October 18, 2011 – Wildflower Trail Run 
[bookmark: _GoBack][image: ][image: ]There are two annual seasons that the Wekiva State Park trails I run along throughout the year are alive with color.   Each spring and fall all sorts of wildflowers are along the trail to greet hikers, runners and off-road cyclists with their bright, cheerful hues.   Yellow flowers stand out boldly and one type of autumn flower shows its happy face.   It is amazing how large groups of these flowers grow easily without any care from humans. Nature provides sunshine, natural fertilizer and   rain in just the right amounts to present a landscape of color.   If only it was so easy in our flower boxes, gardens and landscaped yards!
[image: ][image: ]One area of the trail is fairly wide open with ample wire grass beneath tall pine trees.   It is a perfect example of the sand hill pine terrain which used to cover much of central Florida before it gave way to orange groves in the early to mid-20th century and housing developments in the past 40 years.   Earlier this summer the park rangers did a prescribed fire that blackened the earth along the trail.   To the uninitiated the desolation may have looked like a dead zone, but I knew that new life would emerge strongly.   The wiregrass and shrubs came back strong and nutrients from the fire caused an emergence of purple blaze flowers more impressive than in any year I can remember – and I’ve run along these trails for over two decades!   Each time I run through this open field I find myself pausing for a minute to enjoy the thousands of flowers that bloom for about two weeks.   The rest of the year the clumps of grass hide their secret that emerges each year in early October.  I’m thinking of trying to establish some purple blaze in the back yard at my home.   Most of the yard is landscaped with ferns, purple queens, aloe and bromeliads that require no care so they would be a logical addition.
[image: ][image: ]As impressive as the purple blaze are, there are some other places in Wekiva State Park where white is the dominant color.   Queen Anne’s lace grows sporadically in the park while dog fennel has taken over large fields in the past ten to twelve years.  Dog fennel is much easier for me to remember than its scientific name, eupatorium capillofolium – that’s a mouthful (in case you were wondering – I did have to look that up again). The spindly green plants can grow six to eight feet high and have an abundance of small white flowers which also reseed it very easily.   It would be classified as a weed in our yards, but is a wildflower in the park.   I guess the difference between a weed and a flower is not the plant, but its location!   There is one jeep road I ran along recently which provides a clean break in foliage as the east side of the trail is forest with a few bushes and the west side is sand hill pine terrain that has been overrun by dog fennel.  Right now the fields of white blossoms are very impressive.
[image: ][image: ]The trails in the park are identified by colors such as white, red, yellow, blue and green.   Paint slashes are placed at eye level on trees along each trail and the park’s trail map has a key to help visitors to avoid getting lost (it doesn’t always work – but that’s another story).   While running on the yellow trail the fall season always gives an appropriate show of yellow flowers that look like cousins of mustard plants.  They may actually be mustard plants!   Don’t ask me as I’m not a horticulturalist, though I did stay in a Holiday Inn Express last night (not really, but I thought their commercial slogan fit).   The final flower that brightened up the trail was purple in color.  But unlike the purple blaze with their long spires, these flowers had puffy balls of lavender.   If you walk or run in your neighborhood, you probably don’t notice much change in the landscape, so take a break and try a hike, walk or bike ride in the woods.  There are great sights nature has there to greet you!
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