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Welcome to Old Woman National Estuarine Research Reserve & 
State Nature Preserve! This tour is meant to help visitors navigate the 
hiking trails and learn about surrounding habitats and biodiversity. 
Numbered sign posts on each trail line up with specific features 
described in this guide. Please note that not every detail of the 
estuary will be mentioned. At the end of the guide, there will be 
external resources page that visitors can use to help further learn 
and identify wildlife and plants.

WELCOME!
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A nature preserve is a protected area of land that ensures its 
ecosystems, flora, and fauna are undisturbed by minimizing human 
activities. Typically, state and/or federal organizations will decide 
what rules should be implemented and sometimes, research is 
conducted to support those decisions. For instance, Old Woman 
Creek (OWC) is managed through the Ohio Department of Natural 
Resources and the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 
(NOAA) who collaborate with each other conducting valuable 
research to determine the health and function of the estuary.

Nature preserves allow visitors to use their designated recreational 
to learn, explore, and appreciate nature. At Old Woman Creek, 
visitors are welcomed to hike our five trails and can obtain a permit 
to paddle (kayak or canoe) on the estuary. When visiting, we ask that 
you follow the rules so that everyone can enjoy OWC and limit the 
disturbance for wildlife and plants. Thank you!

WHAT’S A 
NATURE 
PRESERVE?



During the last ice age, around 14,000 - 20,000 years ago, the glaciers 
covering the Great Lakes regions began to retreat due to a warming 
climate. Lake Erie was one of the first to be slowly uncovered, and its 
basin was filled with smaller lakes. Overtime, these lakes were further 
filled and transformed into Lake Erie. The retreating glaciers also 
formed river systems that connected to the lake. These river mouths 
would then be flooded by the lakes, creating natural freshwater 
estuaries. Overall, there are 117 freshwater estuaries throughout 
the Great Lakes regions and Old Woman Creek is one of a very few 
naturally functioning estuaries in Ohio. 

But what is a freshwater estuary and why are they important? A 
freshwater estuary is defined by two chemically distinct bodies of 
water exchanging and mixing with each other. Old Woman Creek’s 
estuary has a mouth (or barrier beach) that periodically opens and 
allows water to mix with Lake Erie. The estuary plays a significant role 
by filtering excess nutrients before water exists into the lake. 

In addition, the estuary is part of the carbon cycle which is a complex 
bio-geochemical process of how plants, animals, landscapes and the 
atmosphere process carbon compounds. In other words, carbon 
is “cycled” as it is processed through the atmosphere, into the 
environment, and can be released back into the atmosphere. 

However, carbon isn’t always released. The estuary is considered 
a “carbon sink” due to an abundance of plants, soils, and microbial 
activities that store carbon rather than release it. It is estimated that 
estuaries and their wetlands can store at least 35% terrestrial carbon. 

ABOUT THE 
ESTUARY



ABOUT THE 
ESTUARY

Therefore, draining and deconstructing wetlands is highly discouraged 
as it would allow these trapped gases to enter the atmosphere and 
contribute to climate change.

By the 20th century, the black swamp was converted into farmland. 
Many other wetlands and marshes followed, resulting in the loss 
of more than 90% of Ohio’s wetlands. After noting that Old Woman 
Creek and its estuary were intact and relatively unchanged in function, 
Old Woman Creek was designated a nature preserve in 1979 and 
later became part of the National Estuarine Research Reserve (NERR) 
system in 1980. 

Old Woman Creek NERR’s mission is to promote long term research, 
education, and coastal stewardship to ensure stressors such as 
climate change, erosion, invasive species, water pollution and water 
level regulation are understood and mitigated. 

The Old Woman Creek National Estuarine Research Reserve is part of 
the National Estuarine Research Reserve System (NERRS), established 
by Section 315 of the Coastal Zone Management Act, as amended. 
Additional information about the system can be obtained from the 
Office for Coastal Management, National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration, US Department of Commerce, 1305 East West 
Highway - N/ORM5, Silver Spring, MD 20910.

Microbes in the sediment called methanogens 
convert the carbon into methane — another 
greenhouse gas that can have 21 to 310 times 
greater global warming impact within a 100 
year time frame than carbon dioxide.



RULES
• No littering.

• Do not disturb any monitoring stations. 

• Stay on the trails at all times.

• No bicycles or pets on the property and trails. 

• Do not collect any materials from the environment 
(plants, animals, rocks, feathers, etc).

• No hunting or fishing. 

• No swimming/wadding.

• No climbing/rappelling.

• No picnicking.

• No consuming or possessing alcohol.



GREEN TRAIL

Lower
Estuary
Loop

6/10 mile
15 minutes

Grassy path, no inclines

CAUTION: tree roots and uneven ground



Notable Plants:

Gray Dogwood (N)
Black Walnut Trees (N)
Eastern Cottonwood Trees (N)
River Bank Vine (N)
Poison Ivy (N)
White Oak (N)
Red Oak (N)
Pin Oak (N)
Shagbark Hickory (N)
Hackberry Trees (N)
Black Cherry Trees (N)
Virgina Creeper Vine (N)
Autumn Olive (IN)
Japanese Honeysuckle (IN)
False Nutsedge (N)
Common Buckthorn Trees (IN)

Notable Animals:

Northern Pearly-eyed
Butterfly (N)
Eastern Tiger Swallowtail (N)
Great Black Wasp (N)
Rose-Breasted Grossbeak (N)
Eastern Cottontail (N)
Eastern Chipmunk (N)
Common Grackle (N)
Red-winged Blackbird (N)
Hairy Woodpecker (N)
Red Bellied Woodpecker (N)
Carolina Wren (N)
Northern Cardinal (N)

N = Native
IN = Invasive
I = Introduced

GREEN TRAIL
CLEVELAND ROAD



The green trail is a loop trail that comprises a scrub-shrub and forest 
of the lower estuary. 

A scrub-shrub habitat consists mostly of young trees and woody 
vegetation. Scrub-shrub environments often form when mature trees 
are removed and over time, neighboring forest or other plant species 
begin to occupy it. This process is known as ecological succession, 
where there is change in species structure (plant, animal, or both) 
within a community over time. 

A variety of wildlife are dependent on these habitats as well. The 
most common animal seen on this trail are the eastern cottontail 
rabbits that use these trails for coverage, nesting, and food. Rabbits 
in particular need to maintain their metabolism and energy, thus 
require a significant amount of vegetation to keep them going. They 
will consume grasses, dandelions, twigs, plantain weed, and flower 
buds. This scrub-shrub habitat is also perfect for raising their young. 

Typically, the female adult (called a doe) will make a shallow 
underground nest where she will raise her young (called kittens). 
Male adults (called bucks) do not participate raising young. She will 
often line the nest with fur, leaves, and grasses as the young are born 
blind and deaf. Once she gives birth, the doe doesn’t stay with the 
nest throughout the day. Instead, she will come by the nest during 
the morning and evenings to nurse. After about three or four weeks, 
the young are independent and leave the nest. The scrub shrub 
habitat also provides similar resources to mice, voles, and shrews.

WHAT’S ON 
THE TRAIL?



At the beginning of the trail, visitors will 
notice young black walnut trees in addition 
to a large hedges of gray dogwood that are 
covered in riverbank grape vines. Mixed 
in the vegetation are some invasive plants 
such as the Japanese honeysuckle vine and 
autumn olive shrubs. 

Post 4 has a few eastern cottonwood trees 
that are visible from the trail. 

Once the flowers receive pollen, the females 
will begin to produce a cotton plume like 
material that contains the seeds and rely on 
the wind to disperse them.

1–5POSTS 

Eastern cottonwood trees

Eastern cottonwood trees 
are interesting because 
they have genders. Males 
and females produce 
flowers and are dependent 
on pollinators to transfer 
pollen from the males to 
the females.

Eastern cottonwood tree leaf

Black walnut bark



Start of the mature forest! Shagbark hickory 
and several oak tree species are found in 
the forest - creating a vast tree canopy. 
The canopy is a great area to observe and 
listen to common songbird calls. In addition, 
there is a salamander station where visitors 
might see employees and volunteers actively 
monitoring salamander activity. We kindly 
ask visitors to not disturb these sites as it’s 
important to minimize disturbance.

9–11

This is a transition between scrub-shrub and 
mature forest. Notice the trees and their 
sizes in addition to more dense and non-
woody species are starting to occur. The 
trail starts to bend along the estuary where 
visitors might hear common estuary animal 
noises such as the great blue heron, white 
egrets, eastern chipmunks, squirrels, and 
bald eagles.

6–8
Great blue heron

Shagbark hickory



YELLOW TRAIL

Early
Successional
Access

1/2 mile
13 minutes

No inclines, gravel path, 
mostly sunny.

CAUTION: tree roots and uneven ground



Notable Plants:
Black Elderberry Shrub (N) 
Black Walnut Trees (N)
Chinese Sumac (IN)
Silver Maple Trees (N)
Sensitive Ferns (N)
Black Willow Trees (N)
Northern Catalpa Trees (N)
Blackberry shrubs (N)
Black Mulberry Trees (N)
Sassafras Trees (N)
Riverbank Vines (N)
Autumn Olive Shrubs (IN)
Japanese Honeysuckle Vine (IN)

YELLOW TRAIL
CLEVELAND ROAD

Notable Animals:
White-Tailed Deer (N)
Raccoon (N)
Eastern Cottontail Rabbit (N)
Eastern Chipmunk (N)
Red Squirrel (N)
Black and Yellow Garden Spider (N)
Hairstreak Butterflies (N)
Hawk Moths (N)
Painted Lady Butterflies (N)
Brown Headed Cowbirds (N)
Pewee Bird (N)

N = Native
IN = Invasive
I = Introduced



The Yellow Trail crosses the driveway to Old Woman Creek’s visitor 
center. Please cross carefully as cars maybe entering or exiting the 
nature preserve. 

Like the Green Trail, the Yellow Trail navigates through successional 
scrub-shrub habitat and is considered an ecotone, a transition zone 
between two habitats. The Yellow Trail’s scrub-shrub habitat runs 
semi-parallel with the prairie, making it an ecotone. Ecotones can 
occur naturally or are caused by human development. 

Regardless, ecotones are environmentally important as they supply a 
large array of resources and allow wildlife and plants to easily move 
between habitats. Deer, rabbits, rodents, bees, butterflies, birds, and 
snakes are just a few fauna that will utilize both habitats for food, 
nesting, and shelter.

On the other hand, the ecotone along the Yellow and Purple Trail 
may have occupants that prefer to be within one or the other habitat 
- set communities that define these separate habitats. 

For instance, during late July and early August, visitors will notice tall 
big bluestem grass within the prairie but will not notice this plant 
living within the scrub-shrub. Tree swallows may be more noticeable 
on the prairie side rather than the scrub-shrub as they rely on the 
nest boxes to raise their young. Meanwhile red squirrels may occupy 
the scrub-shrub habitat because of the nuts that are found on the 
black walnut trees. Whichever preference, ecotones are constantly 
active and support diverse communities of plants and animals.

WHAT’S ON 
THE TRAIL?



This trail begins at Post 20 from the Red Trail. 
Visitors will notice some cross over from the
Red Trail forest where there is a short grove 
of young black walnut trees on both sides of 
the trails. 

There’s some invasive Chinese sumac 
(also called the Tree of Heaven) and native 
sassafras mixed in. 

The Chinese sumac has mostly smooth edges 
with two or three thumb-like serrations at the 
base of the leaves whereas the black walnut 
trees have leaves with fine serrated edges. 
The bark of the Chinese sumac is smooth 
while black walnut tree bark is coarse and 
has deep vertical ridges and furrows. 

The easiest distinction is what the plants 
produce. The Chinese sumac produces 
seed pods that are flat and use the wind 
to disperse their seeds. Black walnut 
trees produce walnuts in which a nut is 
surrounded by a spherical green case. This 
area is likely a good stop to look for birds 
within the small canopy. Post 2 exits out of 
the grove.

1–2POSTS 

Black walnut leaves



Post 7 from the Purple Trail connects with 
Post 3 of the Yellow Trail. Like the Green 
Trail, Post 3 has a continuous hedge of gray 
dogwood and elder berry shrubs. 

The path will be mostly sunny up until the 
Green Trail.

3–5
Gray dogwood and elder 
berry shrubs produce 
berries that are good 
food sources for fruit 
eating birds, known as  
frugivores.

Elder berry shrubs

Gray dogwood after flowering



5–6
Northern catalpa tree leaf

Along these posts are common trees that 
are not seen on the Green Trail. Silver 
maple trees, red mulberry trees, and a 
northern catalpa trees are visible. Catalpa 
trees initially had a small range along the 
Mississippi and Ohio rivers. Their unusual 
and beautiful appearance became a large 
attraction. Ohioans cultivated Catalpa... 
trees for over 200 years and has been 
planted in New England, except Vermont, 
west through New York, to North Dakota, 
and south to Texas, Colorado, Utah and 
New Mexico, east to Georgia and north to 
Pennsylvania.

Northern catalpa tree



This trail crosses the driveway/entrance to 
Old Woman Creek State Nature Preserve.

7–8
9–10

Past the driveway, the Yellow Trail leads 
to the Green Trail. Visitors will notice the 
common surroundings that the Yellow 
Trail shares with the Green Trail. More gray 
dogwood dominates both sides of the trail 
with some invasive common buckthorn.

Gray dogwood leaf and flowers



BLUE TRAIL

Estuary
Overlook

4/10 mile
10 minutes

Some inclines



Notable Plants:
American Water Lily (N)
Yellow Lotus Lily (N)
May Apples (N)
Pearl Jewelweed (N)
Red Maple Trees (N)
Hophornbeam Birch Trees (N)
Jack-in-the Pulpit (N)
Frogbit (IN)
Duckweed (N)
Hawthorn Trees (N)

N = Native
IN = Invasive
I = Introduced

BLUE TRAIL
CLEVELAND ROAD

Notable Animals:
Bald Eagle (N)
Carolina Wren (N)
Great Blue Heron (N)
White Egret (N)
Green Heron (N)
Double Crested Cormorant (N)
Common Snapping Turtle (N)
Midland Painted Pond Turtle (N)
Gray Ratsnake (N)
Muskrat (N)
Canadian Geese (N)
Turkey Vultures (N)
Osprey (N)
Belted Kingfisher (N)
Grebes (N)



The estuary overlook and the Blue Trail provides a unique 
opportunity for visitors to observe many living organisms such as 
birds, fish, plants, insects, turtles, etc. If visitors observe long enough, 
they may see animals doing what they do best: eating! 

 

Understanding and recognizing the complexity of a food web within 
an ecosystem can help humans determine the ecosystem’s health. 

The estuary supports a diverse community of macro and micro-
organisms that feed on each other. In the water, smaller organisms 
like zooplankton (micro-consumers) and phytoplankton (micro-
producers) support one another. They then support much larger 
consumers such as fish fry (baby fish) and insect larvae.

Lilies and other aquatic plants provide these smaller consumers 
shelter and potentially new food sources as well. These smaller 
organisms are then consumed by much larger fish and insects. 
Birds, amphibians, and reptiles feed on these larger organisms. As a 
result, this highly productive estuary is what shapes each ecological 
community present at Old Woman Creek.

WHAT’S ON 
THE TRAIL?

The Old Woman Creek estuary has a 
complex food web made up of organisms 
that either producers that use sunlight for 
energy or consumers that obtain energy 
from feeding on plants or animals. 



Trail starts close to the information board 
that’s to the right of the visitor center. This
part of the trail is paved but might be slightly 
uneven. Post 2 intersects with Post 1 of the 
Green Trail.

1–2POSTS 

3–7
Visitors will walk into the wetland/upland 
forest. There are several forest floor plants 
such as mayapples, jack-in-the-pulpit, poison 
ivy, and jewelweed. These plants are also 
noticeable on the Red Trail. Around Post 5 
and 6, visitors will notice a small grove of 
young hop-hornbeam trees.

8–9
Between these Post is the estuary overlook. 
The most notable biodiversity people may 
observe are the great blue herons, egrets, 
bald eagles, double crested cormorants,

Poison ivy

Great Egret



8–9
duckweed, and the American lotus lily. Some 
invasive fish can also be seen on the overlook 
such as common carp (brought over from 
Europe and Asia) and goldfish. These species 
are bottom feeders and likely contribute to 
the turbid water, dispensing particles from 
the sediment into the water column. Native 
fish species include pumpkinseed, bluegills,
American gizzard shad, and bullhead catfish.

CONT.

10–12
The path continues past the overlook on 
a gravel path and along a cove. Visitors 
can continue seeing part of the estuary 
and observe the lilies. Some animals along 
the path might include midland painted 
turtles sitting on the logs and a variety of 
damselflies and dragonflies. Visitors can also 
take note of the young oak trees and black 
walnut trees that grow along the trail.

Green Darner Dragonfly

Goldfish

American lotus lily



Post 13 intersects with Post 1 of the Red Trail. 
The Blue Trail leads to the prairie and out of 
the upland forest. Much of the tree and plant 
communities remain the same. 

At dusk, they wake up and fly in the canopy 
eating insects (insectivore). In general, bats 
are considered keystone species because 
they can consume between 6,000 to 8,000 
insects in a single night. During the winter 
months, they hibernate in caves.

Unfortunately, Indiana bats are endangered 
due to their sensitivity to human disturbance 
such as habitat loss and cave exploration. 
They can also be susceptible to pesticides 
and environmental containments.

Some Shagbark Hickory 
trees grow along the path 
and are important for an 
endangered bat called the 
Indiana bat. The lose bark 
on the tree provides small 
crawl spaces where the 
bats sleep during the day.

13–15

Shagbark hickory tree

Shagbark hickory tree leaves



16–17
This boardwalk runs along the prairie and 
exits to the visitor center. Prairie ecology will 
be discussed in the Purple Trail section.



RED TRAIL

Upland 
Woods 
Boardwalk

3/4 mile
22 minutes

Some inclines



Notable Plants:
Black Cohosh Plant (N)
Lizard’s Tail Plant (N)
Tulip Poplar Tree (N)
Sassafras Tree (N)
Multiflora Rose Shrub (IN)
Bottlebrush Grass (N)
Wild Rye Grass (N)
Blackberry Shrub (N)
Gooseberry Shrub (N)
Elm Tree (N)

N = Native
IN = Invasive
I = Introduced

RED TRAIL
CLEVELAND ROAD

Notable Animals:
Grey Catbird (N)
Wood Thrush (N)
Pewee Bird (N)
Ovenbird (N)
Damselflies (N)
Northern Flicker (N)
Eastern Amberwing Dragonfly (N)
Northern Ravine Salamander (N)
Spiced Swallowtail Butterfly (N)
American Toad (N)
Bullfrog (N)
Northern Leopard Frog (N)
Northern Watersnake (N)
Downy Woodpecker (N)
Red Headed Woodpecker (N)
American Robin (N)



The Upland Woods Boardwalk Trail comprises mostly upland and 
swamp forest (also considered forest wetlands) which play key roles 
in the watershed. A watershed is an area of land that surrounds a 
body of water and allows ground and run off water to drain into it. 
The water entering into the upland forest from the mainland drains 
into the swamp forest and into the estuary. 

Overall, these habitats are part of the Old Woman Creek watershed 
which is a subpart of the Lake Erie watershed. Due to the transition 
between upland and swamp forest, visitors are likely to notice 
various plant communities that are supported by different elevation 
and soil types. For instance, the upland forest holds mature trees 
such as tulip poplar, sassafras, oak, maple, and black walnut trees. 

Ground dwelling plants such as mayapples, jack-in-the pulpits, black 
cohosh plants, gooseberry shrubs and poison ivy can be seen on 
the forest floor. Most of these plants are shade tolerant require 
well drained soils. In addition, the upland forest provides shelter 
and homes for many forest animals. The landscape gradient slopes 
downwards into the swamp where soils are more saturated with 
water and don’t drain further into the ground - creating different 
habitat for vegetation and other animals not found in the upland 
forest habitat. 

On the other hand, some plants and animals can be found between 
the forests such as the bottlebrush grass and the northern ravine 
salamanders. Regardless, both forest types assist with filtration as 
the majority of the plants absorb and cycle the nutrients before the 
water enters into the estuary.

WHAT’S ON 
THE TRAIL?



Post 1 intersects with Post 13 of the Blue 
Trail and has a boardwalk that runs along the 
edge of a cove, leading to the swamp forest. 
Commonly resting in the area are American 
bullfrogs. Though not always seen, their loud 
bellows can be heard. Some visitors might 
also notice Northern watersnakes resting 
along the logs and stumps.

1–2POSTS 

3–5

Looking further into the swamp forest, 
visitors will notice large multiflora rose 
shrubs. These were brought over from Asia... 

Lizard’s tail 

A semi-aquatic plant 
called the lizard’s tail 
plant grows along the 
boardwalk. Despite that 
this plant is poisonous 
when consumed, Native 
Americans traditionally 
used this plant’s roots 
as a medicine for body 
inflammation. 

American bullfrog

Multiflora rose shrub



3–5CONT.

6
At the top of the stairs, visitors may notice 
our salamander monitoring stations. 
These stations are part of a long term 
Phenological Species Monitoring Program. 
Phenology is the study of periodic events in 
biological life cycles that are influenced by 
seasonal climatic and habitat cues. Lungless 
salamanders are intriguing animals to 
study because Ohio is a hot spot for many 
salamander species but are difficult to find in 
their natural habitat. They are often found in 
woodland... environments and prefer to hide 
under leaf litter, logs, and fallen branches. 

as an ornamental shrub and were also used 
as coverage for wildlife and soil erosion. In 
the 1950’s, the shrub was later used as a 
“living” fence since it was more economically 
efficient and grew quickly. Unfortunately, 
this plant grows quickly and has invaded 
many habitat types throughout Ohio, making 
it a troublesome competitor among native 
plants. Post 5 leads to a set of stairs towards 
the upland forest.

Phenogocial Species 
Monitoring Program

Multiflora rose shrub flowers



6CONT.

Volunteers and staff visit these stations 
once a week to look under the marked logs 
and/or tiles for salamanders and record 
how many if present. Soil temperatures 
and weather conditions are also recorded. 
The most common salamander found at 
Old Woman Creek State Nature Preserve 
are northern ravine salamanders. Others 
may include small mouthed salamanders, 
spotted salamanders, eastern red-
backed salamanders, and northern slimy 
salamanders.

As their name suggests, 
lungless salamanders, 
like the Northern Ravine 
and Eastern Red-Backed 
salamanders, do not have 
lungs and breathe through 
their skin, making them 
sensitive to changes in soil/
water acidity, moisture, and 
temperature. As a result, 
their presence or absence 
can indicate habitat health.

Northern Ravine salamander

Eastern red-backed  
salamander

Spotted salamander



7–15
The boardwalk continues through the upland 
forest. This forest is a hot spot for many 
woodland bird species. There are many 
native woodland plants such as blackberry 
shrubs, black cohosh plants, gooseberry 
shrubs, maple trees and oaks trees.
Other notable trees that are easily seen on 
this path are sassafras and tulip poplar trees. 
Post 10 and 11 are salamander stations. 
These stations have logs (natural undercover) 
and ceramic tiles (artificial undercover). We 
are curious to know if there is a preference 
and whether or not the soil conditions under 
the tiles are suitable for salamanders.

Black cohosh flower

Gooseberry shrub fruit



18–22
Starts exiting out of the lower forest and 
leads back to the other side. Many visitors 
will again notice similar tree species as the 
Blue and Green Trails. Several younger trees 
are seen along this path and some plant 
species from the prairie might be seen.

Bottlebrush grass

These posts have a staircase that goes down 
into the swamp forest. Many young tulip 
poplar trees and sassafras trees grow along 
this stairwell. Sassafras trees in particular 
have a unique set of leaves. There are three 
types: lobeless, one lobe (thumb-like), and 
three lobes. Once down the staircase, the 
boardwalk continues onto the other side 
of the upland forest. Visitors will notice the 
bottlebrush grass that have bristle-like florets 
(hence the name).

Sassafras tree leaf

16–17



23–25

Eastern cottonwood trees

Exits to the prairie. Several eastern 
cottonwood trees grow along this route. Post
24 intersects with Post 1 of the Purple Trail. 
Finally, Post 25 concludes this trail and 
intersects with Post 15 of the Blue Trail.



PURPLE TRAIL

Prairie 
Access

1/2 mile
12 minutes

No inclines. Uneven gravel path.



Notable Plants:
Black Cohosh Plant (N)
Lizard’s Tail Plant (N)
Tulip Poplar Tree (N)
Sassafras Tree (N)
Multiflora Rose Shrub (IN)
Bottlebrush Grass (N)
Wild Rye Grass (N)
Blackberry Shrub (N)
Gooseberry Shrub (N)
Elm Tree (N)

N = Native
IN = Invasive
I = Introduced

PURPLE TRAIL
CLEVELAND ROAD

Notable Animals:
Grey Catbird (N)
Wood Thrush (N)
Pewee Bird (N)
Ovenbird (N)
Damselflies (N)
Northern Flicker (N)
Eastern Amberwing Dragonfly (N)
Northern Ravine Salamander (N)
Spiced Swallowtail Butterfly (N)
American Toad (N)
Bullfrog (N)
Northern Leopard Frog (N)
Northern Watersnake (N)
Downy Woodpecker (N)
Red Headed Woodpecker (N)
American Robin (N)



Ohio is not considered a “prairie state” but several prairie habitats 
are found throughout. Typically, prairies consist mostly of grasses 
and can be described as short or tall grass prairies. 

Prairies can also be categorized into three groups: wet, mesic and 
dry. Wet prairies consist of poorly drained soils and have plants that 
are wet tolerant. Mesic prairies have partially saturated and dry soils. 
Dry prairies have dry soils with plants that are drought tolerant. 
The Old Woman Creek State Nature Preserve’s prairie is likely a wet 
prairie as it’s part of the wet forest. These habitats are also important 
for many pollinating animals such as bees, wasps, butterflies, moths, 
flies, beetles, and hummingbirds. 

However, prairies are considered a threatened habitat. Like 
marshes and swamps, many have been converted into farmland or 
experienced fire suppression - a significant ecological role in prairies. 

Without fire, prairies do not get the nutrients they need and can 
experience succession stages where non-pyrophytes encroach and 
compete with the prairie plants. Visitors will notice the nest boxes 
in the middle of the prairie and the tree swallows that occupy them 

WHAT’S ON 
THE TRAIL?

All prairie habitats are dependent on fires 
to recycle nutrients back in the soil. In fact, 
some plant and tree species need fire to 
disperse their seeds. These fire tolerant 
plants are also called pyrophytes. 



during late spring and early summer. Tree swallows are secondary 
nesters, meaning they take advantage of abandoned nesting sites 
such as tree cavities (large holes in the trees) or in this case in our 
nest boxes. 

Tree swallows are common but between the years of 1966 and 2014, 
49% of their population declined due to climate change, human 
development, and invasive species such as house sparrows. All these 
factors limit nesting availability. Luckily, conservationists and bird 
lovers have the option to provide nest boxes to ensure that there is 
nesting space for the swallows. The tree swallows are also part of the 
Phenological Species Monitoring Program.

WHAT’S ON 
THE TRAIL?



Visitors will notice an immense number of 
dogbane or Indian hemp. This plant is native 
and is found throughout the entire United 
States. This plant is important for many 
butterfly, wasp and bee species. Other plants 
to note are tall ironweed, timothy grass, 
goldenrod, gray sedges, swamp milkweed, 
common milkweed, big bluestem grass, 
Indiangrass, and sensitive fern. 

Depending on the plant species, root systems 
can reach 5 - 15 feet deep into the soil and 
provide several ecological benefits. For 
instance, prairies anchor the soil and prevent 
erosion. In addition, they can also reduce 
runoff effects and absorb a large amount 
of water. One acre of prairie can absorb 9 
inches of rain water per hour before runoff 
occurs and intercept 53 tons of water during 
a one-inch per hour rain event. Prairies also 
support a diverse group of bacterial and 
fungal organisms within the soils.

Prairies are sometimes 
referred to as upside-down 
forests because of their 
extensive root systems.
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The prairie leads into the scrub-shrub and 
succession habitat. Visitors will again notice 
hedges of gray dogwood shrubs and black 
elderberry trees. The gray dogwood has 
smaller flower heads and smooth, wavy 
like leaves. These produce white fruit. The 
elderberry trees are very similar but have 
large flower heads and have serrated leaves. 
Their berries are dark blue.
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4–5
This part of the trail leads into a young group 
of sassafras trees. These are one of the 
better groups of trees to observe their leaf 
shapes. In addition, Japanese honeysuckle 
and riverbank grape vines have taken over 
some of the trees and neighboring shrubs.
Vines are considered parasites as they 
compete for light and nutrients against their 
host plant.

Gray dogwood flowers

Riverbank grape vine



Much of the plants mentioned continue 
along the path with a small patch of 
bushgrass (an invasive from Eurasia and 
parts of Africa) at the end of the trail. Post 7 
intersects with Post 3 of the Yellow Trail.
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GUIDES TO 
IDENTIFY 
PLANTS AND 
ANIMALS
Visitors interested to learn more about Ohio’s wildlife and plants can 
use Ohio DNR’s webpages to get access to several guides.

• ohiodnr.gov Online Species Guide

• Free Downloadable Field Guides from Ohio Division of Wildlife

https://ohiodnr.gov/wps/portal/gov/odnr/discover-and-learn/animals/search-for-species/search-for-species
https://ohiodnr.gov/wps/portal/gov/odnr/discover-and-learn/safety-conservation/about-odnr/wildlife/documents-publications/backyard-wildlife-documents
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