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The most common bird you will see is the common raven.
It is a big black scavenger about 21 inches long. They have a
hoarse croaking caw sound.
The American robin is a medium sized bird with a red
breast, white throat patch, and yellow beak. They eat
insects and seeds. Their call is a cheer-up with different
pitches.
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#10 Decomposers:
Fungi and Bacteria
N

ot all living things are plants or

animals. Fungi and bacteria are also
living, but they are neither plant nor
animal. They belong to their own
kingdoms.
They are important in our food chain
because they are our decomposers
and recyclers. When plants and
animals die, they become food for
fungi and bacteria. As these decomposers break down the dead and decaying
matter, they free up the nutrients, like nitrogen, that plants need to grow.
Fungi include mushrooms, mildew, mold, toadstools, and yeasts. At this station,
you can observe the fruiting body of the conk mushroom or shelf fungus,
Fomitopsis pinicola, growing on top of a dead stump. Normally, the fruiting body
of a shelf fungus is found growing on the trunk of a dead spruce tree and forms a
shelf along the side of the tree. They don’t have chlorophyll so they can’t make
their own food like plants. They don’t have a mouth and can’t eat like animals.
Most fungi start life as a spore. The spore sprouts threads called mycelium inside
the trunk, which is the main network that consumes and breaks down the
cellulose in the tree. Observe a rotting piece of the stump, and notice the white
mycelium breaking down the wood. Feel how the wood is becoming mushy.
Once the conk has gained enough nutrition from the cellulose, it sends out
fruiting bodies, which are the parts of mushrooms and conks that we see. These
are the breeding parts. Notice the billowy marshmallow appearance of the conk’s
top part. Also note the reddish band below. You can estimate the age of the conk
by counting the layers because it grows a new one every year. This conk has 5-7
layers of fruiting bodies, and therefore is between 5-7 years old.
Bacteria are everywhere, but they are so small, you can’t see them working to
decompose. They are single-celled organisms that don’t have a nucleus.

#1 Pollinators
All seed plants reproduce by pollination. This can only
happen when pollen from the male part of a flower (anther) is
transferred to the female part (pistil) of a flower that belongs
to the same species. Once pollination takes place, seeds may
begin to develop into new plants.
How does pollen get from one flower to another? Wind,
water, birds, insects, butterflies, bats, and other animals do
the job. These animals that spread pollen from different
plants are called pollinators. When we have many
pollinators that live along our trail and doing their job, we are
able to keep a diverse population of wildflowers and other
plants (that is, we keep biodiversity). In turn, the wide range
of plants along our trail attracts a wide variety of pollinators.
For example, the bumblebees love the lupine, while flies and
bees with short tongues and small sizes enjoy the asters.
www.usnews.com

Check out our
plant ID cards
and note all the
different
wildflowers on
our trail.

(Worms are also decomposers that actually eat the dead and decaying matter,
rather than break it down. They are a group of animals called detritovores.)
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#2 Forest Succession

#9 Red Squirrel Midden

It all started when a
massive group of bark
beetles took massive
nibbles off one tree
and laid eggs in the
trees’ phloem between
the bark and wood,
blocking the
movement of
nutrients. Then the
beetles continued to invade, feeding and breeding in the
phloem, and killing hundreds of trees. After the trees died
and fell down, sunlight warmed and lit the ground. This
allowed smaller plants, like fireweed, devil’s club and alder
a chance to grow. This
stage is called the
regrowth stage in
secondary forest
succession. It is the first
stage after a disturbance,
such as bark beetle kill,
logging, and wildfires.
After about 25-35 years,
the forest changes.
Bigger plants, like spruce, begin to grow. Alders enrich the
soil with nitrogen, allowing spruce to begin their growth.
If you look ahead, toward the amphitheater, you can see
the second-growth forest where lutz spruce are growing.
They are around the same size and age. Few plants grow in
the shade there.
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The red squirrel (Tamiasciurus hudsonicus) is Alaska’s
only species of tree squirrel. The squirrels leave an obvious
sign of their presence on our trail – the squirrel midden heaps.
The midden is a large pile (up to three feet deep) of spruce
cone bracts. These are the scales that squirrels cut from the
cones as they eat the seeds inside. The squirrels spend their
entire summer days cutting and storing green spruce cones in
burrows. They also cache mushrooms on tree branches. They
eat seeds, berries, buds, fungi, and sometimes insects and
birds’ eggs.
Another sign of squirrels on our trail, though harder to find,
are nests built in trees with twigs, leaves, moss, and lichens as
well as holes in a tree trunk.
11

#8 Lutz Spruce Forest
Welcome to our young boreal
forest of lutz spruce! These lutz
spruce (picea lutzii) are a hybrid
spruce tree, which means they are a
cross between white spruce and
Sitka spruce. Sitka spruce dominate
the coastal forests across the bay. These lutz spruce trees are
30 – 50 years old and grow about 30 feet tall. Their
downward bowing branches have sharp needles like the Sitka,
but they are not as stiff and prickly. The seed cones are like
Sitka, but they are smaller with white rounded tops.
This forest is in the late seral
stage of succession. That
means that the mature spruce
have thinned out, are all at a
similar height and age, and are
the dominant vegetation. In its
early stage, the forest had little
to no spruce, and it looked like the vegetation in station #2.
Young spruce began to grow through the alder and shrubs
until the spruce overshadowed the alder and wiped them out.
In the late seral stage, very little vegetation grows under the
canopy provided by the spruce. Unlike a climax forest in a
primary succession that can last forever, a forest at the seral
stage can be wiped out at the same time by disturbances such
as fire or beetle bark disease.
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#3 Our Stream
Our stream is part of a larger watershed that eventually drains
into Kachemak Bay.
What is a watershed, you
ask? A watershed is an area
of land where all the water
drains toward a common
body of water, which in our
case is Kachemak Bay. The
land around our trail ‘sheds’
water from rainfall and melting snow into our creek that runs
downslope. Our creek is the channel where water can flow. Think of
your house’s roof. Water that falls on the roof drains to a gutter.
That would be an example of your home’s watershed. Our
watershed’s stream is small with no name and flows only during
periods of heavy rainfall or snowfall. We are bordered on the east
by the Woodard Creek watershed and to the north by the Diamond
Ridge watershed. These watersheds also drain into Kachemak Bay
and have streams and rivers with year round flow. However, each of
these watersheds have slopes beginning at Skyline and Diamond
Ridge. The steeper the slope, the faster the rainfall and snowmelt
will flow, which causes more erosion. The faster the water moves,
the more material it can carry.
Development of all these watersheds requires planning so that
there is minimal erosion. A healthy watershed soaks up rainfall
quickly and releases it slowly. Water that reaches our trail’s creek
helps the local plants and animals. On the other hand, in an
unhealthy watershed, water is not soaked up quickly or at all. Water
runs off quickly causing flash floods and the soil does not get
hydrated. Surfaces such as parking lots, roads, and roofs contribute
to unhealthy watersheds.
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#4 Edible Plants

#7 Nurse Logs

Edible plants were an important part of survival for Dena’ina
people, and are still enjoyed by all the locals. Here are a few
popular edibles on our trail:


Raspberries: Raspberries are
delicious straight off the bush or in
many dessert recipes. They make
delicious jam.



Clover: You can eat the entire plant
cooked or raw.



Devil’s Club: In the spring, you can
peel open the bud and eat the
inside.
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Fireweed: You can use the flowers
to make jelly. The spring shoots
and leaves are good to eat as
veggies.
Fiddleheads (fern shoots in the
spring): Remove the brown outer
coating in the spring and eat
cooked or raw in salads.

A nurse log is a fallen tree that provides a place
for other trees and plants to grow on. As the log
rots, insects and fungi go under the bark and
break down the log which then decomposes into
minerals and other nutrients for the soil. On this
log you can find a lot of plant life such as spruce
trees, moss, and ferns.
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#6 Lichens:
What are they??
Lichens are not plants. They are
made of two kinds of organisms that
live together in a happy, ‘mutual’
relationship (called mutualism). That
means each organism gets something
from the other. Lichen is part algae
and part fungus. The algae produce
the food while fungus soaks up and
retains water and minerals for the algae. The fungus also shields the
algae from harmful UV light.
Lichens help create soil because they help break rocks and decaying
wood into tiny bits and put nutrients back into the soil, helping new
plants grow. Lichens also take nitrogen from the air and put it into
the soil. They live on soil, trees, stones, posts, and snow. They are
able to live a long time without water.
If you look up in the branches, the
most obvious lichen is Old Man’s
Beard, Alectoria, the hair like lichens
hanging from the branches above you.
Birds use Old Man’s Beard for their
nests and people have used the dried
Old Man’s Beard as fire-starter
material. If you look more closely on a
branch, you may find six different
genera of lichen. We have
representatives of the genera
Alectoria, Parmelia, Hypoguymnia, Evernia, Cetraria, and Chrysothrix
all hanging out on our spruce branches. That’s lichen diversity.
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#5 Plants without Seeds:
Moss and Ferns
What is moss? Glad you asked.
Moss is a short, little plant. They are
a bit more complicated than fungi
and algae because it is a plant with
chlorophyll. That means it makes its
own food. It doesn’t grow large
because it doesn’t have the tubes
found in higher plants. It also does
not reproduce with seeds. Moss reproduces in two ways over
two generations. In one generation, spores are made in water.
The spores then make male and female parts (ie sperm and eggs).
These together grow into the plant.
Moss is quite helpful along our nature trail. It breaks up tons of
things like rock and wood. It’s wonderful at soaking up water,
and it makes our soil richer. Some moss is eaten by wildlife.
What are ferns? Ferns are
also plants that do not reproduce
with seeds. But unlike moss, they
have tubes (a vascular system) that
conduct water and food to roots,
stems, and leaves. They have been
around for over 400 million years
and grew as big as trees during the Mesozoic Period of dinosaurs.
The ferns have spores on the underside of their leaves and
reproduce in the same way as mosses.
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