
History… 
Historic photographs reveal that the position of the 
New Haven River channel has changed considerably 
over the years.  Palmer’s Court mobile home park was 
developed on this point of land between 1963 and 
1974.   By the mid 1990s, 10 homes were located here.  

During storms on June 27th and 28th, 1998, more than 
seven inches of rain fell on already saturated soils of 
the New Haven River watershed. Flood waters sub-
merged the park and scoured the floodplain along a 
path similar to the 1942 river position. 
Residents escaped with their lives thanks to the quick 
actions of fast-water rescue teams, the Bristol Fire De-
partment, and Vermont State Police.  Houses were 
removed from these lands during the FEMA buyout 
which followed the flood. 

This brochure was funded in 
part by a VT Watershed Grant 

Directions to Sycamore Park from 
Bristol village: proceed west on  
Route 116 & 17 from Holley Hall 

approximately 1.1 miles to the blinking 
red light.  Turn left and go 2.3 miles 
south on Route 116.  Turn right into 
Sycamore Park just before the bridge 

over the New Haven River. 

Sycamore Park 
Interpretive Sites 

To Learn More… 

Bristol Conservation Commission 
www.bristolvt.org/conservation

Sycamore Park    …………  
is located on a prominent meander bend of the 
New Haven River.  The Park property includes 8.4 
acres and was acquired as part of an agreement 
between the Town of Bristol and the Federal Emer-
gency Management Agency after a summer flood 
ravaged the area in 1998.  Under the terms of this 
agreement, Sycamore Park will remain forever as a 
natural area.  

Sycamore Park is currently managed as a day-use 
recreation area through the collaborative efforts of 
the Bristol Selectboard, Bristol Recreation Depart-
ment and the Bristol Conservation Commission.  It 
was named in 2004 for the vigorous growth of 
sycamore trees on the property, which are rarely 
found in abundance this far north. 
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Walk to the river’s edge from the site marker (follow the 
path through the Japanese Knotweed).  Streambank  
armoring (rip-rap) was installed on the opposite bank  
following floods of the mid-1970s, to protect the fields  
beyond and attempt to keep the river in a fixed position.  
During the flood of 1998, this rip-rap was outflanked by the 
raging flood waters.  (Look for angular boulders submerged 
in the middle of the channel).  In recent years the channel has 
become wider and shallower.  Flow rates have decreased, 
and sediment has deposited to create a mid-channel bar, 
which causes flows to split and the channel to widen even 
more.  Over time, the river will choose a single flow path and 
the deposited sediment will become vegetated, forming a 
new floodplain at a lower elevation than the park lands. The 
new floodplain can be accessed more frequently by the New 
Haven River to dissipate the high scour energy of floods.  
This is also an area of active deposition where the river can 
store sediments in the process of forming the new floodplain.  

Site 1 overlooks a 500-foot long depression in the floodplain 
scoured by the New Haven River during the flood of  
June 1998 (flood chute).  One of the ten homes in Palmer’s 
Court was located on this spot prior to the flood.  Compare 
this location on the 2003 photograph above with the same  
position on the 1995 photograph on the reverse side of this 
brochure. 

To the north and east of Site 2 is a pocket of mature flood-
plain forest which includes sugar maple, white ash, and bass-
wood, with a diverse understory layer dominated by ostrich 
fern.  These are tree and plant species that would be expected 
in other areas of the park, if these lands had not been  
previously cleared for agriculture and residential use. This 
natural community ideally relies on occasional overbank 
flooding from the river to supply fine sediments and organic 
materials that support development of rich, frequently 
flooded soils.  Due, in part, to channel management and land 
use changes in the upstream watershed that have occurred 
over several decades, the river channel has cut downward, 
losing some connection to the surrounding floodplain.  As a 
consequence, the river only rarely accesses this floodplain—
it now takes a large event like the flood of 1998. 

Walk out to the river’s edge from the site marker.  At typical 
high-water conditions which are achieved once every year to 
two years (bankfull), water will reach nearly up to the site 
marker.  At low water you can walk out onto the beach of 
sediments.  Note the size of pebbles carried by the river and 
deposited on the inside of this bend in the channel, which is 
called a point bar.  This point bar has grown considerably 

since the 1998 flood as the 
channel shifts to the east.  Sedi-
ment is coming from actively 
eroding areas upstream of the 
park.  On the opposite side of 
the channel, note the underwater 
plume of sediments carried into 
the New Haven River by the 
Notch Brook tributary. Up-
stream land clearing, removal of 
buffers, and beaver activities in 
the Notch Brook watershed 
contribute to sediment loading 
at this tributary confluence. 

The bankfull channel is the typical high-water condition that 
occurs on average once every one to two years—usually in 
the spring of the year.  Two markers have been placed at 
Site 5.  5A is located near the edge of the bankfull channel 
that existed in 1995 when the river was located further to the 
northeast.  5B is installed at the current bankfull channel 
(2009).  These two markers help to demonstrate how far the 
channel has shifted in those 14 years. 

Site 6 is above normal flood stage and provides a relatively 
protected vantage point from which to observe this chang-
ing river channel.  Revisit this site in different seasons, at 
different flow stages of the river, and through the years, to 
see how the landscape and the riverscape changes! 
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Visit the Stream Team website, hosted by  
Mt. Abraham High School: 

http://www.mtabe.k12.vt.us/enviro_website/ 
enviro/index.html 

Print additional copies of this brochure at the 
Bristol Conservation Commission website: 

http://users.gmavt.net/vim/BCC/ 
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