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The sugar maple is the Wisconsin State Tree! Known, 

of course, as a source for maple syrup, the tree fills a 

larger place in forest ecology. Its sap, bark and seeds 

are important sources of food for birds, insects and 

mammals. During the early spring 200-250 gallons of 

sap can rise up through a mature tree each day, being 

drawn up from the trees roots. Sugar Maples exhibit a 

Maple trees are used for all kinds of furniture making, 

veneer and making musical instruments. As important 

as this tree is, it is in decline over much of its range. 

Recurrent and persistent insect damage, over tapping 

for sap, root damage from road salt runoff, as well as 

climate change are all noted as causes for this decline.  

20. Sugar Maple 

As a sapling, this tree was bent and tied down by 

the Native Americans who lived in this area. As it 

grew, it freed itself of its restraints and was used 

as a guide for the native peoples as it pointed 

towards other trails, other tribes, sources of game 

or food, etc. These trees can be found all over the 

United States and many times follow geographical 

features such as trees that roughly parallel the 

original Appalachian Trail. Trail trees are usually 

white or red oak and occasionally elm because 

they live much longer than other types of trees. 

This trail tree is estimated to be 200 years old. 

1. Native American Trail Tree 



This one of many ephemeral or vernal pools in the 

park. The ponds form in the spring as the snow 

begins to melt and spring rains shower down. The 

ponds often dry up by the end of summer. 

Ephemerals are important to certain amphibians 

such as frogs and salamanders, who can lay their 

eggs here and not have predators such as fish eat 

them. Ephemeral ponds offer a unique and critical 

habitat in a forest setting for breeding invertebrates 

(insects) feeding songbirds and for mammals. They 

also will foster the growth of plants adapted to 

wetter soils such as smartweed and red or swamp 

maple, both of which are evident around this pool.  

2. Ephemeral or Vernal Pool 

Due to the fact that Wisconsin’s forests evolved 

without earthworms, these ecosystems depend upon 

the slow break down of organic matter to gradually 

release nutrients back into the soil for uptake by 

native plants. Healthy, undisturbed forests are 

typically dynamic ecosystems anchored in a very 

complex soil structure that teems with macro- and 

microscopic life. The key to health in our state’s 

forests resides in a fungal-based soil that slowly 

decomposes its organic matter. A healthy layer of 

leaf litter, also known as duff, in a forest is woven 

together with threads of fungi that binds the litter to 

the soil. 

19. Decomposers 



There as many as 10 different Hickory trees listed in 

the ID books but the Shagbark Hickory is the most 

recognizable. The bark tends to curve off while 

remaining attached at the middle. This gives the tree 

its namesake look. Typically, hickory trees share the 

mature forest with oaks. They can live as long as 

three hundred years, wait 20 years to flower and as 

long as 40 years until yielding a heavy crop of nuts. 

Their name is derived from the Algonquin word, 

pohickory, which refers to a sweet milk concocted 

from pounded nuts boiled in water. The wood is 

used for smoking meats and is an excellent 

firewood.  

18. Shagbark Hickory 

Look into the woods, about 10 yards at the large tree. 

Notice all of the rough bundles and burls up and down 

the trunk of the tree. Each of these bundles tells us a 

story about this tree. Some of the bundles are formed 

because of a injury to the tree, such as a broken branch, 

or perhaps an invasion of a damaging beetle. In both 

cases the tree has overproduced cells to protect itself 

from these events. Other bundles develop as the tree 

learns to compensate for weight stresses on the trunk 

or branch. In a sense its like that old saying, whatever 

doesn’t kill you only makes you stronger! 

Woodworkers values these forms when “turning” the 

wood to make ornate bowls, boxes and plaques. 

3. Knotty Tree 



While it is hard to know for certain, at the time of 

European settlement, around 1830, the area of Bristol 

Woods was part of a mixed habitat which included 

elements of what we now call Oak Savanna, Tall Grass 

Prairie and Upland Woods. Early descriptions of the 

area refer to large tracts of open ground and to fires, set 

by Indians, moving across the prairies West of the 

settled areas along the lake. Oak Savannas are 

transitional areas between open tall grass prairies and 

woodlands. Because of the lack of fire and agriculture, 

less than 1% of Wisconsin’s Oak Savannas remains 

today. The burr oaks on the edge of the woods and in the 

middle of our restored prairie gives testimony to this 

history.  

4. Oak Savannah 

In 1999, the open land within this part of park was set 

aside as prairie, which meant that grasses came to be 

replaced by various other plant species more typical of 

prairie habitat. The area before you is being restored to a 

tall grass prairie habitat. You may notice reedy looking 

clumps of grass with very long stems. This is Bluestem 

grass, a name that comes from the blueish green sprouts 

that emerge in late spring. If you can, imagine miles of 

prairie covered by these grasses taller than 6 feet! Such 

was the scene in the Midwest tall grass prairies. 

Bluestem grasses develop very deep roots and over time 

produce a rich loamy soil. Like the savannas, fire was 

crucial to the ecology of the tall grass prairies and the 

bluestems in particular.  

17. Prairie Restoration 



The area here are the remains of an Ash tree thicket. 

White Ash trees are a common tree in forests east of the 

Mississippi. They grow tall and straight and have maple 

seed like seeds called “keys.” The wood is used for 

baseball bats and furniture Tragically an invasive beetle, 

the Emerald Ash Borer is killing nearly all of this species 

as it is here. The Ash Borer lays its eggs in the crevices of 

a host tree, which hatch in about two weeks. The larva 

bore into the bark and into critical layers of the tree 

underneath the bark, leaving serpentine markings in the 

inside of the bark and killing the tree. The larva usually 

matures into an adult over the winter and emerges in the 

spring, leaving a “D” shaped hole. You can see the holes 

on the trunks of the dead ash trees here. 

16. Ash Thicket and Invasives 

This stand of Aspens is about 10 yards off the 

trail.  The trees have a light gray bark and slender 

trunks. It is called “Quaking” because even light 

winds cause its leaves to appear to move or quake. 

The Aspen spreads both by seeds but also by 

spreading root sprouts, making a tree’s neighbor its 

clone. Because of the spread of its leaves at the top 

of the tree (its canopy), sunlight can reach the floor 

of the forest easier, giving an advantage to 

wildflowers. The Aspen has the broadest 

distribution of any tree in North America, 

preferring higher elevations and more northern 

latitudes.  

5. Quaking Aspen Stand 

Steven Gifford Photography 



While there is a native species of Rose, Multiflora was 

introduced from Eastern Asia as wildlife cover and 

food. Because a single plant can produce a million seeds 

a year, this invasive species soon out-competed the 

native flora. Multiflora rose has no known natural 

competitors to keep its growth in check. Cutting, 

chemical control and fire are the only means we have of 

controlling its spread. Its thick stands provide cover for 

birds and rodents but also form impenetrable thickets 

making it difficult for wildlife movement and 

restricting native vegetation. After the flower’s petals 

fall away a berry like rose hip remains. Rose hips are 

eaten by birds and mammals which aids in seeds 

distribution.  

6. Multifora Rose 

Steven Gifford 

Note the stones scattered along side the trail here. 

These are not native to Wisconsin but have been 

transported here by the glaciers that have moved across 

our area repeatedly over the last 1.8 million years. The 

most recent episode of glaciation ended about 13,000 

years ago with the melting and withdrawal of the Lake 

Michigan Glacier’s Delavan lobe from our area. Left 

behind are soils comprised of glacial clays, sand and 

gravel, tens of feet thick. As these soils erode they reveal 

stones, called erratics, that had not been reduced by 

glacial action. Notice the u-shaped valley, this is a tell-

tale sign that a glacier has shaped the land. When you 

go north on the green trail, there is also a moraine, 

another glacial feature. 

15. Signs of Glaciers 

Steven Gifford Photography 



Along with the White Oak and the Hickory 

family of trees, this is a tree of the mature forest. 

It grows for two- three hundred years often to 

heights of 80-90 feet, albeit with a relative narrow 

trunk of up to 30 inches. Red oak nurture their 

mast (acorn crop) for two years before dropping 

them. They have more tannin in them making 

them less palatable than White Oak acorns. 

Squirrels tend to store Red Oak acorns and eat 

the White Oak acorns immediately. The lumber 

from Red Oak has a wide range of uses from 

furniture making to railroad ties to fence posts. 

14. Red Oak 

Mature woodlands and forests have a structure. The tallest trees 

upper branches comprise the canopy. In Bristol Woods the canopy 

trees are usually oaks and hickories. Somewhat beneath the canopy 

are smaller trees and trees that have not yet grown into the canopy. 

they comprise the understory or under canopy. Closer to the ground 

is a shrub level can be made up of Vibrunums. At ground level there 

can be a layer of flowers or ferns. Finally is the litter layer, made of 

dead leaves, twigs and other organic material from previous growing 

seasons. There is a reason for this “stratification.” As each growing 

season emerges from winter, sunlight is needed by all the plants and 

trees at each growth level. The plant and lower level green out 

earliest, before the shrubs and higher tress block out the sun. The 

shrubs green out and flower before the canopy trees green out and 

absorb the majority of the sunlight. At the height of the growing 

season, as little as 1% of the available sunlight reaches the forest 

floor. Different birds and insects occupy different levels of the 

forest's structure. 

7. Forest Structure 

Steven Gifford Photography 



This area was once an apple orchard on the Pringle 

farm, but the process of forest succession has not 

been beneficial to the fruit trees. Apple trees require 

sunlight and other apple trees nearby for pollination. 

Other trees now put the apple trees in shade for most 

of the growing season. However, one can see the 

herbal level of the forest structure here. Different 

plants and wildflowers grow here including Jack in 

the Pulpit and smartweed. The litter layer can also be 

seen here, comprised of leaves and twigs, etc. If there 

seems to be a lack of such material, it might be 

because earthworms have invaded the woods here 

and are consuming the leaves.  

8. Apple Orchard 

This is an unusual stand of trees on the Red Trail, which 

is dominated by broad leaf trees rather than these 

evergreens. Red cedars can grow to 60 feet high and up to 

two feet in diameter. They grow in all kinds of habitats 

from wooded uplands, like these, and wetter one like 

swamps and flood plains. Red Cedars are often one of the 

first woody trees to move into abandoned fields and open 

places because they are “shade intolerant,” preferring 

open sunlight. As they grow and cast shade underneath 

their boughs, shade tolerant plants and trees take  root 

and eventually replace trees such as these on the long 

process of old field and forest succession. This stand of 

cedars may be relics of a time when the ground was open 

and allowed to revert to nature.  

13. Cedars 

Steven Gifford Photography 



This tree, a dead Red Oak, is called a snag. At some 

point in the past, a wind storm apparently caused 

the top of the tree to break off. Its branches and 

trunk are laying or did lay on ground behind the 

tree. Snags play in important role in forest ecology. 

Sometimes they become “den” trees for squirrels. 

Certain birds, like woodpeckers, can create 

cavities for nesting purposes. Other birds like 

American Kestrels and Wood Ducks might occupy 

previously created cavities. This tree is being 

utilized a food source for woodpeckers. Note the 

number of holes in the bark all around the trunk.  

12. Woodpecker Tree 

Steven Gifford Photography 

This is a bit of a curiosity: a concrete cylinder, 

buried upright in the ground, with an alphabetic 

code engraved on top. What is it? This marker is 

placed in all of the corners of Bristol Woods 

County Parks property lines. Markers like these 

are often placed where more than two property 

lines intersect and a record of their location is kept 

in county records. You may see a different kind of 

marker, just about anywhere, that is made of a 

metal disk with numeric codes. These are markers 

for the US Geodesic system and are important 

markers for mapping and altitude verification. 

9. Property Marker 

Steven Gifford Photography 



Older Black Cherry trees have a distinctive scaly 

looking bark that some have described as burnt 

corn flake. This pattern can be seen on most of the 

black cherries in this park and, on this tree above 

about 10 feet. Black Cherry is a tree that often 

makes an early appearance in the transition 

between old fields and forest and can be seen 

throughout Bristol Woods. It can grow up to 80 

feet tall and produces a bitter cherry that humans 

find inedible off the tree but many birds love. Black 

cherries can be made into jams and liquors and its 

wood has many uses in furniture and wood 

working.  

10. Black Cherry 

Steven Gifford Photography 

In the story of forest succession, the White Oak is called 

a climax species, as it shares domination in the mature 

forest with other oaks and hickories like the shagbark. 

Its name comes from its whiteish gray bark. In a forest 

setting the White Oak can live for 500 years or longer 

and grow to 150 feet in the process. Its quickly 

germinating acorn does not serve the storage 

requirements of squirrels very well, who look instead for 

the acorns of the Red or Pin Oak to bury. Like other nut 

producing trees the quantity of acorns produced in any 

given season is variable and has an impact on the 

populations of the animals that depend on its acorn 

production or mast. The wood of the White oak is 

frequently used in furniture making and flooring.  

11. White Oak 


