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Teaneck nature trail dedicated to Frank Chapman
Jim Wright
Special to the Record
USA TODAY NETWORK - NEW JERSEY

Today at 6 p.m., Bergen County Audubon Society is unveiling a nature trail
in Teaneck that offers a fascinating mix
of local history, natural history and birding.
The trail is located in Lower Brett
Park, from New Bridge Landing to River
Road. When the trail is completed in
September, it will feature at least 10 interpretive signs, plus nest boxes for tree
swallows, bluebirds and wrens.
The project is dedicated to Frank
Chapman (1864-1945), one of the most
influential naturalists and birding writers in history.
For reasons why Chapman is being
honored, look no farther than a plaque
that will be unveiled there today. It
chronicles many of Chapman’s lasting
achievements — including founding the
Christmas Bird Count (now in its 119th
year) and, while curator of ornithology
at the American Museum of Natural
History, developing realistic dioramas.
“This honor is more than appropriate
as Teaneck and Bergen County were
Chapman’s backyard, where he birded
with famous writer/naturalist John Burrows and others,” says Steve Quinn of
Ridgefield Park, who followed in Chapman’s footsteps designing dioramas for
the museum.
“Chapman really developed the Habitat Group method of exhibiting birds,
which placed them in an actual location/habitat collected on-site and displayed in front of a background painting
that depicted the very place where they
were collected,” says Quinn, a longtime
BCAS member.
“They allowed city folk who might
never see a whooping crane, California
condor, or bald eagle to have a close per-

Cedar waxwings like the ones
Chapman saw as a youth in Teaneck
140 years ago still thrive in North
Jersey. COURTESY OF JIM WRIGHT

sonal and aesthetically beautiful encounter with birds — and care about
saving them.”
Chapman’s legacy also includes
helping establish the first federal bird
sanctuary (on Pelican Island in Florida)
and fighting for laws to protect wild
birds from wanton slaughter for the millinery trade and large-city markets.
Chapman was born on a farm less
than 2 miles away from Brett Park in an
area known as West Englewood. In his
autobiography, Chapman described the
location as “on the east side of the Teaneck Road nearly opposite its junction
with West Englewood Avenue.”
He also wrote of riding ponies, milking cows and staying away from home
on the day that pigs were slaughtered —
farm scenes hard to imagine in today’s
Teaneck.
Teaneck and environs clearly shaped
Chapman’s life, beginning with the trees
on the farm, from the cherry trees that
attracted cedar waxwings in July to the
Norway spruce that attracted crossbills
in winter.
From the Palisades to the east to the
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Frank Chapman, born and raised in Teaneck, was one of the most influential
naturalists in America. He is seen here with an early spotting scope.
COURTESY OF THE AMERICAN MUSEUM OF NATURAL HISTORY.

vast marshes to the south, Chapman
wrote that he had never seen “a more diversified country or a better one for
birds.”
As a youth, Chapman not only loved
birds, but he also hunted them, writing
with chagrin that when he was 14 he
shot two passenger pigeons, “the only
ones I ever saw in nature. Unaware of
their value, I ate them both.”
He lived on the Teaneck farm — and
founded Bird Lore magazine there — until he was in his 40s, when he moved to
Englewood.
Chapman also wrote of the George
Washington Bridge’s impact on the re-

gion nine decades ago: “When a bridge
across the Hudson was assured, the
changes came so rapidly that each
weekend found some cherished shrine
invaded or destroyed.”
Chapman would not recognize much
of North Jersey today, where changes
still come so rapidly, but he would recognize many of the birds that make their
homes here.
After all, he was instrumental in protecting them.
The Bird-watcher column appears
every other Thursday. Email Jim at
celeryfarm@gmail.com.
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Bergen counties in 2020. Though nothing has been finalized yet, the Warren

products (where customers pick their
own flavors and colors of popcorn for
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