
 

 
 

Hawk Cliff Woods Trail Guide 

Trail A 
 

1. Regenerating forest 
Welcome to the Hawk Cliff Woods Trail A. On this trail we will explore forest biodiversity and ecology. 
To follow the trail guide in order, keep to the left at the fork (the trail is a loop, so you won’t miss 
anything). 

We start our Hawk Cliff Woods journey in a regenerating forest. Look up: what do you see? The forest 
canopy is very open here and lots of sky is visible between the larger trees. This is because this area of 
the property was once cleared of most of its trees. By the 1960s and 70s the forest was beginning to 
regenerate, but this takes a long time and is not yet complete!  

The natural process of forest regeneration and aging is called succession. In an early successional forest 
there is a lot of available sunlight, which sun-loving, or shade intolerant plants use to their advantage. 
Notice the understory vegetation is very dense and there are species like sumac and goldenrod that 
usually grow in open areas and need a lot of sunlight. But, young trees like maple and hickory are 
growing and over time the canopy will close, so that when you look up, you will see tree tops and not 
open sky. 

In later successional stages, the closed canopy casts shade over the forest floor and the early 
successional plants are unable to continue growing there. Shade tolerant plants like maple trees, ferns, 
and woodland flowers are able to grow in these shaded conditions and begin to take over. 

Succession over time 



Forest ecosystems are dynamic and ever-changing, slowly moving through the different successional 
stages until they become old growth. Disturbances like floods, ice storms, or logging, can slow down 
succession or set the forest back to an earlier successional stage, and the process of succession begins 
again. 

 

2. Closed Canopy 
Look up again. Here you will see that the crowns of large trees grow side by side and not much sky is 
visible between them – the canopy here is closed. This area of the property was not recently cleared. 
However, some trees have been logged in the past and, more recently, dead ash trees were removed. 
Logging activities remove some of the larger trees and keep the forest in a kind of middle aged, or mid-
successional state. Notice that there are lots of medium to large sized, shade-tolerant trees like sugar 
maple and shagbark hickory, but there are still plenty of open gaps in the canopy. 

Canopy gaps happen naturally in the forest all the time and range in size. For example, when an 
individual tree dies, a small gap is created, or when a wind storm knocks down a group of trees a large 
gap occurs. Many of the canopy gaps you can see here were created when individual trees were logged 
in the past. Young trees take advantage of the extra sunlight and will grow to fill the empty spaces in 
the canopy. The canopy is slowly but constantly changing over time as older gaps close in and new ones 
are created.  

In this mid-successional forest the understory vegetation is also very different to that in the 
regenerating forest at the trail entrance. Instead of sun-loving plants like goldenrod and sumac, there 
are plants that are able to grow and thrive under the shade of the forest canopy, such as trilliums and 
jack-in-the-pulpit. 

It’s not just the plant community that’s different – although it’s harder to see the difference, the 
community of other wildlife like birds and insects also changes throughout the process of succession. 
Some species prefer to live in more open conditions, and others will only make their homes in a more 
mature forest. 

 

3. Carolinian Biodiversity 
Did you know that Hawk Cliff Woods is in the heart of the Carolinian Life Zone? Imagine a line from 
Grand Bend to Toronto – the area south of this line is the Carolinian Zone, a unique EcoRegion in 
Canada. The Carolinian zone is less than one percent of Canada’s land area, but contains the nation’s 
largest diversity of plants and animals! It includes a lot of rare species that live further south in the 
United States but that don’t occur anywhere else in Canada. 

As you walk along the trail you’ll see several trees that are characteristic of the Carolinian Zone and 
don’t grow much further north – look out for trees like Tulip Tree and Shagbark Hickory. There are also 



other species like Sugar Maple and Beech that do grow 
further north, but this mixture of species is what makes the 
Carolinian Zone so diverse. 

Much of the land in the Carolinian Zone is under private 
ownership and 25% of Canada’s human population live 
here. This has put a lot of pressure on natural ecosystems 
in the region and unfortunately there are also more 
species-at-risk and rare species in this zone than anywhere 
else in Canada. Properties like Hawk Cliff Woods provide 
some of the last remaining natural habitat for these 
species in Canada, meaning that protecting and conserving 
these types of properties is very important. 

 

4. Ravine Wetlands 
Look out into the beautiful ravine and see if you can spot any wildlife. The wetland habitat here supports 
creatures like frogs and salamanders, and some forest birds nest in the trees in the shelter of the ravine. 
There are also many plants that prefer the wet conditions found here, including skunk cabbage and 
horsetails. 

This gully is part of a network of ravines that run through Hawk Cliff Woods and surrounding area and 
eventually drain into Lake Erie. Wetlands are important for many reasons, not just for their wildlife 
habitat, but also because they filter and clean water and store carbon.  

Different types of wetlands include marshes, swamps, and bogs. Wetlands used to make up about 25% 
of the land area in this region, but many have been lost over time and today they cover only about 5% 
of the landscape. It is therefore important to conserve and protect our remaining wetlands. 

 

Skunk Cabbage flowers – photo by Jane Bowles  Marsh Marigold – photo by Jane Bowles 

Tulip Tree leaf and flower – photo by 
Cathy Quinlan 

 



 

5. Alien Invasion! 
Since acquiring the property in 2016, Thames Talbot Land Trust and our amazing volunteers have put a 
lot of work into removing alien invasive species from Hawk Cliff Woods. Invasive plants found here 
include Garlic Mustard, Autumn Olive, Multiflora Rose and Common Buckthorn. These plants do not 
occur naturally here and were introduced through human activity, for example escaping into the wild 
from gardens. They are problematic because they crowd out native plants that should grow here, and 
can come to dominate an entire habitat over time. 

Garlic Mustard is one of the most problematic invasive plants here. It was introduced to North 
America by settlers in the 19th Century as an edible and medicinal garden plant, but over time 
escaped into the wild. It is now spread far and wide across the continent. It causes harm to native 
biodiversity by releasing chemicals into the soil that stop other plants from growing. This can in turn 
reduce the amount of food available to birds and other wildlife. 

Each Garlic Mustard plant can produce hundreds or even thousands of tiny seeds that spread easily to 
new areas. The seeds can survive in the soil for up to 9 years before they germinate. It is important to 
pull out the Garlic Mustard plants every year before they produce seed. Even so, it can take a long 
time to get Garlic Mustard populations under control as seeds stored in the soil will continue to 
germinate. 

 

Garlic Mustard year one (left) and year two (right) 

 

Every spring TTLT staff spend a lot of time pulling Garlic Mustard, but with over 1400 acres of land to 
look after, we need your help! Our Adopt-a-Patch program invites volunteers to adopt a 10 x 10 m 
patch in the forest and commit to visiting a couple of times per year to pull out the Garlic Mustard. 
Once the Garlic Mustard is under control (which takes a couple of years), volunteers will be able to 
plant native plants such as Bloodroot and Mayapple in their patches and see the full impact of their 
contribution to restoration! You can adopt a patch at: thamestalbotlandtrust.ca/adopt_a_patch 



What else can you do to help? Hiking trails can be a pathway introducing non-native seeds into a natural 
area. You can help to prevent the spread of non-native seeds by staying on marked trails and keeping 
your dog on a leash. Remember to clean your boots before you go hiking in a new area to ensure you 
don’t take any seeds with you. 

A youth group help to clear invasive Garlic Mustard 

 

Trail B: Conservation and Stewardship at Hawk Cliff Woods 
 

1. Wildflowers and Seeds 
This trail highlights the conservation and stewardship work taking place on the property. To follow this 
trail guide in order, keep to the right when the trail forks (the trail is a loop, so you won’t miss anything). 

Welcome to the Auzins Community Wildflower Garden! This garden was named to recognize the 
generosity of Karen and Eric Auzins, who helped make it possible for Thames Talbot Land Trust to 
permanently protect Hawk Cliff Woods. 

The wildflowers, grasses, and shrubs planted in the garden are all local, native species, and they’re also 
great for gardening! Visitors are welcome and encouraged to collect seeds and grow these beautiful 
plants in their own gardens. See the plant signs for information about how to collect seeds and care for 
each plant. 

Why use native plants in gardening? Native plants are well adapted to the local climate, soils, and other 
environmental conditions, meaning they will usually require less watering, pesticides, and fertilizers 
than ornamental plants from other parts of the world. They’re also great for wildlife and will attract 
birds and butterflies to your garden. 



Volunteers are always welcome to help look after the garden. Contact us to find out how to get 
involved! 

 

Butterfly Weed    Black-eyed Susan   Hairy Beardtongue 

Photos by Daria Koscinski 

 

2. White Pine 
These White Pine trees and were planted in 2003. White Pine is 
an evergreen conifer tree, meaning it has needles instead of 
leaves, and it keeps its needles all year round instead of dropping 
them every fall.  

Areas of forest that contain mostly conifer trees create different 
growing conditions to areas with broadleaf trees. Conifer trees 
tend to cast very deep shade on the forest floor and the layer of 
needle litter on the ground is more acidic than leaf litter. Because 
of this, you may find different plants in the understory. While in 
general there are fewer plants that prefer the growing conditions 
under conifer trees, there are some species that are specially 
adapted to these conditions. 

Groups of conifer trees also make important habitat for owls and 
other wildlife. Their year-round foliage provides hiding spaces from predators and also protection from 
wind and snow. The seeds contained in their cones is also a good source of food for some wildlife. 



Did you know? White Pine is the provincial tree of Ontario! It’s easy to recognize because its needles 
grow in bunches of five, while most other pines in this area grow needles in bunches of two. These trees 
are still young, but White Pine can reach up to 40m tall when it’s fully mature.  

 

3. Forest Restoration 
This area was used as an agricultural field for many years. In 2016, TTLT began to restore it back to 
native meadow habitat, and also seeded the area with Oaks, Hickories, and Plum trees. Over time, the 
trees will grow up and gradually the meadow will be overtaken by forest, expanding both the overall 
forest area and the amount of deep interior forest at Hawk Cliff Woods.  

Deep interior forest is very important for forest birds, who will only nest in the core of the forest more 
than 200m away from the edge. Since settlement, a large proportion of forest cover in Southwestern 
Ontario has been lost due to conversion to agriculture, urban development, and other land use 
change. The remaining forests in Southwestern Ontario are broken up into small parcels such as 
woodlots, conservation areas, and parks. While this overall area of forest is relatively small, the 
amount of core or deep interior forest is much smaller.  

This location was chosen for forest restoration because even though a small area of forest will be 
created, the amount of deep interior forest at Hawk Cliff Woods will more than double, which will be 
of great benefit to forest birds. 

The trees chosen for this restoration are also important for wildlife. Oaks and Hickories produce large 
acorns and nuts, which are excellent food for wildlife. The white flowers of plum trees are visited by 
butterflies and other insects, and birds eat the fruit. 



 

Deep interior forest before and after forest restoration project 

 

4. Bird Monitoring 
This is one of several bird monitoring plots here at Hawk Cliff Woods. 

With its combination of forest, meadows, and wetland habitats, this property contains habitat for a 
wide range of birds and in fact over 200 species have been sighted here. But there is always room for 
improvement! Through restoration work and invasive species control, TTLT aims to increase the 
amount of habitat as well as improve the quality of existing habitat for birds and other wildlife. 

Bird monitoring is one way to measure how successful the restoration work is in terms of increasing 
and improving habitat. If we see more birds here over time, this is a good indicator that we have 
improved the quality or quantity of habitats, whereas if we see less birds or no change, we will know 
that we need to try something else. 

Our bird monitoring program is a long term initiative and is made possible with the help of some very 
talented volunteers who can recognize and identify birds by their calls. The volunteers follow the 
Breeding Bird Atlas protocols to record the types and numbers of birds seen and heard. Bird 



monitoring is done every year during the breeding season and over time we will be able to see the 
trends and patterns in bird populations. 

 

Magnolia Warbler    Baltimore Oriole  Scarlet Tanager 

Photos by P. Allen Woodliffe 

 

5. Meadows and Monarchs 
This part of the former agricultural field was planted into meadow in 2016 in order to create habitat for 
grassland species such as pollinating insects, grassland birds, and in particular, the Monarch Butterfly. 
Every fall, Monarch Butterflies pass through Hawk Cliff Woods on their 3000 km journey south to 
Mexico. Monarchs are a species-at-risk whose populations have severely declined due to habitat loss 
as well as other factors. 

Monarchs rely on Milkweed to complete their life cycle. Butterflies lay their 
eggs on Milkweed plants and the caterpillars eat only Milkweed. Milkweed 
used to be classed as a noxious weed in Ontario and was strictly controlled, 
which caused a reduction of the plant throughout the province. The loss of 
Milkweed was one of the factors contributing to the decline of the Monarch 
Butterfly. Recently, Milkweed was removed from the noxious weed list and 
there has been an incredible effort by concerned individuals and groups to 
plant and restore this important plant. Milkweed has also been planted in this 
meadow restoration and provides habitat for Monarchs. 

Monarch Caterpillar feeding on a 
Milkweed plant – photo by Cathy Sumac 



Adult butterflies can be found feeding on the nectar of a 
wider range of flowering plants (it’s only the caterpillars 
that rely solely on Milkweed), many of which are also found 
in the restored meadow. 

Monarch Butterflies have a unique life cycle. After 
overwintering in Mexico or the Southern USA, the 
butterflies begin their journey north. It takes 3 generations 
for them to reach Canada. The fourth generation is born in 
Canada and flies all the way back to Mexico. In the first 3 
generations, the butterflies only live about 4 or 5 weeks, but 
the butterflies that migrate to Mexico in the fall live up to 8 
months and can fly up to 80 km per day. The meadow habitats are Hawk Cliff Woods are often used as 
a stopover site on this long journey and the restoration project aims to ensure they will always find 
habitat here. 

 

 

6. Fall Migration 
Hawk Cliff is an internationally recognized HawkWatch site, on the migration route for thousands of 
birds of prey as they head south each fall. Every year between September and November, volunteers 
station themselves on Hawk Cliff Road and watch the migrating raptors – including hawks, eagles, 
falcons, and vultures – record which species they see as well as how many individuals. The data is 
entered into an online database and can be compared month to month and year to year to get a “big 
picture” viewpoint of migration trends.  

The Lake Erie shoreline is important to migrating birds. Birds use updrafts, created by rising warm air 
coming off the lake, to rise high into the air. They can then soar long distances along the coast line 
without flapping their wings much, which saves a lot of energy during flight. If the wind conditions are 
just right, you can see thousands of hawks flying over in a single day. 

Each September local nature groups host the Hawk Cliff Weekends, a fun and informative event with 
daily Hawk Talks and the chance to see live raptors and Monarch Butterflies up close. This event is not 
to be missed! Check the event listings on our website for details. 

 

 

 

 

 

Adult Monarch Butterfly – photo by 
Cathy Gauthier 



  

 

Thames Talbot Land Trust gratefully acknowledges the help and support of the 
 Ontario Trillium Foundation in creating this trail guide. 

 

 

Broad winged hawk – photo 
by Mark Cunningham 

Bald Eagle – photo by Ron 
Kinswood 

Red tailed hawk - photo by 
Mark Cunningham 
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