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The Hilltop Reservation 

Created in 2002 to protect open 

space and wildlife habitat in 

Essex County, NJ 

– Preserves ~ 280 acres of land 

from development, straddling 

the borders of Verona, Cedar 

Grove and the Caldwells 

– Dedicated to passive recreation 

activities such as hiking, biking, 

wildlife observation 

– Trails map available at:  

www.HilltopConservancy.org 
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The Hilltop Conservancy 

A non-profit organization of local volunteers formed in 2003 

– Dedicated to preserving wildlife habitat in the Hilltop Reservation, and to 

providing a site for respite, enjoyment and nature-based learning activities for 

our neighbors and park visitors 

– Our objectives include cleaning up the Reservation, as well as restoring / 

improving the quality of wildlife habitat 
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Former Essex Mountain Sanatorium (EMS) 

Sanatorium complex was gradually demolished between 1994 and 2002 

– The Conservancy has already completed a 10-acre meadow restoration on the 

EMS site, and is in process of restoring an additional 3 acres 

– Our next project is to begin restoring 7 acres of woodland just to the north 



Hilltop Woodland Restoration 

Biggest issues? 

– Deer overpopulation  lack of native forest understory (plants, shrubs, saplings) 

– Effort and long timeline (4+ years) to obtain sufficient grant funding 
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Hilltop Woodland Restoration   

Solution? 

– Jump-start forest regeneration by planting multiple sites with native shrubs and 

trees, then protecting against deer browse until local herds are reduced 

– Sites will regenerate the seed bank so natives can spread to surrounding areas 
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Step 1 – Locate and Excavate Planting Sites 

A small trackhoe / excavator was used to loosen soil in 10 locations 

– Restoration project partner:  Grove Landscaping, Inc. 
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Step 2 – Prepare Planting Sites 

Volunteers worked with Verona DPW staff to amend excavated soil with 

leaf mulch and pre-dig planting holes. 
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Step 3 – Plant Natives, Then Water and Mulch 

Inexpensive native shrubs and trees were purchased from local growers 

and the NJ Forest Nursery and planted by volunteers. 
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Step 4 – Install Deer Fencing 

An 8’ poly fence supported by metal stakes will protect the natives for the 

next 4-5 years until they outgrow Bambi’s reach. 
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Step 5 – Monitor Sites, Weed As Needed, Add More Natives 

Conservancy volunteers will monitor the enclosures as the shrubs and trees 

mature, weeding as needed.  More native species will be added over time. 
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Hurricane Sandy:  “Glass Half-full” Approach? 

As in 2011, severe Fall weather left Verona with tons of excess wood chips 

and leaf mulch.  The Hilltop Conservancy worked with the Township to 

spread this excess organic material over stony areas in the Reservation. 

– Organic material will decompose into topsoil in about 3 years 

– Work was completed professionally and within a short period of time 
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Mulch Economics / Savings Generated 

Working together has improved the Hilltop Reservation’s wildlife habitat, 

and has also generated significant cost savings for Verona. 


