Newfound Appreciation of Wildflowers 
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Time waits for no one, so the old song goes. Though we try to hold onto spring for dear life, this gorgeous season passes too quickly. The days slip through our hands before we know it.
You can answer the siren call of spring at Shaw Nature Reserve. There's nothing reserved about the plants and trees blooming there. 

The 2,400-acre property is almost too much for the senses to absorb -- the sights, sounds and scents are heaven sent. The fields of daffodils have had their day, but the property is now sprinkled with wildflowers.

Last week, I participated in one of a series of wildflower walks held at the Nature Reserve in April and May. Driving to Gray Summit, I thought there'd only be a few people on the walk, but about 20 of us met at the trail house where we were joined by our guide, James Trager, a longtime naturalist at the Nature Reserve for over 14 years.

The people on the walk were from all walks of life, but most hailed from St. Louis, West County and Chesterfield. The group may have differed in lots of respects, but each shared a common love of wildflowers. Most carried small note pads, cameras and wildflower books so they could record information about the tiny jewels that sometimes hid under leaves and forest debris.



Setting off on the walk, I felt as green as could be. Though I know a lot about hothouse annuals, perennials and the like, my knowledge of wildflowers would fit in the pinkie of a garden glove. 



I once photographed a spiky, orange flower but didn't know until last Tuesday that it's an Indian paintbrush, which ranges in color from a soft yellow to peach to vivid orange. I also didn't know that its attractive bloom isn't a flower at all, but a modified leaf, like a poinsettia has, Trager explained.



As we strolled along at a snail's pace, I was struck by the expertise displayed by many on the walk, "wildflower enthusiasts," Trager called them. 



While I was hurrying to record the common names of the flowers, they were spouting their scientific Latin and Greek titles, yet no one was the least bit bothered by my ignorance or questions. And they were more than helpful in identifying a snake that crossed the path in front of me. 



Several of them said it was an Eastern ring neck, "a good snake," a beekeeper from Gerald added. I was impressed, as I was again when Trager stopped near a pile of coyote dung, which the group circled. He explained that the butterflies sitting on the coyote scat were getting amino acids and minerals from the poop We had a good laugh about how a wildflower walk could so quickly turn into a study on animal excrement.



Entering the woods, we paused to ogle over bunches of sweet William waving fragrant purple flowers, and knelt to take a photo of a white blossom opening under the leaf of a May apple, a flower that eventually becomes the plant's fruit. 



One wildflower was particularly interesting. The Celestial lily, also known as the Prairie Iris, only blooms for an hour or two, depending on the temperature and sunlight. Trager said he's unsure if the flower has a scent, but bees certainly seem to like it because they gather around it in a frenzy when it blooms.



At the conclusion of the wildflower walk, I was hooked and made a return trip to the Nature Reserve on Sunday to buy a copy of "Missouri Wildflowers," by Edgar Denison so I could try and identify some flowers on my own.



I've always walked briskly for exercise, but I ambled that day, stopping to take pictures and listen to the birds and the wind blowing through the trees.



We need reminders every spring to pause and take stock in the beauty surrounding us. Thanks to the wildflower walk my visits to Shaw Nature Reserve will be even more enjoyable because I've got an increased understanding of the small wonders blooming there.



Several other wildflower events are scheduled at Shaw Nature Reserve this spring. For more information, call them at 636-451-3512. 



Better yet, stop by -- you won't be able to drag yourself away.
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