July 3, 2009 – The Canopy, Understory and Forest Floor
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Running in the forest takes us through a different world.   If we look ahead, to our sides, overhead and beneath us we will notice abundant plant life of many varieties.   The Appalachian Mountains are a perfect place for running as the tall trees above us; shrubs along the trail and plant life below us stimulate our senses stride after stride, mile after mile.
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The Canopy is an umbrella over the forest floor.   It absorbs and scatters up to half of the available sunlight.   This makes running in the forest pleasant in the summer as temperatures stay relatively cool.   In the winter most of the leaves fall and sunlight is abundant which creates a striking effect as we run on trails through a forest blanketed with snow.   The trees in the canopy are constantly changing due to seasonal cycles, disease, fire, insect attacts and lightning strikes.   With our short time perspective things may seem the same, but over years and decades subtle changes occur.
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When looking ahead or to the sides of the trail we see the Understory plants competing with each other for sunlight and nutrients.   There are tall shrubs such as rhododendron, mountain laurel and seedlings of canopy trees.   They compete for natural resources such as nutrient-rich soil, waste and sunlight.    The rhododendron and laurel have flowers which provide a subtle fragrance and pretty color amidst the greenery.   The strongest seedlings grow to become part of the canopy.   Our ears enjoy the pleasant sounds of diverse bird life which use the understory for safe haven and water tumbling over rocks in mountain streams.
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Organisms that love shade live on the forest floor.    Our foot falls are among ferns, mosses and herbaceous plants which thrive in the dark conditions.   Some plants flower in both the spring and fall without the sheltering canopy.   Leaves, trees and other plants die and fall to the forest floor.   When taking a break to stretch our leg muscles it is easy to notice the organic material which is broken down by a host of bacteria, insects, worms and fungi.   The nutrient-rich compost creates new soil that in time helps additional plants grow.

Forest running is stimulating to our eyes, nose and ears.   The sights, smells and sounds offer pleasant distractions that almost make us forget we are running.   But we are running with much joy as we expend energy under the canopy, alongside the understory and above the forest floor.

