Fauna
American alligator – Gators
are freshwater reptiles born
capable of hunting for
themselves, mothers never
give them food. Their diet
changes with age, as
opportunistic feeders they eat
anything that resembles a
meal when they’re hungry.
With a brain the size of a
quarter, they’re simply not
intelligent enough to be nice.
Alligators face threats of
habitat loss, a result of
Osprey – Also known as the
sea hawk and UNCW’s
mascot, are fish-eating birds
of prey, they nest in the Bald
cypress “ghost” trees
impacted by saltwater
intrusion. Osprey mate for
life and return to the same
nest each year. Only osprey
hunt fish using their talons,
to reduce glare over the
water: strips of black
feathers surround their eyes.
Great egret –
Identified by its yellow
beak and black legs,
they’re found near calm
water. Watch them
slowly wade to hunt for
a fish. Be careful not to
mistake them for the
Snowy egret who have
black beaks and similar
habitat patterns. Adults
weigh less than 4
pounds.

Fauna
Fiddler crab – Males have
one big claw and one small
claw, they dance with their
big claw to attract female
crabs. Fiddlers have gills to
breathe underwater and
primitive lungs for
breathing on land. Crabs
are a key part of wetland
ecosystems because their
burrows provide oxygen to
the sediment that boosts
plant growth.
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Blue crab – Is bigger than
the Fiddler crab, their blue
claws and olive-green
shells are distinctively
large and grow with higher
carbon content present in
their habitat. Blue crabs
respond to the salinity in
the river and often migrate
based on currents up and
downstream.
Dragonflies – Notice the
dragonflies that live here,
they have four wings and
characteristically large
eyes that see 10 times
more color than humans.
Their presence in wetland
environments suggest a
healthy ecosystem since
dragonflies are sensitive to
pollution. The first stage of
their lifestyle, as nymphs,
are spent in water.
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Flora
Phragmites – Listen
to the long grasses
rustling in the breeze,
this invasive nonnative species is
known as the common
reed. Its presence
indicates high nutrient
content in an
unbalanced
ecosystem.
Historically,
dispersion followed
the construction of
railroads.
Can you see evidence
of the railroad along
the walkway?
Hint: Look where the grass
changes from Spartina to
Phragmites.

Flora

The Cape Fear River is known for its shallow
waters and tricky navigational channel. Where
the river meets the ocean, cargo ships must
make a time-consuming S-turn to reach the
Port of Wilmington, another 28 miles
upstream. During the colonial period ballast
stones, or weights used for buoyancy at sea,
were emptied from the hull of ships to lighten
vessels for navigating up river. After goods
were traded, ballast was stored back in the
ship, a labor intensive chore that also left
unnatural debris in the river.

Spartina – Also known
as Cordgrass, prefers
brackish water, a
combination of salt and
freshwater, like the
Cape Fear River.
Spartina is a native
grass but competes with
the invasive Phragmites
for soil. Fiddler crabs
help Spartina grow by
burrowing beneath it,
supplying oxygen to the
sediment.

Bald cypress – Is most
often rooted in
freshwater. The sturdy
base, called the buttress,
is the beginning of an
extensive root system
that can reach 40-feet
under the soil,
appearances above
ground are known as
“knees,” their function is
unknown to scientists.
The oldest Cypress forest
known to man is called
the Three Sister’s Swamp,
located in the heart of the
Black River an upper
tributary of the Cape Fear

Spanish moss – This
spooky looking plant
found draped over
Cypress limbs is not
actually a moss or
Spanish, it’s in the
pineapple family
named Bromeliad! It
attaches to trees for
support, similar to
trendy air plants,
Spanish moss supplies
local fauna with food.

History

Magnolia – The
Southern magnolia is a
native tree known for
its glossy oval-shaped
leaves and white
blossoms that can
arrive as early as
February or as late as
June. Their seeds are a
great energy source for
wildlife, while their
blooms attract
pollinators in spring.

History continued—In lieu of ballast, with the
advancement of technology, harbor deepening
projects supported by the state made
Wilmington a competitive port for maritime
commerce, which has served a vital role to the
region’s economy.
Dredging does have consequences, when the
river bottom is removed the ocean’s saltwater
circulates upstream increasing the saline
content in the river. See the trees nearby
without foliage? They are known as “ghost”
trees, but are in fact dead Cypress with
damaged root systems effected by saltwater
intrusion.

