Studies.  She is a 
2003 graduate of The Derryfield School in Manchester.

 The bride is the daughter of Katherine M. Hanna of Bedford 
and R. Shep Melnick of Amherst.  The bride’s step-mother is Dr. 
Joanne Linden.

The groom is the Chief Technology Officer at Vivid Engineer-
ing, Inc., where he develops micro-electronic sensor systems.  He 
earned his B. S. in physics at the Massachusetts Institute of Tech-
nology, and his M.S. in physics at Berkeley.  

WEDDING

Local Bear Sighting
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