March 7, 2009 – The Trail Tells its Story
Often when we are running the miles drift by and we hardly notice our surroundings.   Cars are cruising down roadways, a neighbor is mowing his lawn, squirrels are munching on acorns and birds are chirping.   Boys are playing football, a dog fetches a stick thrown by his owner, children ride on scooters and cats are sleeping in the shade.   Running on the roads presents activity of all types that catches our eye.   But running on trails is different.   If we pay close attention to our surroundings we may find that the trail tells a story.
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Blue skies and tall pine trees set a peaceful mood as I enjoy a cool spring morning at Wekiva State Park.   Much of central Florida looked like this before humans cleared land for orange groves and farms decades ago.   In the past forty years housing subdivisions, retail establishments and office buildings have left little of the Sand Hill Pines habitat.   As I run along I notice new green wiregrass protruding through black embers from a recent prescribed burn.   These fires conducted by park rangers help nourish and replenish the plant life while decreasing the possibility of a runaway wildfire.   At one time the term, ‘controlled burn’ was used, but even when precautions are taken, a fire is never completely under control.
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Further along the trail I find myself running down a single track trail between scrub palms.   Live Oak trees with their random, winding branches would have lured me to climb them as a youth, but today I run past and admire their beauty.   Laurel Oaks tend to grow straight, tall and uniform while the Live Oaks do as they please.   The Live Oaks also have leaves that are a lighter shade of green.   The trail is quiet today as I haven’t come across deer, raccoons, wild turkeys, rabbits or even squirrels.   As I turn onto a sandy, open stretch of the trail I recall when there were many tall pines years ago that fell prey to a pine beetle infestation during a period of drought.   The bark separated enough from the trees that the insects were able to do their damage and kill many of them.   There is a fork in the trail and I know to take the right fork.   The left one goes into an area where a group often does bird banding as they track birdlife in the park.
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After crossing the park’s main road, I run through an area that is cooler and lush with vegetation that seems almost like a tropical rainforest.   The pathway descends a few feet in elevation until it bottoms out at a small creek where I am forced to stop running and navigate across on a downed tree.   Sometimes during the rainy Florida summers the creek is much wider and more of a challenge to find a way to the other side.   I am one of many runners who has lost his balance and got one or both shoes wet.   One high school girl had her shoe sucked off by the muck on the stream’s bottom and had ‘fun’ finding her shoe!   After a minute or two of feeling the muck she was successful.
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Not long after crossing the creek the trail becomes full of what we refer to as ‘trail snakes.’   These are roots that appear to grab one’s ankles leading to falls, dirty hands and knees and occasional bloody scrapes.   If anyone runs regularly on trails it is impossible to avoid taking a spill every now and then.   It isn’t a case of ‘if’ one will take a fall, but ‘when’ it will occur.   The biggest mistake is to announce to your running partner, “I’ve never tripped on a root” or “It’s been two years since I fell out here on the trail.”   This results in an immediate curse and your doom.
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Downed trees can become an impromptu barrier to leap over like in a steeplechase event in track and field or an obstacle to run around before getting back on the trail.   It appears that most hikers are taking the latter action due to the pathway being formed to the left of the tree.   Soon my run is over, the trail has enlightened me and it is time for a refreshing dip in the clear spring that is the park’s signature feature.   Every time I run along trails my eyes notice changes as the trail tells its story.
