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Plum Island has many assets, but in history, one of its most valued
resources were its saltmarsh grasses, including Smooth Cordgrass
(Sporobolus alternaflora) and Salt Hay (Spartina patens). Saltmarsh
grasses are native along the Atlantic Coast of North American from
Newfoundland to Florida. They grow in sheltered saltmarshes and salt
meadows and play a significant role in protecting mainland areas from
erosion. The grasses also provide foraging areas for a wide variety of
wildlife and nurseries for many species of fish and shellfish.
Smooth Cordgrass is tall and thrives in very salty and wet conditions.
Salt Hay tends to grow higher on the salt meadows where conditions are
slightly drier and less saline. In the summer and fall, the grasses cover
Plum Island marshes where they are easy to collect and dry.
Coveted by early settlers, the saltmarsh grasses were valued as a highly
nutritious source of feed for livestock. After being cut, farmers would lay
out the grass on planks and pile it in haystacks to dry. To the early
residents around Plum Island, the location offered a unique
opportunity.The island was close to early settlements and easily
accessible on foot or by boat. The value of hay from the local marshes
soon led to fierce conflicts among the surrounding towns of Rowley,
Newbury, and Ipswich.
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Saltmarsh grasses are very hardy with tight root systems that hold
the plants in place. As a result, the grasses can withstand the area’s
often harsh weather conditions and strong wave action. The root
systems absorb large amounts of nutrients including salt, which
explains why the grasses are appetizing to farm animals. In fact, this
hay was much preferred by livestock over regular hay and grass.
The citizens of Newburyport and local communities used Plum
Island for free range grazing for horse, pigs, and cattle. The result
was a period of serious erosion in the area. By 1739, restrictions
were put in place to curtail the practice of open grazing.

“Since no fencing existed on the island, there was still much contention among the three towns. Ipswich
complained that the horses and cattle placed on the island by Newbury residents to forage during the winter
months were destroying the vegetation and … would be the ruin and utter destruction of the whole island.…”
(Plum Island—Newbury Historic Commission)
As in the past, salt marsh grasses continue to play a significant role in our daily life. Today, the grasses are vital as
protection against rising sea levels by breaking the force of waves and stabilizing the area against erosion.They continue
to be a natural water filtration system protecting our shoreline and our wonderful wildlife refuge.They provide homes and
protection to many birds, animals, and sea creatures we all enjoy.
Local saltmarshes are in trouble due to poor drainage and other factors. The staff at Parker River National Wildlife Refuge
is currently conducting monitoring activities and restoration projects to stability and rejuvenate their saltmarshes on Plum
Island. It is our job to support the refuge. Saltmarshes are not only beautiful, but they are a vital link in the long-term
survival of our local communities.

There are many stories about Plum Island saltmarshes.The following account came from the article “Adrift on a Haystack” (December
4, 1786) as retold in Historic Ipswich.
Apparently, two young men from Rowley were digging clams on Plum Island and got caught in a snowstorm. As the tide rose, the two
climbed on top of a haystack to save themselves. Unfortunately, a large drifting piece of ice hit the haystack.
When their first haystack became unsafe, the two men leaped to another. The storm raged on. Their situation worsen, they became
disoriented and feared death from the unbearably cold weather. After a series of movements to different ice sheets and back again, the
two began calling for help hoping someone would hear them. A local resident finally found them and brought them to safety - both men
were very lucky to be alive.
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