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A 
nyone who’s been to Ar-

cadia Management Area 

knows what a great family 

hike the Browning Mill Pond Trail 

is.  Starting at the parking area off 

Arcadia Road in Exeter, RI at the 

Browning Mill Pond Picnic Area, 

this 2.3 mile trek circumnavigates 

the entire pond.  Traveling counter 

clockwise, you first walk through 

the beach area, then cross several 

bog bridges over wetlands and un-

named brooks, and even a few 

bridges over Roaring Brook.  The 

trail skirts the Arcadia Warm Wa-

ter Hatchery on the west side of 

the pond before meandering 

through a lovely pine forest and 

ending back at the parking lot.  It’s 

a great place to walk any time of 

the year. 

 

This easy-to-follow trail wasn’t 

always easy.  Fifteen years ago the 

trail was overgrown with bushes 

and clogged with blowdowns and 

debris.  The bog bridges were de-

caying and there was no bridge 

over Roaring Brook below the 

dam on the west side of the pond.  

At the urging of long-time volun-

teers, Charlie Hickox and Elly 

Heyder, WPWA decided to adopt 

this trail.  Work began in 1998 on 

a number of projects to make the 

trail not only passable, but safe 

and enjoyable.  WPWA staff and 

volunteers built the west-side 

bridge and the following year stu-

dents from Chariho High School 

and Boy Scouts from Troop 1 

Hope Valley cleared and marked 

the trail and built bog bridges and 

small foot bridges.  In order to 

help walkers stay on the trail and 

out of the hatchery property, the 

scout troop built a split rail fence 

along the boundary.  Funding for 

all these projects came from the RI 

Trail Advisory Committee (TAC).                        
 

Since then, WPWA has endeav-

ored to maintain the trail, always 

using volunteers.  This trail has 

spawned a number of Scout project 

opportunities over the years.  Most 

recently, WPWA and the Scouts 

partnered to replace the split rail 

fence.  Weather had beaten it down 

over the last decade, and it had be-

come an eye sore as well as a po-

tential hazard.  A TAC grant again 

provided funding for all the mate-

rials and rental of a post hole dig-

ger.  Ben Nadeau, an Eagle Scout 

candidate from Troop 1 Charles-

town, agreed to take on the chal-

lenge.  WPWA worked with 

RIDEM Forest Environment and 

Fish and Wildlife Divisions to or-

ganize access to the project area.  

Ben figured out the materials 

needed, ordered them, arranged 

delivery to the worksite, and solic-

ited volunteers to help complete 

the project.  Over the course of 

two weekends this past October 

2012, 27 teens and adults replaced 

300 yards of fencing.  The Scouts 

also completed some additional 

trail maintenance work that really 

spruced the trail up.  WPWA 

would like to thank Ben and the 

Scouts for improving the safety 

and beauty of Browning Mill Pond 

trail. 

 

If you haven’t done this hike yet, 

check it out in WPWA’s Walks in 

the Watershed hiking guide, hike 

#7, Browning Mill Pond & Tefft 

Hill Trails (www.wpwa.org/

shop.php).  While on the trail we 

hope you appreciate all the volun-

teer hours that went into making 

this trail safe and enjoyable! 

Browning Mill Pond Trail Project by Denise Poyer 

Volume 30  No. 1 

Eagle Scout volunteers from Troop 1 

Charlestown work together to rebuild the 

split rail fence at Browning Mill Pond. 

Drilling holes for the 300 yard long fence. 



 From the Executive Director 
 

Thank you all for your annual con-

tributions in late 2012 and early 

2013.  These are tough economic 

times for us all and we are working 

hard to stretch every WPWA dol-

lar.  Without your generous giving 

we would not be able to accom-

plish all that we do each year.  

This winter WPWA has been un-

dergoing a thoughtful and inten-

sive strategic planning process that 

will further assist our efforts to 

protect the valuable natural re-

sources of the watershed.  Enhanc-

ing our fundraising capabilities is a 

top priority.  You can help by en-

couraging friends and family to 

join our membership.  Though our 

membership year runs from June 

to May, anyone who joins before 

June 2013 will enjoy a member-

ship extension through May 2014.   

With the addition of Heather to our 

team, we have an opportunity to 

expand the programs that we offer 

and we want your ideas.  We are 

looking for creative ideas for new 

programs to offer, especially ones 

that draw people to our ever evolv-

ing campus.  Email your ideas and 

why you believe they would be 

successful to info@wpwa.org.  If 

we select your idea, you will win a 

$50 gift certificate toward any of 

our programs or merchandise.  Gift 

certificates make a great gift too!   
 

Thank You For 

Your Support, 
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It’s Not Too Late For A 

Resolution That Will Keep You 

& Our Waters Healthier! 

by Lisa DeProspo Philo and Lorraine 

Joubert, Rhode Island NEMO 
 

By February, you might have decided 

that New Year’s resolutions aren’t for 

you after all.  Take heart!   You have 

another chance starting now, and we 

have a resolution that is sure to suc-

ceed: don’t pour it out! We’re talking 

about toxic chemicals, such as drain 

and oven cleaners, paint, and paint 

thinner, to name only a few. When 

these are poured down household 

drains, storm drains, toilets, or on 

the ground, those chemicals end up 

in nearby waters. 
 

Rather than trying to figure out a safer 

way to dispose of those household 

chemicals, try using non-hazardous 

products when you can. There are 

many brands available at major gro-

cery stores, although basic ingredients 

that you already have in your pantry 

can be just as effective.  Lemon juice, 

vinegar, borax, soap, and baking soda, 

can be combined with hot water to cre-

ate a variety of cleaners.  A quick 

internet search of “natural cleaning 

recipes” will generate an endless vari-

ety of possibilities. 

 

You just might find that these non-

toxic cleaners are not only easier on 

local waters, but are also easier on 

your wallet! 

 

This all-purpose cleaner is our favor-

ite!  Just mix and add it to a spray bot-

tle: 

 

½ cup vinegar 

¼ cup baking soda 

½ gallon of water 

 

Of course, it would be nearly impossi-

ble to completely eliminate all toxic 

products from your household.  So if 

you do have household chemicals to 

dispose of, please make an appoint-

ment at the Eco-Depot, a free drop-off 

at the Rhode Island Resource Recovery 

Corporation’s facility at the Central 

Landfill in Johnston.  Their contact 

information can be found online at: 

www.rirrc.org/resident/household-

hazardous-waste/ .  For Connecticut 

residents, go to www.ct.gov/deep/cwp/

view.asp?a=2718&q=325448 . 

And as always, if you’re interested in 

learning about additional tips to help 

safeguard our waters, visit: 

www.ristormwatersolutions.org 

 

 

Thank you Don Bousquet for your cartoon donation! 

mailto:info@wpwa.org
http://www.rirrc.org/resident/household-hazardous-waste/
http://www.rirrc.org/resident/household-hazardous-waste/
http://www.ct.gov/deep/cwp/view.asp?a=2718&q=325448
http://www.ct.gov/deep/cwp/view.asp?a=2718&q=325448
http://www.ristormwatersolutions.org
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The Polly Coon Bridge by Harvey Buford, 

Hopkinton Conservation Commission 

Before spring arrives, the first pedestrian bridge on the 

Wood-Pawcatuck Rivers will cross the Pawcatuck 

River, thanks to a RI Trail Advisory Committee Grant. 

The new bridge, which is a joint project of the Hop-

kinton and Westerly Land Trusts, will connect the two 

towns at the site of the former Polly Coon Bridge. 

 

There is an old house foundation on the Hopkinton 

Land Trust’s Grills Sanctuary, all by itself, down be-

tween the bluff and the Pawcatuck River. This was the 

home of Polly Burdick and Patty Coon in the 1840s. 

Somehow, one’s first name and the other’s last name 

were combined to identify the surrounding area and 

nearby bridge connecting to Westerly. Maps from 

1854 and 1868 detail a road using Polly Coon Bridge 

to connect Chase Hill Road and Burdick Farm in Hop-

kinton with the Stonington Rail Road 

and beyond in Westerly. 

 

I first came upon the remains of Polly 

Coon Bridge, the stone abutments 

and the center island, while canoeing 

downstream from Bradford.  Just 

downstream, protected from the swift 

current by the Hopkinton abutment, 

was a promising place to land. With-

out knowing where I was, I climbed 

up that old driftway and soon spotted 

piles of junk cars. I was behind a lo-

cal landmark, Perry Motors. 

 

Back when Perry Motors was still 

operating, vandals stole car jacks and 

jacked the upper abutment and center 

island stones into the river, partly damming the river. 

DEM pulled many of these submerged stones from the 

Westerly side and hauled them away. The Hopkinton 

side is less accessible by vehicle and the stone block-

age on that side remained until recently. Hopkinton 

Land Trust retrieved these stones, restored the abut-

ment and re-armored its sides for functional, cultural 

and aesthetic reasons before the new bridge work. 

While on site, the contractor stood up one of the nu-

merous large quarry stones discarded along the drift-

way shoulder. Commoli Granite will inscribe this 

stone with the 2010 flood elevation. 

 

In 1886, The Great Freshet (flood) began with a heavy 

fall of snow on top of hard, frozen ground. Next came 

two days of warm, torrential rain. All the rain and 

melting snow fed right to the rivers. Hopkinton lost 

Polly Coon Bridge and ten others. 
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Contractor restoring the Hopkinton abutment of the bridge prior to installation of the 

new pedestrian bridge. (Photo courtesy of H. Buford.) 



by: 

Paul Jordan, GIS Services Division, 

RI Department of Environmental Management 

Charles LaBash, The Environmental Data Center, 

University of Rhode Island 

Peter August, Department of Natural Resources Science, 

University of Rhode Island & WPWA Board Member 
 

Rhode Island has the most comprehensive and detailed 

Geographic Information System (GIS) database of any 

state in the country.  This is a result of a long history 

of cooperation among state and federal agencies in RI 

to create and maintain an open, shared database for all 

to use.  Our small size helps too! 
 

One of the cornerstone datasets in the RIGIS library is 

statewide land use.  We have three generations of land 

use data, the first was developed from 1988 aerial 

photography, the second from 1995 imagery, and the 

most recent from 2003-2004 color orthophotography. 

The various versions of the land use data have served 

natural resource managers and planners very well over 

the decades. However, ecologists have longed be-

moaned the fact that our rich and diverse natural com-

munities are generalized into a small number of very 

broad classes – brushland, deciduous forest, conifer-

ous forest, and mixed forest.  This shortcoming is 

about to end, a new Ecological Communities dataset is 

under development. 

 

 

Creating a detailed ecological communities GIS data-

set is far more complex than appears on the surface. 

Many pieces must come together: detailed multiband 

imagery from which habitats can be mapped; a no-

menclature that can be used to identify and name dif-

ferent community types; forest canopy height informa-

tion to discern forest stature; and finally, remote sens-

ing classification procedures to consolidate data, iden-

tify community types, and check the accuracy of the 

final results. In this article we provide an update of 

where we are in the process. 

 
“It Takes a Village” to pull off a project as complex as 

this.  Scores of individuals and many institutions have 

collaborated on the endeavor.  Major funding has 

come from the DEM Division of Fish & Wildlife, the 

RI Division of Planning, the RI Conservation Stew-

ardship Collaborative, the RI Department of Transpor-

tation, the US Department of Agriculture, URI Coastal 

Institute, and the US Geological Survey. Scientists 

from DEM, URI, US Fish and Wildlife Service, the RI 

Natural History Survey, and The Nature Conservancy 

have spent thousands of hours working on various as-

pects of the ambitious project. The pieces of the pro-

ject puzzle are many. 
 

New Imagery: Under the leader-

ship of the DEM Divisions of 

Fish & Wildlife and Planning & 

Development, brand new 4-

band digital orthophotography 

was obtained in the spring of 

2011.  The detailed imagery (6 

inch pixel size) shows true color 

and color infrared views of our 

landscape.  The infrared im-

agery is very helpful in discern-

ing vegetation types.  These 

data will be the basis of the 

natural communities GIS data-

set.  They are available for 

download off the RIGIS web 

site 

(www.edc.uri.edu/rigis). 
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2011 LiDAR elevation data for downtown Providence, RI. Image courtesy of RIGIS. 

http://www.edc.uri.edu/rigis


A Classification System: Under the leadership of Rick 

Enser working with the RI Natural History Survey, a 

classification system to name RI’s ecological commu-

nities has been developed and adopted.  The system is 

based on the Northeastern Terrestrial Wildlife Habitat 

Classification (NTHC) that was created to identify 

ecological community types in the northeastern United 

States.  The NTHC was modified to accommodate 

some unique habitats found in Rhode Island.  The RI 

Ecological Community Classification (RIECC) was 

finalized with scientific guidance provided by a large 

number of the state’s ecologists and naturalists.  A 

number of important characteristics define the RIECC.  

It is consistent across state boundaries and is used by 

our neighboring states.  It is mappable -- great effort 

was spent identifying habitats that can be seen and 

mapped from aerial imagery. The RIECC technical 

document and a photographic atlas of the different 

communities can be found at www.edc.uri.edu/

rieccatlas. 

 

 

Forest Height Information: Using federal ARRA 

stimulus funding, the US Geological Survey recently 

completed the Light Detection and Ranging (LiDAR) 

for the Northeast project. This created detailed meas-

urements of the elevation of the ground surface and 

forest canopy for the whole state of Rhode Island.  

Ground surface elevations are accurate to within 4-5 

inches vertically and are at a 3 foot (1 m) horizontal 

spatial resolution.  Preliminary testing of the forest 

canopy elevation data show them to be extremely ac-

curate as well.  The LiDAR elevation data will help 

discern habitats where vegetation height is a critical 

diagnostic characteristic. 
 

Putting It All Together in a Mathematical Meat 

Grinder: Using advanced object-oriented remote sens-

ing classification procedures, the 4-band imagery and 

the topography data, as well as other information such 

as soils, can be analyzed to distinguish habitats based 

on their spectral, topographic, and landscape setting 

properties. This aspect of the project is just getting 

started.  Using seed data consisting of locations of 

known occurrences of the ecological communities 

identified in the RIECC, algorithms will be developed 

to characterize the spectral and elevational properties 

at these locations and then identify locations in the 

state that show the same properties.  This procedure 

was used to develop the 2003-2004 RIGIS land use 

dataset and has been found to be extremely accurate.   
 

The Final Product: We are still a year or two away 

from having a final ecological communities dataset 

available for download on RIGIS.  The remote sensing 

analysis will begin soon and working out those techni-

cal details, as well as assessing the accuracy of the fi-

nal product will be a complex process.  The project 

team has been working diligently for over three years 

now and the end is finally in sight.   
 

Why Do We Need an Ecological Communities Data-

base Anyway?  Rhode Island’s landscape is complex.  

Our forests, brushlands, and other habitats require 

monitoring and stewardship.  Rapid and profound 

changes to our natural ecosystems can result from 

pests, pathogens, land use change, and climate change. 

The RI Ecological Communities database will be an 

essential baseline from which we can determine where 

changes are happening and assist us in determining the 

best (if any) management actions that should be taken 

in response to these changes. 
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Surface elevation using LiDAR data.  Tree canopies (dark brown) 

are clearly evident in this map of Frying Pan Pond just north of 

the WPWA campus on the Wood River. Image courtesy of RIGIS. 

http://www.edc.uri.edu/rieccatlas
http://www.edc.uri.edu/rieccatlas
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In 1893, new investors reopened the old Capwell 

Quarry at Polly Coon for a few years.  They raised 

the bridge abutments and the center island four feet 

and capped it with a dozen heavy timbers in order to 

haul heavy quarry stones to the rail road including a 

20 ton stone in 1894.  A neighbor who has lived here 

all his life recalls the bridge timbers still in place in 

the 1930s. 

  

The 100-year flood elevation at Polly Coon Bridge is 

EL 35.  The 1893 stone abutments are just below that 

level.  The 2010 March Flood, a 500-year event, 

peaked 4 ½ feet higher at EL 39.  The river backed up 

so much from the natural and manmade restrictions at 

Meeting House Bridge (Route 3), that it resembled a 

calm lake more than a raging torrent, as one might 

expect after all that rain. 
 

Now Polly Coon Bridge will be going back to work. 

The Westerly and Hopkinton Land Trusts recently 

protected fourteen hundred acres and ten miles of 

Pawcatuck River frontage where the original Polly 

Coon Bridge once stood.  The two land trusts are re-

connecting both sides of the river with a 75-foot free- 

span arched aluminum pedestrian bridge at the old 

bridge location.  New concrete landings will be raised 

1 1/2 feet above, and be set back of, the existing abut-

ments. 
 

There is only one remaining missing piece of this 

puzzle linking the two trailheads.  The Tomaquag 

Brook floodplain in Hopkinton, northeast of the Polly 

Coon Bridge, is a wide swamp.  Hikers can only 

count on being able to cross it a few months of the 

year.  Currently, trail workers utilize a natural log 

bridge and sandals or waterproof boots to get back 

and forth.  The Hopkinton Land Trust has been inves-

tigating bridge options for five years and has now 

selected the location for a 300-foot helical pile sup-

ported crossing.  The land trust expects to finalize 

design and permitting this winter.  Much of the con-

struction will be completed with volunteer labor, but 

the land trust hopes to receive a trail grant from the 

RIDEM this spring.  The bridge could be open to the 

public during the summer of 2013. 
 

I would like to thank Dwight Brown for much of the 

historical information used above. 

continued from p. 3 

The remains of the old Polly Coon Bridge in the beginning phase 

of the construction process.  Photo courtesy of auntiebeak.com. 

Want to help your local watershed while celebrating Earth Day at 

the same time?  Well, we have the perfect thing for you! 

Help WPWA keep our watershed healthy & beautiful. 

Volunteer for a few hours anytime between April 20th & 21st at 

one of many cleanup sites. Some may be right in your neighborhood!  

Go to our Events Page for more information & to choose a site. 

www.wpwa.org/events.php 



   To learn how your business 

or organization can 

become a sponsor of  

WATERSHED, send an 

email to: info@wpwa.org 

Opinions expressed in Watershed are not necessarily those of WPWA, its Board of Trustees, or staff. 
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Atkisson Electric Company, Inc. 
PO Box 81, Hope Valley, RI 02832 

Phone & FAX: (401) 539-7003 

   atkissonelectric@yahoo.com 
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