
MATHEWS ARM CAMPGROUND .^sJ
SHENAND0AH NATT0NAL PARK \ 30q/V

TMCEs
Arr,4TUB^E

TRAI

#

M
@i-

-OD

@4r--
/-*

Self Guided Nature Trail 1.7 Mile Circuit



\
\\'I TRACES

TRAIL
1.7 Mile Circuit

ii'"-----:ilr
\l

service
road

To
Overall Run

and
Appalachian

Trail

2l

22

24

I

\

\
t
l2\
I

,,5

\\ 16\

\
I
II STRACE

n TRAILPark'- -
service \.. en

To
Skyline
Drive
Mile22.2TRACS

Dump
Station

MATHEWS ARM CAMPGROUND

\--o{rr
,2-\

Registration
Station

road 
-\

IL

TRACES NATURE TRAIL

INTRODUCTION

The information in this booklet will bring your attention to
traces of human settlement which occurred here from about 1750 to
1930. With the withdrawal of man as a permanent resident, the
forest has undergone successional change from a settlement-eleared
area to a young forest which is its present state. In the future a
mature forest is expeeted, dominated by large oaks and hickories.
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1. The First Settlers
Before 1800, a few settlers arrived in the Blue Ridse Mountains

to homestead, choosing the land at the foot of the mountains. By 1830,
people started moving into the mountains in large numbers, some
settling farther up the slopes. They found magnificent mountain
forests of large trees and abundant wildlife. Early pioneers saw
American elk, mountain lion, timber wolf, bear, and deer through-
out the area.

2. A Trace of Settlement
This old road led to the nearest settlement,

where supplies would be bought or traded. Mountain
homesteaders eould buy flour, sugar, salt, clothing
and shoes; they might trade apples, a few garden
vegetables, chestnuts, and bark for tanning.

3. The Rocky Mountains
Rocky soil is common in the BIue Ridge.

When farmers cleared the land for crops they
had to remove the rocks as well as the trees.
They often placed the rocks in piles or
fashioned dry-laid stone walls.

4. Witch Hazel
The witch hazel is a common large

shrub of the forest. It blooms with yellow
twists of flowers in autumn. Some home-
steaders would use a leafy branch as a
broom. Others believed that a forked
branch from the shrub could be used as a
dowsing rod to locate water. During the
winter, branehes from this understory
shrub would be gathered, cut up, and dis-
tilled to make witch hazel extract, used as a
liniment.
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Witch Hazel

5. A Colder Climate
A mountain resident once said that winter was a good time for

visiting friends and relatives, keeping warm around the fire, and not
much else. The winters on the mountain can be bitter. Ice storms may
coat the trees, making them sparkle. But the weight of the ice can
bend and twist branches or trunks, resulting in trees like this white
oak which resembles a deer's head.
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6. Serviceberry
Native to the Blue

Ridge Mountains, the
"sarviceberry," as the moun-

tain people called it, bloomed
with white flowers after the

last snow's melt. At that time,
the mountain roads would be

open again for travel. Local
preaehers would then come

and perform "sarvices"
for the mountain peo-
ple who had been iso-

lated all winter. More
often than not these
t'sarvices" were per-

formed under the
serviceberry tree.

7. Timeless Mountains
A large flow of molten roek hardened about 800 million years

&go, resulting in these greenstone cliffs. These mountains have
undergone many changes since their beginning over a billion years
ago. Compared to geologie influences, the ehanges the mountain
settlers made on the landscape was much more rapid, though not as
significant.
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8. Rock Piles
These rocks were deposited by homesteaders who cleared the

surrounding land for cabin building or small scale farming. They
chose a comparatively flat area, making life a little easier. The piles
often marked boundary claims of property.

9. Memory Lane
The trees, forming a line along the trailside, are larger than

surrounding trees. Evidently they were left for a reason. They
border what was once a road or lane which probably led to an old
homesite.

10. Rock Wall
Rocks cleared from this hillside were used to build this wall. The

wall could have been part of a fence to restrain livestock or perhaps it
served as a property line marker 
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11. Homesite
This homesite was owned by John Sours in 1920. It had a Lyz-

story frame house with five rooms, a bank barn (built on a slope with
one wall of rock or earth), and a hen house; it was partly fenced with a

source of fresh water. The cabins and buildings have long since
decayed and returned to soil.

12. The Spring
It's always preferable to live near sources of cold, fresh water,

and homesteaders sought them out. One interesting use of a cold
spring or stream was for refrigeration. Food items were sealed in
containers and placed in the water to keep them fresh. At some

spring sites, springhouses were constructed to facilitate this purpose.

13. The Tree of Heaven
The tall trees here are Tree-of-Heaven or Ailanthus trees which

are native to China. They were planted by homesteaders with the
belief that they would "absorb" evil spirits around the homesite.
When the leaves are torn an unpleasant smell ean be detected. It was
believed that the smell indicated imprisonment of the bad spirits.

14. More Traees
Apple trees are native to western Asia and were planted by

settlers in this country. The seeds were brought from Europe during
colonial days. Apples were eaten raw, made into apple butter, dried,
or pressed into cider. Apples were an important cash erop of the
mountain farmers.

15. Days Gone By
In the 1920's the chestnut blight killed nearly all the chestnut

trees along the Blue Ridge. Prior to 1920 it was easy to gather a

basketful of chestnuts on an autumn afternoon. They were sweet and
often sold in nearby settlements to buy other goods. Today some root
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systems remain viable and
here. These may eventually
cumb to the blight.

send up saplings like
bear nuts but sooner

the ones you see
or later will suc-

16. rhe ;:;r,ring For :*"'n""" 

chestnut

It's hard to detect the original mountain roads anymore. Most
are nearly obliterated by the returning forest. In the future it may
not be possible to find any evidence of homestead life that you have
seen so far on this trail.

17. Service Road
You can turn left on this road and return to the campground or

continue on with the second part of the Traces Nature Trail. Refer to
the map on the front inside cover for relative distances.

In 1935, the National Park Service received ownership of the
park land from the State of Virginia. (Ninety percent of the forest
had been cut at one time or another and the larger animals had
mostly disappeared). Many of the people who had lived here were
relocated into the eight surrounding counties. The last person to live
in the Park left in L975.

Today this young Appalachian forest is progressing to become
the giant, old forest it once was before human settlement. It's a
complex community, with many plant and animal members. Let's
take a look at some of them.

18. Return of the Animal Life
You may see deer on this trail or in the area. In 1935 when the

Park was established, no deer or bear were known to live here. Today
both have returned under the protection of the National Park Ser-

vice and are considered common. The white-tailed deer were re-
introduced in 1936 and the first black bear was sighted in 1937. In
summer and fall, a deer browse line can be seen on the striped maples
in front of you.

19. A Valley View
On a clear day you can see all the way into the Allegheny Moun-

tains. Normal visibility in the Park should be at least 50 miles and in
good conditions up toTSmiles. However, scientists have found that in
the summertime, largely due to air pollution, 50o/o of our visibility
range is less than 15 miles. The Park has been monitoring air quality
since 1980. We are greatly concerned about the future effects air
pollution will have on our visibility and the Park's plant and animal
Iife.

20. Birds
Stop and listen. In late spring about 70 species of birds come to

these woods to nest. Their songs fill the forest in early summer. The
eastern wood-pewee has a distinctive song which is a clear, slow,
plaintive "pee-a-w'ee" often followed by an occasional downslurred
"pee-yer." Red-eyed vireos sing a series of short whistles from hish in
the trees. Towhees sing three notes that sound like "Drink your tea!"

21. Northern Elements
The trees with the large "goosefoot" leaves and striped trunks

are striped maples. They are northern trees that find these moun-
tains cool enough for proper growth. In Maine they are called
"moosewood," for they are afavorite food of the moose. Here they are
a favorite food of the deer.



22. Return of the Mature Forest
This fine, large northern red oak was spared the ax for some

unknown reason. It is reminiscent of a forest gone by, but hopefully
returning. Look on the ground for acorns. The cap covers only up to
one-third the nut on this speeies. Northern red oak leaves have
pointed lobes. It is one of the most common trees in the Park.

23. A Western View
on March 18, 1669, John Lederer climbed the Blue Ridge from

the eastern side ahd looked west from the crest. He described a
magnificent view, but of course the view he saw was of a wilderness
undeveloped as far as the eye could see. Preservation of our wild
lands is very important today because only a fraction remains. Look-
ing at this picturesque view of the Massanutten Mountains and the
Shenandoah Valley, you may gain a greater appreciation of the need
for conservation.

24. Fallen Trees
The Park Service does not remove fallen trees from the forest.

Decaying trees enrich the soil and many small living things such as

insects, mushrooms, and mice make their homes in them. How dull
the forest would be without its elfin creatures!

25. Traces of Modern Civilization
The power line is a sign of our modern eivilization. We live in a

technically advanced society that requires these things for more
convenient living. Hopefully we will not lose sight of our connection
and dependence upon nature. National Parks like Shenandoah play
an important role in reminding us of this.

26. Stumps and Ax Bites
In their eagerness for a campfire, some campers forget that the

forest is a living community which can easily be destroyed. The idea
of restoring the forest to what it was before settlement is to avoid
taking from it. If down and dead wood must be collected for a

campfire, it is better to make the fire small. Please do not disturb
standing or living trees.

27. Preservation Isn't Easy
Gypsy moths have recently invaded the Blue Ridge forests in this

area.Introduced by man from Europe, they are here without specific
predators and so are increasing. Their presence will cause some

change in the forest make up, but change is nothing new to these
mountains. The Park's main concern is to stop the artificial spread of
gypsy moths. Do your part by inspecting your camping equipment
and vehicles for the insects and destroy any you find.

28. The Trail's End
The trail will soon lead you near where you started. The parking

lot is across the road. The Traces Nature Trail has shown you evi-
dence of man's brief stay in the Blue Ridge Mountains and the
continually changing forest which is slowly becoming what it once

was before human settlement. Discover more of Shenandoah's past,

be a part of Shenandoah's present, and be concerned for Shenan-
doah's future.



SHENANDOAH NATIONAL PARK
Shenandoah, like all units of the National Park System, is dedieated
to conserving the scenic, scientific, and historic heritage of the
United States for the benefit and enjoyment of all people.

Drawings by Steve Bair
Text by Gerald Roe

Published by the Shenandoah Natural History Association in coop-
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The Shenandoah Natural History Association is a non-profit corpo-
ration devoted to the support of Shenandoah National Park. Profits
from sales of publications, pamphlets, slides and maps are used to
assist the Park's expanding and active interpretive program. For
further information and a list of publications, write:

Shenandoah Natural History Association
Shenandoah National Park
Route 4, Box 292
Luray, V A 22835
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