September 27, 2010 – On the Trail with Mother Nature
Running with friends can add many positive aspects to ‘putting in the miles.’   The camaraderie and conversation makes time and distance go by with much less effort.   Faster runners can pull us along on our harder training days while slower runners can keep our effort in check on our recovery days.   Sometimes we may have trouble answering the early morning call of our alarm clock unless we are meeting a friend to run.   These are all good reasons to run with friends, but sometimes we run only with the best friend of all – out on the trail with ‘Mother Nature.’

For those of us who run regularly on familiar trails we develop a keen awareness of our surroundings as we get in tune with nature.   I have run so many hundreds of times for thousands of miles on the trails at Wekiva State Park that I can close my eyes and see a motion picture in my head of the various trails – both clockwise and counter-clockwise!   The twists and turns of the trails stay almost the same as years pass.   Every now and then a tree falls on a portion of the path and isn’t cleared away by the park’s rangers.   As hikers and runners go around the tree the trail changes ever so slightly.
Certain flowers appear in the spring while others emerge in the fall.   Yellow wildflowers showed up a couple of weeks ago and each day more and more opened their faces to the autumn sunlight.   Then one day they had declined almost imperceptibly and I could tell their color had peaked the previous day.   Purple wildflowers which have vertical coloring along their plumes have started flowering and will be at their most colorful shortly.   Each year small orange butterflies come out in tandem with these flowers so I expect to see them fluttering around before long.

Another point of interest is the changing angle of the sun as it moves southward during autumn.   On one portion about halfway on my often run seven mile loop there is a sandy road that stretches almost due east-west.   On morning runs a few weeks ago the sun lit up the entire trail while now only the north side shines in the sunlight.   High humidity is easy to note on wire grass along the road as tiny droplets of dew condense and twinkle in the sun’s rays.
Wire grass is the native grass of central Florida and is at its peak now with three foot high clumps throughout the sand hill pines habitat.   In the winter it turns a beautiful yellow-brown color that is reminiscent of wheat grown in the Midwestern United States.   Eupatorium capillofolium, better known as dog fennel, is a weed that is very prevalent in the park.   It starts its growth cycle in the spring, can reach six or seven feet high during summer, flowers in late fall, before turning brown and starting anew the next year.
Each morning as a new day dawns there is an amazing signal that lets me know when I can start running on the trails.   No – it isn’t that the park is officially open for visitors.   Somehow when there is just enough light to see on the trails and navigate safely, the birds above me in the tree canopy start chirping.   As they sing their wakeup songs to each other it is a sign to me that it is time to be on the trail with Mother Nature!
