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Figure 1. Location. 

 

 

 

 

The Sandy Brook Natural Area Preserve, lying astride the Northwest Highlands and the Northwest 
Uplands Ecoregions, consists of those portions of Sandy Brook and the adjacent uplands of the 
Algonquin State Forest and the Kitchel Wilderness lying within 100 feet of Sandy Brook in the town of 
Colebrook, Connecticut. The uplands, encompassing 43 acres, protect the adjacent salmon and native 
brook trout fishery, create a scenic corridor, and provide habitat and a migration corridor for upland 
wildlife. Sandy Brook is considered the highest-ranking Atlantic salmon restoration stream in the 
Farmington River Basin. 
 
Section 23-5a of the Connecticut General Statutes (CGS) establishes a state system of Natural Area 
Preserves to preserve the natural attributes of scenic, high-value wilderness areas. To become part of 
the Natural Area Preserve System, a site must include land or water containing or potentially containing 
plant or animal life or features of outstanding biological, scientific, educational, geological, 
paleontological, or scenic value worthy of preservation in their natural condition. In 2002, Governor 
John Rowland designated the Sandy Brook Natural Area Preserve (NAP). The NAP designation requires a 
detailed management plan to protect the preserve’s unique species, communities, and other attributes. 
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The Management Plan 
 

The purpose of the Sandy Brook Natural Area Preserve Management Plan is 
 

“to maintain the preserve in as natural and wild a state as is consistent with the preservation and enhancement 
 of the protected resources and educational, biological, geological, paleontological, and scenic purposes.” 

A Recommendation Concerning Designation of the Sandy Brook Natural Area Preserve, CT DEP, 1998 

 

The Sandy Brook Natural Area Preserve Management Plan is authorized by CGS Section 23-5c and shall 
consist of the following components as specified in CGS Section 23-5c-1, Regulations for the 
Management of State Natural Area Preserves and Procedures for Adoption of a Management Plan for 
Each Preserve: 
 

 

A. Preserve Description 
B. Purpose and Goals 
C. Natural Resources 
D. Visitors and Use Zones 
E. Special Management Concerns 

F. Administration, including site manager, advisors, and enforcement 
G. Uses of the Preserve 
H. Management Provisions 

I. Deviations from General Management Rules 

J. Trails 
K. Other Structures and Improvements 
L. Rules Governing Use 

 

 

Figure 2. Upper Reach of the NAP in high water. 
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A. Preserve Description 
 

Natural Systems Overview 
Sandy Brook is a steep fourth-order rocky stream that lies in the Southern Berkshire Range and in the 
watershed of the West Branch of the Farmington River. It flows for about 13 miles from its headwaters 
at York Lake (elevation 1550’ ASL) in Sandisfield to its confluence with the Still River (elevation 535’ ASL) 
in the southeastern corner of Colebrook.  
 
The brook was originally named Sandie’s Brook after William Sandie, a Boston resident who owned 
much of the land in the headwaters of the river over 200 years ago; this historical fact has escaped most 
people who incorrectly believe that the name Sandy Brook describes the primary substrate type in the 
stream which is, in fact, filled with cobbles and boulders. 
 
The Sandy Brook Natural Area Preserve extends across about two and a half miles of stream corridor, 
encompassing the brook in its steepest reach, the surrounding riparian woodlands within 100 feet of the 
brook proper, and portions of Sandy Brook Road, the Kitchel Wilderness Natural Area Preserve 
(KWNAP), and Algonquin State Forest (ASF). It is located within of one of the largest and most pristine 
protected forest blocks in Southern New England extending across more than 3000 acres, and the 
corridor and surrounding forest harbor many rare, threatened, and endangered plants and animals. 
About 3700 acres (15%) of the Sandy Brook watershed are permanently protected from development by 
public and private entities. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 3. Sandy Brook Watershed. 
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Salmonid habitat is the result of the combined influences of geologic, climatic, and vegetative factors 
that control the gradient and configuration of the streambed, base flow, quantity and timing of 
discharge, sediment loads, and vegetative cover. Forested streams like Sandy Brook are important to 
regional fishery productivity because they provide spawning habitat and serve as juvenile refugia from 
predation by larger piscivorous fish common in deeper and quieter downstream rivers. 
 

In a historical context, Sandy Brook has long been considered to be excellent salmon and trout habitat. 
Atlantic salmon were plentiful before dams throughout the Connecticut River watershed blocked 
upstream migratory paths. In the first half of the last century, Sandy Brook was known as a prime native 
Brook trout (Salvelinus fontinalis) fishery in Connecticut, but in recent years the number and size of 
brookies have steadily declined. Brook trout are the only trout native to Connecticut. It has been 
reported that native brookie reproduction is absent from the river and now limited to a few feeder 
streams in the watershed. Among local fishers, it is widely accepted that the brook trout fishery at Sandy 
Brook has declined dramatically over the past 30 years, with native brookies now considered uncommon 
here. The Connecticut Department of Energy and Environmental Protection stocks brown trout (Salmo 
trutta), rainbow trout (Oncorhynchus mykiss), young Atlantic salmon (Salmo salar), and a small number of 
brook trout in the NAP. In the recent past, the DEEP has created Wild Trout Stream designations for 
several streams in the state, and Sandy Brook is a prime candidate for such a designation. 
  

A place of spectacular beauty and one more reminiscent of Northern New England than densely 
populated Connecticut, the Sandy Brook Natural Area Preserve is a much loved and often visited place 
where people find solitude and communion with nature. Visitors come from all over the Northeast to 
enjoy its forests and fishery, be they fishers, birders, paddlers, swimmers, walkers, historians, or 
explorers. Beyond the immediate vicinity of Sandy Brook Road, the NAP is a place where wildlife 
abounds and where natural patterns and processes function unhindered by the hand of man.  
 
 

Physiography and Climate 

Colebrook is located at the southern boundary of the New England Uplands physiographic region in 
northern Litchfield County in the Northwestern Highlands of Connecticut. The area is geologically 
ancient, but the current surface topography and strata are the result of the Pleistocene Epoch glaciation 
that remodeled the region creating the heterogenous terrain and till-based soils that typify New England 
highlands. The Hollis association of Typic and Lithic Haplorthods and Dystrocrepts is prevalent and 
typical of soil development on sloping to steep, well-drained soils that are derived from till or thinly 
overlay the Uplands’ schist and gneiss bedrock. Streambanks are generally stable and typically 
composed of the riverwash soil type with little evidence of slumping. The climate is influenced by the 
continental polar and maritime tropical air masses (seasonal moist temperate) and is considered highly 
variable due to the convergence of continental storm tracks in the Northeast. The average annual 
precipitation is 50 inches with no distinct wet or dry season; average annual monthly temperatures 
range between +20.7OF and +68.0OF with recorded extremes of -36.4OF and +100.4OF; the statewide 
epicenters of maximum annual snowfall and lowest temperature are situated five miles to the 
southwest of the NAP, and the growing season is under 150 days in length and only occasionally 
affected by summer drought. 
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Figure 4. Climate Data 1932-2010 from NWS Great Mountain Forest Station, Norfolk, CT. 

7 miles WSW of Sandy Brook Natural Area Preserve. 

 

 

The Natural Area Preserve is located along an approximately two-mile stretch of Sandy Brook in a steep-
walled S-shaped valley between Corliss Mountain (1360’ ASL) and Balcom Mountain (1256’ ASL) to the 
north and Taintor Mountain (1320’ ASL) and the complex Algonquin massif (1350’ ASL) to the south. The 
brook is in the upper headwaters of the West Branch of the Farmington River, a National Wild and 
Scenic River. The preserve begins at the confluence of Sandy Brook and Center Brook at elevation 870’ 
ASL and extends easterly to the southeast corner of Algonquin State Forest at elevation 620’ ASL. 
 
Local physiography is dominated by heavily forested valley walls which rise almost 400’ to the south-
southwest and almost 600’ to the north and limit early and late day direct irradiance, therefore exerting 
a strong influence on the maintenance of the low water temperatures required by salmonids. Forest 
stands within the riparian zone are heavily influenced by stream dynamics and are dominated by eastern 
hemlock (Tsuga canadensis), eastern white pine (Pinus strobis), northern red oak (Quercus rubra), and 
other hardwoods. Because of its provision of thermal, hydrologic, and soil stability, the presence of 
eastern hemlock has been closely linked to brook trout productivity; the literature indicates that brook 
trout productivity can be up to 2.5 times higher in streams that drain hemlock forests versus those in 
hardwood forests; their performance is maximized in the acidic drainages of hemlock-associated 
watersheds. 

Norfolk, Connecticut: Station Norfolk 2 SW at Great Mountain Forest 

NWS Cooperative Weather Observer Station # 06-5445-01 
 
For all years 1932-2010 (79 years): 
 

Monthly Mean Temperatures, Total Precipitation (PPT), and Snow Component 

 

Month  Mean T 
OF PPT (inches) Snow (inches) 

 

January  20.7  4.06  21.0 
February 21.9  3.63  20.3 
March  30.6  4.51  18.1 
April  43.0  4.30  6.2 
May  54.6  4.34  0.4 
June  63.3  4.75  0 

July  68.0  4.31  0 

August  66.2  4.53  0 

September 58.7  4.61  0 

October  47.6  4.28  0.6 
November 37.0  4.72  6.7 
December 25.3  4.51  17.5 
 

Annual 
Jan-Dec  44.7  52.55  90.8 
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Figure 5. Landscape context of the Sandy Brook Natural Area. 

 

 

The streambed generally consists of a series of plane-beds, pool-riffles, and boulder fields. Channel 
width varies from about 10LF in the upper reaches to 30LF in the lower reaches. Channel morphology is 
strongly influenced by bedrock exposures, large erratics, and gravel bars. At least six small seasonal 
feeder streams augment its waters with three shown on the area’s USGS topographic map. As one 
proceeds from the headwaters to the tailwaters of a riverine system, an increase in the proportion of 
fine particles is manifest; it is the accumulation of fine sediments in the fish spawning areas of the NAP 
that is one of the management concerns in the watershed. 
 
Sandy Brook Road is a town-maintained paved route that parallels the stream through the NAP and 
beyond, and it directly influences fluvial geomorphological equilibrium in only a few locations where the 
road comes into very close proximity to the river. Such areas include the vicinities of the two bridges in 
the lower reach and in the upper reach where a 2008 emergency flood repair was accomplished by 
armoring the bank with large concrete block and installing a new guardrail. The road exerts a direct 
influence on the natural communities of the NAP, especially as a vector of non-native invasive species 
and in the realms of stormwater and forest canopy management. Sandy Brook Road is well-known as 
one of the most aesthetic country roads in Northwestern Connecticut and one that features a full over-
the-road canopy because of the absence of powerlines for almost a mile in its lower reach. 
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Sandy Brook Road intersects the northern 100LF Natural Area Preserve setback from Sandy Brook for 
most of its length, with some reaches encompassing the forested roadside toeslopes of the Kitchel 
Wilderness Natural Area Preserve and Algonquin State Forest. There are four private inholdings on the 
north side of the NAP, with three in the upper mile (two as permanent residences) and one at the 
bottom of the ravine (also a private residence). 
 

 

 
Figure 6. Rapids on Sandy Brook. 

 

 

 

Natural Disturbance Regime 
Natural disturbance is a critical phenomenon in the Natural Area Preserve. Sandy Brook’s pulse-
mediated natural disturbance regime is dominated by periodic flooding and ice-scouring events. 
Because of the large surface area and steep slopes drained by the stream, water levels often rise quickly 
after very heavy rainstorms in almost flash-flood manner. Extended precipitation events turn the brook 
into a raging cataract, carrying downed trees, branches, and other forest residues downstream. New 
England lies in the path of many extra-tropical storms spawned along the eastern seaboard of the 
United States and extra-tropical storms can occur any time of the year. Summer and autumn hurricanes 
are the most obvious storm systems that affect the Natural Area Preserve, but the winter season brings 
some of the most significant events when the contrast between cold continental and warmer maritime 
air is the greatest. Strong flows of cold air forming behind developing storms contribute greatly to the 
intensification of these storms. Storm tracks here generally have a southwest to northeast orientation, 
and their precipitation patterns tend to be elongated in the direction of the storm tracks.  Although 
precipitation may be widespread across the region for a given storm, the heaviest precipitation is usually 
concentrated in a relatively narrow band, and the intensity and amounts fall off rapidly in the southeast  
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and northwest directions from the track of the storm. Sandy Brook’s compact watershed makes it 
vulnerable to flooding when storm tracks cross the basin. Thus, the periodicity, intensity, and track of 
storms and their associated flooding events are a driver of life in and around Sandy Brook. 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 7. River discharge at Still River, immediately below the confluence with Sandy Brook, October 1948 to August 2011. 
Two of the four top flows in the record have occurred in the last five years. 

 

 

The heterogenous mix of boulders, ledges, downed timber, and gravels along with the opening of vernal 
channels provide both physical and physiological protection for fishes in Sandy Brook during flood 
events. These shelters are critical because the energetic expenditure required to maintain swim control 
in the open water of flood events typically exceeds available reserves in a short time, leading to 
uncontrolled downstream drift. In-stream structure also serves to protect fishes from injuries caused by 
entrained debris. However, massive flooding events, such as those related to the April 14, 2007 spring 
rain event, the March 8, 2011 winter rain event, and the Hurricane Irene maelstrom of August 28, 2011, 
move boulders in a clearly audible, saltatory manner and flush fish and much coarse woody debris out of 
the NAP. Additionally, much of their invertebrate prey may be lofted into the water column and flushed 
downstream leading to the creation of patches of insect-depauperate substrate that remain as such 
until downstream insects mate and fly upstream to deposit eggs. 
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Figure 8. Anchor ice in the Sandy Brook channel showing meander dynamics. 

 

Sandy Brook has a complex ice regime in winter. Ice formation on the surface of the brook is of little 
consequence to fishes and their prey, and may prevent further cooling of the water as the depths of 
winter are reached. Underwater ice, however, is of greater biological concern. Frazil ice occurs when 
water supercools to slightly below freezing (+31.91oF), resulting in the formation of entrained ice 
crystals that form according to the rate of heat loss from the brook. In Sandy Brook, frazil ice often 
aggregates into large floating masses called pans or it adheres to any surface subject to lower water 
velocities, such as in runs or behind obstructions; it often forms hanging dams on the underside of sheet 
ice. Anchor ice, very common in Sandy Brook, is created when frazil adheres to the upstream sides of 
riffles and progresses into pools, encasing substrate materials and altering the trajectory and slowing 
the velocity of water. Sunlight often causes the spontaneous release of patches of anchor ice bearing 
sand, gravel, or cobble throughout the winter, leading to substrate scouring, the resuspension of 
sediment, increased diurnal flows, and pulses of macroinvertebrate drift of likely importance to the 
brook’s trout population. At any time during the winter, thaws occur, often accompanied by rain, and 
trigger a break-up of the ice. The effects of break-ups are relative to the amount of water received by 
the stream and the extent of the melting snowpack. A significant ice-damage event on Sandy Brook 
occurred on 7 December 1998 when a heavy, warm rain followed an extended cold period. The stream 
was encased in surface and anchor ice and rapidly rose to flood stage, dislodging plates that flowed 
torrentially and continuously downstream along with widely disturbed substrate materials, logs, and 
other debris. Trees on islands in the stream channel and well into the adjacent forest of the Natural Area 
Preserve were destroyed or heavily damaged by floating pack ice, with extensive residual jams formed 
all along the brook. Stocked rainbow trout were found stranded in vernal pools in woodland areas rarely 
visited by flood. In many places, pieces of ice to 6 feet in diameter and 3 feet thick slammed into trees 
and curves in the river, creating horizontal pancake stacks over 30 feet thick. Substrate damage was 



SANDY BROOK NATURAL AREA PRESERVE 
MANAGEMENT PLAN 

 

 

 10 

widespread and evident for several years thereafter. Local and DEEP Fisheries knowledge indicates that 
the last known event of this magnitude occurred over ten years earlier. While such natural disturbance 
resets many bank and island habitats to an earlier successional state, the effects of these types of events 
on brook fauna are unknown. 
 

Because of its sheltered location and relatively high elevation, freeze-up on Sandy Brook occurs earlier in 
the winter than on most other trout streams in the state, and therefore the stream is annually subjected 
to a longer period of stochastic ice-driven disturbance. Likewise, flooding events are also more common 
and more severe than in many other stream locales because of the compact and steep nature of the 
watershed. Such high-gradient slopes are highly erodible and their soils are readily susceptible to 
damage and loss from logging and other such manipulations. 
 
Thus, the year-round potential and the magnitude of powerful natural disturbances are key factors of 
consideration in the management of the Sandy Brook Natural Area Preserve. 
 
 
Culture and History: The Sandy Brook Area in the 19th Century by Robert Grigg 
The present-day traveler along Sandy Brook Road would have great difficulty recognizing the historic 
sites that once graced the area. Primarily this is due to Mother Nature’s having taken back all the 
cleared land that had been wrested with so much toil and sweat from her by our pioneering forefathers. 
Another important factor is the present road itself. The original road was as picturesque as a highway 
could be. Its builders took the course of least resistance to the obstacles that confronted them every 
few yards. This allowed for a multitude of very handsome views, but I doubt that the struggling traveler 
looked upon it with appreciation. It could only be described as an impediment to travel. The road along 
Sandy Brook, as well as the other two routes connecting Colebrook River and Robertsville with the rest 
of Colebrook, bore the responsibility of the isolation of our various localities. 
 
The portion that is today part of Algonquin State Forest supported, during the 1800s, a sizable 
neighborhood. Starting from the intersection of Conn. Route 8 at Tom Bell’s lumber mill and proceeding 
northwestward up the stream to the vicinity of the sharp curve, a distance of some two miles, there 
were some 22 or 23 dwellings, mills and shops built along this and three other roads that tied into it.  
Two of these roads were on the right side as you ascend Sandy Brook. They branched off from Sandy 
Brook Road just a few feet apart and climbed Corliss Mountain. Both were dead ended. The second one, 
still very easily seen today going up the mountain at about a 45 degree angle, appears to be the 
southern end of what today is Chapin Road, but this never was so. Near the summit of Corliss Mtn. there 
is a very steep section, nearly a cliff, which was impossible to traverse. Two dwellings were built on this 
road.  The first road, more difficult to see, is shaped like the letter “Y.” The left branch possibly used to 
connect with the previously mentioned road. At any rate, there were three houses on it. The right hand 
branch had two houses, one of which belonged to Henry Manassa, the last Native American to have 
lived in Colebrook, and who had been accused (falsely), as was ultimately proven some 16 years later, of 
being one of the murderers of Barnice White in 1851. 
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Fig. 9. Queenpost bridge over Sandy Brook, ca. 1890s. 

 
 
Two hundred yards or so upstream from the point of divergence of these two roads, there was a bridge 
across Sandy Brook that connected a road that ran up the hill, known by the name of Taintor Mountain, 
and connected with Pisgah Mountain Road near the bridge in front of 36 Schoolhouse Road.  This was 
built in 1853, and had three houses on it, two of them were along Sandy Brook, and the third was near 
the summit, at the present site of Otis Berger’s home. 
 
There is an interesting aside to this bridge, or rather the bridge site.  The original bridge, through lack of 
use, was allowed to deteriorate, and probably went out during a spring thaw around the turn of the 20th 
century.  In the mid-1930s, someone purchased land on Taintor Mountain and contracted with Uno 
Stenman to build a bridge across Sandy Brook so that he could access his land.  The bridge was 
essentially completed in 1936, only to be washed out by the flood of that year.  The feeling at the time 
was that this flood was something like a hundred year storm, and the landowner was persuaded to 
replace it during the summer of 1938.  Of course we all know what happened in early September of that 
year; the term “Hurricane of 1938” is known to every old-timer in these parts.  That was the end of any 
attempt to bridge Sandy Brook.  The land on the other side of the stream was sold to the State and 
became part of Algonquin Forest.  It is interesting to speculate as to what the area would look like today 
had not nature interfered with man’s plan to develop it. 
 
The Sandy Brook Bridge shown in Figure 9 is the one leading from Sandy Brook Road up to Beech Hill, as 
it appeared in the 1890s.  It was digitally copied from a post card from the files of the Colebrook 
Historical Society. There were two basic bridges in use around here prior to the twentieth century; the 
king post, having one vertical post in the center, supporting the rafters, and the queen post, shown 
here, having two vertical support posts.   
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B. Purpose and Goals 
 

1. General Management Goal 
 
The guiding principle in the management of the Sandy Brook Natural Area Preserve is to maintain the 
preserve in as natural and wild a state as is consistent with the preservation and enhancement of the 
protected resources and educational, biological, geological, paleontological, and scenic purposes. Thus, 
all strategies must work to protect and enhance natural ecological patterns and processes in the refuge 
and minimize actions that compromise natural structure and function. 
 
Designation of a site as a Natural Area Preserve applies a higher level of protection than designation as 
State Forest. NAPs are not generally subjected to active/extractive management practices such as 
logging. They are meant to exist as wilderness areas. 
 
The word wilderness derives from the notion of "wildness"—in other words, that which is not 
controllable by humans. Thus, it is the wildness of a place that makes it a wilderness. The mere presence 
or activity of people does not disqualify an area from being "wilderness." Many ecosystems that are, or 
have been, inhabited or influenced by activities of people may still be considered "wild." This way of 
looking at wilderness includes areas within which natural processes operate without human 
interference. 
 

 

Figure 10. Volume after a summer freshet. 
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The essence of a wilderness area is that it is a place where humans can maintain a relationship with wild 
nature. Whether that relationship is characterized by recreational use or traditional, indigenous use 
does not matter, so long as the relationship is predicated on a fundamental respect for – and 
appreciation of – wild nature. 

Wilderness areas are protected for a broad range of biological, social, economic, spiritual and 
recreational benefits – they often also have powerful iconic value, holding great significance as 
spectacular, awe inspiring places. 

In recognition of these values, all of the specific management objectives are directed at preserving the 
NAP’s wild nature and protecting its public benefits. 

 

 
Figure 11. Water. 

 
 
2. Specific Management Goals (detailed in Section H, Management Provisions) 
 
Objective 1. Preserve and enhance the NAP’s specially protected resources. 
Objective 2. Increase the size of the Natural Area Preserve to encompass all of Algonquin State Forest. 
Objective 3. Allow natural geofluvial processes to proceed unhindered by man. 
Objective 4. Facilitate natural community integrity in the aquatic compartment. 
Objective 5. Maintain the woodland/riparian forest mosaic of the Natural Area Preserve. 
Objective 6. Protect the integrity of Kitchel Wilderness NAP and Algonquin State Forest. 
Objective 7. Suppress and eliminate invasive non-native species in the NAP and along Sandy Brook Road. 
Objective 8. Protect the cultural and historic assets of the NAP. 
Objective 9. Maintain the scenic attributes of Sandy Brook Road. 
Objective 10. Require the use of Best Management Practices in the maintenance of Sandy Brook Road. 
Objective 11. Maintain current level of access points in the Sandy Brook Natural Area Preserve. 
Objective 12. Maintain access and passage for kayaks and canoes. 
Objective 13. Install NAP signage at both ends of preserve. 
Objective 14. Demarcate the preserve boundaries. 
Objective 15. Educate the public about the ecological values of the Sandy Brook Natural Area Preserve. 
Objective 16. Facilitate scientific research in the preserve. 
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C. Natural Resources 
 

1. Overview 
The Sandy Brook Natural Area Preserve lies in the Lower New England/Northern Piedmont Ecoregion of 
the Northeastern United States. Over the past 70 years, several workers including Egler, Cogbill, 
Moorhead, Hemingson, J. Anderson, Corrigan, and Dowhan have documented the existence of over 50 
distinct plant community types in the vicinity of the NAP. The landcover type is primarily mixed 
deciduous-coniferous forest and riparian habitats. 
 

2. Communities 
In Kitchel Natural Area Preserve: A Survey of Rare Vascular Plant Species and Significant Communities  
and Provisional Classification and Mapping of Vegetation and Natural Communities (Connecticut Natural 
Diversity Database, CT DEEP, 2001), Moorhead identifies seven distinct community types in the Sandy 
Brook Natural Area Preserve: 
 

1. High-Gradient 4
th

 Order Stream Riffle and Pool Habitat  
2. First-Order Streams and Intermittent Watercourses 

3. Temporarily Flooded Acer-Fraxinus Stream Bottom/Terrace Forest 
4. Seldom Flooded Acer-Fraxinus-Fagus Stream Terrace Forest 
5. Carex torta Temporarily Flooded Grassland Community of Rocky Riverside and Cobble Bar 
6. Ulmus americana–Salix–Cornus amomum Scrubby Woodland of Scoured Rocky Riverside and Cobble Bar 

7. Roadside Forb Community 

 

Detail: Sandy Brook NAP Communities 
1. High-Gradient 4th Order Stream Riffle and Pool Habitat (Moorhead KNAP Survey No. 54) 
The river is the defining, keystone element of the mosaic of community types found in the NAP. Rivers 
and riparian zones have been identified as Priority Habitats and Imperiled Natural Communities by the 
Connecticut Department of Energy and Environmental Protection. The streambed generally consists of a 
series of plane-beds, pool-riffles, and boulder fields; channel morphology is strongly influenced by 
bedrock exposures, large erratics, and gravel bars, and a thalweg is patchily apparent along its course. 
Numerous tree and shrub islands, both permanent and those that form in high water, are present in the 
channel. Natural disturbance is a major driver of life in this habitat. 
 

2. First-Order Streams and Intermittent Watercourses (Moorhead KNAP Survey No. 55) 
At least six first order streams, most seasonal in surface flow, descend to Sandy Brook in the Natural 
Area Preserve. The largest is perennial Wright Brook, which has its headwaters (elevation 1280’ ASL) 
about two miles southwest of Sandy Brook on the southwestern side of Smith Hill Road. About a mile of 
Wright Brook is protected in Algonquin State Forest before its confluence with Sandy Brook in the NAP 
at elevation 760’ ASL. The lower reach of Wright Brook includes a spectacular and remote eastern 
hemlock ravine that is seldom visited. It warrants further study. 
 
Other seasonal streams descend from the mountainsides to the north and south of Sandy Brook. During 
and after freshets, these riparian/aquatic features come to life and add to the ecological and aesthetic 
qualities of the NAP. They feature step and plunge pools and swiftwater runs. In dry years, some run 
below boulders, still heard but hidden from view. They are of high value to woodland amphibians by 
serving as moist refugia in often otherwise dry upland locales. The first-order streams support 
interesting bryophyte communities as well. 
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3. Temporarily Flooded Acer-Fraxinus Stream Bottom/Terrace Forest (Moorhead KNAP Survey No. 24) 
This community type is distributed along moderately higher ground along Sandy Brook that is only 
subject to high water in larger seasonal flooding events. Sugar maples and white ash excel here in the 
mesic soils of elevated benches and midslope locales.  Woody plant growth is vigorous in all forest 
strata, a result of good soils, moderate moisture, and shelter from the brook’s natural disturbance 
regime.  This is optimal riparian habitat that protects water quality and provides excellent wildlife 
habitat. Because of this dense growth, views of the brook from Sandy Brook Road are often obscured. 
Moorhead identified 13 herbaceous species in this community. 
 
4. Seldom Flooded Acer-Fraxinus-Fagus Stream Terrace Forest (Moorhead KNAP Survey No. 17) 
Found on sites just above the Temporarily Flooded Acer-Fraxinus Stream Bottom/Terrace Forest that are 
subject to flooding only during events of the highest relative magnitude, this association features a more 
complex community that includes heavy eastern hemlock, red oak, American beech, and basswood (Tilia 
americana) coverage. It exists in a complex mosaic with the Temporarily Flooded Acer-Fraxinus Stream 
Bottom/Terrace Forest community according to microsite topography. Moorhead identified 22 
herbaceous species in this community. 
 

5. Carex torta Temporarily Flooded Grassland Community of Rocky Riverside and Cobble Bar (No. 46) 
This is the most botanically diverse habitat in the Sandy Brook Natural Area Preserve. It is the result of 
the availability of freely draining substrate materials exposed and carried by natural disturbance, ample 
ground and atmospheric moisture supply, and high light availability from the open canopy above the 
streambed. This resilient association is typical of alluvial wetlands on sand, gravel, and rock bars along 
riverbanks in valleys and gorges and features light-requiring, tough-rooted herbaceous perennials 
tolerant of frequent inundation and flood scouring. Twisted sedge (Carex torta) often forms dense, 
extensive colonies early in the growing season that are overtopped by forbs later in the year. Its 
persistence is directly dependent on the brook’s natural disturbance regime that prevents advanced 
succession by woody forest plants. Likewise, the durability of the plant makes it a critical anchoring force 
against erosion. Moorhead’s survey included 49 species of herbaceous plants present in this community 
and noted that it was the most species-rich association in his study area. 
 

6. Ulmus americana–Salix–Cornus amomum Scrubby Woodland of Scoured Rocky Riverside/Cobble Bar 
(Moorhead KNAP Survey No. 37) 
As is the case with the Carex torta association, this community exists because of the influence of the 
brook’s natural disturbance regime in the arrest of succession. It is found in a patch mosaic with the 
Carex torta Temporarily Flooded Grassland Community of Rocky Riverside and Cobble Bar and the 
Temporarily Flooded Acer-Fraxinus Stream Bottom/Terrace Forest types all along the brook’s course. 
The community is constantly subjected to flooding and scour by fast water, entrained materials, and ice.  
American elm (Ulmus americana) dominates in this area because it has a high tolerance for damage; 
however, the plants are subject to Dutch Elm Disease and typically die off at a young age, only to be 
vigorously replaced by root sprouts and new seedlings in a self-perpetuating, self-maintaining shrub-
sapling cycle. All of the woody plants in this area bear the scars of flooding and ice damage, and tree 
mortality is high enough to prevent the development of the upper strata of the forest, thus maintaining 
bright conditions where dense stands of willow (Salix spp.), viburnums (Viburnum spp.) and silky 
dogwood (Cornus amomum) are found. The resistance and resilience of these species are critical to 
maintaining the integrity of the riparian area in this disturbance-mediated compartment. 
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Stream islands are an interesting phenomenon as they often migrate downstream under the influence 
of erosion and deposition processes. Materials at the leading edge of the islands confront the full force 
of water and erode, whilst eddies and slackwater at the downstream edge deposit materials and coarse 
and fine woody debris, advancing the island’s downstream migration. The propagules of island and 
forest flora then colonize the new area. The flood of August 28, 2011 inverted, removed, or heavily 
eroded several small islands in the NAP. 
 

7. Roadside Forb Community (Moorhead KNAP Survey No. 52) 
This edge community exists along Sandy Brook Road where its persistence is a result of mowing, 
grubbing/soil removal, repaving, and stormwater runoff. Partial forest cover (higher light levels) and the 
relatively higher humidity levels generated by aerosolization in the brook’s rapids foster the association. 
Large patches of poison ivy (Toxicodendron radicans) lie in wait for the unsuspecting hiker, swimmer, 
and fisherman. Because the site is at roadside and frequently disturbed, it is most susceptible to 
invasion by non-native invasive plants with multiflora rose (Rosa multiflora), Japanese barberry (Berberis 
thunbergii), Japanese honeysuckle (Lonicera japonica), winged euonymus (Euonymus alatus), and Asiatic 
bittersweet (Celastrus orbiculatus) established in the preserve. Because of the threat of spread to the 
brook (and its powerful transport ability), the Kitchel Natural Area Preserve, and Algonquin State Forest, 
management of roadside invasive plants is a key goal in this plan.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 12. One of steep mountain tributaries in the NAP. 

 



SANDY BROOK NATURAL AREA PRESERVE 
MANAGEMENT PLAN 

 

 

 17 

 
3. Inventories I: Plants 
Sixteen tree species are found in the NAP. 
 
Sandy Brook Natural Area Preserve Native Tree Species 

 
Common Name  Scientific Name  Notes                                                         
Red oak    Quecus rubra  High wildlife and structural value 
American beech   Fagus grandifolia  Ascomycete Nectria fungal disease but reaches maturity 
Sugar maple   Acer saccharum  High wildlife and structural value 
Red maple   Acer rubrum  Very common wet riverside species 
Black birch  Betula lenta  High wildlife value, especially in winter 
Yellow birch  Betula alleghaniensis Very common, resilient riverside species 
Paper birch  Betula papyrifera  Strong colonizer in bright disturbance-mediated areas 
Hickory    Carya spp.  Durable; high wildlife and structural value 
White ash   Fraxinus americana In decline due to multiple factors; threats impending 
Basswood  Tilia americana  Durable, prolific root sprouter; high soil nutrient value 
Eastern hemlock   Tsuga canadensis  Critical climax species; patchily declining 
Eastern white pine  Pinus strobus  High wildlife and structural value 
American elm  Ulmus americana  Key riparian structural plant, afflicted with DED 
Witch hazel   Hamamelis virginiana High wildlife value, preferred by beaver 
Hophornbeam  Ostraya virginiana Broad wildlife utility 
Striped maple   Acer pensylvanicum Northern low-light specialist; moose browse 

 
A plant survey was conducted by Elizabeth Corrigan, Botanist, in spring and summer 2011 to provide a 
current inventory of plants in the NAP, revealing 72 plant species in addition to trees.  
 
Sandy Brook Natural Area Preserve Native and Naturalized-Non-Native Plants (less tree species) 
Common Name            Scientific Name               Notes        

Tall scouring rush Equisteum hyemale  
Red baneberry Actaea rubra  

Agrimony Agrimonia spp.  

Wood anemone Anemone quinquefolia  

Dogbane  Apocynum spp.  

Wild sarsaparilla Aralia nudicaulis  

Spikenard Aralia racemosa Rich  
Jack-in-the-pulpit Ariseama triphyllum  

Common wormwood Artemisia vulgaris Small road clump, not yet called invasive  
White milkweed  Asclepias exaltata One of the less common milkweeds 
Lady fern Athyrium felix-femina  

Toothwort Cardamine diphylla Host for listed Virginia white butterfly 
Spotted wintergreen Chimaphila maculata  

Virgin’s bower Clematis virginiana  

Wild basil Clinopodium vulgare Native 
Bluebead lily Clintonia borealis Northern-affinity species 
Hay-scented fern Dennstaedtia punctilobula  

Silvery glade fern Deparia achrostichoides  

Northern bush-honeysuckle Diervilla lonicera  

Helleborine Epipactis helleborine Non-native orchid; potentially invasive 
Tall scouring rush Equisteum hyemale  

Trout lily Erythronium americanum  
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Boneset Eupatorium perfoliatum Critical to pollinators 
White wood aster Eurybia divaricatus  

Joe-pye weed Eutrochium spp. Critical to pollinators 
Climbing false buckwheat Fallopia scandens Important to small mammals/birds 
Oak fern Gymnocarpium dryopteris  

American witchhazel Hamamelis virginiana  

Bluets Houstonia caerulea  

Shining firmoss Huperzia lucidula  

Sedum Hylotelephium spp. Non-native garden escapee 

Common juniper Juniperus cummunis Native 
Mountain laurel Kalmia latifolia  

Cardinal flower Lobelia cardinalis Heavy utilization by hummingbirds 
Fly honeysuckle  Lonicera canadensis  

White campion Lychnis alba Non-native 
Star flower Lysimachia borealis  

Canada mayflower Maianthemum canadense  

False Solomon’s-seal Maianthemum racemosa  

Indian cucumber-root Medeola virginiana  

White sweet clover Melilotus alba Non-native  
Partridgeberry Mitchella repens  

Sensitive fern Onoclea sensibilis  

Interrupted fern Osmunda claytoniana  

Royal fern Osmunda regalis Moist soils 
Common wood-sorrel Oxalis monatana  

New York fern Parathelypteris    
noveboracensis 

 

Long beech fern Phegopteris connectilis  

Mayapple Podophyllum peltatum  

Long-bristled smartweed Polygonum caespitosum Non-native invasive 
Common polypody Polypodium virginianum  

Wild lettuce  Prenanthes altissima Moist woods 
Shinleaf Pyrola elliptica  

Purple-flowering raspberry Rubus odoratus  

Bloodroot Sanguinaria canadensis Rich soils 
Bouncing bet Saponaria officinalis Non-native 
Smooth carrion flower Smilax herbacea Major pollinator for flies 
Meadowsweet Spirea alba  

Rose twisted-stalk Streptopus lanceolatus Northern-affinity species 

Tall meadow rue Thalictrum pubescens Riverside 
Foamflower Tiarella cordifolia Rich soils 
Oysterplant Tragopogon pratensis Non-native 
White clover Trifolium repens Non-native; common 
Wake robin Trillium erectum  

Coltsfoot Tussilago farfara Non-native invasive 
Maple-leaved viburnum Viburnum acerifolium  

Hobblebush Viburnum lantanoides  

Cow vetch Viccia cracca Non-native 
Lesser periwinkle Vinca minor Non-native; potentially invasive 
Yellow forest violet Viola pubescens  

Fox grape  Vitis labrusca Important wildlife food and nest source 

Golden Alexander Zizia aurea Moist soils 
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4. Inventories II: Wildlife 
 
a. Fishes 
Twelve species of fishes are found in the brook. 
 
Sandy Brook Natural Area Preserve Fishes 
Common Name  Scientific Name  Notes                                                         
Brook trout  Salvelinus fontinalis Stocked species; only native trout in Connecticut 
Atlantic salmon  Salmo salar  Stocked species; SB is federal/state AS restoration stream 

Brown trout  Salmo trutta  Stocked species; non-native fish but naturalized 
Rainbow trout  Oncorhynchus mykiss Stocked species; non-native fish but naturalized 
Blacknose dace  Rhinichthys atratula Most common in gravel areas; important prey species 
Longnose dace  Rhinichthys cataractae Most common in swiftwater gravel areas 
Bridled shiner  Notropis bifrenatis State Special Concern; prefers slackwater areas 
American eel  Anguilla rostrata  Catadromous migratory species 
White sucker  Catostamus commersoni Frequently seen in bigger pools and calmer stretches 
Tesselated darter  Etherostoma olmstedii Cryptic, prefer small sandy areas for cover, gravel for prey 
Pumpkinseed  Lepomis gibbosus  Uncommon here, occasionally in deepest pools 
Largemouth bass  Micropterus salmoides Uncommon here, occasionally in deepest pools 
 

 

The Connecticut DEEP conducts annual salmonid stocking of Sandy Brook. Of special interest is the 
brook’s role as a headwaters stocking system in the federal and state Atlantic Salmon restoration 
program. Because of the presence of downstream dams that serve as a barrier to upstream migration, 
there are no known returns of adult Atlantic salmon to Sandy Brook. 
 
The brook harbors a robust benthic microinvertebrate community with four primary orders of 
importance:  Ephemerella (the mayflies), Plecoptera (the stoneflies), Trichoptera (the caddisflies) 
(together known as the EPT taxa), and Odonata (the dragonflies). Members of the EPT taxa belong to 
various functional groups that process living and dead organic matter in streams in their roles as 
shredders, collectors (gatherers and filterers), scrapers, and predators. They are critical to the proper 
function of the food web and key elements in the flow of energy to top predators. 

 

While macroinvertebrates support the fish community by serving as food elements, fishes likewise exert 
a strong influence on the lotic macroinvertebrate community by the affecting their proportional 
abundances. Trout feed disproportionately more frequently on hatching insects when they are common 
and disproportionately ignore them when they become uncommon; this prey-switching behavior 
mediates against the dominance or elimination of any one insect species or order in the stream, thus 
preserving the array of functional groups critical to nutrient cycling while ensuring their long-term 
spatial and temporal availability to trout and other fishes. 
 

The CT DEEP Fisheries Division has sampled Sandy Brook’s aquatic insect community for many years.  
Many other insect orders live in the surrounding forestland and a detailed survey would be a valuable 
addition to the knowledge of ecological pattern and process in the Sandy Brook corridor. 
 
Predators of the salmonid fishes in Sandy Brook include fishermen, belted kingfisher (Megaceryle 
alcyon), great blue heron (Ardea herodias), American eagle (Haliaeetus leucocephalus), mink (Mustela 
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vison), river otter (Lutra canadensis), and raccoon (Procyon lotor). Other organisms found in Sandy 
Brook include crayfish (Cambarus spp.) and eastern pearlshell mussels (Margaritifera margaritifera) 
(State Special Concern). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 13. Winter red fox. 

 
 
b. Mammals 
At least 28 species of mammals have been observed and recorded by this writer in the Sandy Brook 
Natural Area Preserve over the last ten years. 
 
Sandy Brook Natural Area Preserve Mammals 

Common Name   Scientific Name   Notes                                                         
Black bear   Ursus americanus  Favorable population density 
Moose    Alces alces   ASF is center of distribution in CT 
White-tailed deer   Odocoileus virginianus  Not commonly seen here 
Bobcat    Lynx rufus   Frequently seen top predator 
Coyote    Canis latrans   Top-level mediator of deer population 
Red fox    Vulpes vulpes   Well-represented in NAP 
Gray fox    Urocyon cinereoargenteus  Seen twice by writer, latest 2009 
Mink    Mustela vison   Excellent population 
River otter   Lontra canadensis  Seen once by writer, 2005 
Fisher    Martes pennanti   Uncommon, two sightings 
Raccoon    Procyon lotor   Good population; healthy individuals 
Striped skunk   Mephitis mephitis  Common 
North American beaver  Castor canadensis  Steambank-lodging population 
Woodchuck     Marmota momax   Occasionally seen 
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North American porcupine Erethizon dorsatum  A known center of distribution in CT 
Muskrat    Ondatra zibethicus  Occasionally seen 
Little brown bat   Myotis lucifugus   Still strong in Summer, 2011 
Eastern chipmunk  Tamias striatus   Cyclically common 
White-footed mouse  Peromyscus leucopus  Often seen 
Deer mouse   Peromyscus maniculatus  Commonly considered a Lyme vector 
Woodland jumping mouse  Napaeozapus insignis  One observation 
Red-backed vole   Clethrionomys gapperi  Commonly seen 
Woodland vole   Microtus pinetorum  Not commonly seen 
Eastern gray squirrel  Sciurus carolinensis  Common; recent arrival of black var. 
Northern flying squirrel  Glaucomys sabrinus  Several sightings 
Star-nosed mole   Condylura cristata  Most prevalent subterranean denizen 
New England cottontail  Sylvilagus transitionalis  Uncommon 
Eastern cottontail  Sylvilagus floridanus  Uncommon 

 
The breadth and depth of the NAP’s mammal population is an indicator of positive ecosystem health 
and stability. The benefits of this harmonic state extend beyond the corridor as wildlife production in 
the NAP, the adjacent Kitchel Wilderness NAP, and the surrounding Algonquin State Forest serve as 
source populations and stock lands beyond the forest block. It is worth noting that mountain lion (Puma 
concolor couguar) and Canada lynx (Lynx canadensis) observations have been reported by locals over 
the past several years. This is understandable given the undeveloped landscape context of the area and 
the presence of wild corridor networks that extend north even beyond the Berkshire Range. 
 
 
c. Birds  
At least 44 species of birds have been observed and recorded by this writer in the Sandy Brook Natural 
Area Preserve over the last 10 years. 
 
Sandy Brook Natural Area Preserve Birds 
Common Name   Scientific Name   Notes                                                         
American eagle    Haliaeetus leucocephalus  State Threatened Species 
Sharp-shinned hawk   Accipiter striatus   State Endangered Species 
Cooper’s hawk    Accipter cooperii 
Red-tailed hawk    Buteo jamaicensis 
Northern saw whet owl   Aegolius acadicus   State Special Concern Species 
Barred owl   Strix varia   Commonly heard choruses 
Great horned owl   Bubo virginianus   Important predator 
Turkey vulture    Cathartes aura   Common sightings of kettles 
Raven     Corvus corax   Present in low population density 
American crow   Corvus brachyrhynchos  Common 
Wild turkey    Meleagris gallopavo  Well-represented in corridor and in ASF 
Ruffed grouse   Bonasa umbellus   Seen and heard in preserve 
Belted kingfisher    Megaceryle alcyon 
Great blue heron    Ardea herodias   Seen in all seasons except winter 
Wood duck   Aix sponsa   Early fall sightings 
Common merganser   Mergus merganser  Reliable presence 
Mallard     Anas platyhynchos 
Spotted sandpiper  Actitis macularia 
Pileated woodpecker   Dryocopus pileatus  Good site fidelity 
Common flicker    Colaptes auratus 
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Downy woodpecker  Picoides pubescens  Commonly seen 
Rock dove    Columba livia 
Mourning dove   Zenaida macroura  Nests under SBR bridges 
Ruby-throated hummingbird Archilochus colubris  Robust population 
Gray catbird   Dumetella carolinensis 
Eastern phoebe   Sayornis phoebe   High site fidelity 
Bluejay    Cyanocitta cristata 
Tufted titmouse   Parus bicolor 
Black-capped chickadee  Parus atricapillus   Strongly represented 
White-breasted nuthatch  Sitta carolinensis   Common in corridor 
American robin   Turdis migratorius 
Eastern bluebird   Sialia sialis   Uncommon 
Veery    Catharus fuscescens  More commonly heard than seen 
Wood thrush    Hylocichla mustelina  Well-represented in corridor 
Tree swallow    Iridoprocene bicolor 
Cedar waxwing   Bombycilla cedrorum 
Black-and-white warbler  Mniotilta varia   Frequently heard 
Pine warbler   Dendroica pinus 
Evening grosbeak   Hesperiphona vespertina  
Chipping sparrow   Spizella passerine   Commonly heard chorus 
Slate-colored junco  Junco hyemalis 
Northern cardinal  Cardinalis cardinalis 
American goldfinch  Carduelis tristis 
Rose-breasted grosbeak   Pheucticus ludovicianus  First sighting, 2011 

 
The diversity and density of both neotropical migratory songbirds and resident birds are excellent and 
are a reflection of the ecological robustness of the NAP in its current state.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 14. Barred owl in NAP riparian habitat. 
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d. Reptiles 
At least four species of reptiles have been observed and recorded by this writer in the Sandy Brook 
Natural Area Preserve over the last 10 years. 
 
Sandy Brook Natural Area Preserve Reptiles 
Common Name   Scientific Name   Notes                      
Eastern ribbon snake   Thamnophis s. sauritus  State Special Concern Species 
Northern water snake  Nerodia t. sipedon 
Eastern milk snake  Lampropeltis t. triangulum 
Common snapping turtle  Chelydra s. serpentina 

 
e. Amphibians 
At least 10 species of amphibians have been observed and recorded by this writer in the Sandy Brook 
Natural Area Preserve over the last 10 years. 
 
Sandy Brook Natural Area Preserve Amphibians 
Common Name   Scientific Name   Notes                      
Jefferson salamander complex Ambystoma jeffersonianum State Special Concern Species 
Spotted salamander   Ambystoma maculatum  Reported to be in decline statewide 
Northern two-lined salamander Eurycea bislineata   
Northern redback salamander  Plethodon cinereus  Common, red/erythristic phase seen 
Red-spotted newt  Notophthalmus v. viridescens Robust population 
Gray treefrog   Hyla versicolor   Reported to be declining statewide 
Northern spring peeper  Pseudacris c. crucifer 
Pickerel frog   Rana palustris   Most common 
Wood frog   Rana sylvatica   Reported to be declining statewide 
Eastern American toad  Bufo a. americanus  Common 

 

Figure 15. Flood debris. 
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f. Insects 
Moorhead (2001) reports the presence of superb jewelwing (Calopteryx amata), a damselfly listed as a 
Special Concern Species, in the Sandy Brook Natural Area Preserve. The corridor harbors diverse 
dragonfly and butterfly communities that warrant study. The brook supports a rich benthic 
macroinvertebrate community that includes the orders Ephemerella (the mayflies), Plecoptera (the 
stoneflies), Trichoptera (the caddisflies), and Odonata (the dragonflies). Insect hatches from spring 
through early fall are often spectacular and stimulate the preserve’s trout to robustly feed on emergers 
and fallen spinners. 
 
5. Summary of State-Listed Species at Risk 
At least eight state-listed species are present in the preserve. 
 

Sandy Brook Natural Area Preserve Species Listed As Endangered, Threatened, or Special Concern 
Common Name   Scientific Name   Notes                      
Bridled shiner   Notropis bifrenatis  State Special Concern Species 

Eastern pearlshell mussels  Margaritifera margaritifera State Special Concern Species 
American eagle    Haliaeetus leucocephalus  State Threatened Species 
Sharp-shinned hawk   Accipiter striatus   State Endangered Species 
Northern saw whet owl   Aegolius acadicus   State Special Concern Species 
Eastern Ribbon Snake   Thamnophis s. sauritus  State Special Concern Species 
Jefferson salamander complex Ambystoma jeffersonianum State Special Concern Species 
Superb jewelwing    Calopteryx amata  State Special Concern Species 

 
 
 
 

D. Visitor Use and Zones 
 
1. Zones of Allowable Use 
The Sandy Brook Natural Area Preserve has two management units: 

 
Zone 1 - River Corridor 
This is the primary wilderness compartment in the Natural Area Preserve. There are no trails in the NAP 
although almost the entire length of the NAP can be navigated on foot during low water. 
 
Zone 2 – Sandy Brook Road 
Sandy Brook Road parallels the north side of Sandy Brook throughout the Natural Area Preserve. The 
proximity of the road to the brook varies from about 30LF to 300LF. 
 
2. Character of Visitor Activity 
The applicable General Statutes specify that a Natural Area Preserve shall be maintained in as natural 
and wild a state as is consistent with educational, scientific, biological, geological, paleontological, and 
scenic purposes. Recreational activities are allowed if they do not impact the protected resources of the 
NAP.  
 
Visitors to Zone 1 - River Corridor engage in a variety of activities including hiking, fishing, paddling, 
swimming, birding, exploring, hiking, photography, and painting.  
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There is no trail system in the NAP. Access to the brook is facilitated by a few riverside pull-off areas 
along Sandy Brook Road, or by bushwhacks. Hunting is not permitted in the Sandy Brook NAP, Kitchel 
Wilderness NAP, or anywhere in Algonquin State Forest to the north of Sandy Brook. Hunters may cross 
the NAP enroute to their permitted destinations to the south of the Sandy Brook NAP. Please see 
Appendix 4, Map of DEEP Hunting Zones in Algonquin State Forest. 
 
Use can be characterized as light-to-moderate, with most activity occurring at the beginning of the 
annual fishing season. After the first few weeks, visits by fishermen drop significantly most likely due to 
the technical challenges presented by the complex nature of the stream. However, the determined and 
inquisitive fisher is well rewarded for his or her effort, especially during an insect hatch. Most non-
sporting visitors come to experience the wildness of the brook or to seek solace in a place well removed 
from the sights and sounds of civilization. Several pools in the brook offer fine summer swimming 
opportunities, although it is always a coldwater experience. 
 
 

Figure 16. Class III water conditions in Sandy Brook. Note the flooded forest in the background. 

 
 
Every heavy rainstorm brings expert paddlers to challenge Sandy Brook’s Grade IV and V rapids. In their 
guidebook Appalachian Whitewater, John Connelly and John Porterfield write: 
 

“Sandy Brook is Connecticut’s premier steep-creek run, a boulder-choked technical descent that 
even with medium flows has that big-water feel. There are two awesome drops at the start of 
the whitewater section, the Waterfall [the site of the Phelps sawmill near the town garage] and 
the Block [locally known as the Deep Hole], which turn into Class V religious experiences when 
the Robertsville gauge measures five feet or above [about 1000 CFS]. Low levels feature Class IV 
rock gardening, with the plastic boat a paddler’s best friend. The run has been successfully 
negotiated at 6.3 feet [almost 2000 CFS], by a strong team of experts who were intimately 
familiar with Sandy – and scared as hell during the run! Sandy Brook is a real punisher in high 
water; steep, continuous, nonstop dodging with scarce eddies to boat-scout from. There are 
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usually more boaters starting the run on Sandy than actually finishing it. Sandy Brook Road runs 
mostly unobserved alongside the river, so those that would rather drink than get dunked can 
make an early exit. The Sandy unfortunately has a short paddling season, runnable usually when 
there is still snow in the woods. When the weatherman says it’s flooding in the Berkshires, Sandy 
Brook is up, and will be for at least the next 36 hours. The Sandy also comes up in the fall during 
the hurricane season.” 

 
Visitors to Zone 2 - Sandy Brook Road engage in everyday driving, pleasure driving, bicycling, and 
walking on one of the most scenic country roads in New England. It is used by locals, and by others as a 
connector to Route 8 or to Route 183 up into Massachusetts; commercial vehicle use is almost entirely 
local. Pleasure drivers come to experience a great driving road and a place that reveals a new view at 
every curve.  Cyclist use is generally year-round with heavier use on weekends during the fair weather 
months. Pedestrian use is light and generally, but not exclusively, by local residents. 
 
The average daily traffic level on Sandy Brook Road is approximately 330 cars per day or about 14 cars 
per hour (derived from Connecticut Department of Transportation Route 8/Colebrook dataset). There 
are nine small pulloff areas to accommodate the parking needs of visitors. 

 

 

 

E. Special Management Problems or Concerns 
There are no Special Management Problems or Concerns in the Sandy Brook Natural Area at the time of 
preparation of this report. 
 
 
 

F. Administration 
The Natural Area Preserves Program Manager shall be responsible for the implementation of the 
Management Plan. The managing forester of Algonquin State Forest shall be designated as the Site 
Manager and will have the authority and responsibility to assure protection of the NAP’s protected 
resources. The Site Manager shall be guided by this Management Plan and will collaborate with the 
Natural Area Preserves Program Manager and the Natural Area Preserves Advisory Committee. 

 

 

 

G. Uses of the Preserve 
The primary uses of the Sandy Brook Natural Area Preserve shall be for passive recreation, education, 
and research. Camping, motorized vehicle use, and trapping are prohibited. Collection of plants, 
animals, minerals, water, and soil is not allowed except under an educational or research collection 
permit issued by the Site Manager. 
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H. Management Provisions 
 
Management provisions are concerned with decisions that affect the Natural Area Preserve. Such 
decisions are based on management objectives and can be passive or active in their execution. The 
following are the objectives and management provisions advanced to accomplish the mission of 
protecting the wilderness and cultural values of the Sandy Brook Natural Area Preserve. Some of the 
objectives overlap in scope. 
 

Objective 1. Preserve and enhance the NAP’s specially protected resources. 
 
Stewardship Basis and Strategy:  
A healthy wild system fosters not only the organisms within it, but the natural processes of food webs, 
energetics, migration, gene flow, and disturbance. Such systems are resistant and resilient in the face of 
perturbation. The Sandy Brook Natural Area Preserve is a demonstrably healthy and wild ecosystem and 
one that maintains itself without any human intervention. Given the diversity and density of the site’s 
wildlife and plant communities, the current general strategy of benign management is highly effective. 
 
Objective 2. Increase the size of the Natural Area Preserve to encompass all of Algonquin State Forest. 
 
Stewardship Basis and Strategy: 
The landscape context of a preserve is one of the most critical factors in determining ecosystem health. 
Sites in large protected-area mosaics, as is the case with the NAP and the adjacent Kitchel Wilderness 
and Algonquin State Forest, are the most robust. Small natural areas surrounded by developed or 
manipulated lands become ecological islands subject to degraded habitat values and declining species 
diversity. 
 
The Kitchel Wilderness Natural Area Preserve is a deed- and state-designated wilderness area. 
Moorhead’s 2001 KWNAP plant survey clearly shows the extraordinary biodiversity that justifies its NAP 
assignment.  In a 2001 comparative vascular-plant study of the Kitchel Wilderness and the Phelps Tract, 
a site in the upper Sandy Brook watershed that harbored the last virgin timber in Connecticut before it 
was felled in 1912, Moorhead found a striking similarity between the Phelps 1911 condition (76 species 
recorded by G. Nichols), the Phelps 2001 condition (69 species), and Kitchel’s 2001 condition (72 
species). Such states exist at Kitchel and Phelps because of a lack of manipulation of the Kitchel and 
Phelps ecosystems in the last 100 years. Beyond species diversity measures, Moorhead identified 55 
communities within the KW NAP. 
 
By extension, one can assume that the rest of Algonquin State Forest adjacent to but beyond the 
boundaries of the Kitchel Wilderness contains a similar diversity of species and habitats. Such 
extraordinary biodiversity should be protected from logging and other forms of anthropogenic 
disturbance that are more suitable for large homogenous tracts. Furthermore, by providing the 
maximum level of preservation to Algonquin State Forest, i.e., using the Kitchel Wilderness concept of 
Forever Natively Wild, the forest block will be allowed to mature to the old growth forest state. 
 
Old growth forests are exceedingly rare in the United States. Large, old trees are invaluable as reservoirs 
of genetic diversity, robust seed sources for perpetual forest regeneration, refugia for old-growth 
dependent wildlife, and examples for forest restoration in the managed landscape. Given what we do 
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and do not know about how eastern forest ecosystems function, one can conclude that all large old 
trees are ecologically significant, and recommend that they be protected from logging. As stated by 
forest entomologist Boyd Wickman in 1992, "these trees are living examples of our long-term objectives 
to co-exist with nature".  A Forever Natively Wild ASF will not be subjected to structural and functional 
simplification (an outcome of selective forest harvest practices), the loss of soil and soil nutrients, the 
pollution of water resources, and the rampant invasion by exotic species that threatens forests and 
forestry. An old-growth forest ecosystem does not contain just old trees: it contains a wide range of 
forest species of all age classes as was definitely demonstrated in Nichols’ 1911 work in the nearby 
Phelps Tract. The literature also indicates that old growth ecosystems are extremely stable (i.e., 
resistant and resilient over long time periods) with intervals of 1500 to 3000 years or more between 
moderate to heavy natural disturbance events with some workers reporting persistence to over 8000 
years. 
 
Eastern old-growth forests have been dramatically reduced from their historic abundance and are now 
considered to be one of the most endangered ecosystems in the country. In the East, less than one 
percent of the historic old-growth forest is estimated to remain.  The loss and degradation of old growth 
and other forest types threaten the existence of many plant and animal species. Two recent reports on 
the status of U.S. ecosystems concluded that many ecosystem types are simply disappearing throughout 
the country, along with the native animal and plant species that are sustained by them. 
 
There is significant scientific support for maximizing the level of protection in the area. In Kitchel Natural 
Area Preserve: A Survey of Rare Vascular Plant Species and Significant Communities  and Provisional 
Classification and Mapping of Vegetation and Natural Communities, Moorhead advocates for the 
expansion of the KWNAP to protect communities beyond its borders, and he explicitly cites several areas 
in ASF that harbor rare communities that are of equal or greater biological value than those inside of the 
KWNAP.  In A Management Plan for the Kitchel Wilderness Natural Area Preserve (CT DEEP, 2003), 
Elizabeth Farnsworth makes several recommendations to expand the KWNAP to capture additional 
communities and to protect the waters and wildlife of the Sandy Brook Natural Area Preserve. In 2008, 
scientist John Anderson of the Aton Forest, a private non-profit research natural area in the upper reach 
of the Sandy Brook watershed, and Linda Raciborski of the Colebrook Land Conservancy, proposed the 
creation of the Sandy Brook Highlands Ecosystem Protection Region in recognition of the presence of 
large blocks of unfragmented wild forest and superb water quality in the area. 
 
Thus, the designation of the ASF as a Forever Natively Wild ecosystem through the NAP Program is the 
perfect vehicle for providing optimal protection of the SBNAP, KWNAP, and ASF and to create the largest 
Forever Natively Wild forest block in lower New England. 
 

Objective 3. Allow natural geofluvial processes to proceed unhindered by man. 
 

Stewardship Basis and Strategy: 
Water is one of the most powerful forces in nature. Over the past 20 years, significant advances have 
been made in the understanding of geofluvial processes. Sandy Brook is a dynamic stream wherein 
natural disturbances frequently rework and move the channel within the constraints of the valley 
bottom. A meandering river system is characterized by recurrent river planform patterns, repeated with 
little variation from one river to the next irrespective of their magnitude and from one scale to another 
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within each river. This consistency suggests that a higher level of processes form by self-organization 
from the physical processes of deposition and erosion operating in the system. The river continuously 
seeks ways to attenuate energy and minimize catastrophic erosion processes.  
 
Sound engineering practice therefore dictates an avoidance of channeling and reworking rivers and 
streams to protect infrastructure; infrastructure must be designed and built as elements integrated into 
natural processes. Thus, no work should be conducted in the riverbed, and any work on Sandy Brook 
Road must be done with an understanding of natural geofluvial processes, particularly in the vicinity of 
the bridges and anywhere that flood-damage remediation must be accomplished. This not only respects 
the forces of nature, but reduces the expense of continuously repairing infrastructure threatened by the 
river. 
 
 

 
Figure 17. Upper reach at the confluence of Sandy Brook and Center Brook. 

 

 

Objective 4. Facilitate natural community integrity in the aquatic compartment. 
 

Stewardship Basis and Strategy: 
Three of the seven unique community types found in the Sandy Brook Natural Area Preserve are linked 
to the aquatic compartment: 
 

1. High-Gradient 4
th

 Order Stream Riffle and Pool Habitat 
5. Carex torta Temporarily Flooded Grassland Community of Rocky Riverside and Cobble Bar 
6. Ulmus americana–Salix–Cornus amomum Scrubby Woodland of Scoured Rocky Riverside/Cobble Bar 

 

Since the mission of the NAP Program is to preserve the natural attributes of scenic, valuable wilderness 
areas, the preservation of these native communities is a stewardship objective of the highest order. Key 
habitat variables, including flow, depth, velocity, temperature, spawning substrate, and habitat 
connectivity, are critical determinants of habitat suitability for all trout life stages as well as for other 
resident aquatic wildlife. Such variables are compromised by increased erosion, sedimentation, elevated 
water temperatures resulting from lost forest canopy, and reductions in large woody debris. 
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Large woody debris recruitment into Sandy Brook is an important element in the natural maintenance of 
stream quality. Large-diameter material is less apt to be displaced downstream over the short term and 
thus contributes to channel and habitat formation. Since the 1980s, considerable attention has been 
given to evaluating the role of large woody debris in stream systems and its benefits to salmonid 
populations and today virtually all stream habitat restoration projects place more emphasis on native 
habitat design by mimicking naturally occurring large woody debris instead of using the engineered 
structures applied in the past, such as deflectors.  
 
Thus, to facilitate natural community integrity in the aquatic compartment, no actions should be 
conducted within the Natural Area Preserve that will affect native flow, depth, velocity, temperature, 
spawning substrate, and habitat connectivity. No manipulation of the canopy or streamside trees should 
be effected, and stormwater management must be conducted in a manner that minimizes inputs of fine 
materials that would result in an increase in substrate embeddedness in riffles, runs, and pools. Large 
woody debris should be allowed to accumulate in the stream, subject to the passage and safety needs of 
paddlers. 
 

Objective 5. Maintain the woodland/riparian forest mosaic of the Natural Area Preserve. 
 

Stewardship Basis and Strategy: 
Three of the seven unique community types found in the Sandy Brook Natural Area Preserve are linked 
to the streamside riparian compartment: 
 

2. First-Order Streams and Intermittent Watercourses 
3. Temporarily Flooded Acer-Fraxinus Stream Bottom/Terrace Forest 
4. Seldom Flooded Acer-Fraxinus-Fagus Stream Terrace Forest 

 

The streamside riparian compartment along Sandy Brook is the most powerful influence on water 
quality. Such areas prevent sediment, nitrogen, phosphorus, pesticides, and other pollutants 
from reaching the stream and provide important cover as well. Sandy Brook’s effective riparian zone is 
stocked with deep-rooted trees and shrubs along with plentiful herbaceous elements all along the 
stream. Riparian vegetation is a major source of energy and nutrients for brook communities and it is 
especially important in small, headwater streams where up to 99% of the energy input may be from 
woody debris and leaf litter. Overhanging riparian vegetation keeps streams cool, a critical factor in the 
maintenance of mountain trout populations, and it increases the carrying capacity of pool and riffle 
habitats, improving summer and winter survival that results in higher trout abundance. 
 
Riparian zones provide valuable habitat for wildlife by providing food and cover, and serve as key 
corridors for wildlife movement. They slow floodwaters and maintain stable streambanks and allow 
water to soak into the ground and recharge groundwater. Slowing floodwaters allows the riparian zone 
to function as a site of sediment deposition, trapping sediments that build stream banks and would 
otherwise degrade downstream riverine environments. 
 

In addition to the main stem riparian zone through which they flow, Sandy Brook’s year-round and 
seasonal feeder streams have their own functional riparian zones, adding to the complexity of the 
ecosystem. These streams provide wildlife habitat, serve as critical recharge elements, and influence the 
brook’s water temperature.  
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Amphibian use of the woodlands adjacent to the brook is particularly heavy, especially after spring and 
summer rainstorms. A single pedestrian survey of a 1000’ random transect along Sandy Brook Road in 
such conditions at night revealed 42 frogs, toads, and salamanders on the paved surface. Hit-by-car 
mortality was present as suspected but road utilization overnight is almost absent. Compared to other 
more heavily used roads that parallel river courses, Sandy Brook Road’s lethal influence on amphibian 
populations can be characterized as moderate.  
 

In light of all of the ecosystem services provided by riparian forests, no manipulations should be 
conducted in the riparian woodland mosaic along Sandy Brook. All activity along adjacent Sandy Brook 
Road should be undertaken mindful of the need to protect the buffer zone which can extend up to 
300LF from the streambank. The felling of individual trees that present a clear and present danger to the 
public (i.e., dead and diseased individuals whose fall line intersects with Sandy Brook Road) can be 
accomplished but no widespread roadside clearing shall be allowed. 
 

Objective 6. Protect the integrity of Kitchel Wilderness NAP and Algonquin State Forest. 
 

Stewardship Basis and Strategy: 
As was previously described, landscape context is perhaps the greatest driver of biodiversity and the 
integrity of ecosystem structure and function. By executing Elizabeth Farnsworth’s Management Plan for 
the Kitchel Wilderness Natural Area Preserve, by adopting William Moorhead’s recommendations in 
Kitchel Natural Area Preserve: A Survey of Rare Vascular Plant Species and Significant Communities  and 
Provisional Classification and Mapping of Vegetation and Natural Communities, and by extending their 
work’s recommendations in the management of Algonquin State Forest, the health and vigor of the 
Sandy Brook Natural Area Preserve will be greatly secured.  
 

Objective 7. Suppress and eliminate invasive non-native species in the NAP and along Sandy Brook Road. 
 
Stewardship Basis and Strategy: 
Invasive non-native organisms are one of the greatest threats to natural ecosystems. They are defined 
as any plant or animal introduced to an area where its density or dispersal threatens ecosystem stability 
or economics. Most are in the North America as result of global commerce. Invasive organisms have 
been referred to as biological pollution. E.O. Wilson said, “the two great destroyers of biodiversity are, 
first, habitat destruction and, second, invasion by exotic species.” 
 
Some of the known ecological impacts of invasive plants include a reduction of biodiversity, loss of and 
encroachment upon endangered and threatened species and their habitats, loss of habitat and food 
sources for native wildlife, critical changes to natural ecological processes such as plant community 
succession, and the disruption of native plant-animal associations such as pollination, seed dispersal and 
host-plant relationships.  
 
Invasive alien plants compete with and replace rare and endangered species, encroach upon the limited 
habitats of rare and endangered species, reduce or eliminate localized or specialized native plant 
communities (such as spring ephemeral plant communities), disrupt insect-plant associations necessary 
for seed dispersal of native plants, disrupt native plant-pollinator relationships, reduce and eliminate 
host plants for native insects and other wildlife, serve as host reservoirs for plant pathogens and other 
organisms that can infect and damage desirable native and ornamental plants, replace nutritious native 
plant foods with lower quality sources, prevent seedling establishment of native trees and shrubs, 
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change the characteristics of the soil structure and chemistry, increase erosion along streambanks and 
roadsides, and reduce the amount of space, water, sunlight and nutrients that would be otherwise 
available to native species. 
 
Invasive plants are a problem because of competitive advantages such as early maturation, profuse 
reproduction by seed, persistence of seed in the seedbank, transport of seed by birds, and profuse 
reproduction by vegetative structures. Areas subject to anthropogenic disturbance, such as farmlands, 
logged forests, and roadways, serve as a substrate for the expression of their competitive advantages. 
Because of the magnitude of the threat, they must be countered by preventing their introductions, 
removing or suppressing existing infestations, and by minimizing disturbance to forests, wetlands, and 
other natural communities. 
 
Elizabeth Corrigan, the botanist who conducted this management plan’s plant inventory in 2011, 
recorded about 18 invasive-plant sites in the Sandy Brook Natural Area Preserve. While there are a 
number of small infestations in the brook channel proper, most of the significant invasion areas are 
along Sandy Brook Road in the roadside forb community described by Moorhead. Roads are the most 
common vectors for non-native plant invasions, and the roadside infestations on Sandy Brook Road 
threaten adjacent Sandy Brook, its riparian area, the Kitchel Wilderness Natural Area Preserve, and 
Algonquin State Forest, all of which are remarkably intact thus far because they have not been subjected 
to anthropogenic disturbance. However, if the identified infestations are not managed, they will spread 
throughout this landscape. 
 
Sandy Brook Natural Area Invasive Non-Native Plants  
A plant survey was conducted by Elizabeth Corrigan, Botanist, in spring and summer 2011 to provide a 
current inventory of plants in the NAP. She found 14 invasive non-native plant species in addition to the 
88 native species of the system. 
 
Common Name  Scientific Name   Notes                                                         
Oriental bittersweet Celastrus orbicularis  Both large and small infestations present 
Spotted knapweed Centaurea biebersteinii  Allelopathic: toxic to other plants; 

Only one plant observed (in flower) 
Black swallowwort  Cyanchum louisea  Large to small infestations: see map 
Autumn olive  Elaeagnus umbellata  Vigorous, tenacious colonizer and nitrogen fixer 
Burning bush  Euonymus alata   Non-native invasive; strong patch at roadside 
Cypress spurge  Euphorbia cyparissias  One infestation observed 
Japanese knotweed Fallopia japonica   Small patch in shade of conifers (15’ x 4’) 
Yellow iris   Iris pseudacorus   Possible; unable to access for identification 
Shrub honeysuckle Lonicera spp.   Non-native invasive 
Purple loosestrife  Lythrum salicaria   Only a few plants, all in streamside communities 
Black locust  Robinia pseudoacacia  Invasive tree; changes soil chemistry 
Multiflora rose   Rosa multiflora   Edge of sandy washout area 
Purple nightshade Solanum dulcamara  Non-native invasive 
Coltsfoot  Tussilago farfara   Non-native invasive 

 
Please see Appendix 1 for Corrigan’s maps of invasion sites. 
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The following management practices for invasive species suppression must be undertaken in the Sandy 
Brook Natural Area Preserve: 
 

1. Populations of existing invasive plant species will increase and new infestations will become 
established in disturbed sites such as the cuts and clearings made in road and utility 
maintenance work. Practices that limit disturbance and the size of disturbed openings/clearings 
must be encouraged. Sites that are subject to road or utility work must be checked periodically 
for introductions and removal and suppression work must follow any discoveries. 

 
2. Road managers and all upstream riverside landowners must be made aware of the problems 

that invasive plants pose to the ecosystem including the role of roads as vectors of infestation 
and be encouraged to control invasive plants and avoid practices that encourage their 
establishment, such as clearing forest understories and opening canopies. 

 
3. An early detection and rapid removal system must be adopted. The corridor should be 

periodically surveyed by an expert for new, incoming species and, if found, such point sources 
must be immediately remediated. 

 
4. Existing populations must be controlled, with the ultimate goal of working towards complete 

elimination. Controlling invasive plant dispersal by preventing seed or fruit formation is the 
critical first step. For the species that are present, this can be done by mechanical means, but 
the next step, elimination, would require herbicide application in most cases. The potential 
negative effects of using chemicals in such an ecologically sensitive ecosystem versus the long-
term impacts to biodiversity by invasives must be carefully weighed. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 18. The Sandy Brook Natural Area Preserve in winter. 
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Objective 8. Protect the cultural and historic assets of the NAP. 
Stewardship Basis and Strategy: 
Within the boundaries of the Sandy Brook Natural Area Preserve are at least seven sites of historical 
significance. In addition to these sites, there is evolving and significant paleontological evidence of 
Native American activity in the vicinity of the brook that dates back to 7000 to 9000 years before 
present.  
 
Seven sites have been documented by Colebrook Town Historian and geographer Robert Grigg. Please 
see Appendix 3 for a location map. 
 
Sites 1, 2, and 3 are the remnants of the 1840 home, bridge, and sawmill of Loomis Whiting. The house 
foundation is on the north side of the NAP and the sawmill is found across the brook on a site locally 
known as The Island. The lumbermill’s remnants are characterized by Mr. Grigg as being the best 
preserved foundation in Colebrook. Drill holes from the guy wires of the bridge are evident in stone here 
as well. 
 
Site 4 is a foundation that was built around 1850. The house belonged to Cleopatra Taintor North, a local 
and unsuccessful conductor of séances. The mountain behind the homesite is known as Taintor 
Mountain.  
 
Site 5 includes the Samuel Benedict house foundation from 1850 and the roadhead to Henry Mossuck’s 
house on Balcom Mountain. Mossuck was a Native American who was falsely imprisoned for the 1850 
murder of Barnice White of Colebrook River. Mossuck was incarcerated for 16 years in Hartford before 
one of the true murderers confessed to the crime on his deathbed. He was granted pardons by the 
Governor and the Legislature and returned to Colebrook only to be run out of town by prejudice. 
Interestingly, Barnice White was the great-grandson of Peregrine White, the first European settler born 
in America in 1620. 
 
When Algonquin State Forest was being assembled from multiple parcels, an attempt to name it the 
Mossuck State Forest failed due to the same racism that drove a liberated Henry Mossuck back out of 
Colebrook. However, he is memorialized in the final naming of the state forest after his tribe, the 
Algonquins. 
 
Site 6 is the cellar hole and chutes of the Reuben Scoville lumbermill. It was used until the 1910s and 
featured a portable steam engine. Located along side of some of steepest terrain in the NAP, the mill 
employed a cable and trolley system that ran from the north side of Sandy Brook Road, across Sandy 
Brook, and up the slopes of the 1230’ ASL mountain to the south. Timber cut high above was attached to 
an aerial trolley and sent down the cable to the mill. Hawse pipes and remnants of the cable are still 
present at the site. 
 
Site 7 is the location of the Sandy Brook Schoolhouse that was in operation from 1853 to 1908. There is 
no foundation remaining as it was lost to a subsequent road alignment. 
 
The sites are either unmarked or have a small tree tag near them. They are not vulnerable to theft and 
have not experienced any type of vandalism. Protection is best afforded through the use of benign 
management. The sites should be made available for study by historians, industrial archaeologists, and 
students. 
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Figure 19. The full canopy in the lower reach of Sandy Brook Road 

 
Objective 9. Maintain the scenic attributes of Sandy Brook Road. 
 
Stewardship Basis and Strategy: 
The natural scenic beauty of a place encompasses a number of important elements, including the 
natural environment and a community’s character. Scenic places often contain relatively large natural 
areas with unfragmented habitats. Roads within these areas facilitate access and many visitors only 
enjoy such special places from the seat of a car. The beauty of Sandy Brook contributes to the short-
term and long-term quality of life for the people who experience it. 
 
There is an expectation that a natural area preserve is simply natural and relatively unmanaged beyond 
the road surface and the adjacent shoulders. Seemingly insignificant actions can threaten the pristine 
essence of important areas like the SBNAP and can diminish many of the positive aesthetic and 
ecological benefits associated with them. 
 
Improper management actions that can degrade the aesthetic beauty of Sandy Brook Road in the NAP 
include: 
 
 a. Clearcutting roadside vegetation 
 b. Unnecessary removal of mature trees 
 c. Creation of large swaths of disturbed shoulders through grubbing and other activity 
 d. Use of place-inappropriate infrastructure 
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Sandy Brook Road is a sinuous and forest-lined byway with a speed limit of 35 miles per hour. Clearly, 
public safety is the major concern in the management of this and any other public roadway. Road 
managers must provide safe and intact travel surfaces, effective stormwater drainage, adequate sight 
lines, and appropriate signage while respecting the spectrum of values associated with the road and its 
place in the landscape. 
 
In order to accomplish this mixed mission in what is clearly an ecologically important and highly scenic 
area, every effort should be made to avoid vegetation removals along Sandy Brook Road subject to the 
priority given to public safety. Roadside vegetation management should never degrade the aesthetics of 
a place: it should always seek to enhance its quality. If vegetation grows into the active road corridor 
(i.e., a branch extends into the roadway where it is actually struck by passing vehicles), the offending 
branch can simply be removed. Clearcutting the shoulders of the roads not only diminishes the aesthetic 
qualities of Sandy Brook Road, but it creates invasion sites for exotic plant species, destabilizes slopes, 
reduces water infiltration, and increases erosion – all while driving up management costs. 
 

 

 

Figure 20. Excessive roadside clearing in the lower reach of the NAP. 
 
Beyond the need to cut dead and dying roadside trees to protect public safety on Sandy Brook Road, the 
removal of large living roadside trees is typically related to utility line management. The managers of the 
Sandy Brook Natural Area Preserve, the Kitchel Wilderness Natural Area Preserve, and Algonquin State 
Forest must meet and walk with the arborists of the utility line tree trimmers before each and every 
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trimming foray along the relevant reach of Sandy Brook Road. Experience has shown that in the absence 
of state managers and concerned residents, tree removal is excessive and has done little to reduce 
power outages. Furthermore, as there are only two permanent residents with inholdings in the vicinity 
of the SBNAP (both living within one-half mile of the upper boundary of the preserve), the level of 
cutting is out of scale with the level of risk to the community. The current residents of this area and 
many others agree with this assessment. 
 
One of Sandy Brook Road’s most impressive scenic attributes is the existence of a full over-the-road 
canopy for almost a mile in its lower reach where powerlines are absent. This condition, however, has 
not protected the road from the excessive removal of roadside plant material that directly degraded 
scenic attributes. In spring of 2011, approximately 1500LF of north-side road-shoulder vegetation was 
clearcut to about 30LF from the road edge because of a complaint received by a school bus driver whose 
side mirror struck a snowloaded tree branch. Simply removing the offending branch would have sufficed 
and avoided the staff and machine costs of several days of roadside work that ultimately compromised 
the aesthetic values of the NAP. 
 
Sandy Brook Road can be readily and effectively managed if road and utility activities employ best 
management practices and sensitive to place, appropriate in scale, and conducted using proper risk 
assessment. To ensure that road maintenance does not compromise the protected values of the NAP, 
the state managers of the Sandy Brook Natural Area Preserve, the Kitchel Wilderness Natural Area 
Preserve, and Algonquin State Forest must meet with town road managers before any removals of live 
plant material – beyond hazard tree felling - are conducted. 
 
Objective 10. Require the use of Best Management Practices in the maintenance of Sandy Brook Road. 
 
Stewardship Basis and Strategy: 
In the realm of the maintenance of Sandy Brook Road, there are two main areas of concern in the 
Natural Area Preserve beyond the aesthetics covered in Objective 9: 
 
 a. Stormwater management 
 b. Sediment mobilization and transport 
 
Sandy Brook Road exists on a continuous gradient throughout the Natural Area Preserve. This is 
advantageous in the management of stormwater because rain and meltwater tend to quickly leave the 
road surface with little residual ponding. There are also several small seasonal stream crossings that are 
ducted through culverts under the road. Thus, the proper and timely management of storm drains and 
culverts is absolutely critical in the prevention of erosion and roadbed failures. In 2008, a sediment-filled 
culvert was unable to carry the water volume of a heavy storm event and the adjacent roadbed and 
streambank failed. Because of the urgent need to repair this feature, and the time-limited availability of 
federal storm damage funding, a new culvert and large stone- and concrete-armored bank were 
installed at streamside. The project was not designed with respect for the protected values of the NAP 
and should have been conducted in stages to allow for a more place-appropriate engineering solution. 
 
The conduction of proper and timely maintenance of stormwater drains and culverts is critical in order 
to prevent such costly and compromise conditions from arising. The state managers of the Sandy Brook 
Natural Area Preserve should collaborate with the Town of Colebrook to create a plan and secure 
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adequate maintenance funding to ensure the integrity of stormwater infrastructure in this shared-
management resource area. 
 
Roadside clearing practices and winter road sanding are the primary sources of sediment pollution in the 
Sandy Brook Natural Area Preserve. Sediment has a direct impact on the quality of the fishery as it 
degrades spawning habitat by compromising egg survival in salmonid nesting redds.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 21. Unstable, erodible fill placed in previously grubbed area along Sandy Brook Road. 
 
 
Winter sand has three fates: it gets entrained in stormwater and flushed into the brook, it gets trapped 
in roadside vegetation, or it is picked up during annual roadsweeping operations. The practice of 
roadside grubbing is employed to remove accumulated sand at the paved edge so as to facilitate sheet 



SANDY BROOK NATURAL AREA PRESERVE 
MANAGEMENT PLAN 

 

 

 39 

flow and prevent the concentration of water, thereby limiting its erosive and sediment-transport effects. 
Grubbing is accomplished with a payloader and leaves behind a swath of exposed, unconsolidated soil 
that is highly susceptible to erosion and transport, not to mention unsightly swaths that can take years  
to recover.  Grubbing may also compromise the integrity of the paved surface by overloading the edge 
with heavy equipment and by creating an eroded area that allows stormwater to undermine the road 
edge. While it is acknowledged that selective grubbing is an inevitable secondary practice in the winter 
sanding strategy, there is a distinct need to stabilize grubbed areas in order to control erosion, prevent 
asphalt edge failures, and maintain the rural aesthetic. The best management practice in terms of 
erosion control and cost-effectiveness is to seed all disturbed areas with perennial grasses, and cover 
with a sheltering layer of hay immediately following all grubbing or road construction activity. Seeding 
should be augmented with the generous use of haybales to decrease the velocity of roadside flows that 
directly lead into the brook. Haybales can be also be deployed to direct flows into robust reaches of the 
riparian zone to take advantage of the erosion control services provided by natural buffers. While not a 
permanent remedy, haybales are a cost-effective solution that immediately reduces environmental and 
aesthetic impacts. 
 
The Colebrook road crew has recognized the need to reduce the sand load in riparian areas across the 
town, and has switched to a “hotter” mix of salt and sand (i.e., increasing the ratio of salt to sand) as 
one methodology. This has resulted in a reduction in the need to perform grubbing operations in the 
corridor and beyond. The adoption of such best management practices is commendable and a reflection 
of their recent, increased dedication to the protection of the preserve complex. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 22. Placid August conditions on Sandy Brook. 

 

 

Objective 11. Maintain current level of access points in the Sandy Brook Natural Area Preserve. 
 

Stewardship Basis and Strategy: 
There is open public access to the Natural Area Preserve all along Sandy Brook Road on the north side of 
the river and from Algonquin State Forest’s south block. Pull-off parking is available in nine places along 
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Sandy Brook Road, with two on the river side. This is adequate for the NAP even at the start of the 
fishing season, the single day of the year wherein visitation is at its maximum level.  
 
The parking areas are generally stable and require minimal maintenance beyond litter pickup which is 
currently conducted by neighbors, residents, and the road crew. In the event of future maintenance 
needs for pull-offs, the state managers should collaborate with the town highway foreman to plan 
repairs. The simple dumping of new, unconsolidated mixed stone and dirt is not acceptable because the 
material is mobilized by rain and runoff and subject to export. The installation of a layered system 
consisting of engineering fabric and a small-stone matrix can provide a durable, erosion-resistant surface 
in a manner that maintains the asphalt road edge in an area where cars are frequently leaving the road 
surface to park and stressing the edge. Such a system would not detract from aesthetic values if it is 
installed to blend into the landscape. More importantly, it would serve to limit the intrusion of fines into 
the watercourses, wetlands, and forest mosaic of the NAP. 
 
Certain maintenance practices can create zones that appear to be pull-off areas that then get used by 
visitors. Grubbing, intensive mowing, or brush removals can have this effect. Because they are not 
armored through use or reinforcement, such work creates areas that are prone to maceration and the 
generation of mud and erosion. The use of such practices should be minimized and conducted using 
BMPs and proper risk assessment. 
 
 
Objective 12. Maintain access and passage for kayaks and canoes. 
 
Stewardship Basis and Strategy: 
Sandy Brook is one of the most challenging kayak runs in the East and demands the skills of the best and 
bravest of paddlers. It is only runnable in high flow conditions. The number of adventurers who dare its 
waters is quite modest and they present no threat to the preserve’s conservation values. 
 
The Connecticut Water Trails Association describes Sandy Brook’s hazards to paddlers as “continuous 
whitewater, strainers, and pinning spots”. Strainers are downed trees in the river that capture the 
unfortunate kayaker. Water pressure and entanglement can make escape difficult or impossible. Pinning 
spots are areas where a boat and paddler can become trapped in boulders or under large tree trunks. 
Paddlers prefer to remove or cut trees that have fallen into the brook or have been transported in from 
higher elevations during flood events. Management for whitewater boating needs to take safety factors 
into consideration while balancing them against the need to protect the resource. 

Logs have an important ecological role in stream systems like Sandy Brook. They typically enter 
whitewater rivers through random events like windthrow, mortality and decay, bank failure. They will 
typically be removed by random events like floods, but may actually stay in the stream reach for long 
periods of time. Logs trap sediment, leaves, and other important nutrient sources that would otherwise 
be washed downstream. They are a food source for aquatic insects and create pools and overhead cover 
that act as critical fish habitat. Logs dissipate stream energy that would otherwise potentially cause 
erosion to the bed and banks of the stream. Logs can create and maintain islands and gravel bars that 
increase habitat complexity. When logs are removed streams tend to become simpler. They will cut off 
meanders, have long uniform riffles, begin to down-cut and erode laterally, and will lose much of their 
biodiversity.  
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That said, Sandy Brook has a high transport capacity because of its steep gradient and high-volume flood 
phenomena. Its flushing events frequently and readily move materials out of the system or rearrange 
large wood so that it is rarely crossing the brook at right angles. However, every event brings new 
stream-borne wood into the river both from the upper reaches and within the preserve and thus 
strainers and pinning spots do exist. Local paddlers have historically taken a chainsaw only to trees that 
present clear hazards and such activity should be allowed because it is lightly conducted and its overall 
effect is minimal in this wood-rich, disturbance-mediated ecosystem. However, this practice should be 
periodically monitored to ensure that it does not increase, with the following decision chart utilized to 
assess the appropriateness of the activity: 

Decision Chart for Large Woody Debris Removal in Sandy Brook 
 

Do Not Remove Log   More OK to Remove Log 
Light riparian vegetation  Dense riparian vegetation 
Sand, gravel, or cobble banks   Bedrock banks 
Floodplain adjacent to channel  Cliffs adjacent to channel 
Log trapping sediment   Log above water level  
Log is large and long   Log is small and short 
 

Figure 23.  Class V water in Sandy Brook. Scott Barnes photo. 
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Objective 13. Install NAP signage at both ends of preserve. 
 

Stewardship Basis and Strategy: 
There is only a limited public familiarity with the existence of the Sandy Brook Natural Area Preserve. 
Most people think that it is simply part of Algonquin State Forest. The most effective way to publicize, 
demarcate, and honor the special level of protection afforded this remarkable place by the Governor, 
the Legislature, and the DEEP is to post signs at the east and west ends of the NAP. By increasing public 
awareness, a greater appreciation and willingness to defend the preserve’s community and ecological 
features will be fostered. 
 
Signs should be no larger than 36” wide and 24” tall and simply state: 
 

Sandy Brook 
Natural Area Preserve 

Algonquin State Forest 

 

Sealed western red cedar with yellow or light blue lettering is recommended for its modesty and natural 
character. 
 
Objective 14. Demarcate the preserve boundaries. 
 

Stewardship Basis and Strategy: 
The Sandy Brook Natural Area Preserve’s boundaries are not marked by monument, markings, or 
signage. Since the management mission in the NAP is different from the management of adjacent 
Algonquin State Forest and Sandy Brook Road, there exists a need to have clear markings to delineate 
the boundaries. This is especially important for use by the town road crew. Standard DEEP boundary 
tags can be used or a custom SBNAP tag can be created. Markers should be deployed sparingly. 
 
Objective 15. Educate the public about the ecological values of the Sandy Brook Natural Area Preserve. 
 

Stewardship Basis and Strategy: 
While Sandy Brook’s natural beauty and dramatic special places are the drivers of most visits to the NAP, 
developing an awareness of its ecology and ecosystem services is an important aspect of the overall 
Natural Area Preserve Program. This management plan and those of other NAPs should be made freely 
available to the public as they serve to describe the natural systems and the management challenges 
faced by the stewards of the lands. Other educational approaches include the development of outreach 
partnerships with non-profit conservation organizations and the presence of an in-depth web page for 
the each NAP. 
 
Objective 16. Facilitate scientific research in the preserve. 
 

Stewardship Basis and Strategy: 
The species lists and ecological values detailed in this report along with the Kitchel Wilderness work of 
Farnsworth and Moorhead establish a baseline that substantiates the unique ecological values of the 
Sandy Brook Natural Area Preserve. Further inventories are critically needed and research opportunities 
in many fields of study, both biological and physical, abound.  Academic contacts at Connecticut’s 
colleges should be fostered to publicize the availability of the preserve for novel study. 
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I. Deviations from General Management Rules 
 
The preserve is located within Algonquin State Forest and is subject to the rules that govern the 
management of ASF. 
 
Section 23-5i of the Connecticut General Statutes states “Nothing in Sections 23-5a to 23-5i, inclusive, 
shall limit any other duly appointed public authority from exercising responsibility related to the 
suppression of fire or any noxious insect, animal, or plant, when such action is deemed necessary to 
protect public health or safety.” 
 
The Site Manager and the Preserves Program Manager should conduct periodic inspections and risk 
assessments to ensure that the preserve does not present a threat to public health or safety and is in 
optimal ecological health and in a wild and scenic condition. 
 
Minor deviations from the Management Plan requirements may be requested from the Commissioner 
of DEEP. The NAP Program Manager shall review all requests based on public health, safety, and 
preserve values and provide a recommendation to the Commissioner. 
 
Any significant deviation from the Management Plan will constitute a plan modification and will be 
subject to the requirements of Section 23-5c-1, Subsection (b)(2)(D) of the Regulations of Connecticut 
State Agencies.  
 
 

J. Trails 
 
There are no trails in the SBNAP. Paths are limited to a few short spurs between road and river. Camping 
is not permitted in the Natural Area Preserve. 
 
 

K. Other Structures and Improvements 
 
There are no structures in the SBNAP except for stone foundation and spillway relicts from riverside 
mills and shops from well over a century ago, as described above by Robert Grigg. 
 

 

L. Rules Governing Use 
 
The preserve is located within Algonquin State Forest and is subject to the rules that govern the 
management of ASF along with the additional level of restrictions afforded to Natural Area Preserve as 
described in the Plan. Minor deviations are to be accommodated as detailed above. The use of the 
Sandy Brook Natural Area Preserve shall only be allowed to the extent that it does not compromise its 
conservation values. Management must always be conducted with a full appreciation of Sandy Brook’s 
wild and scenic nature.  
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Appendices 
 
 
1. Botanist’s Annotated Maps (E. Corrigan) 
 a. Western reach of NAP 
 b. Eastern reach of NAP 
 
2. Sandy Brook Road Traffic Count (GM2 Associates) 
 a. July 9, 2009 – 0000 to 1200EDT 
 b. July 9, 2009 – 1200 to 2400EDT 
 
3. Sandy Brook NAP Historical Sites  
 As identified by Robert Grigg 
 
4. Map of Hunting Zones in Algonquin State Forest (CT DEEP) 
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1a. Botanist’s Annotated Map – Western Reach 
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1b. Botanist’s Annotated Map – Eastern Reach 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



SANDY BROOK NATURAL AREA PRESERVE 
MANAGEMENT PLAN 

 

 

 47 

2a. Sandy Brook Road Traffic  Count (GM2 Associates): July 9, 2009 – 0000 to 1200EDT 
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2b. Sandy Brook Road Traffic  Count (GM2 Associates): July 9, 2009 – 1200 to 2400EDT 
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3. Sandy Brook NAP Historical Sites as identified by Robert Grigg 
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4. Map of DEP Hunting Zones in Algonquin State Forest 
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