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Land preservation fights are rarely won on a permanent 
basis. Individual development proposals for unique areas 
may be fought and defeated but as long as the land continues 
to exist in its natural slate. it is always susceptible to being 
destroyed or degraded. When one proposal is I urned down, 
there are usually others waiting to be considered. 

Every year, scenic and ecologically significant land areas 
are sold with changing ownership and better or worse 
opportunili1:s for preservation. In the past. the state of Con

necticut has acquired many significant areas for inclusion 
into its system of state parks andstaleforests:however. the 
state cannot purchase every desirable tract of land. In the 
privat1: sector, land trusts. watershed councils, and asso
ciated bodies have formed alternative means to preserv1: 
land which is increasingly important to the state. 

One of the most important acts of land preservation in 
Connecticut in many years took place on April 1, 1982 when 
The Nature Conservancy purchased 300 acres of land in 
East Haddam from the heirs of the late Vivien Kellems. The 
Conservancy has named the new fish and wildlife refuge the 

Cynthia B. Carlson Nature Preserve, known lo most as 
Chapman's Pond. 

Following the acquisition there have been many news 
articles about the new preserve but more needs to be 
recorded. because the land is so unique and so many people 

worked very hard lo save it; a more detailed account of both 
the land and the story of its preservation should be offered. 
The saga of Chapman's Pond is important for all land pres
ervationists because it tells how land preservation some
times evolves in a most tedious and complex manner. 

THE LAND'S NATURAL ENVIRONMENT 

The name, 'Chapman's Pond,' does not adequately de
scribe the region because there is more to the area than just a 

pond. The over 600 acres of land is located in the south west-
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ern corner of East Haddam, stretching south from thf• 

Coodspeed's landing lo the northern boundary of Gillette 
Castle State Park and includes a series of similarly shaped 
hills known as Thi: Seven Sisters. The land is bordered on 
th1: east by River Road and to the west by the Connecticut 
River and Lord and Rich islands. Bel ween the river and the 
base of the sharply-rising hills is a broad, flat floodplain, an 
accumulation of silt and organic debris tha I fills a port ion of 
the ancient riverbed. Chapman's Pond lies within that 
floodplain. 

To the naturalist. th1: key to the value of the area is its 

diversity. for the tract not only includes riverfloodplain and 
a totally fresh-waler tidal pond (which is unique in itself]. 
hut it also boasts two tidal creeks connecting the pond with 
the river, tidal marsh. mixed hardwood forest, a nearly pure 
stand of mature hemlock, hills and cliffs towering hundreds 
of feet upward, rushing woodland brooks, and reverting 
m1:adows. Although a few old foundations. stone walls, and 
logging roads can be found, the land is essentially in an 
unspoiled. natural state. 

Within the area one can find just about any type of native 
tree common to the stale; there arc numerous noteworthy 
stands of hemlock, blac:k birch. yellow birch, tulip. beech, 
maple. and oak with one particularly impressive while oak 

along the South Creek. There is also a massive hemlock 
hidden among a thick stand of pure hemlock on the top of a 
ridge. It is obviously a survivor from the days whren the land 
was open fields. 

Tim Hawley. a forester for the New Haven Water Com
pany speculated that the northern hemlock stand was 
between 80 and 100 years old and owed its existence to the 
moist, humid environment of the pond. Hemlocks, he 
explained, cannot tolerate fire and even brush fires can kill 
standing trees. Railroads, such as the now-defunct New 
York, New Haven, and Hartford line across the river. were 
responsible for many fires in the region due to airborne 
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PRESERVATION EFFORTS 

There is circumstantial evidence that indicates Ms. Kel
lems was considering developing the property as of 1971 but 
during the spring of 1973 she discussed with the then Com
missioner of the Department of Environmental Protection, 
Douglas M. Castle, ways to preserve the land. The state made 
no firm offer to acquire the land but later that year when 
Cos tie requested from the Gateway Committee a list of lower 
Connecticut River properties worthy of preservation, Kel
lems' Chapman's Pond tract was high on the list. Again, there 
is no evidence that the DEP or the Gateway Committee (later 
renamed the Connecticut River Gateway Commission) 
moved to acquire it. 

When Vivien Kellems unexpectedly died in January, 1975 
wµile in Santa Monica, California, many people assumed that 
she would leave the Chapman's Pond land to the state as a 
nature preserve, or that the land would be protected in some 
other fashion. That was not done, and all of the Chapman's 
Pond land was left to her brother, David Kellems of Coupe
ville.'Washington, who was a co-owner of some of the parcels. 

Why the land was not permanently protected has been a 
cause of speculation among East Haddam residents ever 
since. Some question Ms. Kellems' sincerity as a true land 
conservationist while others who knew her well have com
mented that she was so preoccupied with her life that she 
never fully considered the eventuality of her death. Whatever 
motives she had, the beauty and ecological significance of her 
land, her management of it, and the unique circumstances of 
her estate prompted one of the most complex and interesting 
land conservation efforts in our region's history. 

The IRS immediately put a lien against Vivien Kellems' 
estate in order to collect back taxes owed to it as a result of her 
refusal to pay. To complicate matters further, David Kellems, 
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Canoeists on Chapman's Pond. Photo by Susan D. Cooley. 
Courtesy of The Nature Conservancy. 

the principal heir, died several months after his sister's death, 
prompting more complex probate proceedings. Nothing hap
pened to Chapman's Pond for two years but in the meantime, 
other members of the family had engineering plans for a 
60-unit subdivision drawn up.

I was out of the country during 1976 and when I re_turned in
. 1977, I heard rumors that the IRS had satisfied its claim 

against the Kellems estate and the heirs had begun to sell 
much of Vivien's land, including some in East Haddam. Hav
ing spent a great deal of my childhood on the Connecticut 
River and Chapman's Pond, specifically, I was horrified at the 
thought of this valuable tract of land succumbing to bulldoz
ers. In an attempt to learn more. I wrote to the Kellems' 
long-time attorney, Francis McGuire of New London, and 
learned that the Chapman's Pond lots had not yet been 
touched and there were no plans for them at that time. The 
land was now owned by three members of the Kellems clan: 
Tillie (David's widow) and Van Kellems from Coupeville, 
Washington and David C. Kellems of New London, Connecti
cut. Van and David were Tillie's sons and Vivien's nephe,;s. 

Still a novice to the organized environmental community in 
Connecticut, I began what I envisioned as a one-man c:rusade 
to spearhead a preservation effort. Conservationists had cas
ually talked of "saving" the land for years but to my knowl
edge there was no effort actively under way. I contacted every 
conservation group I could think of, including the DEP, the 
Connecticut River Watershed Council, and the Connecticut 
River Gateway Commission. Some stated they had no money, 
others explained that it "wasn't their thing," but most 
expressed the opinion that someone else was going to acquire 
it. Christopher Percy, now with the International Atlantic 
Salmon Foundation, was president of the watershed associa
tion and suggested that I talk to Evan Griswold who was then 







At this point, Cynthia B. Carlson of Haddam, the future 
eponym of the new nature preserve, became involved in the 
project. A group of conservationists along the lower Connecti
cut River - spearheaded by a group called CONVAC and its 
leader attorney Julian Rosenberg, long-time East Haddam 
resident - had been battling Northeast Utilities for years, 
first opposing the construction of the Connecticut Yankee 
Atomic Power Plant in the 1960s, then pressing for the com
prehensive ecological study of the impacts of the plant, and 
finally arguing over placement of high voltage overhead 
transmission lines that cross the river at several points. Their 
claims were that the power lines spoiled the scenic quality of 
the lower river and that Northeast Utilities had failed to 
comply with a DEP order to remove the lines and put them 
under the river. Mrs. Carlson, a landowner and developer in 
the Higganum section of Haddam, joined the battle and filed 
suit against NU in an attempt to get the power lines at Scovill 
Rock removed. She claimed that the lines and towers dimin
ished the value of her land. 

In 1981, chances for removal of the power lines dimmed and 
Northeast Utilities proposed several alternatives to the 
multi-million dollar project of laying the lines under the river. 
Most parties seemed to be ready to accept a compromise that 
included a donation by NU of $1.25 million to help preserve 
the valley's scenic quality through land acquisition. Early in 
1982, the DEP ruled that the powerlines could stay and NU 
announced its intentions to donate $250,000 to a Middletown 
trust and $1,000,000 to the Connecticut River Gateway Com
mission, now chaired by none other than Evan Griswold, 
former Director of TNC's Connecticut Chapter. 

The Gateway Commission, a quasi-state agency estab
lished by an act of the state's legislature in 1972, is dedicated 
to the protection of the scenic quality of the lower Connecticut 
River and is empowered to oversee member-towns' zoning 
changes along the river and to acquire river land and ease
ments. With the million dollars from Northeast Utilities, the 
Gateway Commission finally had money. 

On February 24, 1982, Kent Olson and Alex Gardner stood 
in front of the Gateway Commission asking that a chunk of 
the million dollars be contributed to the acquisition of Chap
man's Pond, a project in keeping with the purpose of the NU 
gift and a long-term priority of Gateway. 

Although it appeared likely that Gateway would agree to 
the contribution, actions totally unrelated to the Chapman's 
Pond project were imperiling the entire arrangement. On 
March 5, 1982, Cynthia Carlson and her attorney asked the 
DEP to reverse its decision to let the powerlines remain over
head at Scovill Rock. If the DEP honored her request, NU 
would not donate the money, the Gateway could not give it to 
TNC, and the entire project might collapse. Even if the DEP 
stayed by its original decision, Carlson would be able to 
appeal, delaying settlement possibly for years, which would 
likewise kill the pending land purchase. 

At the time, Peter B. Cooper, a New Haven attorney and 
well-respected, veteran conservationist, who was the chair
man of the Connecticut Chapter of TNC, and, coincidentally, 
the private legal counsel for the Gateway Commission, met 
with Mrs. Carlson and her attorney for most of the weekend 
discussing the matter. On Monday, March 8, Mrs. Carlson 
withdrew her appeal before the DEP and the next morning the 
DEP reaffirmed its decision to let the powerlines remain, 
clearing the road for the NU donation. That evening the Gate-

way Commission pledged $300,000 to TNC toward the pur
chase of Chapman's Pond on the conditions that the 
commission actually did receive the million dollars and that 
TNC would raise the balance needed to purchase the land. A 
one-month grace period had to pass before the money would 
actually be transferred and all parties kept their fingers 
crossed, hoping that nothing would occur to derail the agree
ment. TNC resumed its search for the balance of the $700,000. 

In order to exercise its option to buy the land, TNC had to 
make a decision on March 10, 1982, and although it was then 
$51,000 short of what it felt it needed to go ahead with the 
project, it legally bound itself to the April 1 purchase. 

On March 22, the SCS announced that it was awarding a 
$160,000 RC&D grant to the project and soon afterwards 
added another $45,000 and suddenly TNC had $578,000 in 
cash and pledges toward the $700,000 goal. On April 1, 1982, 
The Nature Conservancy bought 300.84 acres of the Kellems 
land with the family retaining 60 acres near River Road. The 
pond had been saved! 

The area was officially dedicated on June 13, 1982 as the 
Cynthia B. Carlson Nature Preserve in a splashy awards and 
dedication banquet at East Haddam's Gelston House Restau
rant - site of Captain John Chapman's home and within sight 
of the new preserve. 

MANAGEMENT OF THE PRESERVE AND ITS FUTURE 

The acquisition efforts for the Chapman's Pond area are not 
yet finished. Although the critical, threatened land has been 
preserved, significant parcels of land around the pond need to 
be acquired if a comprehensive nature preserve is to be estab
lished. It is important to set aside as much land as possible if 
adequate habitat for healthy populations of coyote, bobcat, 
deer, and especially bald eagle is to be provided. 

The Nature Conservancy and the East Haddam Land Trust 
will continue negotiations with other landowners in hopes 
that they, too, will join the efforts for preservation and add 
their lands to the ever-expanding nature preserve. The organ
izations will also continue to solicit additional cash gifts and 
increased membership in order to provide for adequate 
upkeep and expansion of the preserve. 

Although in most cases the two conservation groups will 
retain individual ownership of the separate lots, the aggre
gate of the area around the pond will be managed jointly by 
the two organizations with help from the SCS and the DEP, 
assuring professional and local participation. To date, the 
specifics of the management plan have not been finalized but 
it appears that the management will not greatly differ from 
that of the past twenty years. People will be free to visit the 
preserve but the site will not be actively promoted to encour
age heavy public use. The principal access will remain 
through the creek and pond via canoe. It is likely that motor
ized vehicles will be prohibited from the land. 

The groups generally believe that Mother Nature is the best 
manager of this type of land. As the years turn into decades, 
trees will die and be allowed to fall and rot. The pond, creeks, 
and marsh will go through natural changes associated with 
scouring, deposition, and flooding; the hemlocks will grow 
old and majestic; the forest will mature; habitat for uncom
mon organisms will be enhanced; and special interrelation
ships between groups of animals and between organisms and 
their physical environment will be maintained. It is possible 
that in fifty years people will be able to observe at Chapman's 
Pond what they cannot observe anywhere else in the state. 
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