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BY GAIL BRACCIDIFERRO MACDONALD

S ue Ellen McCuin often has hiked through the 1,000-acre 
Old Saybrook tract called the Preserve. As a newlywed in 
1998, she attended grassroots meetings about the parcel’s 
significance. She was a founding member of the Alliance 

for Sound Area Planning, a group formed specifically to help 
ensure its conservation. In 2004, while she was pregnant with 
her now 9-year-old daughter, she was rallying support to pre-
serve the land as open space.

Yet she, and others who have become so familiar with this 
land just north of Interstate 95 in the northwest corner of Old 
Saybrook, say that on each visit they discover new facets of the 
parcel’s environmental significance. They say its natural beauty 
and biodiversity continues to impress them. The sprawling, un-
dulating parcel unfolds like a flower’s petals, slowly revealing its 

vernal pools; dry, hot trap rock ridges; dense forest; and sweet 
meadows. In one area, flowering dogwood seem reminiscent 
of  Virginia, and in another, stands of maples transport a visitor 
to Vermont, said former Essex First Selectman and now State 
Representative Philip J. Miller. 

Besides its flora and geology, there is its wildlife: 25 species of 
amphibians and reptiles, 30 species of mammals, and 57 species 
of birds. Even stealthy bobcats and fishers have been spotted 
on the property, which lies near the mouth of the Connecticut 
River and Long Island Sound.

“It’s so exciting to be out there,” Ms. McCuin said. “The 
significance of the property has kept revealing itself more and 
more. In my heart, I’ve always believed they [developers] would 
never get a shovel in the ground.” 

Mr. Miller said, “It’s the only parcel like this between New 
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York and Boston. This is our number one concern for preserving.”
For almost 25 years, activists have lobbied to preserve the 1,000-

acre forest. Punctuating their quest have been lawsuits, foreclosures, 
development proposals, and petition drives. The many individuals 
and groups campaigning for public open space instead of develop-
ment now say they feel more hopeful than ever that their tenacity will 
pay off. The Trust for Public Land, with its 28-year history of land 
preservation success in Connecticut, secured an option in June 2013 
to buy the land. The trust considers this project the last opportunity 
to conserve a large, intact block of coastal forest amid the suburban 
sprawl that characterizes most property between Boston and New 
York City. 

The agreement between the Trust for Public Land and Lehman 
Brothers Holdings, Inc., is valid until June 2014. Conservationists 
are scrambling to line up both the money and the key players needed 
to make preserving the land in perpetuity a reality at last. The trust is 
striving to raise between $10 million and $12 million to buy the land 
and set aside funds for continued stewardship of it.

Alicia Betty, Connecticut state director for the Trust for Public 
Land, said the campaign’s success relies on fundraising from three 
sectors. As much as $3 million should be raised from individuals, 
foundations, and philanthropists. The trust will ask that $4 million be 
bonded by the town of Old Saybrook, and the remainder will come 
from state grants funneled through the Connecticut Department of 
Energy and Environmental Protection.

Ms. Betty said the trust has been buoyed by the amount of support 
it has seen for the effort even as the more public phase of fundrais-
ing was only beginning early this winter. For example, the National 
Fish and Wildlife Foundation Acres for America program donated 
$250,000, she said. 

“We’ve raised $750,000 in pledges and gifts by talking to just a 
very few people,” Ms. Betty said. “A thousand acres in Connecticut 
does not come along very often. This is the first time in a generation 
we’ve had this opportunity.”

The sheer size of the parcel is one reason many groups with similar 
but sometimes competing interests—from local land trusts to the towns 
of Old Saybrook, Westbrook, and Essex to Audubon Connecticut to 
the Nature Conservancy—have worked through the years to protect this 
land. By way of comparison, since 1986, the Trust for Public Land has 
completed 77 projects in the state to protect 6,204 acres. 

The Preserve, together with abutting parcels, form a relatively 
unfragmented forest block of more than 6,000 acres, making it an 
important flyway and stopover for migratory birds. It also provides 
significant protection to drinking water supplies in the area because it 
encompasses the headwaters of three watersheds.

“The state is committed to this,” said Graham J. Stevens, office 
director of constituent affairs and land management for Connecticut 
DEEP. “This is a parcel that comes along once in a generation. It is a 
parcel of statewide significance. If it can be preserved, it will be a big 
win for the state as a whole.”

If the current campaign succeeds, the town of Old Saybrook would 

own most of the land. The Essex Land Trust would own 70 acres. 
DEEP would hold a conservation easement to the entire parcel.

Even as perpetual preservation inches tantalizingly closer, however, 
the long and torturous history of the efforts to protect the land add a 
tinge of caution to the general atmosphere of confidence. Although 
the rugged nature of the parcel for years put off developers who 
might have tried to build on it, Old Saybrook officials also rejected 
offers to buy the land on at least two occasions in the 1990s, declin-
ing to take the offers to a vote. The second time, in 1996, the asking 
price was only $2.5 million. It wasn’t until near the beginning of 
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Left, Chris Cryder of the Connecticut Fund for the Environment and Save 
the Sound, explains the developers’ proposal to build 225 houses and a golf 
course on the 1,000-acre coastal maritime forest in Old Saybrook and por-
tions of Essex and Westbrook.
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Top, Chris Cryder.

Above, Bob Czepiel, left; Mindy Hill, center; and Cathy Malin study a 
map of some of the 20 miles of trails and 18th-century cart paths on the land 
known as the Preserve. 



the 21st century, when a new owner named 
Timothy Taylor proposed to develop it, that 
both the state and the Nature Conservancy 
tried unsuccessfully to purchase the land.

By 2002, Lehman Brothers had foreclosed 
on Taylor, and the new owners contended 
the parcel was worth nearly four times its 
then appraised value of $6 million. Lehman, 
through its subsidiary River Sound Develop-
ment, proposed building 248 upscale houses 
and an 18-hole golf course. Developers at 
the time also said Old Saybrook would be 
given 483 acres of the parcel for open space 
preservation, and conservation restrictions 
would be imposed on an additional 59 acres.

Controversy over the development pro-
posal dragged on for years, and the plans 
were challenged in court several times. 
Then, in 2008, conservationists again saw 
renewed hope to protect the parcel when 
Lehman Brothers declared bankruptcy.

Since then, representatives of the Trust 
for Public Land and other conservation 
groups continued to communicate with rep-
resentatives of the surviving Lehman Broth-
ers Holdings, according to Kate Brown, 
Trust for Public Land project manager. At 
the same time, River Sound Development 
brought its modified development proposal 
of 224 housing units before Old Saybrook 
planners. A special exception that allows 
the firm to apply for a wetlands permit—a 
permit that in the past was denied—will re-
main valid until March 2015, said David M. 

Royston, the Old Saybrook attorney who 
represented River Sound.

One key difference between earlier efforts 
to protect the land and the current campaign 
is that no developer seems poised to build to-
day. No representative from Lehman Broth-
ers Holdings could be reached to comment 
for this story, despite numerous attempts 
to seek one. Meanwhile, some who have 
worked for protection for many years say 
that they worry people will forget about the 
fight. They say it has dragged on for so long 
that key figures in the struggle have moved 
away or died, and some residents might 
think the parcel already has been preserved.

Old Saybrook First Selectman Carl For-
tuna said in January that although no formal 
municipal meetings had yet been scheduled 
to discuss the possibility of bringing an open 
space preservation bond proposal to the 
town’s voters, in the past town officials had 
supported spending as much as $3 million 
to protect the Preserve. Because the Trust 
for Public Land has asked for a spring ref-
erendum on the issue, Mr. Fortuna said the 
decision was not his alone to make. But he 
was not a supporter during his campaign in 
2011, when he said development of the Pre-
serve would be bad for Old Saybrook, both 
fiscally and environmentally.

Old Saybrook Conservation Commission 
Chairman Walter Smith said the commis-
sion considers the Preserve extremely im-
portant to protect because it connects to 

other protected land.
“It is rare that a community is given the 

opportunity to demonstrate such support 
for conservation in a relatively well-devel-
oped area, which makes it a very important 
issue for the identity of the town,” Mr. 
Smith wrote in an email.

Although Old Saybrook plays a key role 
in the campaign, Ms. Betty at the Trust for 
Public Land emphasizes the statewide sig-
nificance of the parcel. She said residents 
outside the coastal town should support 
the land’s preservation. For this reason, she 
said she was thrilled when some 200 people 
turned out for an educational hike of the 
land in November. And then, on a nasty, 
chilly January day when heavy rain threat-
ened, about 70 more people came out to 
hike the land. 

Chris Cryder, special projects coordinator 
for Save the Sound, who has been active for 
a decade in the campaign to protect the Pre-
serve, said more hikes and many small group 
meetings were planned through the winter 
and early spring. The purpose of meeting with 
groups ranging from historical societies and 
parent-teacher organizations to neighbor-
hood groups is to raise awareness about the 
property, its environmental significance, and 
the campaign to protect it, Mr. Cryder said.

Ms. McCuin said that through the many 
years of work to protect the Preserve, her 
confidence that the cause would ultimately 
prove successful has not wavered. “I’ve 
been a perennial optimist on this,” she said. 
“Everyone said, ‘you’re never going to 
beat Lehman Brothers,’ but the market has 
worked in our favor. I feel like it will be pro-
tected. We have enough people in key places 
to get this to where it needs to be.”

Gail Braccidiferro MacDonald first covered 
the Preserve controversies for the New York 
Times in the 1990s. She teaches journalism at 
the University of Connecticut.
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Frozen runoff near a path on the 1,000-acre Preserve in Old Saybrook.
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Ice seizes a fallen beech leaf.




