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BASIC Trail Guide to OLD FIELD Nature Trail
Old Field kiosk:  If you have time, view the display in the Old Field Trail kiosk to learn the basics of old-field succession 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 black letter keyed to the explanations below.  (All other stakes, white plastic or otherwise, are for other purposes!)

Advanced Trail Guide:  The three-page advanced guide to this trail is for those who wish to learn more than the basics about old-field ecosystems. 
A What is old-field succession?  When a cultivated field is abandoned to “Nature,” it becomes home to a sequence of biotic communities.  The endpoint of this succession of communities is expected to be a self-sustaining ecosystem similar to the one that was removed to permit cultivation in the first place.  Thus in north Florida, the expected endpoint would most often be either upland pine or hammock, depending on whether the site was subject to frequent fires or not.  
[Take the Upland Pine and Hammock Nature Trails to learn more about the original vegetation of north Florida.]
To permanently display representative stages of succession, NATL has five one-acre plots that are cleared and cultivated (“re-started”) at intervals of 40, 10, or fewer years. This trail passes through four of those plots.  

[Sign: Trail enters Plot A, last tilled 6 years ago.]
B Six-year old field.  Plot A is a 10-year-rotation plot started in 2002.  The large pines were left but otherwise the land was cleared of trees and tilled.  Notice that broad-leaved trees have returned with some reaching heights of more than 8 feet.  
C Hackberry and black cherry. The nearest tree is a hackberry (red flagging) and the next nearest is a black cherry (yellow flagging).  These two species are common, fast-growing invaders of abandoned fields.  Both bear fruits that are eagerly eaten by birds and small mammals—which digest the pulp but not the seeds.  Thus the animals that eat the fruit carry the seeds from their parent trees to places that may (or may not) be more favorable and deposit them along with a modest amount of organic fertilizer.  Hackberry wood is of little value, whereas that of black cherry, with its fine grain and handsome color, is sought after for fine furniture.

D Ragweed.  Ragweed (of hay fever fame) can be recognized by its deeply and intricately dissected leaves. Being a common native weed in agricultural fields, it is one of the first plants to become abundant in old field succession.  Ragweed must grow from seed each year, which makes it an annual.  Most soils have a rich store of ragweed seeds that readily germinate when conditions are favorable (for ragweed).  
E Briar patch.  If you strayed off the path here, you would find that you were in a blackberry patch and would seek to quickly return before more flesh was torn.  Several species of blackberries colonize old fields and remain an important part of the vegetation until trees develop a canopy that shades them out.
[Signs:  Trail enters Plot B, portions last tilled 1½ and 3½ years ago.]
F Dogfennel.  Like ragweed, dogfennel is a native plant characteristic of the early stages of old field succession.  Unlike ragweed, it is a perennial--that is, a plant that survives year after year rather than having to start from seeds each year. Here you can see new stalks of dog fennel growing from the roots of some of last year’s dog fennel--whose dead stalks may still be evident.  Dog fennel is killed by cultivation but is a common pasture weed.

[Sign:  Trail enters Plot D, last tilled ½ yearago.]
G Pioneer plants.  This plot was last cultivated in late December 2007.  The first plants to cover the plot were ragweed and white sweet clover.  The white sweet clover is now gone but expected to reappear next spring.  The ragweed has grown much taller and is now capturing most of the sunlight that falls on Plot D.  It will produce pollen and many seeds this fall.  Patches of lamb’s quarter, another fast-growing annual, temporarily overtopped the ragweed in June but are now scarcely evident.
[Sign:  Trail enters Plot C, last tilled 8 years ago.]
H  Loblolly pines and salt bush.  Loblolly pines (two marked with yellow flagging) are usually the first trees to form a continuous canopy in old fields.  However, salt bush (one marked with red flagging and many more on the other side of the trail) did it first on this end of Plot C.  Because salt bush gets little taller than what you see here, loblolly pine will probably eventually dominate--only to be replaced by shade-tolerant hardwoods

