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Introduction: General Objectives of the Guide
Weir Farm National Historic Site celebrates the art of the American Impressionist painter J. Alden Weir and his Connecticut farm landscape.  As a painter and nature devotee, Weir was deeply inspired by the rural surroundings.  They served as subject matter for a large part of his artistic works.  This interdisciplinary guide focuses on the connections between the natural ecology, botany, geology, early agricultural practices of Weir Farm, and the site's historic use by artists.  While visiting different areas of the Farm, students will be actively involved in making and recording observations, and searching for answers to questions raised.  Art, social history, and the sciences will be reflected in a wide range of activities.

How the Passport Works
The main objective of a field trip using the Passport to Weir Farm is to understand why the different areas visited appear as they do, and why they are located where they are.  Students will visit five different areas, or ecosystems, where they will observe carefully various features.  In the Passport, observation charts and a series of questions appear for the student to consider for each ecosystem.  Students rate intensity of several important factors: LIGHT, TEMPERATURE, HUMIDITY, DENSITY OF VEGETATION, VEGETATION TYPE, and INFLUENCE OF MAN.  For the first four factors, qualitative estimates can be made using terms such as high, medium and low.  Students indicate either woody or non-woody (herbaceous) for vegetation type, and in the last column students can make notes concerning the influence of humans on the ecosystem.  (See sample chart below.)
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Student Outcomes
With each completed ecosystem chart, students can construct a rough line graph by connecting the ratings in the columns.  By comparing graphic profiles produced for each study site, they will gain new insights into the complex interplay of factors operating within an ecosystem.

Of course, many other environmental and human factors contribute to the dynamics of a system.  Students should be encouraged to suggest other factors that might apply and add them to their Passport.  This approach will reinforce strongly the connectedness of everything, a basic tenet in ecology.

Preparing Students for the Field Trip
1. Inform your students of the overall objectives of the trip and explain how the Passport will be used.  Each student will receive his or her own Passport for recording observations and sketches.  The Passports also can be used for follow-up studies in the classroom.

2. Students need to bring a pencil with an eraser to record their observations and notes in the Passport.  For easier reference and to familiarize them with the Passport, we suggest that you have the students number the pages before they begin using it.

3. Students need to be properly attired for walking in a variety of woods and open fields at Weir Farm.  A good pair of walking shoes is required.

4. The deer tick, which spreads Lyme disease, is found in grassy areas, fields, and woods.  To help prevent a deer tick bite, wear light colored clothing, long sleeves and pants, with the pants tucked into your socks.  Have the students inspect themselves after their time outdoors.

5. Be on the alert for poison ivy.  Familiarize yourself and the students with its appearance, and learn to avoid it.

Other Notes on Using the Passport
Since the trip stresses a holistic approach to the interpretation of a site, you might consider involving an interdisciplinary team of teachers who have special interests in art, social studies, and/or science.

6. The Passport is designed for upper elementary and middle school students.  When the students arrive at the Farm they will be split into groups of no more than 15 individuals.  Two adults need to accompany each group--a Weir Farm staff member and the teacher or other school member.

7. The Weir Farm experience may have links to your own classroom curricula; either reinforcing units in progress, or anticipating others yet to come.  Beyond the introduction the Passport provides, you also may discover on your own other ways to utilize the cultural and natural resources at Weir Farm.

8. We encourage your comments and suggestions.  They will be of great help to us in future educational programming.  The end of this teachers' guide includes an evaluation form that we urge you to complete and return to us.

The Natural History of Weir Farm  A Brief Sketch
Weir Farm is situated in the Southwestern Hills Region of Connecticut, an upland terrain marked by rolling hills and valleys.  Most of the Farm lies within the headwaters of a drainage system that flows northeastwardly from elevations of 650 feet toward Branchville and the Norwalk River.  In many places differential weathering of bedrock over time has resulted in a series of elongate, rock bound ridges and intervening lowlands often occupied by swamps and watercourses.  In the eastern section of the Farm is and artificial impoundment, the Weir Pond, that dates from the late 1800s.  It supports a variety of aquatic plants, some fish, and rich assemblies of shoreline trees and shrubs.

Signs of past glaciation may be seen almost everywhere: round shaped hills, scoured bedrock, and vast numbers of transported boulders and stones.  Early farmers cleared the land of these stones and constructed systems of walls still in evidence today.  Associated practices of grazing and cropping of the land have long since ceased, except in the few fields and gardens located near the historic core of the Farm.

Elsewhere, the land has reverted to forest, principally hardwoods of a mixed woodland type.  Wide differences in tree age (up to 200 years) and size can be related to when each parcel of farmland was abandoned.  A complex mosaic of successional differences with a varied topographic setting has led to the diverse forest seen today.  Along with associated shrubs and herbaceous plants (including many wildflowers, ferns, and clubmosses), this high diversity provides a suitable habitat for various forms of wildlife including amphibians, turtles, small mammals, fox, raccoon, deer, and birds.

A Brief Cultural History of Weir Farm
Weir Farm National Historic Site in Ridgefield and Wilton, Connecticut is a significant part of our national heritage.  Established in 1990, it is the only National Park dedicated to the stewardship of a property associated with an American painter.  As the summer home and workplace of the eminent American impressionist painter J. Alden Weir (1852-1919), the landscape of Weir Farm has been captured in many of his paintings and sketches.  Other American artists such as Albert Pinkham Ryder, John Twachtman, and Childe Hassam also found inspiration for paintings and sketches at the farm.  In addition, Weir's daughter Dorothy painted at the farm while her husband, Mahonri Young, made many sketches of the landscape and had a sculpture studio on the premises.  Young completed all his work for the sculptures of his famous This Is The Place monument in this studio.  The 153-acre property was acquired by Weir in 1882.  Subsequent land purchases added to the property, which totaled 238 acres at Weir's death.  The farm remained under the ownership of Weir's descendants until 1957.  Doris and Sperry Andrews, fellow artists and friends of Mahonri Young, owned and cared for the property from 1958 to 1990, when it was acquired by the Trust for Public Land and subsequently the National Park Service. 

Prominent Horticultural Plants around the Burlingham House Visitor Center
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Ecosystem Dynamics 

(The information below is reproduced from another source)

Ecological Factors--Abiotic and Biotic
Living things do not exist alone but are closely associated with the surrounding physical environment.  The place where an organism lives is called its habitat and is defined in terms of various physical characteristics.  Non-living, or abiotic, factors have considerable influence on the organisms found in an area.  Each organism exists as part of a community  a group of different species living together in the same place.  The effects that organisms may have in an area are collectively referred to as biotic factors.  Ecology is that part of biology, which studies these biotic and abiotic factors, attempting to understand the various ways they interact with each other in the natural world.  The total of all organisms (biotic) and their interactions with each other and the non-living environment (abiotic) is called an ecosystem.  Different ecosystems can be identified according to the nature of the factors present; thus we can speak of forest ecosystems, grasslands ecosystems, aquatic ecosystems, tundra ecosystems, and salt marsh ecosystems  to name a few.

Abiotic Factors
Temperature can have a broad influence on life activity.  Some organisms can survive better in warmer or cooler areas than others.  Organisms such as plants, insects, worms, bacteria, and reptiles have little control over their own body temperatures, while birds and mammals are able to maintain their temperature at a constant level.  Most species, however, have a limited range of temperature in which they can survive.

Light, in the form of radiant energy from the sun, drives all life activities.  The degree of exposure required varies according to the kind of organism.  Those that make their own food by photosynthesis (autotrophs) require direct exposure to sunlight to one degree or another, while heterotrophs have no such need.  Much radiant energy is converted to heat energy when it strikes the earth's surface.  Therefore, temperature in an area is influenced by sunlight.

Water in liquid form is a basic requirement of all living things.  Organisms vary, however, in the amount of water needed for survival.  Many of these differences vary according to how active an organism is and to what extent it is able to control the amount of water lost by evaporation and/or excretion.  Accordingly, the amount of water available in an area influences what kinds of organisms can live there.

Atmosphere in motion is wind.  Wind may be responsible for movement of warm or cool air, and therefore affects temperature.  It also may influence the rate of water evaporation in an area.  Changing wind patterns can lead to weather occurrences such as cloud formation and precipitation.

Fire in certain areas may occur with some regularity.  Due to the destructive nature of this factor on living things, only fire resistant forms would be able to survive.

Gravity is perhaps one of the most constant abiotic factors in an ecosystem.  Many structural adaptations have evolved in living things according to their requirements for support and/or movement.  In some coastal ecosystems organisms may be adapted to varying gravitational influences according to the changes in position of the moon and sun relative to the earth (tides).

Topography may have considerable effect on ecosystems.  Differences in elevation of land may influence air currents, exposure to light, the amount of available water, and erosion.

Soil fertility has a bearing on the entire vitality of an ecosystem.  Soils containing adequate air spaces for oxygen, minerals, and water are required by many organisms.  Where soil conditions are less than ideal, more tolerant species will exist.

Time is a factor that influences the nature of ecosystems.  Change always occurs and its effects are cumulative.  As time proceeds, the intensity of abiotic and biotic factors may change and alter the whole character of an ecosystem.   For example, if left alone, grassland ecosystems in temperate North America will eventually change into forest ecosystems.

Biotic Factors
Both the presence and activity of organisms within an ecosystem strongly influence its nature.  Green plants can capture and store some of the sun's radiant energy.  This energy becomes available to other life forms when they eat the plants.  As producers of energy, green plants support primary consumers, and indirectly, all other organisms linked in the food web.  Organisms also play an important role in the recycling of atoms of the different components in an ecosystem, and thus insure a continuing supply of raw materials to sustain life from one generation to another.

Field Notes for Passport Ecosystems
Pasture
-Grasses include fescues, little bluestem, oatgrass and Indian grass.

-Red cedar, a pioneer tree in open land, is seen here and there.

-Hedgrow trees and shrubs:

-Many species present; some more common toward the bottom slope where soil moisture is greater.

-Species include oaks, hickories, black cherry, maple, flowering dogwood, mountain laurel, black gum, gray birch, staghorn sumac, black locust, blueberry, fetterbush, and red chokeberry.

-Bedrock: Tilted strata layers weather differently and cause step-like slopes.

Land use and management may influence -Vegetation.  For example, areas such as pasture corners and rock outcrops are more difficult to mow, and therefore, certain non-grass species will flourish in those locations.

Upland Pasture
-High ground:

-Glacial action and subsequent soil removal causes bedrock to be exposed.

-Only indistinct indications of glacial striae (grooves and scratches) exist.

-A somewhat small glacial erratic may be seen nearby.

-Thin soil is not supportive of large trees.

-Pasture is kept open by mowing, but trees and shrubs are favored when growing amid rock outcrops.  Some trees and shrubs are rooted in the rock cracks.  Typical species found include black birch, gray birch, and sassafras.

-Stone wall above swamp: An increased soil thickness from sediment build-up supports a more vigorous growth of trees.  Look for large specimens of shagbark hickory and red cedar, which harbors galls of cedar-apple rust.  The galls may appear gelatinous in wet weather.

-The old wagon road leading south of the pasture enters a very young second growth woods.  This suggests a more recent abandonment of an open field.

Swamp
-Is a red maple swamp that contains poorly drained muck soils with relatively high moisture throughout the year.  Water from the swamp is slowly released to the northeast.

-Aside from red maples, many shrubs may be seen including spicebush and sweet pepperbush.  Skunk cabbage, swamp violets, and various fern species also are present.

-There are two sycamore trees growing on opposite sides of the swamp.  These appear to be hybrids and may have been planted by Weir at either end of the "Fishing Bridge" which at one time crossed the swamp.

The Woods
-This is a typical second growth forest that overtime developed from earlier abandoned fields.

-Common trees include red oak, black, oak, chestnut oak, black birch, white ash, beech, black cherry, and hickory.  All are of varying size according to their growing conditions and age.

-Indicators of former open land include red cedar (generally in poor condition), the presence of “wolf” trees, and in some locations aspen which spring up in areas more recently disturbed or ravaged by fire.  One such location is near the western side of Weir Pond.

-Large glacial erratic is in the woods some distance south of the trail leading away from the swamp.

Weir Pond
- 4.68 acre pond that is fed from surface water runoff and underground springs.

-Pond perimeter supports a thick growth of button bush, willow, red maple, and royal fern.

-Character of vegetation is different on south side compared to north side.  Possible controlling factors are greater light exposure on north side and differences in exposure to prevailing winds.

-Other plant species in the vicinity are spice bush, sweet pepperbush, black gum, winterbury, highbush blueberry, red oak, and American beech. 

-Aquatic forms growing in the pond include various green algae, water shield, duck meal, coontail, and bladderwort.  Fish and aquatic invertebrates are evident.

-Trail north of dam leads to a natural waterfall.

-Island at east end of pond.

-High ground, including rock escarpments, appears to the east and northeast of pond.

Comments:

Forward to:



Supervisory Park Ranger

Weir Farm National Historic Site

735 Nod Hill Road

Wilton, CT   06897

Clifford_Laube@nps.gov
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