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A damp, early morning fog embraces
the land, wrapping the pines and palmettoes in a moist, warm blanket. Hid
den by trees and shrubs, a deer pauses
in its feeding, muscles tense and alert to
the sounds of other wildlife rising to
meet a cloud-obscured sun. The calm of
the forest is pierced by the shriek of a
bluejay scolding a neighboring squirrel
which has invaded a nesting area in
search of acorns. In the depths of the
woods, a wildcat calls to its young as
alligators slide from the banks of a pond
to search out a meal of fish and turtles.
The forest is at peace, yet is alive with
the activities of its animal inhabitants.

The scene could have taken place a
thousand years in the past, but the year
is this year. The place could have been
one of the most remote in Florida, but
it's near the center of the state's largest
city — Jacksonville.
The setting is the system of nature
trails that wind through the University
of North Florida campus. This unique
natural resource was conceived and
implemented by farsighted men and

women who are building a university
in urban Jacksonville, while preserving
the natural environment which sur
rounds the university.
A Brief History

The University of North Florida is in
every respect an urban campus de
signed to meet the educational needs of
the urban people it serves. At the same
time, the UNF campus is a wilderness
campus, forged from land steeped in
local history and legend. No one knows
precisely the events that happened here
— events which may have helped to
shape the history of not only the local
area, but the nation as a whole.

Geological evidence indicates the
campus now stands on what once was
an ancient seacoast. Fossil remains and
traces of prehistoric sand dunes attest
to this fact. Historical records and oral
traditions suggest the land played an
important part in the movements of
earliest men across what we know as
Florida.

The first human feet to tread the land
were those of Florida's early Indian in
habitants. When the European settlers
came — the Spanish, French, and British
— they, too, used the highland ridges
that now nestle the UNF campus as
routes for travel to St Augustine and
Fort Caroline during their explorations
and conquests.

With the passage of time, the land
was conquered, settled, and in some
cases ravaged by settlers. Evidence
abounds that the UNF campus once was
an extensive hardwood forest. Logging
during the 18th, 19th, and into the 20th
century largely decimated the hard
woods, permitting scrub and slash pine
and palmetto to thrive. Records and
recollections of Jacksonville pioneers
give a more recent history of the land.
These accounts tell of the harvesting of
naval stores from the pines, the hewing
of timber from the forests, and the es
tablishment of railroad and barge routes
across the land and along navigable
waters. They tell of how the land served
as a haven for survivors of the fire which
destroyed most of Jacksonville in the
early 1900's.

Today the land is dominated by the
University of North Florida. But the peo
ple who make up the University are
not here to conquer the land, but to
live in harmony with it. Designated by
these people as a wildlife refuge and
bird sanctuary, UNF has been destined
to become a natural preserve for the
education and enjoyment of genera
tions to come.
Rationale for Nature Trail Development

Ever since the first spadeful of earth
was turned to prepare the 1,000-acre
St. Johns Bluff Road site for the Univer
sity of North Florida campus, the eco
logical impact of the campus on the
land has been of paramount concern.
Strict tree protection has been observed
to insure only the removal of trees and
other plants required by the construc
tion process. In access areas, cleared
areas will be reclaimed, replanted, and
landscaped naturally to return them as
closely as possible to the original state.

Parking areas were carefully planned
and landscaped to incorporate islands
of trees and shrubs to avoid vast, un
broken areas of blacktop. Care has been
taken not to disturb nesting and breed
ing grounds and habitats of the animals
that abound on the campus. Natural
land contours have been preserved so
that, insofar as possible, natural drain
age results. Where necessary to dredge
and fill low areas for roads and con
struction sites, the resulting pits were
landscaped and transformed into man
made lakes and ponds to enhance the
campus and serve as useful water con
servation reservoirs.
The attention given to maintaining
the ecological status of land naturally
became focused upon creating on the
campus an ecological preserve to bene
fit and be enjoyed by all Jacksonville
and area residents. To make this pre
serve accessible, the nature trails be
came the focal point of development.

The UNF nature trails and ecological
preserve will provide Jacksonville with a
unique recreational facility where
adults, young people, school children,
and family groups can come to escape
the pressures and confusion of urban
life for awhile. It is anticipated that
these recreational facilities will be regu
larly used by school children on field
trips, families on picnics and outings,
and Boy Scouts on nature trips, to name
a few.

The trails and preserve will not be
limited solely to recreation, however.
As an educational resource, the trails
and lands surrounding them will be
come an invaluable "living laboratory"
for UNF students and faculty members,
as well as conservation groups, engaged
in numerous academic pursuits. This
"laboratory" will be a source of plant
and animal life for study and observa
tion in an ecologically balanced envi
ronment of interest to many.

Initial Trail Development

North Road (Future)

When UNF personnel first occupied
the St. Johns Bluff Road campus, they
found themselves on a site which had
been used for many years for lumber
and naval stores production and for
hunting. Intersecting the campus were
numerous logging roads and hunting
paths. These old roads and paths form
the nucleus of the nature trail system
and have been cleared and upgraded to
accommodate persons and groups that
with to walk the trail system, currently
some 12 miles in length.
Major trails in the system now are
maintained and have been marked with
color blazing to guide visitors through
the system. Divisions of the trail system
make possible short walks of just a few
minutes or longer walks of an hour or
more. The blazing system, employing
colored tree markings, is much like
those used along the Appalachian Trail,
which extends from Georgia to Maine,
and the Ocala National Forest Trail in
central Florida.

Since all types of terrain are encoun
tered along the trail system, the installa
tion of rustic bridges and boardwalks
has been necessary to enable visitors
to ford streams and low lying bog areas.
Additional routes are planned, as well
as walk-ins and observation/rest sta
tions along the trails, to make the more
remote areas of the preserve accessible
to trail walkers.
Along the Trails

The various trails in the UNF nature
trail system wind their way through five
distinct types of terrain common to this
part of the state: (1) pine flat woods; (2)
turkey oak stands; (3) river bottom
swamps; (4) transition swamps; and (5)
cypress sloughs.

In addition to numerous wild plants
and flowers encountered along the
trails, live species or tracks of mammals,
reptiles, and birds are to be observed.
Among the trees to be encountered
are red maple, loblolly bay, long-leaf
pine, bald cypress, and pond cypress,
along with several other species of pine,
oak and other hardwoods.

Flowering plants which abound on
the trails include two species of milk
worts, three species of butterworts, sun
dew, pitcher plants, cardinal flowers,
Osceola's plume, two species of grass
pink orchids, two species of ladies'
tresses orchids, spreading pogonia,
shadow-witch, and paw paw (the fruit
of which is edible).
Numerous species of wild birds flit
among the trees, including the summer
tanager, red-shouldered hawk, redcockaded woodpecker, pileated wood
pecker, common loon, and wild turkey.

Mammals that frequent the preserve
include black bear, bobcat or wildcat,
white-tailed deer, gray fox, feral (wild)
hog, armadillo, three species of squir
rel (fox, gray, and flying), opossum,
striped skunk, and the eastern cotton
tail and marsh rabbit.

The trails are not without their rep
tile population, which includes the
American alligator, eastern diamondback rattlesnake, eastern cottonmouth
moccasin, dusky pigmy rattlesnake,
corn snake, eastern glass snake, and
southern black racer or black snake.
Visitors to the nature trails need not
be concerned about the presence of
wild animals in the preserve. Unless sur
prised, all will avoid contact with hu
mans. In fact, those who wish to ob
serve animal life must maintain strict
silence to approach the animals with
out frightening them.

All walkers are encouraged to wear
comfortable clothing and shoes.

Future Development Plans

Gift and Memorial Opportunities

The UNF ecological preserve and na
ture trail system will be improved and
upgraded in years to come, but in many
respects it will be left as it is now — un
disturbed and unchanged except for
the natural forces that act upon it.

The University of North Florida has
resolved to share its campus through
the development of the UNF nature
trail system. But educational budgets
have little room for the costs of trail
markers, signage and informational
plaques, benches, rest stations, trail
bridges, swampland walkways, and
other improvements needed to make
the trail system accessible to the visitor.
Individuals, clubs, and interested organ
izations can help assure completion of
the trail system through gifts and dona
tions to fund these improvements.
Wherever possible, gifts will be rec
ognized by appropriate markers bear
ing the name of the individual or group
providing a specific improvement or in
honor or memory of someone desig
nated by the donor.

Projects planned for the immediate
future include rest stations and obser
vation areas along the trails for the
convenience of visitors. Some of these
areas will include picnic areas for those
who wish to make their visit to the trail
system a day's excursion.
To enable visitors to appreciate and
understand what they observe in the
depths of the preserve, weatherproof
displays and informational markers will
be installed, giving details about the
plants and animals that inhabit particu
lar areas of the preserve.

Complementing the nature trails for
hikers, including those who are handi
capped, plans also include the develop
ment of a canoe trail system over the
navigable streams and waterways that
meander through the campus. Plans
also include the eventual development
of facilities to accommodate cyclists
who wish to explore the trails by bi
cycle. Motorcycles and other motorized
recreational vehicles will be prohibited.

Gifts of any size can be productively
used. The following is a listing of spe
cific gift and memorial opportunities;
others may be developed in consulta
tion with potential donors.
Gifts to the UNF nature trails may
be made to the University of North
Florida Foundation, Inc. and are tax
deductible.

Description

Estimated Estimated
Unit Cost Total Cost

Bridges (3)

$150

$450

Walk-ins (8)

$100

$800

Boardwalks (4)

$100

$400

Signage (25)

$ 25

$1,250

Covered Observation Area (Tree
House) (1)
$500

$500

Beach Area Devel opment
$2,000

$2,000

a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

Picnic Tables
Garbage Containers
Grills
Landscaping
Beach Sand

Handicapped Persons'
Trail (1)
$15,000

$15,000

Foliage Tagging (100) $ 1

$100

Educational and
Informational
Display

Canoe Trails

Bus Shelter (1)

$3,000

$3,000

$10,000

$10,000

$400

$400

“This public document was promulgated at a cost of $867.40 or
17.4 cents per copy to inform the public of the UN F Nature
Trail system, plan for its development, and opportunities to
assist.”
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