“The Woods” — an appeal for preservation of the Chiles Tract in Fairfax County, 1975
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the Chiles Tract, known to most of us simply as "the woods" or "the
creek" is a small pocket of wilderness within suburbia, It is a haven for
plants and small animals, including the rare and beautiful pileated voodpecker
and the pink lady's slipper. It is a forested stream valley, harboring a
myriad of creatures, large and small. Holmes Run Creek runs through the valley
from the north, and small streams and swamps dot the entire region. The largest
and most interesting of the Tract's three sections is the one lying north of
Holmes Run Acres, east of the Reltway, south of Rt. 50 and west of Falls:
Church High School. This area consists of three main living communities: the
woodland, the open field, and the aquatic, The woodland community is divided
into two types -- the pine and the deciduous.

The deciduous forest consists mainly of oaks and maples, understoried
by dogwood and holly, Hickory and black walnut also grow in "The lioods." Vir-
ginia pine is most prominent in the pine forest, but these are being replaced
by the deciduous forest through the natural scheme of things. The plants that
inhabit the forest floor are many and varied., In the more moist hollows and
ravines live ground pine, polypody fern, liverworts, and many other moisture-
loving ferns and mosses, :

One nf mr favarite mossas is sphagmm moss. This heauntifMml ereaan mass
holds twenty times its weight in water.. In the Chiles Tract I know of it in
only three locales. Two of these are only 50 yards apart and are found jyst
off the power line field bordering the beltway known as "The Horse Path,"

These two patches are just bathtub-sized and are bordered by pine cones, boughs
and needles, In this same area are found running ground pine, ground pine,
-Christmas ferns and the rare and local pink lady's slipper. Haircap and pin-
cushion moss thrive in the poor soil, as do reindeer moss and British soldier
lichen. Partridge berry cover the ground in mat-like beds, and leaves of
rattlesnake plantain sprout nearby. Wintergreen is common and the dainty ebony
splechwort =- a small type of fern -- occurs here also. S

. I'ine trees aré the dominent tree type, although there are many dogwood,
sasafrass and holly. Shade-tolerant sapiing oaks outnumber the pine tree
seedlings, showing that a climax community is nearing. A :

Bast of here, the deciduous forest thrives. Here oak and maple’reign
over the land, though hickory, black walnut and a few large pines sprinkle the
region, Sassafrass, doQWdod'and‘bdlly survive beneath the larger trees, In
a deciduous forest, however, these small treos are less numerous than in pine
clad hillsides, due to the amount of sunlight blocked out by the broadleaf
trees above., ifany of the same plants growing in tho pine forest thrive here,
“but’ in lesser quantities, Other wildflowers include Indian pipe -- a beautiful
herb with nearly transluscent white leaves, stems and flowers; bloodroot ~-

50 named because of the redish orange fluid in the roots; and Jack-in-the-
pulpit. The large fibrous ‘roots of poison ivy climb naks, as do other large
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woody vines. In the occasional forest opening grow tiger 1illies. Adder's
tongue, mayapple, ferns and mosses grow in the flood plain of liolmes Rfun., In
the wet swamp-forest grow skunk cabbage ard large (4 - 5 feet) forns. Tho
animals which frequent the woods include insects, reptiles, amphibians, mammals
ard birds.  Among the more interesting insects are beetles which hiss, bectles
with horns, monarch and viceroy butterflies, zebra and black swallowtails

and the ocgasional praying mantis and luna moth, Of the reptiles the forest
observer might see shy box turtles, ringneck snakes, worm snakes, green snakes,
ga?ter snakes, black rat snakes, an occasional king snake, skink, or fence
swift, Opotted, two-lined, red backed, slimy and marbled salamanders, fowler's
and American toads, plus chorus, spring peepers, crickets and other tree frogs
make up the amphibian wildlife.

Probably the most common and obvious of the animals in "The 'locds"
are the birds, Our forest is well represented by birds. An occasional turkey
vulture drifts over, as do many species of buteos (a large type of hawk). I
saw a turkey tom back there one afternoon, which was a very impressive sigat
at fifteen feet, Bobwhites frequently whistle in the summer, and occasionally
a woodcock is spooked from its hiding place. A common bird is the mourning
dove whose cooing is often heard in the Acres, Owls, rarely seen by day, are
known to inhabit the forest because of the pellets of fur and small bone bits
fourd on the forest floor., They also have been observed flying through.the -
trees, Unfortunately, I have not heard a whip-poor-will for quite a while.
However, another goatsucker, the nighthawk, is common, flying above the woods

at dusk,

_Humminghirds .are aniteo eommer:in. the,cummeriin ths despivecda), ia5 axe
voodpeckers of various species, Ilost magnificent of all is the large pileated
woodpecker, Uncommon in other areas, this bird is often heard and seen in the
Chiles Tract, Flycatchers also live in these woodlands. The loudmouths of

the forest are the aggressive blue jays and crows., A commonly seen bird in
fall, due to the lack of leaves on trees, is the chickadee as well as the tufted

titmouse. The forest's acrobat, the nuthatch, flitters through brush and trees,
Another common brush bird is the wren, Thrashers, mockingbirds and catbirds
also inhabit the hillsides. Thrushes and robins commonly are seen, and on very
rare occasions a bluebird may be spotted high in the trees. Ilany species of
warblers live here too., Grackles and house sparrows frequent the region, *as do
cardinals and grosbeaks, The rufous-sided towhee often rustles through leaf
litter in search of insects and seeds, Juncos and about a dozen specises of

sparrows inhabit the forest, its boundaries and the fields,

Raccoons and opossums live in abundance within the Chiles Tract, along
with a myriad of small rodents, OShrews, field mice, deer mice, chipmunks, grey
and fox squirrels exist in large numbers, Beneath the forest floor tunnel the
moles and voles. At night bats fly through the trees, The occurance of flying
squirrels here has not been verified, though it seems very likely that they do
exist among the trees., lieasels and foxes nervously prowl for food, but not in
such numbers as the preceding. Deer ray live in the woods and many people
believe that they have seen or thought they have seen them, but I have not seen
either signs or the individuals. Derhaps they roam the inner reaches, away from

man and his works. e



wamps | seeps throughout the region. These are

\e'bi“-’g‘ﬁefvlife,with the exception of the spotted

* There are numr . :

usually devoid of large v :
 salamander larvae. Th arvae hatch from large gelatinous masses of eggs
:::laid hy the salamanders oodland ponds during early ‘spring, Another common
-+ salamander of the swamp bord e dusky salamander. 4n abundant woodland
toad. This small amphibian lays its long strands

pond breedor is the Americ. “toad. 1
oi‘ eggs a little later than ‘the spotted salamander,

" The largest swamp in the Chiles Tract, known to many as "The Swamp,"

" teems with life, Newts, spotted, painted and snapping turtles crawl along the

- muddy bottom in search of leeches and aquatic insects. Tadpoles of several
frog species feed on the algae gro g beneath the pond lilies. Occasional
visitors of the aquatic habitat include great blue and green herons, mallard
ducks, and oven the wood duck has been seen cvery so often. These birds come
to feed on the abundant minnows and green and leopurd frogs which live in this
pond, and in Holmes Run Creek as well as its tributaries, ; A
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Local high school naturalist Roman Dial went on to a distinguished academic career


https://www.alaskapacific.edu/people/roman-dial/
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The Chie ract 1976
The Chiles Tract 2002




