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BASIC Trail Guide to UPLAND PINE Nature Trail
Upland Pine kiosk:  If you have time, view the display in the Upland Pine Trail kiosk to learn basic facts about the former extent of longleaf pine ecosystems and the essential role of fire in their existence.
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 paragraphs 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 NATL’s upland pine ecosystem. 
[Two signs: Different fire histories of the land to the north and south.]

A Unrestored vs. partially restored upland pine.  Restoration of NATL’s upland pine ecosystem began in 1995.  At that time fire had been excluded for more than 60 years, and the partially restored area south of where you are standing looked much like the unrestored area to the north.  Manual removal of the laurel oak understory and eight controlled burns account for most of the differences now evident between the two tracts.  The area to the south differs from fully restored upland pine mainly in its understory, which is shrubby and entangled with tough vines that have sharp thorns.  This makes it difficult to walk through, whereas pristine upland pine was so open that a horse-drawn buggy could be driven through it almost anywhere.
[Sign: Explanation of “restoration islands.”]
B Grass stage longleaf pine.   As the sign describes, this is a “restoration island," and the four pines marked with white stakes were planted here in 2005.  The one marked with a yellow flag is still in the “grass stage,” which has long needles and no visible stem, making it possible to mistake it for a clump of grass.  To prove this point, an adjacent clump of wire grass is marked with a pink flag.  Longleaf pines usually remain in the grass stage from 4 to 8 years or even longer.  In a fire, the needles burn but, because the bud is in the ground away from the main heat of the fire, it usually survives and puts forth new needles.
C Rocket stage longleaf pine. After 4 or more years in the grass stage, young longleafs accumulate enough reserves underground to propel their terminal buds upward out of reach of most fires on a stem thick enough to survive the heat.  Four of the five surviving transplants in this island are in the rocket stage but the most distant one is still in the grass stage.  [If you want to see the thick stem of a young rocket-stage pine, lift up the skirt formed by its lowest needles.]

D Mature longleaf pines and a few loblollies.  Longleaf pine is the only local species of pine that can tolerate frequent fires.  On the other hand, loblolly pine, which is characteristic of old fields, is the least fire-tolerant of the local pines.  Nonetheless, during the decades that NATL’s upland pine ecosystem went unburned, some loblollies became established and grew to a fire-tolerant size.  To the west and on the trail behind you the two large pines with one yellow band are longleafs; the two marked with two bands are loblollies.  Longleaf pines differ from loblolly pines in having longer needles, fewer and bigger cones, and thicker terminal branches.  Can you see these differences and apply them to other nearby pines?
E Sapling longleaf pine.  This tree was nursery-grown until it was about 5 feet tall.  In 2004, it and fifty others were planted to partially fill the age gap in developing longleafs caused by a 25-year shutdown in natural regeneration because of suppression of fire.  Can you spot other surviving sapling pines?  [Five are easily visible from here.]
[Sign: Last winter’s longleaf seedlings.]

F Wiregrass. Wiregrass is the dominant ground cover in pristine upland pine.  It is highly flammable but after a fire grows back quickly.  By helping fires spread, it keeps the habitat suitable for itself and other fire-tolerant species.  Pink flags mark clumps of wiregrass that grew from transplanted plugs.  
[Sign: Grass stage longleaf pines, 2½ yrs old.]

G Naturally germinated recruits.  Longleaf pine seed production varies greatly from year to year.  From a bumper seed crop in the winter of 2005-06, thousands germinated and several hundred were flagged.  Of these, 83 survived the severe spring droughts of 2007 and 2008 and the controlled burn of March 2007 and June 2008.  Two of the 83 are in this restoration island (orange flags).  Those that have survived thus far promise to be among the first naturally reared longleaf recruits in NATL in several decades.  
[Sign: Entering area burned only once in more than 60 years.]

H  Unrestored upland pine. To show the effect of permanently excluding fire from upland pine, this area will not be restored.  Mature longleaf pines, such as the two with yellow bands, prove that the area was once favorable to longleaf reproduction.  Fire-susceptible hardwoods, especially laurel oaks (some marked with blue bands), are now dominant.
