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BASIC Trail Guide to HAMMOCK Nature Trail
Hammock kiosk:  If you have time, view the display in the Hammock Trail kiosk to learn the basics of Florida hammocks and to preview what you will see along this nature trail.
Points of interest:  Along the trail are eight points of interest that are explained below.  Each is marked with a white plastic stake with a RED band near the top.  Crowning the stake is a short cylinder that bears a letter keyed to the explanations below.  (All other stakes, white plastic or otherwise, are for other purposes!)

Advanced Trail Guide:  A four-page advanced guide to this trail is for those who wish to learn more than the basics about north Florida hammocks.
Caution:  If you stray from the trail through the hammock, you may encounter plants with thorns or toxins—such as saw brier and poison ivy.

A What are hammocks?  In Florida, broadleaved forests are known as “hammocks,” although wet ones are also called “swamps.”  The predominant forests in pre-Columbian north Florida were pinelands with upland sites dominated by savannah-like stands of longleaf pine.  The primeval pinelands depended on fire for their maintenance, set by lightning and by native people making the forests more suitable for game animals.  Hammock trees, at least in their early stages, are killed by fire.  Thus the primeval hammocks were on sites that were somehow protected from burning--usually by being too moist to burn readily.
Many present-day Florida hammocks are on land that was longleaf pine woodland until the trees were cut and the sites were protected from burning.
B Unrestored upland pine.  This part of the trail goes through an area that was upland pine until about 65 years ago.  This is known from aerial photographs and the mature longleaf pines still to be seen (the nearest three have yellow tape around their trunks).  However, fire was excluded after the state purchased the property in 1944.  As you can see, hammock species have invaded and flourished and there are no baby or teenage longleaf pines.  [For more about upland pine take the Upland Pine Nature Trail.] 

C Laurel oaks (three trees of different sizes flagged with red tape).  On the branches of the smallest flagged tree you can see that laurel oaks have smooth narrow leaves shiny on both sides.  The species is common in hammocks and, as illustrated here, it readily invades 
upland pine when fire is suppressed.  The species is commonly planted as a shade tree because of its fast growth and dense foliage.  However, its life span is shorter and it is more subject to rot than live oak and several other oaks that are planted for shade.

[Sign: Trail leaves unrestored upland pine and enters an area that was a treeless field ca. 65 years ago.]
D Loblolly pines and southern pine beetles.  The first trees to dominate an abandoned field are usually loblolly pines.  These eventually form an even-aged stand that shade the ground, creating an environment in which seedlings of hammock trees, but not those of loblolly pine, can survive.  In 1994, when NATL began, this part of the hammock had many tall, 50-year-old loblollies with hammock species beneath.  In 2001 southern beetles killed most of the pines.  Those attacked had to be cut and hauled away to prevent the beetles from spreading.  The stumps of two of these trees are here marked with yellow flags.  [To learn more about what happens after a field is abandoned, take the Old Field Nature Trail.]
[Sign: Trail enters a moister area that was a field with a few large trees ca. 65 years ago.]
E Big loblolly. The scattered large trees that stood in the field that occupied this site about 65 years ago were mostly mature loblolly pines.  These pines are now approximately 100 years old.  Farther along the trail you will see several up close, but the biggest of those that survived is visible about 35 feet north of here.  This local giant is 36 inches in diameter at breast height.
F Sink. The Gainesville area is underlain by limestone that is riddled with caverns.  When the roof of a cavern collapses the soil above subsides producing a sink such as you see here.  All Gainesville streams drain into the underground aquifer through sinkholes, which are openings into the cavern system.
G Devil’s walkingstick (marked with yellow tape).  This small tree has a trunk you do not want to bump into.  Even the much divided leaves are armed with prickles.  Devil’s walkingstick spreads by under-ground runners, producing small thickets such as this one.  
[Sign :  Trail reenters what was a treeless field 65 years ago.]

H Cabbage palm. When Florida’s state tree reaches about this height, its trunk sheds the rough bases of broken-off dead fronds that have clung to it for years and becomes smooth enough to (carefully) hug.  
[Sign:  Trail reenters unrestored upland pine.]

