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Last week, I spent a few 

hours down on Big Creek 

Greenway with a group of 

Forsyth County Master 

Naturalist Extension 

Volunteers. As we lingered 

along the edge of the path, 

garden cart in tow, staring 

skyward, consulting field 

guides, and logging 

locations, we seemed to 

arouse curiosity in the 

joggers, skaters, and bikers 

that sped past us. What on 

earth, amidst all those trees, 

was worth so much 

attention? 

 

The answer is, trees. The 

upper piedmont region of 

Georgia is rich with natural 

resources, including many 

types of trees. Within the 

first few yards of our two-

mile foray down the Greenway from the Bethelview trailhead, Master Naturalist Bill Roper had 

helped us identify 10 different native tree species. One of them was a wild black cherry, a 

specimen Bill and the Master Naturalist tree identification team had been on a quest to find for 

some time. 

 

Forsyth County Master Naturalist Extension Volunteers Bill Roper (foreground), 

Lou Vanek (center), and Mike Warren identify native tree species along the Big 

Creek Greenway near the Bethelview trailhead. Photo by H.N. Kolich. 
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“I can tell y’all that you’ll walk the trail 

six times and pass the tree you’re trying to 

find five times,” Bill said. “On the sixth 

time, you’ll say, ‘son of a gun!’” 

 

As the group conferred about surrounding 

trees, Bill placed a small red flag near the 

black cherry and recorded the GPS 

coordinates of it. He later shared the 

information about that tree, and a few 

more newly located species, with Cary 

Toth at Forsyth County Parks and 

Recreation Department. With Parks and 

Rec approval, sometime in the near future, 

the Master Naturalists will install a 

storyboard near each of these specimens. 

The durable and attractive signs describe 

the historic, ecological, and economic 

importance of the particular tree species 

they mark.  

 

To many people, a tree is a tree, especially 

when viewed at high speed. But for native 

wildlife, pollinators, and some plants, the 

presence or absence of a particular type of 

tree is the difference between a happy home and moving on. In the past century, introduced 

diseases have all but wiped out American chestnut trees, and have killed off miles of American 

elm trees that once lined neighborhood streets. More recently, Emerald Ash Borers, an invasive 

insect brought in from Asia in the 1990s, have destroyed hundreds of millions of native ash trees 

in U.S. forests and urban areas.  

 

The loss of a species reduces biodiversity and has a ripple effect on the ecosystem. Wildlife that 

depended on that tree species moves out, and invasive plants can move in. Chinese privet is the 

number one invasive plant on the Georgia Forestry Commission’s “Dirty Dozen” list, a rank it 

has held for years. Non-native privet spreads aggressively and chokes 

out native plants. It’s a problem in parks in Forsyth County, too. At 

places along the Greenway, even Master Naturalists couldn’t see the 

trees for the privet. 

 

The Interpretive Tree Trail along Big Creek Greenway is one of 

several Forsyth County Master Naturalist Extension Volunteer 

conservation and education projects undertaken in collaboration with 

the Parks and Recreation Department. The next time you’re on the 

Greenway, I hope you’ll take a little time to learn about some of the 

amazing native trees that offer shade to visitors, and food, shelter, and 

habitat to our native wildlife.  

Master Naturalist Extension Volunteers Orlando Beltran (left) 

and Bill Roper (right) prepare to install a storyboard marking a 

native red mulberry tree. The informative signs create an 

Interpretive Tree Trail along the Big Creek Greenway throughout 

Forsyth County. Photo by H.N. Kolich. 
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