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C H E S T N U T  O A K

We chose the chestnut oak (Quercus prinus L.) to

decorate the pages of this book not because it is the

tallest, most noble tree in the New Jersey Highlands,

but because we admire its strength and resilience.

Unlike those of other Highlands oaks, the chestnut

oak leaf is like that of the once common beautiful

American chestnut, which, succumbing to a blight early

in the last century, has disappeared from our forests.

The chestnut oak is a medium-sized tree, reaching a height of

50 to 70 feet, with a trunk diameter of 1 to 2 feet. The wood is heavy,

tough, strong, and durable when in contact with soil. In the nine-

teenth and early twentieth centuries, the tree was logged extensive-

ly for construction lumber, railroad ties, posts, and fuel. Its thick,

deeply-ridged bark resists fire and, was, in earlier times, a rich

source of tannin for treating leather.

Also called “rock” oak, the tree thrives on dry rocky slopes at

higher elevations, where it may be the dominant tree. It can regen-

erate from roots and stumps when cut or burned, and along

Highlands trails, you will see many chestnut oaks with two or more

trunks, “coppiced” trees, growing out of stumps left by loggers. 

Although exposed on hilltops to long-term drought, wind, and

weather, chestnut oaks persist when other species give up, though

often becoming stunted and bent on thin-soiled rocky ridgetops,

where small twisted trees may be a century old. The chestnut oak is

an appropriate symbol of the New Jersey Highlands, which having

survived the assaults of the nineteenth-century iron industry and the

twentieth-century housing boom, are now, in the twenty-first centu-

ry, capable of again becoming the wilderness in our back yard. For

this hopeful possibility, we can thank courageous political leaders,

visionary environmental organizations, dedicated citizens, and hik-

ers like you who love Highlands trails.



E D G E W A L K E R

for Marilyn

In the city she was a steady-ender.

For her playmates the turning rope

opened to rhythmical joy;

for her it threatened dirt and danger,

scuffed shoes and torn skirt,

her mother’s pained silence;

she grasped the loose end

to keep it calm, and turning for others.

So many careful years—

her spirit locked in a child’s cabinet,

until a surprise love smuggles her the key.

Out she flies to a tall mountaintop, 

overlooking a river far below; 

bounds down over boulders

to the last edge of the cliff,

turns with one hand on her hat,

waves with the other,

her dark salted hair blowing in the wind,

her new boots rock-scuffed and dirty,

and laughing, shouts, “Take my picture!”

— G e o r g e  P e t t y


