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Welcome to the Stone Bridge Trail neighborhood.  We are glad that you came from your home to this special place that is home to hundreds of plants and animals. 

Habitat is another word for home.  In a habitat an animal finds everything it needs to survive: food, water, shelter or cover, and a place to raise its young.  As you walk along the Stone Bridge Trail today, you will see many different habitats.  Be sure to look and listen for clues to who and what lives here and why this is a good place to live.

At one time, dinosaurs thought this was a great place to live! Look across to the large rocks on the bank of the stream.  Those rocks were once a beach where the dinosaurs may have walked.  Paleontologists often find dinosaur footprints in rock.  

Child: What kind of dinosaurs lived here?

Guide:  Two dinosaurs may have lived here, both during the Triassic Period, 250 – 200  
million years ago.  One is called Kayentapus and the other Tanytrachelos.  Both 
of these reptiles were carnivores, or meat eaters.

For a long time after the dinosaurs became extinct, tons and tons of soil 
accumulated on top of the beach, creating pressure and over millions of years that 
beach became rock.  During the next several million years, the soil on top washed 
away and the rock remained.  

Places change due to time and weather and these may cause an animal’s habitat to 
change in a way that means the animal may not survive unless it can adapt.  You will learn more about adaptation at Stop #5.

 
As you walk along the Stone Bridge Trail today, you will see many different 
habitats.  Use your eyes and ears to find clues about the animals that live here and 
where and how they find what they need to survive.  The first clue is right in front 
of you!





On the way to Stop #2, imagine you were a raindrop that fell into the stream.  Where would you go?


STATION #2:  WATERSHEDS


Water is one of the resources needed in a habitat.  For many of the animals here in the park, this stream provides that water.  It also provides a habitat for many creatures.  

Child:  Where does this water go from here?  If I were a raindrop how far could I go?

Adult:  Good question.  If you were a raindrop, you might go all the way to the 
Chesapeake Bay!  Bull Run is part of the Chesapeake Bay Watershed.  

Child:  I remember this from science.  A watershed is land that the water goes across to 
get to the Bay.

Guide:  You are right!  A watershed is an area of land that drains to a lake, river, wetland, 
or other waterway.  When it rains or snows, water travels across land before it 
runs into the waterway.  A watershed can be small or large..  When it rains, the 
water flows across the ground and into Bull Run.  Then it flows into the 
Occoquan River, the Potomac River, and then into the Chesapeake Bay.  The 
Chesapeake Bay watershed covers 64,000 square miles.  From the Chesapeake 
Bay, where does the water flow?  The Atlantic Ocean.

As water flows through the watershed, grass, trees, and other plants filter it.  This 
helps keep the water clean for people and animals.  Can you name some animals 
that live in or near the water here?  Fish, frogs, salamanders, and turtles are just a 
few.  And don’t forget insects like the beetles and dragonflies.

Most watersheds also have people living in them.  As people move into areas and 
new homes and businesses are built, trees and plants are replaced by concrete and 
asphalt.  Those green plants are no longer there to serve as filters.  Any trash, 
automobile fluids, or other litter can by carried away by run-off water into storm 
drains or streams.  This can cause waterways to be unhealthy.  

How can you help keep the water clean and healthy for animals here in the park?   
Don’t litter or throw anything into the water.  And, if your dog came with you 
today, be sure to clean up after it.


As you walk to Stop #3, you will see plants and trees playing an important role in keeping the water clean.  What would happen if there were no plants or trees along the banks?  Find out next!




Stop 3 – PLANTS & TREES

Child:  The tree roots help prevent the soil from washing away. Isn’t that called erosion?

Guide:  Right!  The stream banks would wash away much more easily without this 
network of roots.  Too much soil, or sediment, washing into the water can make it 
difficult for fish and other aquatic organisms to survive.  

Take a deep breath.  The oxygen you just breathed in was provided by over 
700 types of plants and trees here in the park.  Oxygen is given off as part of the 
food-making process in plants, called photosynthesis.  In addition to providing 
oxygen, the plants and trees provide food and shelter for animals – two more of 
the things they need in their habitat.

Stand quietly.  Do you see or hear signs of animals in the plants or trees?  They 
live on, in, and under the tree.  

In the tree canopy above, look for bird or squirrel nests or watch as squirrels 
run across branches. You may hear birds singing, but you won’t always be able to 
see them among the leaves.  The leaves provide a shaded, hidden place to 
rest and provide the perfect café for birds and squirrels that eat berries, nuts, and 
seeds.  The barred owl may rest in the branches during the day and perch there 
during the night to look and listen for mice. 

Certain animals, like bark beetles, live inside the tree.  Some woodpeckers carve 
out their own nesting holes in trees and after they have moved out, honey bees, 
flying squirrels and other birds may move in.  And don’t forget underneath the 
tree!  Insects and other tiny animals spend part of their lives living in the ground 
around tree roots where they may feed on sap.  Burrowing and tunneling animals 
like earthworms and moles, help trees by loosening up the soil and making it 
easier for roots to grow and absorb water and nutrients.  What great neighbors!

As you look around, you will see that some trees have died and some have fallen 
over. As important as living plants and trees are, these valuable resources 
continue to provide for animals after the trees die. What happens to trees after
they fall to the forest floor?  How do animals make use of fallen trees and logs? 

Think about these questions as you walk to the next stop and think of a word beginning with the letter “D” that means breaking down or rotting and look for examples.  At STOP #4, you will find out why trees are wanted “dead or alive”!




STATION #4:  WANTED: DEAD OR ALIVE!
(DECOMPOSITION)

Child:  I think I know the word – Decompo. . .

Guide:  That’s it – decomposition!  Did you spot some “dead” places where animals 
 might be living?  

Child:  I saw a dead tree on the ground where I’m sure something is living.

Guide:  If you saw a fallen tree, you found an important habitat.  Fallen trees provide 
homes for foxes, skunks, and raccoons.  Spiders and snakes take shelter here as 
well.  As animals seek shelter and burrow inside decaying trees, they help break 
down the wood.  Termites, beetles, and millipedes, also known as decomposers, 
live in rotting logs.  Bacteria, worms and fungi are part of the “D” team as well.  
Decomposers turn the remains of dead plants and animals into humus that 
combines with small particles of weathered rock to become soil.  From live tree to 
soil can take a long time.  

Decomposition also creates usable nutrients that can be absorbed by the roots of 
living trees and plants.  Learn more about plant producers at Stop #6.

You have seen fungi members of the “D” team today on your walk. Bracket 
fungi grow on rotting logs.  These look like little fans coming out of the bark.  
Other fungi – mushrooms – grow on the ground.  

Humans also help the decomposer team.  Think about walking on the trail. . .

Child:  Sometimes when I walk I hear dried leaves and twigs breaking under my feet.  
Am I helping the “D” team?

Guide:  Absolutely.  Look down at the trail.  You may also see pine needles, seeds, and 
 small rocks.  As you walk you are helping make soil – soil that is important to the 
 plants AND animals here.


MANY ANIMALS HERE LIVE ON THE FLOOR OF THE FOREST, WHERE YOU ARE WALKING.  MANY MORE LIVE HIGH IN THE TREES.   FIND OUT MORE ABOUT WHO LIVES IN THE NEIGHBORHOOD AT STOP #5.







STOP #5 – WHO LIVES HERE?

You have just come from a forest ecosystem into a grasslands ecosystem.  An ecosystem is a community where the living and nonliving things work together.  These grasslands provide homes for rabbits, deer, birds, snakes, and insects.  

Child:  What other types of animals live in this park?

Guide:  It is a big neighborhood with residents of all shapes and sizes, including 
 mammals, reptiles, and amphibians.  Over 168 types of birds have been seen 
 here.  How about insects?  We have hundreds of species of butterflies, moths, 
 grasshoppers, and dragonflies.  When an area has a large variety of living things, 
 it is considered to be biodiverse.  

How can so many different animals live here?  These animals have adapted.  
Physical adaptations help animals survive in their environment.  

Beaks are an example of a physical adaptation that birds developed based on what 
they eat.  Owls, hawks, and eagles have sharp, curved beaks for tearing meat.  
Cardinals and goldfinches have short, strong beaks for cracking open seeds.  
Insects have adaptations too.  Butterflies and bees have proboscises, tube-like 
sucking structures, to collect nectar from flowers. 

Some animals here in the grasslands use another adaptation to hide from their 
predators.  When an animal’s body is shaped or colored to help it blend into its
environment, that adaptation is referred to as camouflage.  A grasshopper’s 
coloring helps protect it from hawks, crows, and snakes.  The spots on a young 
deer, also residents of the grasslands,  serve as camouflage that fades as the deer 
grows.  Female birds have duller feather colors than male birds, to protect them 
while they are nesting.  

Do you want to scare away an enemy?  Disguise yourself as a bumblebee.  That is
just what the bumblebee moth does.  This adaptation, known as mimicry, helps 
the moth survive.

Survival is the name of the game when you are an animal and that takes energy.  



There is no electricity along Stone Bridge Trail, but there is plenty of energy.  Where does it come from?  Find out at Stop 6!





Stop 6 – Power Up!  Energy in the Ecosystem

     
Child:		Wow, I’m getting kind of tired.  How do the animals that live here 
keep going all day long?  

Guide:		Even on a hot summer day when things here seem pretty quiet, there is 
lots of energy moving through the park.  Just as your home and town need
energy to run, so does this forest neighborhood.  

Child:		But I don’t see any power lines!

Guide:		You can’t see these power lines.  This energy passes from one living thing
to another through food chains, changing as it flows.  All living things
need energy.  Food chains start with energy from the sun.  Green plants 
and trees (think of them as “power plants”) absorb the sunlight and use it 
to make food in a process called photosynthesis.  You learned about this at 
Stop #3.   These plants and trees are called producers.  Plants don’t use all 
of the food they make.  Some of it is stored.  This is where the consumers 
come in.  Consumers cannot make their own food.  Primary consumers 
called herbivores, eat plants or parts of plants. Next come the 
carnivores, who eat other animals, and omnivores, who eat both plants and 
animals.  Here is an example of a food chain here in the Park:

When a white-footed mouse eats seeds that fall from a maple tree, it 
is getting energy that the tree had stored in the seeds. Some of the 
energy is passed to the mouse.  One evening, a hungry barred owl hunts 
for dinner and chooses the white-tailed mouse from the menu.  Some of 
the energy has now been passed on to the barred owl.  

Even the decomposers that you learned about at station #4 are part of the
energy cycle.  Remember that as dead material breaks down and becomes 
part of the soil, the nutrients help plants grow and the cycle continues.  
The park is a living machine that keeps on running. 




Decomposition is a type of change.  Be on the look out for other changes as you walk to Stop #7.  The trail will change, but that’s not all.  





STATION #7    SEASONS AND CHANGE

Child:  Wow, we just came down a big hill.  Things look different here.  

Guide: Yes, this area, known as a Piedmont Swamp Forest, is much lower than the rest 
of the trail.   If you are visiting in the spring, you may see water in this area.  This 
is called a vernal pond.  It has water in it only part of the year.  It is an important 
place providing amphibians like salamanders, a safe place to lay eggs and raise 
their young, one of the requirements of a habitat.  You may also hear some of the 
residents of the vernal pond – spring peepers and wood frogs.  By June or July, 
the pond will be dry.  

Other changes take place during the seasons.  Colors change, thanks to the many
plants and trees.  In the spring, the Virginia Bluebells paint the area along 
the Stone Bridge Trail blue and lavender.  Bright red cardinal flowers bloom near 
the bridge in summer and visitors, as well as resident animals, can find shade throughout the park under trees of lush green. 

Fall brings bright oranges and reds as tree growth slows for the winter and the 
leaves change.  Some trees, like the pine, holly, and eastern redcedar, keep 
leaves and needles and provide green shelter for winter birds until warm weather 
returns, and the park comes alive with the bright colors of spring. 

The daily routines of the animals change too.  In the spring, birds are building 
nests for new birds that will be born.  Monarch butterflies return from winter 
migration.  Bull Run is teeming with tadpoles. 

By the summer, dragonflies and damselflies take flight and the buzz of cicadas 
fills the air.  The water level in Bull Run may drop, but rise again after an 
afternoon thunderstorm.  

As the weather cools in the autumn, squirrels store away acorns for the winter.  
Some birds leave the park for warmer places.  Just as you get out your warmer 
clothes for winter, many mammals like foxes, raccoons, and opossums grow 
thicker coats.  Lots of hawks come into the area, including the Northern Harrier.
Over in the grasslands, Bobwhite quail gather together in special groups, 
called coveys, to keep warm as winter moves in.  

Frogs and toads don’t see what’s going on in the park during the winter because 
they bury themselves in the bottoms of streams.  Woodchucks, true hibernators, 
eat a lot to put on weight that will carry them through the winter.  During 
hibernation, their heartbeat slows down to four beats per minute, their breathing 
slows, and their body temperature lowers.  These all help the woodchuck conserve 
valuable energy while it hibernates.
 
	Although things in this neighborhood change constantly, the park remains an 
important place in our community all year long – for plants, animals, AND 
people.  Visitors can come here to walk and learn about history, nature, or just 
enjoy the quiet.

Take a few moments to sit here and reflect on your walk.  If you were an animal, 
which part of this neighborhood would you want to live in?  Draw a picture of 
that park habitat when you get home.  

	Thank you for visiting the Stone Bridge Trail neighborhood today. 


