Wetlands

Ohio’s endangered spaces
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part of the late summer and fall,
although they produce hydrophytic
vegetation (adapted to life on saturated
soil) in hydric soils (surface is anaerobic

base of glacially deposited mounds
of gravel such as kames, eskers,
moraines or outwash plains where
cold alkaline springs emerge. The

It is twilight in late July. A canoe
slips through the lipid waters of the
western basin of Lake Erie. Fish and
insects break the surface but nary a
breeze ruffles the clear glass. Peering
down at the water, an Indian sees first
his bronzed reflection and then the
bottom, gliding silently past.

Wild rice scratches the canoe as it
approaches the sandy beach ridge and
the mouth of the river. Just beyond a
fringe of cattails loom the shadows of
hundred-foot trees. This is 1775 at the
mouth of the Maumee River, on the edge
of one of the largest wetlands in
America.

Today, the Great Black Swamp is
gone. Miles of drainage tile convert the
black soils to fertile farm land. Without

the filtering effect of the swamp, silt and
organic matter find their way into Lake
Erie, replacing once clear waters with
murk.

Recently, the federal government
officially recognized the benefits of
wetlands and provided for their
protection. Besides acting as a filtering
agent for organic and inorganic materi-
als, these diverse areas provide wildlife
habitat and flood control.

Technically, wetlands are “those
areas that are inundated or saturated by
surface or ground water at a frequency
and duration sufficient to support, and
that under normal circumstances do
support, a prevalence of vegetation
typically adapted for life in saturated
soil conditions.”

These areas may even be dry a good

or devoid of oxygen). difference in peat deposition and
Naturalists have long recognized corresponding alkalinity dictates

several different types of wet areas different plant communities.

categorized by their formation, the types Rather than sphagnum peat, fens

, of vegetation they harbor and the acidity are based on marl mineral soils.

of their waters. These factors are all Sedges, rushes and grasses from

§11terrelated to create one of the follow- the bulk of the peat and herbaceous

ing general wetland types. mass of the fen. Shrubby cinquefoil

and a variety of colorful wetland

Swamp: This wet area is

wildflowers dominate the slightly
dominated by woody species. The

drier zones. Surprisingly, some

canopy includes maple, elm and species such as tamarack, poison
ash. The periodically wet floor sumac and sundews may inhabit
boasts skunk cabbage, marsh both the acidic and alkaline bog.
marigold and cardinal flower.

Openings in the forest are filled Wetlands are dynamic areas
with shrubs such as willows and changing throughout the seasons,
buttonbush. offering a vivid array of natural won-

ders. From the following, pick a month

Marsh:  Herbaceous plants \\ and experience a wetland this year.

form the dominant vegetative
feature in the marsh. Cattails,
water lilies, bladderworts and
pickerelweed all thrive, the species
assemblage determined by the
depth of the water.

Bog: One of the most interest-
ing of wetland sites, the bog is a
relic of the glacial history of the
state. The waters are either
decidedly acidic or alkaline,
creating a unique environment for
specific plant species. In the acid
bog, sphagnum moss, sun dew and
pitcher plant represent herbaceous
species while surrounding shrubs
include leatherleaf and highbush-
blueberry. Alkaline bogs or fens
also originated during the glacial
period and typically occur at the
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Early
Sprimng

The swamp shows some of the very
first signs of spring as the reddish-
brown spire of the skunk cabbage
pushes through the mire. Although the
tip was visible last November, the
unusual flower opens in March. It is said
to generate its own heat while the fleshy
spathe (outside covering) provides
insulation.

The cold nights echo with the call of
the barred owl. Its series of eight hoots
and cackling laughter haunt the
uninformed. This tuftless, brown-eyed
creature of the wet woods is Ohio’s
second largest owl. Territorial
calls set the stage for mystery
in the dark forest. Over the
ages owls have been attributed
with everything from becom-
ing witches to forecasting
doom and death.

To further the consterna-
tion of sound, the first frog to
reproduce, the wood frog,
journeys to the swamp to call
just one or two nights. In the
distance it sounds like an entire *

congregation talking and Woodcock

gabbling. The peep of the diminutive
spring peeper can be heard for a mile.
The racket from a swamp full of these
frogs no bigger than a thumbnail, can be
deafening. After the deep stillness of
winter, spring makes a loud announce-
ment of its intentions.

The marshes are full of migratory
waterfowl on the Mississippi and
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Atlantic flyways. Among the large birds,
the magnificent tundra swans congre-
gate by the thousands at Magee Marsh
wildlife area while local breeding
populations of Canada geese produce
5,000 young. Canadas were uncommon
during pioneer times in Ohio, but
agriculture and management have
greatly increased their numbers. The
female incubates the eggs while her
monogamous mate guards the nest. An
aggressive ten-pound bird creates a
worthy opponent.

Wet meadows provide the perfect
backdrop for avian mating displays.
Cold evenings in March are punctuated
by the twittering wing sounds produced
in the courtship flight of the male
woodcock. As it alights on its singing
field, a repetitive peent is designed to
attract the female. So engaged is he in his
display, an observer can approach quite
close to witness the antics of this chunky
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As March lengthens into April, the
swamp glows with the bright gold of the
marsh marigold. Boardwalks, such as
those at Fowler Woods State Nature
Preserve, provide easy access to the wet
forest. The Indians of northeastern
America knew the marsh marigold as
“the flower that opens the woods.” They
cooked and ate the leaves of this early
bloomer.
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Darkness offers a peaceful reflection
of the season. These nights are baimy
with the lilting trill of the American toad
drifting on the breeze. From the swamp,
the melodious voice of the eastern gray
tree frog joins in to echo the gentle
season.

The Indian knew May as the Song
Moon for the music of the songbirds.
The swamps and marshes near Lake Erie
are excellent places for spring bird
watching. Migrants pause here before
embarking on the long journey north
across the lake. Over 100 species can be
identified on a good day. The warblers
provide a particularly eyecatching
spectacle with their bright colors and
overwhelming numbers.

The resplendent wood duck nests in
swamps this month. The males’
irridescent plummage defies description.
A cavity nester, the bird generally
chooses a hole 30 feet or higher off the
ground in oak, maple, elm or sycamore
trees. The floor is covered with wood
chips and sawdust. After about 24 hours,
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the ducklings leave the nest and it is
sometimes possible to observe their
departure which involves a jump, a fall
and a bounce of the fluffy chick.

The new green growth of the cattail
appears in the marsh. This common
plant was once known for its virtual
market of uses. The leaves were woven
into mats, the tubers were consumed
raw or boiled, the unripe female flower
was eaten like corn on the cob and the
pollen of the male flower was used as a
flour additive. The cattails provide a
nesting spot for innumerable red-
winged blackbirds. The males arrive
back in Ohio in late February. What a joy
to hear the kong-ka-ree call of the red-
wing after the long winter months.

In the bog, the poison sumac
blooms. The resultant berries are white,
not red like the more widespread
harmless species of sumac. The fruits
remain on the small trees through fall
and into winter providing valuable food
for many bird species. Human contact
with the plant produces symptoms
similar to those of poison ivy.
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The summer solstice arrives in the
wetland in this month of verdant

growth, holding an ambiguous message.

This is the longest day and conversely
the beginning of winter as the sun
begins its southern journey.

Twilight brings peace to what can
be a hot day in the swamp. Cottonwood
fluff drifts lazily while the flute-like call
of the wood thrush harkens the eve. A
beaver swims noiselessly through the
dark water until something unseen
sparks his imagination and a loud
tail slap shatters the stillness.

Other than man, the beaver,
Ohio’s largest rodent, is the
only mammalian creator of new
habitat. A well-placed dam
initiates the birth of a wetland.
Completely eliminated by
trapping by 1830, restrictions have
allowed beaver to recolonize most
suitable watersheds in the state. Eagle
Creek State Nature Preserve is a grand
place to view their handiwork.

The dams, constructed mainly of

coupled with white sepals and petals
and rose-mouthed pouch cannot help
inspire awe. Cedar Bog also boasts the
Queen-of-the-Prairie. Feathery pink
plumes top this plant which grows two
to eight feet in height.

The enthusiast should not neglect to
observe the less colorful, but more
unusual pitcher plant at Cranberry
Island bog this month. The large cup-
shaped leaf is half-full of rain water
which with the downward-pointing
bristles of the flared lips and lower
glossy surface above its liquid contents,
traps insects. Enzymes in the liquid
digest the unfortunate victims. Public
tours of this bog island are hosted each
June by the Division of Natural Areas &

Preserves.

Two lovely
pink orchids, rose
pogonia and grass-
pink or calopogon,

also bloom at Cran-
berry Island this
' month. Few realize the
name orchid was
‘ bestowed by the Greeks
who believed the roots
had strong aphrodisiacal
\ M properties. This
» misconception held
through medieval

sticks and mud, are usually four feet 7 England where
high and 50 to 150 feet in length. Some 5 folk names for
can approach 1,000 feet! In the lodge f : wild orchids
behind the dam, four to six young were so
are born from April through June. aF descriptive
They swim soon after birth and stay : they are
with the parents for up to two years. = unprint-
4 able in
The bogs and fens are a place of W 734 this fext!
beauty this month as orchids and other { =

flowers bloom. Perhaps the queen of
Ohio flowers, the showy lady’s slipper,
appears in Cedar Bog. A boardwalk
leads the walker past this three foot
plant. The flower’s unique design
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Muskrat

July is the month of
summer. Mists creep up out of
the swamp giving the humid
night a presence of its own. It
can be felt as a disembodied
moon rides high in the haze of
the witching hour. The voice of
the insect fills the air.

The buttonbush blooms in the open
water of Stage’s Pond State Nature
Preserve. This large shrub’s ball-like
cluster of white flowers gives the plant
its name and provides nectar for honey
bees.

In moist woodlands, the jewelweed
or touch-me-not produces its orange or
yellow snapdragon-like flowers. The
succulent stem is reputed to counteract
the burn of stinging nettles and insect
bites. Raindrops bead on the leaves
while the ripe seed capsule explodes the
seeds outward, lending the plant its
common names. It produces two types
of flowers: open, pollinated by insects
and closed, pollinated by itself. The open
flower requires more energy to produce
but yields the advantage of cross-
pollination. The more energy-efficient
closed flower is formed when the plant
experiences stressful conditions.

Another unusual species of the bog
blooms this month. The sundew, found
in areas such as Triangle Lake Bog State
Nature Preserve, produces a rosette of

small leaves covered with hairs that
exude a sticky substance. Mired insects
are digested, an important source of
nitrogen for the plant. Australia sup-
ports more species of sundew than any
other continent.

For the admirer of the grandiose, a
trip to Cowan Lake State Park or Lake
Loramie State Park is a July must. The
American lotus blooms this month with
yellow flowers up to eight inches across.
The impressive leaves are circular, two
foot wide and arise from a rootstock that
can be 50 feet in length. Many parts of
the plant yielded food for the Indian,
while today the dried flowerheads are
popular in floral arrangements.

Winding his way through the
marshes at Crane Creek State Park, the
muskrat feeds on all parts of most
aquatic plants. In addition, it enjoys
insects, crawdads, clams and frogs. In
stressful, ice-choked winter months,
decaying fish, bird and mammal
carcasses are also on the menu. Unlike
the beaver, the muskrat’s tail is flattened
side to side instead of top to bottom. Its
beautiful fur is dark brown with a
waterproof undercoat.




August

The sun rises a fiery red ball in a
misty dawn and burns down all day on
the drying wetland. Relief from hot
August comes in the form of an after-
noon thunderstorm. Hail sometimes
accompanies towering thunderheads
and looks so strange drifting on a
summer afternoon. Its reflection of
winter soon melts away.

Yet even as summer seems to reach
its zenith, subtle signs of a season
change appear by
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midmonth. The
special fragrance of drying leaves is
noted amid the sycamores. These
massive white- barked trees yielded
hollow trunks for Indian canoes and
shelter to the pioneer family before a
cabin could be raised. One specimen
measured in 1802 was 47 feet in circum-
ference four feet above the ground.

At the water’s edge, the northern
water snake lies in the shade. This snake,
though non-poisonous, is often confused
with the water moccasin which does not
live in Ohio. The female gives live birth
to up to 30 offspring this month. The
young are independent at birth, feeding
on insects and other small cold- blooded
creatures. This aggressive snake will
escape if given the opportunity but it

will bite when cornered. Although
harmless, the bite and the foul odor
produced by the anal scent glands are
enough to discourage many would-be
predators.

Aquatic turtles abound in the
wetlands. The painted turtle is seen
quite often due to its habit of basking on
a log while the large snapping turtle is
encountered only infrequently as it
seldom suns itself except in early spring.
The uncommon Blanding’s turtle can be
seen basking with painted turtles at
Sheldon Marsh State Nature Preserve.

In shallow water, the pickerelweed
blooms this month with resplendent
spires of deep blue. Izaak
Walton in 1653
quoted an

xxxxxx

earlier work saying

A that this plant, with
the sun’s aid, becomes a
pike. This he felt true for pike appeared
suddenly in ponds filled with the
pickerelweed. Whether or not they
generate fish, the plant can be admired
for its beauty alone.

The long-tailed weasel is a common,
though seldom seen resident of swamps
and marshes like Tinkers Creek State
Park and State Nature Preserve. Owls,
hawks and a larger relative, the mink,
prey upon these small predators which
prefer rats and mice for their diet. They
breed this month but do not give birth
until mid-spring due to the delayed
implantation of the embryo in the
uterus.
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The ever-shortening days begin and
end in dewy nights. This is the month of
the orb weaver, the colorful garden
spider. No bejeweled necklace could
compare to the glittering drops of dew
on a spider web, backdropped by a
September sunrise. The sycamores stand
almost barren while here and there a
maple branch turns scarlet. The stage is
set for autumn'’s finery.

Flocks of birds are obvious, a sign of
changing seasons. A rarity among
insects, the Monarch butterfly bands
together for its awesome journey to
distant Mexico. Not normally an
inhabitant of wetlands, they are seen at
places along Lake Erie such as Head-
lands Beach where trees provide
nighttime roosts for thousands of
migrating insects.

Although many animals are busy
with preparations for winter, others’
lifestyles do not significantly change
with the coming of fall. The adult bald
eagle tends to remain in the state
although the young do migrate south-
ward. These immatures lack the white
head and tail of the adult.

This bird was once common along
Lake Erie. With the draining of the
wetlands and cutting of forests, numbers
declined until only four active nests
were reported in 1975. Since then, their
population has been slowly rebounding.
The wetlands along Lake Erie remain the
best place to see this majestic national

symbol.

The mast (acorns) begins to ripen on
the oaks late this month, initiating a
flurry of squirrel activity. At Irwin

Sphagnum Moss

Prairie, the swamp white oak
produces fine fat acorns prized by
squirrels. The slightest breeze encour-
ages a show of the silvery underside of
the leaf, which gives the tree its scientific
name: bicolor.

September’s blue sky days are
perfect for exploring the wetland. Some
of its most important plants are the least
showy. Contemplate the sphagnum
moss of the bog. It forms the very
foundation for plant life on the open
water, yet by itself it is less than spec-
tacular.

The moss colonizes the floating
stems of other plants, first creating small
hummocks of vegetation. Over the years,
these islands grow and merge, giving
rise to the floating mat.

The sphagnum helps maintain a
unique, acidic environment in which
only specialized plants can grow. It
releases acid into the water while
incomplete decomposition of plant
material in the oxygen-deficient water
further lowers the pH. Peat is formed
through this lack of decay. Like the
beaver, sphagnum contributes to the
maintenance of its own habitat.







