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A year ago, the Gerritsen Creek salt marshes on Jamaica Bay in Brooklyn were simply ''the creek,'' a 

fishing spot and informal local dump. They were a place to toss old tires and rusting car hulks, or for 

teenagers to hide out for clandestine beer parties. Old-timers could do a bit of illegal muskrat hunting 

or crab netting there. 

Now, like a worn table stuck in the attic that turns out to be a valuable antique, the marshes are 

getting some respect. A new trail through Marine Park in Gerritsen Beach loops past the inlets and 

through the reeds to give visitors a chance to step inside the wetlands and walk around. From that 

vantage point, the soggy, swampy acres suddenly look impressive. 

The tall spartina, or cordgrasses, growing out of the little bay look soft and lush, in shades of green 

ranging from subtle to psychedelic brilliance. Herons and snowy egrets arc through the sky, which 

seems especially vast. It is so still you can hear the fiddler crabs, which burrow into the mud and are 

as plentiful as ants on an anthill, scuttling against the plastic sheet lining the gravel path. 
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''The point of the trail,'' said Bella Pierson, a ranger at the city park, ''is to get people down to actually 

see it.'' 

The point is to give people a nice park, of course -- a strolling and jogging trail, a retreat from noise 

and bustle, a place to relax and watch the grass wave and the fiddler crabs dig. 

But Marc A. Matsil, chief of the Natural Resources Group of the City Parks and Recreation 

Department, has another agenda for the new Marine Park nature trail and center. He wants to dispel 

the public images of swamps as bug-filled wastelands. He wants to give wetlands a fresh, glamorous 

image. 

The Natural Resources Group, founded by Parks Commissioner Henry J. Stern in 1984, is in charge 

of acquiring, restoring and maintaining the city's natural lands -- its woodlands, meadows and 

wetlands. Like the sight of the World Trade Center towers beyond the cordgrass of Marine Park, the 

conjunction of New York City and wilderness may seem incongruous. But the Natural Resources 

Group is now responsible for about 30,000 acres of city-owned wildlands. Of that, 12,000 acres are 

parkland and 8,500 acres are salt wetlands. 

When it comes to protecting trees and meadows, the city rarely faces opposition. Yes, New Yorkers 

may have rolled their eyes when Mr. Stern described the criminal destruction of city trees as 

''aboricide.'' Nevertheless, most residents shared his outrage. And the wide, grassy lawns in urban 

parks are universally treasured. 

Wetlands, though, have less cachet. Environmental organizations emphasize their importance. But in 

general, only wetlands in faraway spots -- rain forests in Brazil, for instance, or the Everglades in 

Florida -- arouse public passion. Local wetlands are thought of as soggy, reed-filled bogs. 

A walk through the salt marsh on the Marine Park trail could change that view. That, at least, is what 

Mr. Matsil and and his colleagues hope. 

To ecologists, salt marshes are gorgeous, fascinating and valuable. They inspire scientists like Mr. 

Matsil -- who sprinkles his conversation with terms like ''facultative mutualism'' and ''heterotrophic 

aerobic microbes,'' to lyricism. 

''They are the hidden jewels of the New York metro area,'' said Andrew S. Milliken, a biologist at the 

Go to Complete List »

 

Related Ads

» Volunteer Opportunities

 

Also in Health:

What are Related Ads? 

10.  New Orleans Dining Is Up for Review Again 

nytimes.com/health 

How experts deal with caregiving

●     An assault on decency 
●     His service ended, but the battles raged on 
●     Patient Voices: Bipolar Disorder 

http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&page=www.nytimes.com/archive/article&pos=Box1&sn2=ff527c27/6a0499e3&sn1=2cbfb6d7/458a4e28&camp=NYT2008-marketingmoduleOpinion&ad=HL-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M053-OP-0708&goto=http://newoldage.blogs.nytimes.com/2008/07/14/faced-with-caregiving-even-experts-struggle/%3Fex=1231992000%26en=47ea86f08ac92b57%26ei=5087%26WT.mc_id=HL-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M053-OP-0708-PH%26WT.mc_ev=click%26mkt=HL-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M053-OP-0708-PH
http://query.nytimes.com/search/query?srchst=r&term=Volunteer Opportunities&google_ad_channel=generic&google_ad_client=ca-nytimes_radlinks_topic_js&google_page_url=http%3A//query.nytimes.com/gst/fullpage.html%3Fres%3D9E03E2DC1431F937A1575BC0A9669C8B63
javascript:pop_me_up2('http://www.nytimes.com/ref/membercenter/faq/linkingqa17.html','420400','width=420,height=400,scrollbars=yes,toolbars=no,resizable=no');
http://www.nytimes.com/2008/07/25/dining/25orleans.html?em&ex=1217131200&en=1c6fc3afde0b4897&ei=5087%0A
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&page=www.nytimes.com/archive/article&pos=Box1&sn2=ff527c27/6a0499e3&sn1=2cbfb6d7/458a4e28&camp=NYT2008-marketingmoduleOpinion&ad=HL-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M053-OP-0708&goto=http://nytimes.com/health/%3FWT.mc_id=HL-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M053-OP-0708-VRT%26WT.mc_ev=click%26mkt=HL-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M053-OP-0708-VRT
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&page=www.nytimes.com/archive/article&pos=Box1&sn2=ff527c27/6a0499e3&sn1=2cbfb6d7/458a4e28&camp=NYT2008-marketingmoduleOpinion&ad=HL-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M053-OP-0708&goto=http://nytimes.com/health/%3FWT.mc_id=HL-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M053-OP-0708-URL%26WT.mc_ev=click%26mkt=HL-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M053-OP-0708-URL
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&page=www.nytimes.com/archive/article&pos=Box1&sn2=ff527c27/6a0499e3&sn1=2cbfb6d7/458a4e28&camp=NYT2008-marketingmoduleOpinion&ad=HL-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M053-OP-0708&goto=http://newoldage.blogs.nytimes.com/2008/07/14/faced-with-caregiving-even-experts-struggle/%3Fex=1231992000%26en=47ea86f08ac92b57%26ei=5087%26WT.mc_id=HL-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M053-OP-0708-HDR%26WT.mc_ev=click%26mkt=HL-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M053-OP-0708-HDR
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&page=www.nytimes.com/archive/article&pos=Box1&sn2=ff527c27/6a0499e3&sn1=2cbfb6d7/458a4e28&camp=NYT2008-marketingmoduleOpinion&ad=HL-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M053-OP-0708&goto=http://newoldage.blogs.nytimes.com/2008/07/16/an-assault-on-decency/%3Fex=1231992000%26en=8746fb8d4694b60f%26ei=5087%26WT.mc_id=HL-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M053-OP-0708-L1%26WT.mc_ev=click%26mkt=HL-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M053-OP-0708-L1
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&page=www.nytimes.com/archive/article&pos=Box1&sn2=ff527c27/6a0499e3&sn1=2cbfb6d7/458a4e28&camp=NYT2008-marketingmoduleOpinion&ad=HL-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M053-OP-0708&goto=http://www.nytimes.com/2008/07/15/health/views/15case.html%3Fex=1231992000%26en=7043d06ca537492f%26ei=5087%26WT.mc_id=HL-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M053-OP-0708-L2%26WT.mc_ev=click%26mkt=HL-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M053-OP-0708-L2
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&page=www.nytimes.com/archive/article&pos=Box1&sn2=ff527c27/6a0499e3&sn1=2cbfb6d7/458a4e28&camp=NYT2008-marketingmoduleOpinion&ad=HL-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M053-OP-0708&goto=http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2008/07/16/health/healthguide/TE_BIPOLAR_CLIPS.html%3Fex=1231992000%26en=25c9efeb17045530%26ei=5087%26WT.mc_id=HL-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M053-OP-0708-L3%26WT.mc_ev=click%26mkt=HL-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M053-OP-0708-L3


Come On In, the Swamp Is Fine; Wetland Beauty Restored, Just Off Flatbush Avenue - New York Times

http://query.nytimes.com/gst/fullpage.html?res=9E03E2DC1431F937A1575BC0A9669C8B63 (3 of 4) [7/25/2008 8:30:44 PM]

Inside NYTimes.com

New England-New York Bight Coastal Program, which works to preserve the region's bays and 

harbors. 

Stanley Gorski, at the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Research Center, startles colleagues with 

his enthusiasm. ''I tell them, 'You ought to see the salt marshes of New York City,' and they do a 

double take,'' he said. ''You wouldn't think of salt marshes in New York City, until you stop and say: 

'Well, New York is a couple of islands.' 

''After they've seen salt marshes for what they are,'' Mr. Gorski added, ''some people regard them as a 

religious experience. Their appreciation is so profound.'' 

After World War II, salt marshes were thought of as ''useless swampland,'' Mr. Matsil said. In a letter 

to Mayor Vincent R. Impellitteri in 1950, Robert Moses, the enormously powerful parks 

commissioner, described filling thousands of acres of marsh with ''sand, ship ballast, rubble from 

bombed buildings in England, and Department of Sanitation garbage, refuse and ashes.'' Some 

300,000 acres of tidal wetlands were filled in New York, New Jersey, Connecticut and Massachusetts, 

Mr. Milliken said. 
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