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The Mission of the Friends of Bright Leaf is to conserve and enhance
Bright Leaf and promote the public’s enjoyment, understanding, and
appreciation of this urban jewel.
An Occasional Newsletter

Winter 2011
Docent Training
New helpers for Bright
Leaf
Page 3

A Bright New Year
A good time to send
good wishes and to visit
a gem
Page 2

New Research
Bracted Twistflower
(Streptanthus
bracteatus) was
discussed at a recent
conference in Austin
Page 4

Ladies Tresses
A small wonder found
on the trails at Bright
Leaf
Page 9

Whats Going On?
Find out the latest
hiking dates
Page 10

What is that?
Find the answer
Page 8

We Want
You!

Guided
Hikes

Come and Join Us for a
Celebration of Spring

Every Month

Come and help us celebrate our
wonderful preserve at the Celebration of
Spring on Saturday, April 30, 9:00am until
1:00pm. All are welcome. Experts will be
available to answer questions about
plants, animals, geology, and the history
of the preserve. There will also be an
exhibit of snakes! Refreshments will be
served.
All this and more—free!

Friends of Bright Leaf

Bright Leaf is beautiful all year round and
even in the dead of winter there are beautiful
things to see — we just have to look beyond
the sleeping trees. Join us for brisker hikes
at this cooler time of year.

Georgia Lucas's will specifies that all
hikes at Bright Leaf are guided hikes. The
Friends of Bright Leaf volunteers are
happy to provide guided hikes to the
public. These hikes are on the second
Saturday and second Sunday of each
month (except when holidays conflict).
All hikes start at 9:00 am.
Hikes are usually four miles long and last
about two hours. Wear sturdy shoes and
bring your own water. Please arrive on
time – there is only one hike per day. We
are happy to arrange other hikes for any
type or size of group. Call 459-7269.
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A Wonderful New Year
to all our wonderful
friends, neighbors,
and supporters. May you
all visit Bright Leaf
soon…

Cleigh Nease, our wonderful
neighbor, personal friend, and
friend of Bright Leaf. We wish
you all the best in this new
year.
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Dear Friends of Bright Leaf,
I saw many of you in December at the
Winter Volunteer party held at Nancy
Woolley’s house. This annual party is just a
small way of saying thank you to all the
volunteers that work so hard at Bright Leaf.
The end of the year was dry and even with
some much needed rain, a fire patrol on
New Year’s Eve was very important.
Thanks to Joe Beach and to Brett Reeves for
helping with the patrol duty. Bright Leaf has
received more rain since New Year’s and we
are hoping that it will be enough to
encourage the spring wildflowers. Coming
up in February is a Friends of Bright Leaf
workday to remove invasive plants. This

workday is scheduled so we will not
disrupt the Golden Cheeked Warblers when
they return in spring. The non-profit group,
Eco-Texas, will also be continuing its work
at Bright Leaf removing invasives. These
workdays are very important in
maintaining and improving Bright Leaf as a
nature preserve. Thank you to all who
participate.
I wish everyone a happy new year and
hope to see you at one of the workdays or
leading a spring hike. And special best
wishes to our neighbor, Cleigh Nease.
John Mahan
Bright Leaf Preserve Director
& Lead Ranger
Friends of Bright Leaf
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Docent Training – Fall 2010
Nancy Woolley

Another successful docent training class
was held last October at Bright Leaf. The class,
usually offered at least once a year, is required
before volunteers can lead hikes at the
preserve. The day starts in a classroom setting.
After introductions and paperwork is filled
out, the instruction begins with a discussion
about the Austin Community Foundation,
who they are and what they do. Next, the
class learns about Georgia Lucas, some of her
personal history, how it came to be that she
owed the land she named Bright Leaf, and
what her vision was for this urban oasis.
Turning from the history of Bright Leaf and
ownership of the preserve, next covered is
some information about the flora and fauna.
The issues of cats and coyotes are considered.
The geology of Texas and at Bright Leaf is
addressed and the influence of geology on
plant life is discussed. Cedar trees (Juniperus
ashei) and the Golden Cheeked Warblers and
their connection are next on the agenda. The
rare Bracted Twistflower is also in the lesson
plan. Since Bright Leaf is in an urban setting
surrounded by landscaped yards, learning
Friends of Bright Leaf

about invasive non-native plants is very
important. Other plants and animals are
talked about and then last, but not least, we
cover how to lead a hike and most
importantly, how to lead a safe hike. After the
morning in the classroom, there is a break for
lunch and the group gathers at the parking lot
for a hike outdoors to actually see the things
that we’ve been talking about indoors. After
volunteers take the docent training, most will
want to join in with other hike leaders to
reinforce what they’ve learned before taking
on leading a hike by themselves. Volunteering
at open house events in another way to gain
confidence and experience. Docents can also
work on special projects like monitoring
plants, trail clearing, or other jobs as needed.
Currently there are approximately thirty
docents at Bright Leaf. Hats off to all of them.
They are vitally important in making the
Bright Leaf experience meaningful to all of our
visitors.
A special welcome to our new docents
from the class of Fall 2010: Anita, Chanan, Gin,
Katherine, Liz, Mario, and Tom.

Want to spot something rare at Bright
Leaf? How do you know when to
come? The answers are simple: yes,
anytime! Each week brings new
surprises to the Preserve. It may not
be the rare Bracted Twistflower
(Streptanthus bracteatus) or the Golden
Cheeked Warble but Bright Leaf is
home to many different species that
are only seen on the Edwards Plateau.
Guided hikes are open to the public
and are on the second Saturday and
second Sunday of each month (except
when holidays conflict). You can also
arrange for a guided hike for a group:
Call the Preserve Manager's office at
459-7269.
Online visit: http://
groups.yahoo.com/group/fobl to
sign up for hike reminders via e-mail.
3
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2010 Texas Plant Conservation Conference
Nancy Woolley
The tenth annual Texas Plant
Conservation Conference was held at the
Lady Bird Johnson Wildflower Center in
September 2010. The conference lasted
three days and drew people from all over
Texas and beyond. The talks included a
discussion of seed production in Eastern
Gammagrass populations, Aspen trees in
west Texas, surveys of remnant tallgrass
prairie, biology of Hill Country wild
Mercury, the effect of Junipers on stream
flow in the Edwards Plateau, and many
other topics.
Of special interest at the conference
were three presentations about the Bracted
Twistflower (Streptanthus bracteatus). The
plant grows at Bright Leaf in what seems
to be a dwindling population. The
Twistflower is endemic to the Edwards
Plateau and is classified as G2S2. The G2S2
status means that both globally and within
4

the state (or subregion) the plant is
“Imperiled – at high risk of extinction or
elimination due to very restricted range,
very few populations, steep declines, or
other factors.” Streptanthus is monitored at
Bright Leaf and at other sites in central Texas.
Wendy Leonard from the University of
Texas at San Antonio gave the first talk
about the Twistflower. She studied the
ecology of this plant and came to several
conclusions. This annual plant in the
mustard family germinates best with bright
light and warm stratification. Herbivory,
mostly by white tailed deer, has a negative
impact. The number of leaves, height,
diameter, and number of flowers all
increase with soil depth. The greater soil
depth could mean greater soil moisture
and/or greater fertility but the reason for
the impact on the plant is unclear at this
point. Powdery mildew, which often

plagues this plant, is not correlated with
the amount of sun or shade.
The next presentation about the
Bracted Twistflower was on its light
requirements given by Norma Fowler with
the University of Texas at Austin. It has
been difficult to determine what the light
requirements are for this plant because it
may be growing in less than ideal sites due
to herbivory or other factors. In her studies
Dr. Fowler found that the plant does better
with higher light levels. It may be that this
plant has evolved as a species that would
move into disturbed areas following a fire.
Other species in this genus are fire-followers.
The third presentation on the Bracted
Twistflower was given by Alan Pepper
from Texas A&M. He was assisted in his
studies by several people including Ross
Bee who is a Bright Leaf docent and who
has been involved with monitoring the
Friends of Bright Leaf

B

flower locally for many years. Using
DNA markers, Dr. Pepper studied
the genetic diversity within the
various populations of the plant.
Several populations were found to
have good gene diversity. Other
populations were inbreeding and
had very low diversity. These
findings will help guide seed
collection and population
augmentation at certain sites. Bright
Leaf has very low genetic diversity
and is possibly only a tiny remnant
of what had been a larger
population over the area at one
time. Sadly, some locations with
good genetic diversity are under
threat of development because the
land they are on is privately owned.
This makes it even more important
to protect and preserve this rare
plant.
The plant conference also
included a talk by Steve Windhager
of the Wildflower Center on the
Friends of Bright Leaf
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importance of the timing of fire in
managing degraded grasslands. Also
from the Wildflower Center, Travis
Galls was the last to speak. He spoke
about the ongoing Citizen Science
project. This statewide project uses
volunteers to locate and report
invasive species in their area of
Texas. Over 870 volunteers have sent
in over 9,000 observations. These
observations are valuable in tracking
the distribution of harmful plants
like Giant Reed (Arundo donax). More
information on this project can be
found at www.TexasInvasives.org.
The conference was an excellent
meeting place for people working all
over Texas to come together and
share their insights and information.
Thanks to the Wildflower Center for
hosting this conference and to all the
hardworking people who presented
their work over the three days.
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Mr. Johnson’s Big Mistake
Christine Powell

What were they thinking when they took
Johnson grass (Sorghum Halepense) a
Mediterranean grass, to every continent of the
world except Antarctica? Some well-meaning
traveler brought it from Turkey to the USA
around 1830 and introduced it to South
Carolina. Around the 1840s, William Johnson,
for whom the plant is named, established the
grass along the Alabama River as a forage
species. What a disaster! Johnson grass quickly
escaped cultivation and it has become invasive
throughout much of the US and into Canada.
It is even found in the Bright Leaf Preserve! It
is on numerous noxious plant lists, even being
named one of the world’s ten most noxious
weeds. In Suffolk County in West Virginia, it is
against the law to have even a single plant on
your property! It has literally bankrupted
thousands of family farmers as it marched
across the countryside.
Although originally grown for forage, this
can prove to be deadly. When Johnson grass
becomes stressed, subject to drought, or frost,
it produces hydrocyanic acid that is poisonous
to cattle and horses. Clearly this would be a
major problem for livestock use, but what
about as a land stabilizer? Well, unlike native
prairie grasses the roots are shallow. It does

nothing to aerate the soil or to draw water
deep into the ground. Another problem is that
it exudes a natural toxin from its roots that
prevents other plants growing close to it, thus
serving as a natural “herbicide” to the
competition. It thus eliminates the plants that
actually could stabilize slopes. There are
several other names in common use, Cuba
grass, Egyptian millet, maiden cane, Syrian
grass. Perhaps we should just call it Mister
Johnson’s Curse?
The perennial Johnson grass can become
extremely tall, up to six feet, prefers sun, any
soil type, and blooms here early and continues
through fall. It is noted by its erect culms and
the presence of small hairs at leaf nodes. The
leaf sheaths are without hairs. Leaf blades are
very long and ¼–½ in. wide. The inflorescence
occurs terminally as a long panicle (6–10 in.
long), that when mature is marked by its
purplish-red color and opened branches
extending radially outward. When immature,
inflorescence will appear as a single stalk with
branches folded upwards. Seeds are small and
enclosed in spikelets.
You could be forgiven for thinking it is a
native prairie plant if you see a spread of it
swaying gently in the breeze. It can look lovely,

but the plant often collapses with the weight of
the heavy seed heads. Disturbed soil is its
favorite place but it will establish almost
anywhere. Seeds drop near the plant and many
are blown on the wind, carried by water or
distributed by agricultural activities. Wildlife
also enjoys the seed and helps their dispersal
since not all seeds (or animals) are damaged by
the ingestion process.
Clearly, Johnson grass hasn’t become this
successful by being a shrinking violet. It is
very successful at reproducing, so if you have
one plant you will very quickly have a colony.
I had thought that by carefully pulling them
up before they were able to seed I would soon
be well rid of it. Unfortunately, this is not the
case. The seeds, encased in glumes, can lay
dormant in the soil for twenty years and a
single plant can produce 5,000 seeds per year.
You do the math. In addition, the plant can
spread by rhizomes; when pulled up the brittle
roots usually leave pieces behind to grow into
new plants. Either way you cannot seem to win.
So, what should you do? Well, one source
suggests cutting off the top growth to a few
inches and then digging down deep to remove
the rootstock. You then need to follow any
spreading roots and dig those out as well. To

The leaves of Johnson grass have a distinctive yellow/white
stripe longitudinally down the center ©Ted Bodner. James
H. Miller and Karl V. Miller. 2005. Forest plants of the
southeast and their wildlife uses. University of Georgia
Press., Athens. Courtesy of University of Georgia Press

It is the hairs at the joints of the leaves that distinguish
Johnson grass from similar species. Image: Ted Bodner @
USDA-NRCS PLANTS Database / Miller, J.H. and K.V.
Miller. 2005. Forest plants of the southeast and their
wildlife uses. University of Georgia Press, Athens.

The roots always have many new shoots waiting to grow
so you have to ensure you rid the area of all the
remaining roots and shoots or the Johnson grass will just
reappear. Image: Steve Dewey, Utah State University,
Bugwood.org
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be sure you have all the rhyzomes, you should
sieve the soil and remove the slightest hints of
any roots. The area will need to be monitored so
you can repeat the process as often as you can.
All roots need to be disposed of in the trash, not
composted. I guess whoever thought of this
plan didn’t realize how hard that would be for a
preserve such as ours. Be assured, we try and
remove it as soon as we see it and have regular
work days to remove all invasive plants.

Apparently you can have some success with
close, very frequent mowing, which will
eventually kill the plant. Tilling the area can be
successful in summer and winter, but if done
too early it encourages vigorous new growth.
Even the use of spot herbicides can be a
uncertain, since some biotypes are resistant to
certain herbicides. If you must use a herbicide
then make sure the product label specifically
lists Johnson grass on the label.

Finally, if all this isn’t enough to convince
you to rid yourself of this noxious weed, I have
one more piece of convincing evidence against
Johnson grass. It was from this grass, along
with Bermuda grass, that the term “hay fever”
was first derived. Although Texas has over five
hundred species of native grasses none
produces the size or amount of pollen to cause
hay fever.

Infestations of Johnson grass can look very ugly. John M.
Randall, The Nature Conservancy, Bugwood.org

Flower and seeds forming on the plant. (c) 2004 Steven
J. Baskauf

the fruit of Johnson grass. Julia Scher, USDA APHIS
PPQ, Bugwood.org

Bright Leaf

As Still Life
Friends of Bright Leaf
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Answer: Look carefully at an Ashe Juniper
and you’ll see a grayish-white substance on
the limbs, almost as if an artist has painted.
While little is known about this substance it
is believed to be an epiphytic, lichen-forming
fungus. Epiphytes benefits from living on a
host without harming it in any way. The
Ashe Juniper is reported to be named after
William Willard Ashe, a pioneering forester,
however, the ash-like nature of the lichen
may have contributed to the naming. It is
said that the “cedar “choppers or “charcoal
burners” who cut down much of the native
juniper between 1870 and 1940 in Central
Texas, used the presence of the fungus to
determine the age of the tree. Older trees
have less fungus because the sap flows
slower providing a less attractive
environment for the lichen. Cedar choppers
looked for trees without the fungus because
older trees are more attractive for man’s
purposes for building. Ashe junipers can live
up to 150 years, so the prized trees were
probably over fifty years old. Most ancient
junipers have been removed in the past sixty
years, so more than likely you will see lichen
on junipers in our area. The intricate
relationship between a substance you may
have never noticed and its host, helped man
utilize a natural resource to its best
advantage.
For further information:
Remarkable Plants of Texas: Uncommon
Accounts of Our Common Natives by Matt
Warnock Turner
Austin Treasures: Western Travis County -

http://www.ci.austin.tx.us/library/
ahc/outside/west.htm

Below, how we usually view the Ashe
Juniper, the foliage.
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Great Plains Ladies Tresses
Bill Dodd

In the last newsletter, I wrote about a Glass
Mountain coral root orchid seen along the
trails in July at Bright Leaf. We had the
pleasure of finding another of our native
orchids species, Great Plains ladies tresses,
Spiranthes magnicamporum, on the trail during
the November monthly hikes. Orchids
blooming in November? Yes, this species
blooms in the Texas Hill Country from
November to January. It had been about three
years since I last saw this orchid at Bright Leaf,
so I was thrilled to see it in bloom again here! It
is likely that the drought conditions of the
previous 2 years made it more scarce during
that period. The rains received in the late
summer helped it bloom this winter.
The Great Plains ladies tresses has
numerous small, one-half inch white flowers
arranged in a spiral around the stem. The stem
may be 6 to 14 inches tall. It grows in
calcareous, slightly alkaline soils, often is areas
with some seepage water. In our region, it is
often found growing in habitats that also
Friends of Bright Leaf

include some of our native prairie grasses like
seep muhly and little bluestem.
It can be difficult to tell S. magnicamporum
from the similar looking S. cernua, Nodding
ladies tresses. One way
to help distinguish
them is by smell. S.
magnicamporum has a
noticeable sweet smell,
though you may need
to get your nose very
close to the small
flowers to smell it. S.
cernua on the other
hand, is nearly odorless.
At the November hike,
we all got down on our
hands and knees to
smell the sweet, delicate
odor of the Great Plains
ladies tresses! I’m
already looking forward
to the chance to find

these orchids again next winter at Bright Leaf.
For more information on the native
orchids of Texas, see the book Wild Orchids of
Texas by Joe Liggio and Ann Orto Liggio.
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Calendar of Events

Hikes

Special Events

Guided hikes 2011
Georgia Lucas's will specifies that all
hikes at Bright Leaf are guided hikes. The
Friends of Bright Leaf volunteers are
happy to provide guided hikes to the
public.

Free and open to the public.
Second Saturday & second Sunday of
each month at 9:00 am.
Hikes are approximately 4 miles long and
last up to 2 1/2 hours.
Meet at the parking lot off 2222 and Creek
Mountain Road. Dress for the weather
and bring a water bottle.
See Calendar page for dates and more
information.
For shorter hikes or hikes on other days,
please call the park at 459-7269.

Spring Open House:
April 30, 2011 — 9:00 am to 1:00 pm

Guided hikes are open to the public and
are on the second Saturday and second
Sunday of each month (except when
holidays conflict).
All hikes start at 9:00 am.
Hikes are usually 4 miles long and last
about 2 hours. Wear sturdy shoes and
bring your own water. Please arrive on
time – there is only one hike per day. We
are happy to arrange other hikes for any
type or size of group. Call 459-7269.
Feb. $ Sat. 12$ $
$
Sun. 13$ $
$
$
April $ Sat. 9 $ $
$
Sun. 10$ $

March$ Sat. 12
$
Sun. 13
May$
$

Sat. 14
Sun. 8

June$
$

Sat. 11$ $
Sun. 12$ $

July$
$

Sat. 9
Sun 10

Aug. $
$
$
Oct. $
$

Sat. 13$ $
Sun. 14$ $
$
Sat. 8 $ $
Sun. 9$ $

Sept.$
$

Sat. 10
Sun. 11

Nov.$
$

Sat. 12
Sun. 13

Dec.$
$

Sat. 10
Sun. 11

RULES to remember:
·All hikes are guided hikes
·No dogs allowed
·No bikes
·No fishing
·No camping
·These rules protect the fragile nature of
Bright Leaf. Thank you for respecting
them.

Caps $20

National Trails Day:
June 4, 2011 — 9:00 am to 1:00 pm
Fall Open House:
October 15, 2011 — 9:00 am to 1:00 pm
Donor & Volunteer Party
TBA

Workdays
TBA

Docent Training Class:
TBA
Please call 459-7269 for meeting place
location and more information.
Work for volunteers may be available on
other dates, contact the site manager.

Patches $5

T-Shirts $15

To order, contact Sally Scott at 453-2289
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October Event—Open House
Saturday, October 24th, 9:00am—1:00pm

Interpretive Hikes are scheduled Friends
for the ofsecond
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Thanks to all who help make this
possible...

Photo Credits

Special Thanks To

Friends of Bright Leaf

All images property of Bright Leaf unless
otherwise stated and taken by Nancy Woolley.
LBJWC, page 4: Patricia McGee, page 8 top:
Bill Dodd, page 9.

• The docents who lead our hikes every
month.

2009-2010 Board of Directors

• Contributors to Friends of Bright Leaf

Bill Dodd, President
Phillip Russell, Secretary
Patricia McGee
Christine Powell

How You Can Help?
We always need your help and there
are many ways you can do this
Some of us want to help but don’t always
know how — if you are one of these
people then let us help to discover your
inner volunteer. We need people to help
in every aspect, from leading hikes to
education, from planning events to
teaching children the importance of
nature, from bookkeeping to brochures
and that is just a start. So just contact us
and we will sign you up!

Friends of Bright Leaf

Katherine Smith

Director/Lead Ranger
John Mahan

Newsletter Editor
Christine Powell

Program Director
Nancy Woolley

Check out our web site:

“www.brightleaf.org”
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Get Involved
FRIENDS OF BRIGHT LEAF
A 501 (c) (3) non-profit corporation
P.O. Box 27921
Austin, Texas 78755-7921
From time to time a docent training class is offered for people interested in volunteering at Bright Leaf.
Call 459-7269 for more information and to reserve a place in the class.
Other volunteer opportunities for individuals or groups may also be available during the year.

Membership Application
Annual Memberships to Friends of Bright Leaf provide funds to help preserve, protect, and make accessible
this treasure. Become a member and help assure that Georgia Lucas’ dreams will last many lifetimes.

Individual $25 __ $ $

Family $35 __ $

$

$

Supporter $50 __ $

Patron $250 __ $

Corporate $500 __ $ $

$

Life Member $1000 __ $

$

$

$

Sponsor $100 __

$

Other __________

Please make checks payable to Friends of Bright Leaf, Inc Check #

As a member of the Friends of Bright Leaf, I will support the bylaws of the FoBL and the decisions of the Austin Community Foundation and its management
of the park. My signature releases Friends of Bright Leaf, Inc., and its members from any responsibility for accidents or death as a result of use of the Bright
Leaf property. I understand that theFriends of Bright Leaf will not sell or loan my membership information to any other entity.

SIGNATURE: ________________________________Date__________________

I would like to help with the following activities: [Please circle all that apply].

Trail/brush Work $
Bookkeeping $
Brochures$$
Publicity$ $

$
$
$
$

Newsletter $
Lead Hikes $
Educate on Birds$
Membership$

$
$
$
$

Fund Raising $
Educate Adults $
Educate on Plants$
Recruitment$

$
$
$
$

Write Education Material $
Educate Children $ $
Educate on Geology$$
Clean ups$$
$

$
$
$
$

Event Planning
Scientific Studies
Train Docents
Other(Specify): ________

NAME(S): _____________________________________________________________________
ADDRESS: ____________________________________________________________________
CITY: ___________________________ STATE: _______________ ZIP: ____________________
HOME PHONE: ____________________ DAYTIME PHONE: ____________________
E-MAIL: _____________________________________
An e-mail address is necessary to get reminders for hikes and other events.
When completed, mail this form with your donation to
Friends of Bright Leaf
P.O. Box 27921
Austin TX 78755-7921

For inclusion in the FOBL database, and for your 501(c) (3) acknowledgement letter.

Friends of Bright Leaf
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