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Trail Guide to NATL’s Old-Field Nature Trail
(advanced version, 15 Jan. 2007)

Cautions:  If you wander from this trail, you may encounter unfriendly plants.  Some of these have thorns (blackberry, catbrier), some have sticky seeds (Spanish needle, ticktrefoil).  Many are poisonous, but only if eaten (rattlebox, Mexican tea).  Ragweed is abundant but this is no longer its pollen-shedding season.  Fire-ant nests are frequent and occasionally encroach on the nature trail—so be careful where you stand! 
Points of interest:  Along the trail are 22 numbered points of interest that are explained below.  Each is marked with a white plastic stake with two beige bands at top.  The uppermost beige band bears a number keyed to the numbered explanations on this sheet.  [All other stakes, white plastic or otherwise, are for other purposes!]

Where to start:  If you start at the north end of the trail (the end closest to the Florida Museum of Natural History), the points of interest will be in numerical sequence and their explanations will be in a logical order.

OF 1. Entering Old-Field Plot A.  This plot is to be tilled every 10 years.  It was last tilled in March 2002, which means that less than 5 years ago, except for the longleaf pines, it was a bare, tilled field.  [The longleaf pines were left standing to increase the genetic diversity of the pollen available to the pines in NATL’s upland pine ecosystem.]
OF 2. Ragweed (Ambrosia artemisiifolia) [marked with yellow ribbon and the dominant dead “weed” elsewhere].  Ragweed, being a common weed in agricultural fields, is one of the first plants to become abundant in old field succession.  In autumn, it produces abundant pollen from many male (staminate) flowers.  A few of these are still evident as tiny brown spheres on the spikes at the dead plants’ upper extremities.  During the growing season ragweed can be recognized by its leaves, which are deeply and bipinnately dissected--as you may be able to see from the few dead, shriveled leaves still attached to the plants.  Ragweed is an annual--that is, it reproduces from seed each year.  
OF 3. Winged sumac (Rhus copallinum).  Most of the year, this small tree can be recognized by the “wings” between the leaflets along the stem of its compound leaves.  In fall it produces clusters of small reddish berries that remain on the tree, as you can see, even after all the leaves have fallen.  The berries are eaten by many kinds of birds, and are used to make “sumac lemonade.”  Native Americans used them to made a dye. 
OF 4. Patch of dead cogongrass (Imperata cylindrical).  Cogongrass, a native to southeast Asia, is one of the most threatening of the foreign plants that are invading Florida ecosystems.  If left unchecked it would form such dense stands in NATL’s old field plots that native plants could not compete.  You are standing near the middle of a patch of cogongrass that was sprayed with herbicide in April 2005.  The re-growth, from underground stems (rhizomes), has been sprayed repeatedly since then.  As you can see, the original thatch has yet to decay and some re-growth is still occurring (marked with fire-orange flags).  [A cogongrass expert recently told us not to expect to eradicate cogongrass patches such as this, treated continually, in less than five years!]
OF 5. Briar patch.  Dense, thorny growths of blackberries such as this one are common features of fields that have been abandoned for a few years.  This patch is of sand blackberry (Rubus cuneifolius), which bears a small tasty fruit in early summer.
OF 6. Black cherry sapling (Prunus serotina). Birds and other animals eat the small black fruits of this species and disperse the seeds along with a dose of organic fertilizer.  The bark on the branches and trunks of young cherry trees is distinctive.  It is thin and reddish brown and has horizontal markings made up of rows of small openings (lenticels).
[Black cherry leaves (as well as twigs, bark, and seeds) are poisonous because they contain a cyanogenic glycoside that produces hydrocyanic acid during digestion.  Livestock are sometimes poisoned by eating the wilted leaves.]
OF 7. Seeds looking for a ride.  Beggar-ticks (Bidens alba), also known as Spanish needle, is a favorite nectar source for butterflies and a curse to nature lovers who brush against it when it is in seed.  The “needles,” which are arranged in little spheres where the flowers once were, are seeds with two barbed prongs at their tips that enable them to attach securely to most clothing.  Removing them is a major chore, and the discarded needles may produce a new patch of beggar-ticks the following year.
[The  white flowers with yellow centers are actually clusters of small flowers, with white, sterile ray florets surrounding yellow, fertile disk florets. The disk florets produce copious amounts of nectar, which attract both butterflies and bees.  The genus name (Bidens) is derived from properties of the dried, one-seeded fruits (achenes).  Each disk floret produces an achene (=”needle”). The top of the achene has two barbed prongs--bi (two) and dens (tooth)—which is how the achenes attach to passersby that brush against them.]
OF 8. Cross into Plot B.  To enable NATL to always exhibit the earliest stages of succession, at least a part of Plot B is tilled every year that no other plot is tilled.  The area on the left side of the old-field trail through Plot B was mowed and disked twice in early November 2006.  The area on the right side of the trail was last tilled in January 2005.
[The remnants of a small wooded area near the center of Plot B will not be tilled until the remaining snags fall.  The live oak at the south edge of Plot B is protected for its beauty and shade.]
OF 9. Ragweed seedlings. [at base of fire-orange flag] The seeds of ragweed germinate in response to tillage.  The fire-orange flag marks a group of seedlings which display the juvenile versions of the deeply and bipinnately dissected leaves of the mature plant. 
OF 10. Wild radish (Rhaphanus rhaphanistrum).  These yellow-flowered plants and the dense stand of the same species in the distance are wild radish, a common annual weed of small grains and other agricultural and horticultural crops.  It is native to Asia or the Mediterranean.  Its seeds survive for extended periods in the soil and germinate in response to tillage.  Its taproot is more slender than that of the edible radish but has a distinctive radish odor and taste. 
OF 11. Hairy indigo (Indigofera hirsuta).  This species was introduced to the South from Africa, perhaps for the early indigo industry.  In the past it was recommended for use as a forage and green manure, but other legumes have replaced it for these uses.  Hairy indigo is now, agriculturally, a weed but a plant worth noting in old-field succession.
OF 12. Cross into Plot D.  Plot D is a 10-year-rotation plot first started in 1997.  It will therefore be cleared early in 2007, tilled several times during the year, and then left alone to show consecutively later stages of old-field succession for the next nine years.

OF 13. Sugarberry stump and log.  Sugarberry (Celtis laevigata), or sugar hackberry, is NATL’s fastest growing tree.  Birds feed on its berries and disperse the seeds, accounting for its occurrence in old fields.  This specimen, recently cut in preparation for re-starting Plot D, required only 10 years to reach this impressive size (count the annual growth rings). Sugarberry can be identified by its warty bark and by leaves that have three main veins radiating from the base.
OF 14.Volunteer peach tree (Prunus persica).  How this tree came to be here is unknown.  Someone probably discarded the seed from a juicy snack where soil and moisture conditions would eventually be favorable for the seed to germinate and grow.  What is known is that in 2006 the tree produced a bumper crop of unusually large and tasty fruit—and thereby earned a pardon from being sacrificed to early successional stages for at least another fruiting season.  
[In response to warm temperatures, this tree began blooming in November and has bloomed sporadically ever since.  If a hard freeze occurs, its summer fruit crop will be reduced or eliminated.]  [In spite of the specific name (persica) peaches are native to China, not Persia.]
OF 15. Fire ant mound. [Do NOT disturb.]  Since its accidental introduced from South America to Mobile, Alabama, in the 1930’s, the imported fire ant (Solenopsis invicta) has spread throughout the Southeast and become the dominant ant in disturbed areas, including old fields.  It displaces native insect species (much as cogangrass displaces native plant species).  Most Floridians know how fire ants defend their nests—by mass, stinging attacks on whoever
disturbs a nest and then stands on or near it.  This nest is that of a colony that consists of a queen and 100,000 to 200,000 of her worker daughters.  This spring the colony will produce large numbers of winged, sexual males and females which will fly from the colony to disperse and mate.  The males die and the females (each with some 7 million sperm stowed away) vie to establish new colonies.  The mound functions to speed brood rearing: on bright days workers bring larvae and pupae from underground chambers to the portions of the mound that are warmed by the sun to a temperature optimal for fire ant development.  
[You may notice that few ants are seen on or near undisturbed nests even on days when workers are actively foraging.  This is because fire ants establish subterranean foraging tunnels that radiate from the nest and along which there are openings at intervals from which scouts issue to find food and to recruit workers to gather it and return is (via subway) to the nest.]
OF 16. Ephemeral pond.  This depression was dug to provide a convenient breeding place for the frogs that occur in the old-field ecosystem.  It was designed to fill during heavy rains and to retain water long enough for frog eggs to hatch and the tadpoles mature.  
OF 17. Cross into Plot C.  Plot C was started on its first 40-year-rotation in 2000.  Prior to its start, soils (with seeds) from the excavation of SEEP and from another construction site were spread on Plot C.  The dense growth of saltbush (examples are flagged with blue tape) is most likely from seeds in the SEEP soils.  The poorer drainage of this portion of Plot C may also have contributed to the success of the saltbush.  Whatever the causation, saltbush is not the usual tree to first dominate succession in upland old fields.  
[The saltbush in the northern two-thirds of Plot C were cut in December 2006 to facilitate a more typical old-field succession during the next 34 years.  Those in the southern third, where the density of saltbush was greatest, were left to permit a comparison of the two management procedures.]
OF 18. Loblolly pines (Pinus taeda).  Do you see the other two loblollies behind the yellow-flagged one?  Loblollies are usually the earliest trees to dominate upland old fields.  They grow fast and soon begin to shade the early old-field colonizers, most of which require full sun.  Indeed the loblollies eventually produce a shade so dense that loblolly seedlings cannot survive.  This sets the stage for colonization by the tree species that dominate mature hammocks—that is, those that have seedlings that can grow in the shade.  
[The Hammock Nature Trail will help you learn more about the final stages of old-field succession.]
OF 19. Saltbush (Baccharis halimifolia).  Saltbush, also known as sea myrtle, gets its names from its salt tolerance and is a common tree of both coastal and interior wetlands.  The ones in NATL burst into full bloom in late October.  Each flower becomes a tiny, dandelion-like seed-head—all of which have now been dispersed by the wind. 

OF 20. Don’t eat this plant!  [marked with yellow ribbons] All parts of yellow rattlebox (Crotalaria spectabilis), but especially the seeds, are poisonous, whether green or dried in hay.  Chickens, horses, cattle, and swine are the species most often affected.  The name rattlebox is based on the fact that the seeds come loose in the black, mature pods and rattle when the pods are shaken.  The seeds can remain dormant in the soil for many years and germinate when the soil is disturbed. 
[The toxin is monocrotaline, an alkaloid.]
OF 21. Two kinds of pine seedlings.  The pine seedlings marked with fire-orange flags are loblolly pines, most of which germinated about a year ago.  They will grow upward rapidly and the tallest ones will shade their competitors.  The pine seedlings marked with green flags are longleaf pines, all of which germinated about a year ago.  They will grow slowly as they put their resources into a deep taproot and keep their bud in the ground where it is protected from fire.  If fire is kept out of this plot their competitors will soon intercept most of their sunlight and they will perish within a decade.  [You can learn more about longleaf pines by taking the Upland Pine Nature Trail.]
OF 22. End of trail. This is the end of the Old Field Nature Trail. A kiosk immediately across the Main Trail will soon provide information about other trails and how to quickly return to the start of this one.
