
Sullivan’s Island Elementary                  Nature Trail



Our trail is maintained annually by the Pack 59 Webelos Scouts.  We  
respectfully ask that you follow the “Leave No Trace” front-country guidelines 
when visiting our trail:

  1: Plan ahead.  Our trail is an easy hike, however, the sand is sometimes 
deep, sand spurs hurt and the sun can be bright.  Wear a hat, sunscreen and  
appropriate footwear.

  2: Stick to trails.  We have poison ivy very close to the trail in a few places.  
Staying on the trail not only helps protect you from poison ivy, it also protects 
the growing plants and the dune system from erosion.
 

3: Manage your pet.  Follow the Town guidelines, keep your pet on a 
leash and pick up its waste!

4: Leave what you find.  If you take that seashell, berry or flower you 
like, you may be taking away an animal’s home or food source.  
 
5: Respect other visitors.  Keep your voice quiet and calmly walk down 
the trail.  If you are particularly quiet, you may see some of the diverse wildlife 
living on our trail!  Stay with your group. 

6: Trash your trash.  “Pack it in, Pack it out.”   

TAKE ONLY PICTURES.  LEAVE ONLY FOOTPRINTS.  LEAVE NO TRACE.

Leave No Trace.



 Welcome to the Sullivan’s Island Elementary School 
Nature Trail!  This booklet will assist you as you explore our 
trail by highlighting some of the plants, wildlife, and habitats 
you may encounter during your visit to this unique coastal 
area.  Our trail was created in 1985 as an outdoor laboratory 
for teaching environmental science and we have observed the 
area landforms, plants, and wildlife adapt and mature through-
out the years.  We are glad you are joining us in studying our 
ever-changing, ever-fascinating marine habitat!  

Welcome
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Beach Evening-primrose, Photo by Billy McCord

Dune camphorweed

Sincerely,
  
  Susan King
  Principal
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Sweetgrass Plants:  This small colony of sweetgrass plants 
was added to the trail by the Pack 59 Cub Scouts in spring 
2009 from seedlings provided by Billy McCord of the South 
Carolina Department of Natural Resources.  Sweetgrass 
(a.k.a. gulf hairawn muhlygrass, Muhlenbergia sericea) is 
native to the coastal areas of the south Atlantic and the 
Gulf of Mexico.  Sweetgrass is the foundation material for 
African-coiled basketry in the Southeast, especially in the 
Gullah/Geechee community. 
 
Did you know: 
“The art of basket-making was brought to South Carolina 
by slaves who came from West Africa more than 300 years 
ago.  For generations the art has been passed down from 
mother to daughter to granddaughter. During the days of 
slavery in the Old South, women made functional baskets 
for the home using sweetgrass. Today’s baskets are made 
with sweetgrass, bulrush, and long leaf pine needles bound 
together by strips of the unopened center leaves of palmet-
to trees.”

  In this sandy soil, sweetgrass must compete  
  for nutrients with other species, such as the  
  greenbriers and sand burs.
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Observe the sweetgrass plants and their environment.  
What is this type of soil?  Do they have sufficient 
sunlight and nutrients?  What is their water supply?  
Eleven were planted in 2009.  How many do you see 
now?  Are there more?  Less?  Do you think they will 
survive in this environment?  What is your hypothesis?  

Now look to your right at the giant evergreen tree, a 
Southern Red Cedar, Juniperus virginiana variety silici-
cola, The scientific classification of this huge tree is:
Kingdom:  Plantae – Plants
     Subkingdom:  Tracheobionta – Vascular plants
        Superdivision:  Spermatophyta – Seed plants
           Division:  Coniferophyta – Conifers
              Class:  Pinopsida
                 Order:  Pinales
                    Family:  Cupressaceae – Cypress family
                       Genus:  Juniperus L. – juniper P
                          Species:  Juniperus virginiana L.
 
Did you know:  Pencils, cedar chests, closets,  
shingles and other products are made from  
cedar trees.  The wood is extremely aromatic  
and repels insects. Southern Red Cedar

Juniperus virginiana variety silicicola



POST 2
What’s in a Name?

As you read about the Southern Red Cedar, you learned 
that each plant species has a unique two-part name (genus 
and species).  This identification system is called binomial 
or binary nomenclature (fancy for two names).   These 
names are in Latin and are in italic.    The genus is con-
sidered as a “proper” name and the first letter is always 
capitalized.  The species name is often descriptive for some 
characteristic of a particular type or species, and the letters 
are in lower case.  Varieties or subspecies are differentiated 
by an additional descriptive Latin name.  

Scientific names are rather permanent and are maintained 
within the scientific community.  However, a plant may 
have multiple common names, often generated by local 
folklore.  Some species may be completely different from 
another, but share the same common name, which can be 
very confusing!   

Accordingly, the clearest communication about plants   
      and animals is accomplished through the use  
      of scientific names.  In this brochure, both 
      common and scientific names are given for each  
      unique plant or animal.  
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Slash Pine Pinus elliottii
How do we know what kind of pine tree this is? 

Needles of pines are arranged in groups or 
whorls, and the number of needles per whorl 

can be used to help identify a particular species.

Look around you, what do you see?  
If you did not know you were on a beach path, you 
may think you are standing in the Francis Marion 
Forest.  In reality, you are standing on the edge of a 
unique, important habitat: a Maritime Forest.  The 
Maritime Forest is a type of plant community that 
has evolved in tolerance to the harsh impacts of the 
land and salt water this near the ocean. These forests 
are shaped by wind and wind-blown sand and salt 
and evolved to prosper in sandy soils typical of bar-
rier islands and the marine ecosystem.

The Slash Pine (Pinus elliottii) was likely the most 
abundant pine of Maritime Forests when the first 
Europeans arrived in the Southeast.  Slash Pine is more 
tolerant of salt than are other pines of the Southeast 
and is more resistant to wind than is Loblolly Pine 
(Pinus taeda), now the most common pine over most 
of the Southeast.   
Pines, and cedars, are in a plant group called conifers.  
The leaves of these trees are usually long  
and narrow, “needles”.  Seeds of these trees  
develop in, and are protected by, cones.



POST 3
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Did You Know:   The plums may be eaten fresh or made 
into jellies or preserves, and were cultivated by the 
  Chickasaw Indians and other indigenous  
  peoples before the arrival of Europeans. 

Clearing of greenbrier has 
exposed a few  
specimens of  
Chickasaw Plum (Prunus 
angustifolia) in this thicket 
for you to see.  Chicka-
saw Plum is a deciduous 
shrub that has clusters of 
fragrant white flowers in 
the early spring, followed 
by leaf growth and fi-
nally a yellow fruit which 

ripens to red in August or September.  The flowers are 
much used by butterflies and other insects, including 
the Honey Bee (Apis melifera), and fruits are eaten by 
birds, Raccoon, and Gray Fox. 



POST 3
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Dune Prickly Pear (Opuntia pusilla)  
is the common native cactus of  
Maritime Grasslands and other  
coastal sandy soils.  The pads of this cactus break easily at 
the joints, and the long spines allow fragments to be  
carried by unwilling mammals, who unwittingly walk 
through cactus colonies.  The fragments quickly root and 
form new plants and colonies.  This cactus is  
frequently called “devil-joint” because the  
broken pads or joints “hitch-hike”  
by way of the painful spines.   
Ouch!   

Just as this bean grows into a new plant, each of  
those spiny burs on the  
Sanddune Sandbur  
is a seed.  When it  
attaches to your socks, shoes or pants  
leg, you carry the seed to it’s new home!   
Wherever you shake it off, the seed will try to  
root and grow and new plant!

Sanddune Sandbur (Dune Sandbur, Cenchrus tribuloides),  
is a specialized “sand-spur”: The spiny seeds are designed to 
attach to the hair of mammals for dispersal.  
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Bushy Bluestem (Andropogon tenuispatheus)  

Seabeach Evening-primrose (Oenothera humifusa)

Notice that you have left the forest and 
have crossed one secondary dune.  You 
are now standing in the swale, or low 
area, between the primary (beachfront 
or fore-dunes) and secondary dunes.  

As you continue toward the beach, you 
will cross over a series of dunes and 
swales as new dunes form with the aid of 
sand fencing, or simply by sand collecting 

in the wrack at the high tide line.

Shrubs and vines colonize in the swales or depres-
sions between secondary dune ridges since these areas 
collect organic material as well as moisture from rain. 
The decomposition of organic material increases 
both soil nutrients and the ability of the soil to retain 
water.    



Dune stabilization prevents erosion 
On accreting beaches, such as this one, these grasses 
colonize young dunes.   Above-ground stems and 
leaves perform as natural sand fences by collecting 
sand.  Broad, deep roots stabilize the dunes.   This 
process promotes the growth of primary dunes.  These 
plants are often planted on dunes to provide  
stabilization and potential dune growth.   

Sea Oats, Uniola paniculata, and other Maritime  
Grassland plants also stabilize secondary dunes by 
minimizing erosion until older secondary dunes are 
eventually colonized by shrubs and trees.  

Many towns and other governments have ordinances, 
or rules, that attempt to confine humans to specific 
beach paths in order to prevent damage to dunes and 
dune plant communities.  

POST 4
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Did You Know:   Seed-heads of Sea Oats were 
once popular in dried flower arrangements, 
and some local governments have rules to  
prevent humans from picking these seed-heads.  

Sea Oats



POST 5 Before you reach the beach, notice the 
Maritime Grassland surrounding you 
and the many types of plants growing 
in this sandy soil.  This soil is nutrient-
poor and retains little moisture.  Grasses 
and herbs are the main plant groups 
that have adapted to these harsh con-
ditions.  

Beach Morning Glory (Ipomoea imperati), also called 
Fiddleleaf Morning Glory, is a SC-listed rare plant that 
grows in Maritime Grasslands and on low dunes or beach 
flats very near the intertidal (flooded during typical high 
tides and dewatered during typical low tides) beach.   
 
Dune Camphorweed, (Heterotheca subaxillaris) is a valu-
able nectar source for butterflies, including the migratory 
Monarch (Danaus plexippus), and other insects.  Dune 
Camphorweed blooms during the summer and fall.  

Dune Camphorweed  
(Heterotheca subaxillaris)
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Why is this plant called camphorweed?  
Because if you crush the leaves, it smells like 
camphor!  Phew!   



POST 5

Mrs. McSwain’s 1st grade class walks out to the beach 
past newly installed sand fences in December, 2007.

How does this area compare today?  
Is the beach eroding in this area?  
Or continuing to accrete? 

This photo was taken of the same area April, 2010.  
Notice how many secondary dunes have grown as 
a result of sand deposition in the sand fences, and 
the accumulated wrack!  These low sand ridges have 
developed quickly, and at least partly, as a result of 
beach renourishment a few miles to the North in the 
last few years. 
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Foot traffic damages fragile dunes.   Please proceed STRAIGHT onto the beach.
THEN turn right and walk up the beach to the rocks, just before Station 19.
Look for the trailhead where the rocks meet the dunes!

beach

Beaches of the Atlantic coast are dynamic land features.   Beaches are the transition 
zone between the ocean or Marine Ecosystem and the coastal upland or Maritime Ecosystem.    
Waves, currents and wind are continuously sculpting this transition zone through the movement of sand.   

The intertidal beach is the region of the beach that is typically flooded during any portion of the tide cycle.   
Waves and surf cover portions of this zone throughout much of both the flood (or high) tide and the ebb (or 
low) tide cycles. Only at maximum ebb tide is the intertidal beach completely dewatered.   

Areas seaward of the intertidal beach are designated as subtidal.   Subtidal areas are covered with seawater at 
all tide stages. 

The surf zone is that area where waves break near the shoreline.  The surf zone includes a small amount of 
subtidal “beach” as well as most of the intertidal beach when such is inundated.



beach
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Intertidal beach Surf zone
Subtidal area

Beach flat



beach

16

The Atlantic Ghost Crab (Ocypode quadrata) is a 
burrowing crab that occurs exclusively along the 
Atlantic coast, including the Gulf of Mexico and the 
Carribean, and as far south as Brazil.  It is a member 
of the same family as are our fiddler crabs.   

The Atlantic Ghost Crab burrows up to several feet in 
depth, in beach flats, dunes, and Maritime Grassland.   
They usually stay in their burrows during daylight 
and move onto the beach at night to feed.  They 
usually eat smaller invertebrates but will sometimes 
prey on eggs and hatchlings of sea turtles.
    
They typically slowly crawl forward while foraging, 
like other crabs, but they move rapidly sideways or 
in crab-like fashion to escape and to enter their bur-
rows.   

These crabs are well-camouflaged against beach 
sand and are often overlooked until they dart for  
 their burrows, hence the name: “sand crabs”!



beach
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 larger sharks •	
 Bottlenose Dolphin •	 (Tursiops truncatus).  

Our beach is full of life!
 
During the warm season, you might find small fish such as:

  Striped Killifish •	 (Fundulus najalis) 
 juvenile Striped Mullet •	 (Mugil cephalus) 
 Southern Kingfish or “Whiting” •	 (Menticirrhus americanus) in the surf zone 
You may also see small schools of “minnows” near the shoreline:  
 Bay Anchovy •	 (Anchoa mitchilli) during the warmer months 
 Atlantic Silverside •	 (Menidia menidia) during the cooler season.  

Many of these small fish feed on invertebrates exposed by  
surf action.   The combination of small fish and  
invertebrates attracts larger fishes, including: 

 Red Drum •	 (Sciaenops ocellatus)
 Atlantic Stingray •	 (Dasyatis sabina)
 Blacknose Shark •	 (Carcharhinus acronotus)
 and other sharks.   •	

Together, all of these animals form a “food chain buffet” that attracts:



 Shifting sands may cause tidal pools to form.    
 Small tide pools often form near rock jetties, but they 
may be short-lived because of exposure to strong surfs or in our 
case, sand accretion.  

Animals most often found in tidal pools include the 
Blue Crab •	 (Callinectes sapidus)
Mummichog or Mudminnow •	 (Fundulus heteroclitus)
Striped Killifish •	 (Fundulus najalis)
Striped Mullet •	 (Mugil cephalis)
Forbes’ Sea Star •	 (Asterias forbesii)
Speckled Swimming Crab •	 (Arenaeus cribrarius)
Green-stripe Hermit Crab •	 (Clibanarius vittatus), often found 
in shells of Knobbed Whelk (Busycon carica)

LIFE IN  
TIDAL POOLS
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LIFE AMONG THE 
ROCK JETTIES
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 The jetty rocks provide a unique habitat that is 
used by various marine and shoreline animals.  The rocks 
provide sturdy substrate for attached (or sessile) animals, 
including:

Fragile Star Barnacle •	 (Chthamalus fragilis)
American Warty Anemone •	 (Bunodosoma cavernata) 
attachs itself to the rocks and looks like a glob of tar 
when it is out of the water!  

You may find clams, or bivalves, attached to the rocks, 
including 

Scorched Mussel •	 (Brachidontes exustus), dark and has 
many ridges on its shell
Crested Oyster •	 (Ostrea equestris) is smaller than East-
ern Oyster (Crassostrea virginica), which is the much-
harvested oyster used in oyster roasts.  



beach: 
SAND

Sands of Atlantic coast beaches are derived primarily from sand 
generated by erosion of rocks in the Appalachian Mountains 
and carried to the sea by large rivers.

Dams on many major Atlantic coast rivers now short-stop most 
of such sediments, causing a major decrease of sand input into 
our ocean system.  This loss of sediment, along with shoreline 
structures such as groins, seawalls and jetties, has greatly changed 
the natural process of beach dynamics.   
 
“Beach migration” is the process whereby beaches gradually 
transform as sand “flows” down the shoreline, transported 
largely by the north-to-south nearshore current.  

Generally, sands erode on the north end of barrier islands and 
build on the south ends, forming sand bars that eventually break 
away and move onto the north end of the island nearest to the 
south, only to gradually erode and move again to the south.   
This process is continuous and usually very gradual but may be 
dramatically accelerated by major tropical storms.  
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beach: 
CURRENTS

Rip current poster: NOAA 
Rip current photo:   

http://www.beachhunter.net/images/thingstoknow/rip_current_DS_0322.jpg

The nearshore current is typically north to south, so 
beach sand generally moves from north to south as 
well.  Strong winds can sometimes overpower the 
gentle nearshore current, producing rip-currents or 
undertows that may move either with, against, or at 
angles to the relatively gentle nearshore current.   
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Photos courtesy of Barbara Bergwerf

     Loggerhead Turtle (Caretta caretta)
South Carolina beaches are used by Loggerhead                       
Turtle for nesting. Named as our state reptile, adult  
female Loggerhead Turtles weigh more than 300  
lbs. and nest on beaches in the same area where  
they hatched from eggs many years before.   Males 
never crawl ashore but spend their entire lives  in 
the water after entering the ocean as hatchlings. 
Females nest at night from May through August 
and form their nests in dunes by digging in the 
sand with their rear flippers, laying an average of 
120 eggs!  After laying her eggs, she pushes the 
sand over them and crawls back to the ocean, usu-
ally before sunrise.  When the eggs hatch, (45-50 
days later) the two inch hatchlings dig their way 
out of the warm sand at night and scramble to the 
ocean, using the moon as their guide. These turtles 
are listed as threatened both federally, under the 
Endangered Species Act, and in SC.

beach: 
LIFE

22

You can help Sea Turtles by not disturbing 
nests or turtles, turning off beachfront lights 
and flashlights around nests, make sure you 
fill in holes on the beach, remove your tents, 
chairs, and toys from the beach at night, and 
pick up trash. 



beach: 
LIFE
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Beach Bugs!

If “home”, the doodlebug will flick sand with its head 
and jaws in an attempt to cause the “insect” to slide to 
the bottom of the crater so the doodlebug can grab

Photos: Billy McCord

As you walk along our trail, keep an eye out for craters  
 in the sand, home to Antlions, Myrmeleontidae.  

    Antlion larve are often 
called “doodlebugs” as the swirling trails they leave 
when looking for a spot for their home appear as if 
someone has doodled in the sand.  Antlions dig 
craters in the sand and wait at the bottom for 
ants or other small insect prey to fall into their 
trap.  You may try to coerce one out by taking 
a blade of grass and gently move it around the 
sides of a crater, to mimic a small insect trying 
to climb out.  Folklore says it helps to sing this 
song: “Doodlebug, doodlebug, your house is on fire!   

Come out!  Come out!  Wherever you are!”  

Other bugs you may find interesting are the 
Northern Big-eyed Sandhopper 

 (Cicindela dorsalis media), a predator of 
other insects and small invertebrates, stalks and 
pounces on prey.  They are sand-colored,  
camouflaged.  When approached by humans 
or other potential predators, the beetles take 
flight and move a few meters away where they 
land and face whatever is bothering them--
ready to fight like a tiger!

(Americorchestia megalophthalma).             
a little beach crustacean found 
beneath the wrack, near the   
high-tide line.  When exposed, they 
wildly hop about until they quickly 
disappear into the sand!
and the White Beach Tiger Beetle

the victim in its jaws.   With luck, it might grab  
the grass enabling you to snatch it from the cra-
ter.  Or, you can scoop it out with your hand!



Where
Rocks?
are 

For decades SIES students cleared their 
minds and let their creative juices 
flow during writing excursions to the 
rocks at Station 19.  These pictures 
were taken of Mrs. Semsar’s class in 
2005.  The photo on the next page 
was taken of the same area in 2009.  

Photo by Mic Smith Photography

the
beach

How did the rocks originally get here?  Where are they now?



Photo by Mic Smith Photography

Rocks

Those huge granite boulders are still there... 
     they are completely covered in sand!
Locals speculate that some of our sand accretion is due to beach renourishment 
projects on Isle of Palms.  Nearshore, southerly ocean currents and waves have 
moved this sand down the shoreline and deposited it here.     

What do you think our shoreline will look like in 20 years?  In 50?

beach: 
JETTIES
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The boulders were brought here by the Army Corps of Engineers in 1898.   
Why, you ask?  Look out on the horizon, can you see a row of rocks out there?  
Those rocks are part of two nearly six-mile long jetties built to prevent sand buildup in the shipping  
channel, to provide a definite channel for dredging and to provide a water break for ships entering and  
leaving Charleston Harbor.    
(The south jetty extends offshore from Morris Island.)   
Although the jetties extend about five miles out into the sea,  
the first mile of rocks is submerged!   

Did You Know: Where you are standing is where the  
northern Charleston Harbor jetty comes ashore!   

And: During times of extreme erosion, you may  
see parts of the old World War II harbor  
submarine net, which is attached to this jetty,  
not far from shore!



POST 6
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Follow the rocks STRAIGHT up the beach 
to the dunes inland to locate to Post #6, just 
to your right. DO NOT traverse the dunes!  
Find the trail!

Look at Post #6, and compare its length (height) to that of Post #7.  
Do you see a difference?   
Even though Hurricane Hugo washed out the area at Post #7, 
the erosion has ceased and sand is now depositing in this area.  
Notice how the sand dunes have been continually rebuilding since 
this area was washed out by Hurricane Hugo.



POST 6

Mourning Dove,  
(Zenaida macroura),  
so-named for their  
melancholy “song”.
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The Gulf Croton, Croton punctatus, is another specialist 
plant of Maritime Grassland.  Its seeds provide valuable 
food for birds such as:

Mourning Dove (Zenaida macroura) and  
Common Ground-dove (Columbina passerina), a SC-
listed highest priority conservation species.  This dove 
is smaller than Mourning Dove and has a short tail and 
rust-colored feathers in its wings that are easily seen 
when the birds fly.  It is a non-migratory or resident 
bird that nests in low shrubs or clumps of grass within or 
near Maritime Grassland.  

Did You Know:  Free-ranging housecats are thought 
to have negative impacts on populations of Common 
Ground-dove and other birds (including Painted Bunting) 
that nest and feed on or near ground-level.



 We call this area the “blow out”.  Erosion, hurricanes 
and other storms have devastating effects on dunes.   
Hurricane Hugo washed out this gully area in 1989.   
 
In 2009, we added 7 sweetgrass plants, the same day we 
planted the ones at Post #1.  How are these plants doing in 
comparison?  What differences can you note in their sur-
roundings?  
 
 On your way to Post #8, notice the potato-like gray 
bulbs on your left.  What could these things be?  
They are Earleaf or Dune Greenbrier (Smilax auriculata) 
bulbs.  If you want to rid your yard--or this trail--of smilax, 
pulling on the vine or cutting it won’t get rid of the plant.  
In order to get rid of this tenacious plant, you have to dig 
down and get not only the plant, but the root bulb as well.    
(Please do not bother our smilax plants.  As much as they 
may bother you, birds feast on their berries and they are an 
integral part of this ecosystem.  Greenbrier thickets provide 
excellent cover for wildlife and the vines produce black fruits 
that are eaten by birds and other animals!) 

POST 7

28 Did You Know:  Bulbs of greenbrier have been 
used to make smoking pipes! 



It is good advice to avoid any plant with 
three leaves, just to be sure it is not Poison 
Ivy!  But here is one plant with three leaves 
that is OK to touch:  
Beach Pea (Strophostyles helvola) Beach 
Pea spreads onto our trail and across the 
dunes, in the summer and fall as a crawling 
vine. The peas or seeds are eaten by birds 
and other wildlife. 

Another prolific vine on this part of the trail 
is Virginia Creeper (Parthenocissus quin-
quefolia) which has five leaves, giving rise 
to another common name – Five Finger:  
“Leaves of five, let it thrive!” It is another 
prolific fruit-producer that is particularly 
valuable as a food resource for many  
migratory songbirds.  Poison 

Ivy

Beach Pea

POST 8
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“Leaves of three, leave it be!” 



POST 9
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Beach Blanket-flower (Gaillardia pulchella) is a 
good nectar source for butterflies and other 
insects and the seeds are eaten by birds.Beach Blanket-flower  

(Gaillardia pulchella)

 Look back at the Maritime Forest from this 
post. Notice the shrubs and trees are growing up and 
away from you at an angle!  The plants around you 
are shorter than those just a bit inland.  

Where are the plants and trees the tallest?  
Close to the ocean or further away?  

The plants and trees furthest from the ocean are the 
tallest.  This is a fine example of the effects of salt 
spray or “salt pruning”.

Did You Know:  In the 1980’s,  our trail used to con-
nect to the back of the PE field over to your left, but 
this part of the trail was abandoned due to the thick 
growth of poison ivy.



As you walk down this dune, you will pass a large Wax Myrtle 
(Morella cerifera) on your left.  

Did You Know:  Wax Myrtle is also known as Southern bayberry 
or candleberry because early American colonists used the fruit’s 
pale blue, waxy covering to make fragrant bayberry candles.   
And:  The tree’s distinctive, fragrant scent comes from oils  
contained in tiny glands on the leaves. 

Next to the #10 post, you will find a cluster of Hercules’ Club, 
(Zanthoxylum clava-herculis).  The natives of North America used 
the Hercules’Club, and the closely related Prickly Ash, to seek relief 
from toothaches.  Hence, both the Hercules’ Club and the Prickly 
Ash are also known as “The Toothache Tree!” 

Did You Know:  This plant is also the native host, or food-plant, 
for caterpillars of Giant Swallowtail (Heraclides cresphontes), 
which is the largest butterfly in North America, having a wing-
spread of about 15 cm or 6 inches!   

POST 10

31 Hercules’ Club 
(Zanthoxylum clava-herculis)Swallowtail photo by: Billy McCord



POST 10
 Between Posts 10 and 11 is a unique tree, a  
Tough Bully (Sideroxylon tenax), aka Tough Bumelia.

Don’t worry, Tough Bully is not a mean kid on our 
nature trail, it is the name for a very local tree species 
that was discovered in South Carolina by Alexander 
Garden (a famous botanist for whom the gardenia 
flower is named, he lived from 1728-91).   Mr. Garden 
sent a specimen of the plant to Linnaeus, (a famous 
naturalist who laid the foundation for the binomial 
nomenclature classifications), who named it in 1767. 

Both the common and scientific names of Tough Bully 
refer to the tough branches.   It prefers dry sandy soil, 
found in common coastal plant communities, and is 
frequently associated with ancient shell-mounds or 
other shell deposits from native American Indians.

Tough Bully is another prolific fruit-producer that  
supplies high-energy food for migratory songbirds. 
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Poison Ivy  
(Toxicodendron radicans) 
    
Stay on the trail!  Poison Ivy is very close  
to our trail in a a few places and you can get a 
good, safe look at it here.

Poison Ivy plants contain a chemical  
called Urushiol.  It is this checmical that  
causes the typical allergic reaction and  
symptoms of Poison Ivy itching and rashes. 

Urushiol is found in the leaves, stems, and roots 
of Poison Ivy plants, which means that you can 
even get a rash in the winter, when a plant  
has lost all of its leaves!

Be careful around, and do not touch poison 
ivy.  If you, your clothing, or your pet come  
in contact with the plant, wash thoroughly  
with soapy water within 5 or 10 minutes of 
contact, before the chemicals have a chance  
to penetrate your skin.
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“Leaves of three, leave it be!” 

Believe it or not, the whitish fruit of 
poison ivy are a valuable resource for 
songbirds, particularly during the fall 
migration.  They can eat the berries 
with no ill effects at all!
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Insects and other invertebrates have no internal skeleton, but 
instead have a protective skin or exoskeleton on the out-
side.  In order to grow, they must shed their skin, and in the 
case of caterpillars, they do so five times!  After the fifth time, 
they then change to the chrysalis, or pupa stage, which also 
lasts for about 10 days before the adult butterfly crawls out of 
the chrysalis skin and expands its wings.  After an hour or so, 
it takes flight!

 As you venture over the dune towards posts 13, 14 and 15, you will pass 
through an open grassland area.  Different types of butterflies thrive in this area 
throughout the year.  Butterflies go through a process called metamorphosis.  
Adult butterflies mate and females deposit tiny pin-sized eggs on the appropriate 
host-plants, and the tiny caterpillar (larva, larvae) hatches from the egg after about 
10 days.  Caterpillars are eating machines, and they grow rapidly!   

Adult butterflies typically only live about two to three weeks, but 
during that time they find mates and begin another generation.  
Most butterflies and moths complete this “life cycle”  
(egg-caterpillar-pupa-adult) two or three times each growing  
season (April – September). Chrysalids or pupae  
that are formed in late summer or fall pass  
through winter (this is the most cold-tolerant  
stage), and the adults emerge the following spring.
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Giant Swallowtail adults emerge in April from 
chrysalids that passed through winter.  They mate, 
and the females deposit eggs on Hercules’ Club or 
other citrus family plants.   

Did You Know: The caterpillars are camouflaged  
to resemble bird droppings, an effective pattern  
to prevent them from being eaten by birds!   
Plus, the chrysalis is camouflaged to look like a  
broken twig! 

 The most abundant butterfly in our area is Cloudless Sulphur 
(Phoebis sennae eubule), so-named because it is most active on bright, 
sunny, “cloudless” days and its lemon-yellow, “sulphur” coloration.  
Cloudless Sulphur has up to four adult generations per year.   Many 
thousands of these butterflies can occur regionally during the same 
time-period, causing their caterpillar food-plants in an area to become 
totally defoliated.  Sometimes there will be so many butterflies by late 
summer, that they will venture out in search of food, with some travel-
ing well out to sea.  Some weaken and drown in the ocean, and beach-
combers may see many of such dead butterflies that have been pushed 
ashore by wind and surf.

Cloudless Sulphur butter-
fly, Swallowtail caterpillar, 
chrysalis and butterfly 
photos by:  
Billy McCord



 The Monarch Butterfly (Danaus plexippus) has one of the 
most miraculous mass migrations of any animal on Earth.    Many 
millions of Monarchs migrate each fall from the northern United 
States and southern Canada through the Midwest to winter in 
high mountains of central Mexico--as far as 3000 miles southward 
to avoid winter cold!  Fewer, but still likely millions of, Monarchs 
migrate south each fall along the Atlantic coast and some winter 
along the coast, here.  

Monarch caterpillars only feed on plants in the milkweed family.  
Milkweeds often attract female monarchs during the fall  
migration, and caterpillars are likely to be found on such plants 
from October through December, or until frost.  Milkweeds  
contain chemicals that act as heart toxins in most vertebrates. 
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Second grader Ian Callan gets an up-close view of a monarch but-
terfly thanks to a visit by Billy McCord with the S.C. Department 
of Natural Resources in October of 2009.  Mr. McCord captures, 
tags and releases hundreds of migrating monarch butterflies each 
year and released some 140 at the school after tagging them the 

night before.  Students lined up as Mr. McCord 
placed a butterfly on each of their noses.  As each 
butterfly took flight, the child received a “butter-
fly kiss.” Photo by Mic Smith Photography
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Did You Know:  Most vertebrates have color vision and 
have evolved to recognize bright colors, such as orange 
and red, as warning colors.  Therefore, birds typically will 
not eat Monarchs or Gulf Fritillaries!  However,  
the toxins do not affect many invertebrates, and  
both Monarch and Gulf Fritillary are eaten by  
spiders and praying mantids. 
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Gulf Fritillary  
(Agraulis vanillae nigrior), one of our 
most abundant butterflies, is also bright 
orange, as are the caterpillars.  The 
caterpillars only feed on passionflower 
– another plant that contains toxins.  
Again: “you are what you eat!”

Have you heard the phrase:
 
 “You are what you eat”?   
 
Monarch caterpillars, and chrysalids and adults, are 
chemically similar to milkweed, and the milkweed toxins 
protect the insects from most vertebrates. 

Carolina Mantid 
Photo by Billy McCord

Gulf Fritillary  
Photo by Billy McCord



 Facing inland, looking towards the school, 
you can view Trumpet Honeysuckle, (Lonicera 
sempervirens), our native honeysuckle.  

This plant is also called coral honeysuckle because 
of the coral-colored blooms.  The trumpet-shaped 
flowers are not much used by insects but are very 
attractive as a nectar resource for Ruby-throated 
Hummingbird and Orchard Oriole.

Facing the beach, you may see many stands of 
Bushy Bluestem, Andropogon tenuispatheus:  This 
broom-sedge is widespread in our area, in and near 
damp depressions and wetlands.  It is perhaps most 
often seen along highway shoulders on ditch banks 
and slopes.  A picture of Bushy Bluestem “broom 
sedge” may be found on page 10 of this booklet.
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Did You Know:  Many “old timers” of the 
Lowcountry remember personally using, or 
their  grandparents using, this plant to fashion 
brooms for their homes.  



 Just beyond post #15, on your way back to the 
primary beach path, you will pass Adam’s Needle , 
also called “Beargrass Yucca”.  This interesting native 
yucca often forms colonies and specializes in sandy soils 
throughout much of the Southeast Coastal Plain. It is 
abundant in our Maritime Grassland.  One way you 
can tell it apart from the other yucca species on the 
trail is by looking for the white “hairs” on each stem.

 It is also the primary  
 caterpillar host plant for  
 Yucca Giant Skipper  
 (Megathymus yuccae),                     
 one of the largest skipper                      
 butterflies in North America.    
 The caterpillar is parasitic  
  as it bores into the growing  
 point of the plant and feeds   
 on the root, which kills the   
 plant.

POST 15
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Photo: Billy McCord



Our trail is host to scores of animal species. A few
of the more popular animals you may encounter are
listed on the following pages:

BIRDS
The assortment of small fish attracts a variety of 
fisheating seabirds, including the Eastern Brown 
Pelican (Pelicanus occidentalis carolinensis) and vari-
ous terns and gulls.
The most common seabirds along the intertidal 
beach during summer are:
•	Laughing	Gull	(Larus atricilla) and
•	Royal	Tern	(Sterna maxima)

while the most common winter seabirds along the
Atlantic shoreline are:
•	Ring-billed	Gull	(Larus delawarensis) and
•	Forster’s	Tern	(Sterna forsteri).

WILDLIFE
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 Painted Bunting: This bird is thought by many to 
be the most beautiful bird in North America. Early Euro-
pean ornithologists gave it the name Nonpareil, which is 
old French meaning ‘without equal or unparalleled’.

Painted Bunting is a migratory species that is primarily in 
coastal South Carolina as a breeding/nesting species and as 
a migrant. It is listed a species of highest conservation con-
cern in South Carolina and throughout the Southeast.

The colorful males sing from treetops while the drabber, 
greenish females typically remain in cover.

Nests are typically in Maritime Shrub Thickets or in shrubs 
and low trees on or near Maritime Forest edges.

Males, females and young feed on a mixed diet of insects 
and seeds in Maritime Grassland and other open habitats. 
The males sing from exposed perches from their first arrival 
as early as mid-April until at least the end of July.
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Did You Know: Learning the song will
greatly increase one’s chances of seeing

this beautiful bird.



MAMMALS 

Raccoon      Procyon lotor       
    
Marsh Rabbit      Sylvilagus palustris       

Hispid Cotton Rat     Sigmodon hispidus    
  

WILDLIFE
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Texas Horned Lizard, Phrynosoma cornutum, was 
first introduced to Sullivan’s Island as pet lizards from 
Texas released by a serviceman stationed at Fort 
Moultrie.  Although these animals were prolific
throughout the island in earlier years, few have been
seen outside our trail area since Hurricane Hugo
(1989).

REPTILES 

Local legend tells us the

The Green Anole, also known as the  Carolina 
Anole (Anolis carolinensis) and the Six-lined Race-
runner, Cnemidophorus sexlineatus sexlineatus,  
are the reptiles most often seen on our path in  
recent years.

Photo: Billy McCord
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Other reptiles you may encounter along the trail could include 
the Yellow Rat Snake (Elaphe obsoleta quadrivittata)...

Photo: Billy McCord



Southeastern Five-lined Skink Juveniles of have bright 
blue tails to attract attention of potential predators.  
When threatened, the skink’s tail breaks off and the 
(blue) broken portion wiggles, distracting the predator 
and allowing the skink to escape!  The tail regenerates.  

WILDLIFE
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...the Southern Black Racer  
(Coluber constrictor priapus). 
the

Eastern Glass Lizards, (Ophisaurus compressus) also 
“drop” their tails as a defense mechanism.  Look at the glass 
lizard, do you see any legs?  Glass lizards do not have legs, 
but they do have an external ear-opening which snakes do 
not have.   Glass lizards also have eye-lids, as do other   
  lizards (including skinks).    
  Snakes have no eye-lids.   
  So, glass lizards are indeed legless lizards!

Southeastern Five-lined Skink, (Eumeces inexpectatus), 

Photos by Billy McCord



GLOSSARY

Accrete: to add, as by growth; to grow together.
 
Adaptation: a feature or behavior that helps a living 
thing survive in its environment.
 
Anthropod: an invertebrate with jointed legs, a 
body that is divided into sections, and an  
exoskeleton.

Burrow: to make a hole or passage in, into, or under 
something (in our case, sand).

Camouflage: an adaptation  
that allows an organism to  
blend into its surroundings.

Commensalism: a relationship between two  
kinds of organisms that benefits one without  
harming the other. 46

Community: all living things in one place that 
interact; all the populations in an ecosystem.

Competition: the struggle among organisms for 
water, food, or other resources.

Cone: a plant structure where seeds are made in 
some nonflowering plants.   
Conifer: a tree or shrub in the class  
Coniferinae producing naked seeds in  
cones, with pollen borne in the cones.  

Consumer: an animal that eats plants or other 
animals.

Crater: a hollow area, or pit in the ground.

Crustacean: any aquatic arthropod of the class 
Crustacea, typically having a body covered with 
a hard shell.  example: shrimp, crab, barnacles.

Current: the directed flow of a gas or liquid; an 
ongoing movement of water.
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Deciduous: shedding the leaves annually, as certain 
trees and shrubs. 

Decomposer: an organism that breaks down dead 
plant and animal material.  Decomposition: the pro-
cess of decomposing; decay; rot.

Defoliate: to strip (a tree, bush, etc.) of leaves.

Deposition: the dropping off of eroded soil and bits 
of weathered rock.

Ecosystem: all the living and nonliving things that 
share an environment, and their interactions.

Endangered: close to becoming extinct; having very 
few of its kind left.

Environment: all the living  
and nonliving things in an area. 

Erosion: the movement of weathered rock.

Evergreen: having green leaves throughout the year.

Evolve: to develop gradually to a different state or 
condition.

Exoskeleton: a hard covering that protects the bod-
ies of some invertebrates.

Food chain: a series of organisms that depend on 
one another for food; the path that energy and nu-
trients follow in an ecosystem. 

Forage: to search about;  
seek; hunt; the act of searching 
for provisions of any kind.

Habitat: the home of an organism, or living 
thing; the place where a plant or animal 
lives and grows.
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Hypothesis: a tentative theory about the natural  
world; a concept that is not yet verified but that if  
true would explain certain facts.

Indigenous: originating in and characteristic of a 
particular region or country; native.

Intertidal zone: the shallowest part of the ocean 
ecosystem, where the ocean floor is covered and 
uncovered as the tide goes in and out.

Invasive: invading, or tending to invade (to enter 
like an enemy).

Invertebrate: an animal without a backbone.

Isopod crustacean: any crustacean of order  
Isopoda, having seven pairs of legs adapted for 
crawling, a flattened body; includes crabs,  
shrimps, and numerous swimming species.

Jetty (plural: “jetties”): a structure of stones pro-
jecting into the sea or other body of water to 
protect a harbor, deflect the current, etc.

Juvenile: young, youthful. 

Life cycle: the stages of growth and change that an 
organism goes through. 

Mammal: a warm-blooded vertebrate with hair or 
fur.  Female mammals produce milk to feed their 
young.

Metamorphosis: a series of changing body forms 
during an animal’s development.

Migrate: to move  
to another place.

Monarchs roosting during migration.  Photo by Billy McCord



Mollusk: an invertebrate that has a soft body and a 
shell.

Nutrients: providing nutriments: any substance or 
matter that, taken into a living organism, serves to 
sustain it in its existence, promoting growth, replac-
ing loss, and providing energy.

Organism: a living thing that carries out basid life 
functions on its own.

Parasitism: a relationship in which one organism 
lives in or on another organism and benefits from 
that relationship while the host organism is harmed 
by it.
 
Population: all of the members of a single type of 
organism in an ecosystem.

Predator: ny organism that  
exists by preying upon  
other organisms.

GLOSSARY

Reptile: a cold-blooded vertebrate that has scaly, 
waterproof skin, breathes air with lungs, and lays 
eggs.

Rip-current: undertow.

Rock: a nonliving material made of one or more 
minerals.

Sand: fine debris of rocks, consisting of small, loose 
grains, often of quartz.

Sediments: mineral or organic matter deposited by 
water, air, or ice; the matter that settles to the bot-
tom of a liquid.
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Soil: a mixture of minerals, weathered rocks 
and decayed plant and animal matter.



Substrate: substratum; the base or material on 
which a nonmotile organism lives or grows.

Threatened species: a species that is in danger of 
becoming endangered.

Tolerant: exhibiting tolerance; the act or capacity 
of enduring; endurance.

Toxin: any poison produced by an organism.

Vertebrate: an animal with a backbone.

Wrack: seaweed or other vegetation cast on the  
    shore.  Lines of wrack  
    are usually found at   
    the high tide line 
    along the beach.

GLOSSARY
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Noted Sources:

Billy McCord of South Carolina Department of Natural Resources contributed greatly to this booklet at each
and every post area. Mr. McCord was instrumental in the original creation of this trail in the early 1980s and
we appreciate his continued interest and support.

In addition to Mr. McCord’s notes, and those of SIES textbooks of 2010, we must recognize former SIES teacher Judith Reese, who
spearheaded the trail in the 1980s and spent many countless hours on the first two editions of this booklet, information from which
this booklet relied.

Please note the following additional sources:

at Post 1, Isle of Palms resident and author Mary Alice Monroe’s website:
http://www.maryalicemonroe.com/site/epage/23723_67.htm

at Post 2, regarding Slash Pine: http://www.sfrc.ufl.edu/4h/slash_pine/slaspine.htm

With regard to Loggerhead Sea Turtles, thanks to Mary Pringle and Barbara Bergwerf of the Island Turtle Team.
For more information on Loggerhead Sea Turtles, The Island Turtle Team and the South Carolina Aquarium Sea Turtle Rescue, visit:
http://www.ccgnet.com/turtleteam/ and http://scaquarium.org/STR/default.html

Photography Credits:
Billy McCord, Mic Smith Photography, Barbara Bergwerf, Carol Killough, istockphoto.com and thinkstockphotos.com.

Layout and Design: Carol Killough
Printing: Pro Legal Copies

South Carolina Science Standards: K-2.5, 1-2.3, 2-2.2, 2-2.5, 3-1.3,  
3-2.1, 3-2.2, 3-2.3, 3-2.4, 3-2.5, 3-3.1, 3-3.6, 3-3.8, 4-2.1, 4-2.2,  
4-2.3, 4-2.4, 4-2.5, 4-2.6, 5-2.2, 5-2.3, 5-2.4, 5-2.5

FOOTNOTES
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Billy McCord,  
South Carolina Department of Natural Resources

Mary Pringle and Barbara Bergwerf, Island Turtle Team

Andy Benke, Town of Sullivan’s Island

2008-2009 Pack 59 Webelos, who took on this trail as
their project and continued work the following year:

Matthew Dodds, Christopher Diamond-Hettinger, Kyle
Harris, Clayton Johnson, Andrew Killough, Jack Marino,
Price Nimmich, Michael Psenka, AJ Schmidt, Elliott Suggs

and Wynn Fabrizio. Webelos leader: Carol Killough.

Special thanks to
ProLegal Copies and the Kennemur Family

for donating printing services for this booklet.

THANK YOU
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Loggerhead Sea Turtle Hatchlings
Photo by Barbara Bergwerf


