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 A Nature Walk in Southern Ohio’s Bluegrass Region

By John Howard

It is late afternoon on a late Spring / early Summer day in Adams County, Ohio. We are in the unique region of Ohio called the Bluegrass region, an area dominated by dolomite cliffs, rock bottom creeks, prairie openings, cedar glades, and immense woodlands. Turning off of the township road onto a tiny stone covered lane, one’s eyes are immediately drawn to the small bubbling creek that crosses the driveway, followed by tall tufts of big bluestem interspersed with purple coneflowers, black-eyed susans, yellow star grass, the deep blue of the arrow leaved violet, the endangered smooth beardtongue, and pale spiked lobelia. All of the brilliant green is splashed here and there with the bright yellow hoary puccoon, brilliant red-orange indian paintbrush, bright yellow prairie ragwort, and huge green and yellow clusters of spider milkweed. Hundreds of spikes of the downy wood mint give bright purple splashes to the medley. 

Looking to the right is an inviting trail meandering away from the driveway through an impressive and intense stand of flowers of all colors, with numerous butterflies flying from one flower to another. The rare northern metalmark with its rich rusty color nectars on a bright orange butterfly milkweed nearby. An American snout butterfly launches an inquisitive attack from a nearby cedar tree, returning to its original perch. Suddenly, two small butterflies go swirling past about waist level, chasing each other in competition for their tiny territories. When they finally land, their lack of motion is in sharp contrast to their fast erratic flight. When approached, one can make out the beautiful blue pattern on dark gray wings and the conspicuous orange spots that identify it as the rare edward’s hairstreak, another locally common creature that’s dependent upon the very specialized habitat that includes the black oaks and the mound building ants found here. 

One can pick a leaf from the hop-tree and smell the rich citrus smell that the giant swallowtails find so enticing. Suddenly, a quick movement in the tall grass catches our eye, and we see a black racer doing what it is so aptly named for. It’s shiny jet-black form rockets toward a nearby cedar glade. A flash of bright red draws our attention momentarily as we watch a summer tanager fly across the opening into the canopy of treetops on the other side. The ascending song of the prairie warbler can be heard somewhere in front of us. As we move up the hill, tall larkspur plants, not yet in bloom grace the edges of the trail. A two foot high mound built by the allegheny mound builder ants rises up from the green prairie, as much a part of this closely interwoven ecosystem as the myriad of lichens and mosses that cover almost every square inch of bare ground. Near a tiny spring, we find a tiny moss like vascular plant called the Midwestern spike moss, also very rare in Ohio. 
As we pass a small mineral lick that is pockmarked by hundreds of whitetail hooves, the trail turns abruptly to the right and disappears into a forest of shingle and chinquapin oak interspersed with red cedar and hazelnut. Here there is a soft carpet of bright green tufts of a grass like sedge, Carex eburnea, growing right on the trail. A few more yards and we break into a small opening known as a cedar glade, a very specialized and globally rare habitat. The soil is very shallow and powdery here, consisting mostly of powdered dolomite with small amounts of organic matter. Red cedar is the dominant tree here, with open areas in between. The spaces between the trees are where we see some of the rarest and most interesting vegetation found in Ohio. The tiny delicate fruiting stems of the Carolina whitlow grass, cutleaf whitlow grass, and michaux’s leavenworthia carpet the thin dolomitic soil. These tiny relatives of the mustards made a carpet of tiny white flowers in early March, before anything else was beginning to bloom. A few tansy mustard stems still have their seed pods thrust outward, just waiting for the slightest pressure to cause them to burst open and expel their seeds. This is the only known site in Southern Ohio for the rare tansy mustard. We see tiny sedges and another wooly, grasslike plant here, the endangered villous panic grass, Panicum villosissimum, considered extirpated in Ohio until a only year or two ago.

There is a fresh minty smell mixed with the rich aroma of the red cedar. Looking for the source, we find three of the mountain mints, pyncnathanum tenuafolia, verticillata, and incanum. Also, the white flowers of the rare hairy rock cress and the more common smooth rock cress poke up above the shorter ground cover of summer bluets. There are actually two species of these growing amongst each other, the common Canada summer bluets, and the rare narrow-leaved summer bluets. The Canada summer bluets are blooming profusely now, with the narrow leaved summer bluets taking over in mid to late summer when the other one is just finishing up it’s reproductive cycle. Who knows, maybe these two species coexist with some type of insect, snail, or other organism yet unknown to us that benefits from the side by side continuation of their blooming periods. We know that there are myriads of fungi and microbes under the soil that live in symbiotic relationships with the plants here, the crested coral root orchid of late summer and autumn rears it’s beautiful flowering spikes randomly throughout the area and is totally dependent upon a myco-heterotrophic relationship with a fungus.

Off to the left side of the trail we see the twining vines of the rare climbing milkweed, and tufts of an even rarer tall woodland grass known as melica nitens. The door of an old building lays embedded on the ground nearby, the tulip poplar wood of it’s construction slowly being recycled back into the soil by the multitudes of microorganisms and fungi residing in and on it. A broad headed skink nearly a foot long is sunning itself on a sunny spot on the bare wooden surface, and vanishes in a flash when we approach it. We lift it and find that we have disturbed a white-footed mouse, and it scampers into the safety of the leaf litter nearby. A ringneck snake lies motionless, coiled into a small depression. We gently lower the old door back into its final resting place. 

As we move out onto the rock outcroppings of the peebles dolomite cliffs, another plant community appears as if drawing a distinct line in the woodland edge. Suddenly, columbine shows it’s upside down flowers everywhere, and bulblet ferns grow almost directly from the rocks. Walking fern colonies reside near the bare rocks, but require at least a small amount of permanent soil for the tips of the leaves to contact the ground and establish roots, and eventually establish new independent plants. Ebony spleenwort ferns poke their graceful arches everywhere. Wild ginger forms a carpet with its soft velvety green leaves. We carefully remove a small piece of rhizome from a plant and inhale the rich woodland smell of the ginger root. It seems that nothing can compare to this smell in invoking thoughts of wilderness. 

As we descend down the steep drop to the bottom of the cliff, we take extreme care to not disturb the soil or leaf cover so that we will not cause an erosion area that may take decades to heal. Once on the bottom side of the cliffs, a whole new ecosystem awaits our observation. The ancient coral reef that we are looking at may be 350 million years old or even older. After being covered with layer after layer of sandstones and shales, the great upthrust called the Cincinnati arch has forced these layers closer to the surface, while the elements have eroded the layers of sandstone, and then the 250 foot layer of Ohio black shale away until the first of several layers of limestone type rocks are just beginning their exposure. Who knows how many millions of years more it will take for this area of peebles dolomite to weather away and the bisher dolomite layers will be exposed? It is interesting that this area of the state has a steep enough arch that there are areas of waverly siltstone, Ohio black shale, peebles dolomite, bisher limestone, and the fossil rich crab orchard shale (Ordovician) all exposed in series within just a few miles. This fact contributes much to the great diversity of plants and animals found in the area.

As we look at the cliff face, we see that it is very porous and pock marked with openings anywhere from a few inches to a couple of feet in depth. Who knows what mysteries are hidden inside the depths of these ancient cavities? We shine a flashlight back into a deep crevice, and find dozens of camel crickets scurrying to get away from the light. They vanish almost into thin air, we can’t see where they might have gone, but they have disappeared from view. All over the cliff is another very specialized rare plant, the Sullivantia. Found only in Ohio and a couple of locations in Indiana, and only on vertical cliff faces, it has beautiful white summertime blooms. Also there is another very interesting specialized fern, the purple stemmed cliff brake. There are beautiful columbines blooming from places that look so precarious that it seems impossible for them to stay rooted. Mosses, algae, and lichens abound on the cool moist rock faces. Hydrangea cascades it’s white flowers over the sides from its perch near the top of the cliffs. 

As we climb back to the top, we carefully make our way by using the smaller trees and shrubs for support so that we don’t disturb the fragile soil on the steep surface. Upon reaching the top, we find ourselves in another cedar glade, very much similar to the one we saw earlier. This one has larger chinquapin oaks surrounding it, and obviously it is much older then the previous one. Although succession is a powerful force in nature, it is very slow here, as the soil is only a few inches deep. The forces of erosion are delicately balanced with the soil building forces here, keeping the soil thin and disturbed. Because it doesn’t have a clay base, the soil is extremely vulnerable to mechanical disturbance, and doesn’t seem to layer itself as clay soils do. We can find the skeletal remains of cell walls of big bluestem and other prairie species that may be thousands of years old here, but they do not lay down in easily aged layers like more stable soils tend to produce.

Here and there we find adventive species like chickweed and ragweed, but they are always tiny and unhardy here, just barely surviving to propagate again. What a contrast to the lush dominance these plants have when growing in their preferred habitat! They add organic matter so slowly that they rarely contribute much to soil building.

Immediately off the edge of the glade we enter a region where the soil begins to get some depth to it, and we find many of the typical dolomitic woodland plant communities, with Starry campion, wild ginger, hepatica, bloodroot, four leaved milkweed, and many others. We pass a few basil leaves of the great Indian plantain, once a state listed rare species. The trail winds through a dense patch of golden seal, locally known as “yeller root” by herb gatherers. 

We pass a couple of small ginseng plants that were missed by even the most thorough ginseng diggers. A similar plant, the jack in the pulpit thrusts it’s “pulpits” up to be studied again and again even by the most experienced naturalists. A close relative of the jack in the pulpit, the green dragon, pushes it’s slender green “tongue” upward to attract the pollinating insects necessary for the survival of the species. 

The graceful fronds of the soloman’s seal arch, hiding its bell like flowers underneath. A beautiful yellowish spike of orchid flowers appears where there was nothing but dead leaves just days before. The infrequently blooming puttyroot is well known for it’s winter foliage, but few people have seen the showy blooms. 

A curious plant only a few inches high that looks like something out of a cartoon appears before us just off the trail. The pennywort has beautiful purplish flowers and a thick stocky stem that looks like something that couldn’t possibly survive in a competitive environment like this, yet survive it does, showing us how little we understand about the workings of nature.

As we break out of the wooded area, there are dozens of neo-tropical migrant birds flitting about in the edge habitat. We see movement out in the field. AT least two dozen wild turkeys are foraging for grasshoppers in the fallow field ahead of us. It looks like two hens and many young turkeys. The young ones look almost ostrich like at this age with their long necks and partially feathered gray bodies. Suddenly, our movement catches the keen eyesight of one of the hens and triggers an alarm response. We here the sharp “Puuht Puhtt! Puhtt!” as she runs and gives the universal alarm call. The young turkeys immediately take to the air in what seems like an impossible feat for such a thinly feathered bird. Just as impossible is the graceful flight of the huge heavy hens as they into the woods ahead of us to the right.

We walk along the back edge of the old agricultural field with its mixture of adventive native and non-native vegetation. Grasshoppers cause constant motion around our feet as we walk. No wonder that the turkeys have chosen to forage here with such an abundance of high protein food. 

We cross through an opening in an old fence, and again, the scenery changes abruptly. We are standing in an area of native flowering perennials, mostly downy wood mint with its lovely purple spikes, and the just emerging flowers of the prairie coneflowers. 

We look to our left at a large pond and watch as a great blue heron lifts off from the shallow end. It won’t go far before coming back, so it circles lazily as we watch. Amazingly, the pond is not choked with cattails like most older ponds, it is apparent that the ecosystem here is healthy and diverse. The muskrats have only managed to keep the cattails under control and the vegetation in balance. They haven’t “drained the pond” as so many people fear they do. 

The prehistoric looking snapping turtles remain unmolested, and take their place quietly in the wetland ecosystem, disposing of dead or injured fish and animals. The few fishermen that come here do not leave anything behind and only remove bluegills and occasionally a trophy largemouth bass. This leaves a healthy population of medium sized largemouth bass that manages to keep the bluegill population at a healthy level. 

The water is clear, with visibility about two feet, indicating a healthy nutrient level. Bullfrogs call loudly, even during the day this time of year. We hear a medley of other sounds, the clicking of cricket frogs, the quarrelling of redwing blackbirds, and the bell like “gong” of the green frog. Only weeks before, the shrill peeping of the spring peepers and constant trilling of the woodhouse toad was so intense that it nearly overwhelmed the senses. In a black willow along the bank there is a group of tiny blue-gray gnatcatchers flitting about. As we look across to the other end, the water seems alive as we see dragonflies of every shade and color flying about, occasionally stopping to deposit their eggs on standing vegetation. We see a solid green jungle of head high vegetation, the colonial sandbar willow, a native species, it’s seed most likely carried in years before on the feet of waterfowl of in their droppings. 

As we turn down the trail leading over the pond dike, we see another tiny pond, this one inundated with vegetation and almost no open water showing. As we approach it, hoards of young green frogs and bull frogs squeek and jump into the mossy water. We scoop a handful of the moss and water, just to see what lives here. It is simply crawling with life, a giant waterbug jumps out, heading back to the water. Salamander larvae of at least three species that we can see crawl into the moss to conceal themselves. Several dragonfly larvae are crawling throughout the moss, and myriads of organisms can be seen moving about, but are too small for us to try to identify. This pond was once used to water cattle, and still shows the six inch pockmarks of their tracks. This also explains the evidence of relatively high nutrient loading. 

We move onto the trail again, walking through a wet area that is primarily clumps of sedges and rushes. Here and there, the half-inch thick three foot tall blue green spikes of Schoenoplectus tabunmontanii poke up above the other thick vegetation. Clumps of swamp milkweed tower over the other greenery, with unopened clusters of flowers developing rapidly in the warm damp sunlight.

As we ascend past the low area, suddenly we are in another prairie like opening, dominated by red cedar and native grasses and forbs. This area has obviously been pastured heavily at one time, and is desperately trying to heal and reclaim itself. It’s only a matter of time before succession returns the land here into a mature hardwood forest. We cross along the backside of another old agricultural field, and deer trails are prominently visible going in and out of the woods here. The stand of alfalfa has provided an irresistible food supply for the whitetails, and also supports myriads of grasshoppers, nectaring butterflies, and meadow voles.

Near the end of this field we break into another field divided by an old fence, and see hundreds of curious sunflower like plants blooming waist high with bright yellow flowers. This is the hairy wingstem, another rare species found only in a couple of southern Ohio counties. This field was once heavily grazed pasture, but looks very prairie like, with indian grass, big bluestem, little bluestem, round headed bush closer, spider milkweed, green milkweed, spiked lobelia, and the rare scaly blazing star everywhere. In the lower areas we see butterfly milkweed and monarda, and the purple spikes of winged loosetrife in bloom, butterflies flying everywhere nectaring on the abundant flowers.

Ahead of us is even a larger field, and we enter it to find even more blooming plants and even more butterflies.  Ahead of us, we see a dense clump of common milkweed and walk right into the middle of it. The senses can almost be overwhelmed here by the strong sweet fragrance, and the thousands of buzzing, flying, crawling insects that are everywhere. Dozens of butterflies from the common tiger swallowtail, great spangled fritillary, silver spotted skipper, dun skipper, the rare olive hairstreak and edward’s hairstreak, pipevine swallowtail, and many others abound here feeding on the sweet nectar. 

This area is also obviously being reclaimed rapidly by nature, we can see fronds of fescue still trying to compete with the more robust Indian grass, little bluestem, and big bluestem. Here and there we see tufts of grease grass and purple love grass. This is a prime example of an area that was previously bulldozed and replanted in fescue and sweet clover in a misguided attempt at ‘conservation’ many years ago. Summer mowings and fertilization encouraged the fescue to prosper for many years and suppressed the native grasses and forbs, but when this land use stopped, the native species quickly reclaimed their rightful place.

As we approach the creek, we see a small bridge made from red cedar posts and slabs with the white ‘snowballs’ of ninebark shrub cascading down both sides of the trail. The brilliant pink of the smooth phlox, once a state listed species splashes the trailsides with color. Beautiful dwarf larkspur pushes its deep purple spikes upward into the sunshine. We see a few blue flowers now, the downy skullcap. As we cross the bridge and look down into the creek, the water flows quietly over the rock bottom, and a blackwing damselfly flys it’s solitary patrol of it’s territory. A white flower hangs out over the creek that looks like a bee-balm, very similar to the purple monarda fistulosum that grows profusely in the meadow, only this is the basil balm, Monarda clintopodia. 

Once we cross the creek, we startle another flock of wild turkeys and watch as they run down the length of the field and disappear. We hear a loud ‘sneeze’ from the woods to our right, indicating that we have also startled a whitetail deer. We see nothing, we only hear a few scuffling sounds followed by more ‘sneezing’ farther away up the hill. We see a large red tailed hawk perched in the top of a tree at the end of the field. As we walk forward, we start seeing even more unusual vegetation, huge leathery leaves two feet long and 10 inches wide. This is the prairie dock, and it suddenly becomes very prevalent. Huge clumps of big bluestem stand from last year towering over our heads with the new blue green foliage growing lushly from its base.

We see another curious plant that almost reminds us of the yucca plant with its thick spiny pointed leaves. This is rattlesnake master eryngium yuccafolium, appropriately named for its yucca like leaves. Purple coneflowers dot the field along with whorled rosinweed, pale Indian plantain, black eyed susan. Over near the edge the fragrant blossoms of the rare grape honeysuckle climb into the thicket of burning bush and second growth saplings. 

As we start up the hill in front of us, the entire habitat is changing again; the soil isn’t soil at all, by gravelly marl consisting of weathered peebles dolomite. It is bare in many places with a carpet of narrow leaved summer bluets covering much of it. Now we are seeing the xeric effect on the habitat, obedient plant with it’s thick, drought resistant leaves shows itself scattered throughout the area. Stunted red cedars dot the area. The area is a cacophony of color here, with bright red Indian paintbrush, brilliant yellow hoary puccoon, purple scaly blazing star, white spikes of the pale spiked lobelia and white flowering spurge everywhere. We near a place with some larger cedars, and there under the slight shade we see one of our loveliest orchids, the large yellow ladyslipper. Even the experienced naturalists never tire of admiring the unusual and breathtaking blossoms of this orchid. We see several of these wonders as we look back into the shady areas. A tall larkspur leans out from the edge, getting ready to show it’s purple blooms. This plant is common here, but found in so few habitats that it has been considered for federal protection. 

As we near the top of the hill, we are getting excited with the anticipation of what may be up there. Obviously, another opening. We see an ancient chinquapin oak, only a few feet tall trying to eek out a living on the nearly barren rocky soil. Its twisted form shows us that it must be very old, even with its diminutive size.

When we finally look out over the opening, we are rewarded with a sight that few people ever get to see. A prairie opening! This one is the real thing, not just a small cedar glade in the woods, but a fully functional ecosystem, complete with hundreds of specialized plants, specialized insects, fungi and animals, all interacting to insure the future of their species. Prairie dock and little bluestem dominate the area, with a few scattered red cedar and chinquapin, post, and blackjack oaks. Side oats gramma grass is blooming with it’s tiny red flowers and we stop to examine and appreciate this most beautiful of the grasses.

We see the small yellow blossoms of the dotted St. Johnswort here, and the smaller flowers of the grooved flax, another rare find. The ground is covered with low fleshy leaves of the western sunflower, another rare plant for Ohio, but well adapted for the harsh conditions here. Everywhere, there are curious leathery rosettes of pointed, thick, fleshy green leaves, and a few of these plants are starting to bolt and send a thick spike high into the air to bloom. This is the rare Agave virginica, the American aloe, our only native aloe east of the Mississippi. There are so many unusual plants here that if we didn’t know we were in Ohio, we would feel like we are in a foreign land. This habitat is one based on extremes, extreme heat and drought in the summer, extremely wet in the winter and spring. Because the soil is so shallow and has a nearly impermeable dolomite base, it doesn’t have the ability to moderate it’s moisture level. This effect is so profound that few trees survive very long here, and most of the common open field and meadow habitat plants do not survive either. Only the most hardy, drought resistant species thrive in this habitat. These small microhabitats in Ohio consist of species that may be common 1000 miles west of here, but survive in very few locations this far east. Most of the Ohio specimens are taxonomically different than their western counterparts, reflecting adaptations by these plants for the local conditions and climate which are different from the western populations. 

As we follow the winding trail, we see more and more interesting and rare plants, and more importantly, we see no sign of the non-native invasive species that we can find in most of the natural areas elsewhere in Ohio. For some reason, none of them have been able to colonize this harsh habitat. This must look much like these same openings looked thousands of years ago, except for the missing large mammals, the bison, the elk, and the wolves. 

At the back of the prairie opening, we see small curious twining plants close to the ground called milk pea, another endangered plant. Looking closer, we see a very unusual parasitic plant, it looks like fine pale orange thread twining through it’s host plant the false boneset Khunia eupatoroides, with clusters of tiny white flowers. Looking closely with a hand lens, we identify it as the five-angled dodder, Cuscuta petagona, a plant only recently discovered in Ohio. This site is one of only two places that this plant has been found in Ohio. When we look at the edge habitat, we see the common red cedars again, the rare Carolina buckthorn, hop tree, and hop hornbeam, but there is another curious vine in some of these. The interesting leaves identify it as the yellow passionflower Passiflora lutea, a common plant here, but unusual in most of Ohio. 

As we follow the lower trail, we see dozens of rattlesnake master, aloe, three types of blazing star Liatris spp. The rare green milkweed, stiff goldenrod, smooth aster, stiff gentian, prairie dock, indian paintbrush, spider milkweed, whorled milkweed, and many other forbs interspersed with little bluestem and side oats gramma grasses. The heat is intense and relentless in the bright sunshine, reminding us of the harshness that these ancient descendants have adapted to. We see another curious grass, a rare one known as the purple triple awn grass. Even this time of year with the early and mid spring blooms all gone, there is an astounding amount of color here. Small shrubs like the New Jersy tea, shrubby St. Johnswort and stunted red cedars dot the landscape. We reach an old road bed, and just as suddenly as we were in the hot sunshine, we are now in the cool shade of a woodland, part of the remains of the vast eastern deciduous forest that covered most of Eastern North America a couple of hundred years ago.

The road is an old one, eroded down several feet below the original contour, but unused for decades now. Now we are seeing the typical vegetation of a woodland in transition, it has obviously had the large timber harvested in the last 30 years, so the only giant trees left are old crooked or damaged ones left because of their small monetary value to man. If only we could fully realize that each tree is an entire ecosystem in itself, home to lichens, mosses, insects, mollusks, mammals, birds, reptiles, amphibians, and myriads of other microorganisms. Put them all together in plant communities dependent on the underlying geology, and they become a habitat. We see many woodland plants here, but few are blooming now in the dense shade. We see some of the more specialized plants, the puttyroot, rattlesnake plantain, and large twayblade, all beautiful woodland orchids. We hear the clear song, “witchity-witchity-witchity” of the common yellowthroat.  

 A large fence lizard suns himself on the trunk of a white oak. Along the trail where some light breaks in are raspberry and blackberry canes trying to instigate the ancient art of succession as always. They are but a temporary part of the ever-changing process. If the trail were left un-maintained for few years, the brambles would become shaded out but small trees, and eventually the dense growth on the ground would become a deep carpet of leaf mold as the rest of the forest has. If we pull back the deep layer of dead leaves, we can carefully separate the years until they finally become a mass of soft dark mulch-like material teeming with tiny insects and crustaceans. These are the beginning of the food chain again, all nourished by the matter left by the dead leaves and rotting wood.

We move down the narrow twisting trail and see a small american chestnut tree, a remnant of the once great trees that were here at the turn of the century, but are now reduced to a few small sprouts by an imported fungal disease. Sadly, there is nothing we can do to help this doomed tree, it’s only a matter of time before it also succumbs to the deadly blight like it’s ancestors. We hear the “drink your tea tea tea” call of the towhee calling from ahead of us, followed by the “teacher Teacher TEACHER TEACHER!” of the ovenbird, and try to locate it. Although it’s close by, none of us can spot the elusive bird.

We are startled by the thundering takeoff of a grouse almost at our feet, and a few seconds later another one launches itself from a few yards away.

Just when we think the forest will get deeper, it suddenly thins at a hilltop, and we see another cedar glade where the dolomite influence is very apparent. It’s an unusual sight in Ohio to have naturally occurring openings such as this in a dense forest, but an interesting and beautiful sight to see the colors of the indian paintbrush, hoary puccoon, and blazing stars way out here. We are enveloped by dense shade again, and pass deerberry shrubs and another very delicate and beautiful treasure, the spotted wintergreen. These curious low woody plants have beautiful waxy white blossoms in July. We see virginia snakeroot discretely hiding in the deep shade. If we were to dig its root, we could smell the strong camphor like smell that causes it to be occasionally harvested for it’s medicinal properties. Spicebush lines the trail here and we can smell it’s perfumed fragrance without even picking the leaves. Wild geraniums reach out into the trail as the trail widens at the bottom of the hill.

We walk along the creek now, and we see white ash, pignut hickory, white oak, red oak, black oak, sycamore, box elder, redbud, Black Haw, Serviceberry, Sugar maple, red maple, and many other common forest trees. The rich ground here is very productive, and soil building is constantly adding to the deep layer of humus. As we break out into another opening, a curious vine in the trees draws our attention. It is hop vine, the same plant that is cultivated to flavor beer. We follow the narrow field along the creek, and see clumps of common milkweed, still bustling with insect activity, beebalm, phlox, pale indian plantain, and many other typical mesic meadow forbs. We still see the prairie influence even though this was obviously an old agricultural field. Purple coneflower, prairie dock, sunflowers, false gromwell, and even an escaped compass plant are quickly retaking the field from its cultivation.
We cross back over the rickety bridge and turn right along the creek; a different way than we used to get down here. As we pass some low rock outcroppings we see Sedum ternatum, the stonecrop. There are tall velvety ragged leaved plants growing all along the edge, this is a semi-parasitic plant, the mullein foxglove. It will have bright yellow, but inconspicuous flowers in mid summer.

We follow the edge of the wood line, admiring the silky dogwoods, the gray dogwoods, with their bright red stems, and the occasional alternate leaved dogwood with it’s leaves in dense tufts at the end of the twigs. We admire the sharply angled twigs of the blue ash, the dense thickets of prickly ash, the snowball like blooms of the ninebark, the thick twigs of the staghorn sumac, the shiny compound leaves of the winged sumac and the shrubby poison ivy like appearance of the fragrant sumac with its clusters of red fuzzy fruits. A clump of elderberry springs from the tall grass of the field, and we notice that the old fescue stand is losing its battle for dominance to the native big bluestem and indian grass. 

We find an old piece of metal roofing near the edge, but still in the evening sun, and lifting it we see a large black racer coiled tightly in a shallow depression. Suddenly it launches itself into the tall grass and within seconds it is only a memory. Carefully we replace the snake’s summer home.

We cross the back of a stand of clover that looks like cattle have eaten it, but no cattle are present. The whitetails and wild turkeys are making good use of the high protein forage. 

As we walk along the edge here, we border another larger tract of forest that looks relatively untouched, there are no obvious stumps or tree tops and the trees are much larger in diameter. A gray squirrel barks nervously from a few feet off the ground, and we catch a glimpse of it circling the trunk, trying to keep out of our sight. It is getting closer to evening now and we see a couple of cottontails venturing out into the edge of the clover from the dense woodland edge. A large bird quietly glides across in front of us, about 10 or 15 feet off the ground. As it disappears low into the woodland, we realize we have just seen the elusive chuck wills widow. We are rewarded by the loud “Chi-Chuck wills Widow” call from it. We hear an answering call from a couple hundred yards away ahead of us. Voracious insect eaters, they are at the extreme northern edge of their range here.

We walk a little farther and nearing one of the old farm buildings. We see some more curious low plants growing along the roadbed. These are the narrow-leaved pinweeds, another endangered plant in Ohio. In the late summer we will see a colorful population of the slender foxglove here also. As we near the house and buildings and wind up our walk, we marvel at the way nature can reclaim what man has worked so hard to change, and how such biological diversity can still exist in a state that is considered to be “tamed” with few wild areas left. One has only to give nature a chance and do a few things to help it along to watch it reclaim the land right before our eyes. Most people think that it will take hundreds of years for the land to heal, yet there is hope, even in our short lifetimes. Yes, there will be lasting marks from man’s intervention and manipulation, the old road beds, the introduced exotic species, and the bulldozing, but in the end nature will redefine what we have disturbed into an ecosystem again, and the species will interact unimpeded once again, and survive. After just a few years of being undisturbed, we can actually see the profound changes taking place, and we are comforted.
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