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Foreward
"Oh no ! Another draft?!" This was the typical refrain 
from young authors of Take a Hike ... as press time 
approached. Creativity outweighs patience among 
middle school students. But as professional writers 
and artists learn, occasional sparks of genius must 
often be fanned for hours and days before a product is 
worthy of public eye.

Writers of nonfiction also know that best products 
often result from true community efforts, and this is 
especially true of a natural history guidebook, involv-
ing everything from computerized page layout to 
groundwater dynamics. I watched an impressive array 
of specialists share their talents and experience with 
this class.

As a longtime 'describer of places' I found myself 
squarely in the center of this elaborate effort. Teachers 
Susan Jordan and Jan Pohl called upon every hat I was 
accustomed to wearing and a few I wasn't. My greatest 
reward was to find that young artists can be more than 
a match for the unforgiving medium of ink-stippling, 
a classic example of 99 parts perseverance to one part 
inventiveness. In this time of fast food and credit cards 
even many adults forget the value of this painstaking 
craft. A copyshop manager once looked at a landscape 
I'd been stippling for 40 hours, and commented help-
fully that "we can do all this on computer now."

No. We can't. Quality takes time, as any of the 

collaborators on this guide can tell you. These are our 
careful portraits of Outer Point, one of Juneau's great 
places, in prose, poetry and drawings, supported (not 
hastened) by computer technology. May the reading be 
as educational for you as the creating has been for the 
students of Dzantik'i Héeni.

Richard Carstensen, 
Naturalist, Discovery Southeast

Introduction
We chose Outer Point Trail as the subject for this guide 
because of the highly varied habitats found there. Of 
the four main ecosystems* in Alaska (forests,wetlands, 
marine, tundra), three are present on this trail:

Forest: Green trees, berries, animals, 
quiet. This ecosystem is the largest on Outer 
Point Trail.

Freshwater Wetlands: This includes 
the pond and stream, the sedge fen, and the 
sphagnum bog.

Marine: When you reach the end of the 
boardwalk, you'll be in the marine ecosys-
tem. Although we often think of marine as 
being simply the ocean, there are two other 
habitats here: mudflats and rocky intertidal 
zone, that may not be visible at high tide.

* RC 2021: Since 1995 I've grown increasingly jaded about "ecosystems." 
My opinion's explained in the essay: “Ecosystem:” a rant.

http://juneaunature.discoverysoutheast.org/content_item/ecosystem-a-rant/
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RC 2021: Except for its cover, we didn't have the luxury of color printing a quarter century 
ago when Take a hike was published—one reason I chose to teach pen&ink methods to 
the illustration team. But now that color's 'free,' at least in digital distribution, I can't resist 
adding this gull's-eye view of the estuary—and backdrops for front&back covers.

2021: more detailed 
maps for Outer Point 

are downloadable 
from JuneauNature 
as geopdfs for your 
phone or tablet. See 

also my 7-minute 
Raven's-eye tour, 
streamable from 

vimeo.

http://juneaunature.discoverysoutheast.org/content_item/geopdfs-kaalaheenaku-outer-point/
http://juneaunature.discoverysoutheast.org/content_item/kaalaheenaku-peterson-creek/
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Forest Forest

Forest:
Big forest, scrub 
forest & young 
spruce forest
Outer Point Trail is the 
home of three different 
types of forest: the big 
forest, the scrub forest, 
and the young spruce 
forests. The big forest 
and the scrub forest, 
though different in many 
ways, are both old growth.

When you first start to walk on the trail, you are in the big forest but as 
you pass the pond you will find yourself in the pond fringe of the young 
forest. Then, as you walk along a little farther, you will see the scrub forest. 
Once you pass the bog you will find yourself in more scrub forest. After the 
scrub forest, you will reach the young forest on the edge of the beach.

Big forest
As you step onto the trail, you are immediately engulfed in a world of trees. 
Hemlock and spruce surroundyou. If you look up, you see the branches, or 
canopy, of the huge old giants towering above you. You can hardly see the 
sky because the branches are so thick.

If you look to the side, you will see a few tiny trees, mostly hemlock, 

just beginning to grow. Blueberries, small, juicy, round and bluish-purple 
against the light green leaves, can also be seen by mid-spring. Devil's club 
should be avoided. It can dig into your skin and sometimes cause rashes.

You will also see old blown-down logs that are beginning to decay. 
These logs are an important part of the big forest as they put nutrients and 
minerals into the soil. Often, these fallen down trees are like a nursery to 
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Forest Forest
the new baby trees. Besides 
adding nutrients to the soil, 
the decaying trees provide a 
constant source of moisture 
and lift the young trees up 
into the light, giving them a 
better chance of survival.

Looking down, you will 
see ground covered with 
mosses, ferns, five-leaved 
bramble, and maybe some 
bunchberry. The bunchberry 

has four leaves that are smooth, shiny, and bright green. In 
the summer it has a small, white flower. Orange- red berries 
nestle in the center of the leaves in the fall. This plant is a 
very important part of the diet of the Sitka black-tailed deer, 
especially in the winter. Deer find more of these plants in the 
scrubby forest than in the big forest, but in the winter, the 
snow can get too deep in the scrubby forest for the deer to 
be able to reach the plants. The deer then go to the big forest 
to eat plants because the snow does not get as high there. 
The canopy cover in the big forest is much thicker than the 
canopy cover in the scrubby forest. The branches catch a lot 
more of the snow before it hits the ground, making it easier 
for deer to reach the plants.

As you walk along and experi-
ence the greenness, quietness, 
peacefulness, and splendor of the 
forest, look around and see all 
the life that abounds here.

Scrub forest
As you walk into the scrub forest 
you may think that you are actu-
ally going through another young 
forest, but in reality you are 
inside an old-growth forest. This 

is because the soil 
is so wet that it is stunting the growth of tlie trees. The trees, 
which grow only about 30 to 50 feet tall, are mainly hemlock 
with an occasional spruce and shore pine.

Don't let the name of this forest fool you because the scrub 
forest is, in fact, a very beautiful place. When you walk 
through this part of the trail you can often hear the squir-
rels chattering in the trees as they gnaw off spruce cones for 
winter seed storage, preparing for the future. The canopy in 
this forest is not as thickened as the taller old-growth forest, 
so there is much more brush which holds the two dominating 
shrubs: false huckleberry (or rusty menziesia) and blueberry.

Deer use this area in spring and summer and especially in 
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Forest Forest
mild winters when snow is not too deep. 
They feed on bunchberry and blueberry 
stems and on lichen, commonly called old 
man's beard or witch's hair, that hangs off 
the trees. 

The other animal that uses this area is the 
black bear which eats the abundant blueber-
ries. In the ground layer there are bunchber-
ries and five-leaved bramble along with step 
moss and Labrador tea (also called bog tea). 
The leaves are poisonous, so you won't see 
wildlife eating them. Once it's boiled it is 
quite delicious, although still mildly toxic to 
those who drink too much.

The secret of the scrub forest is that it 
won't easily reveal its 
true age.

Young spruce forests
Emerging from the big forest you enter a group of 
trees unique from any other that you will find on 
the Outer Point Trail: the beach fringe and the pond 
fringe. Both of these forests are younger than the 
true old growth forests on most of the trail. A count 
of the rings from a tree core sample tells us that 

these 'young' forests are about 100 years old.
Many years ago, the land where the beach fringe 

is now was covered by saltwater from the ocean. 
Then, beginning about 150 years ago, the ocean 
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Forest Forest
gradually receded and new trees began to grow where saltwater used to 
be. The beach fringe forest is a poor supporter of understory plants. Few 
animals forage here because the crowded young spruce canopy blocks out 
most of the sunlight.

Just about the only mammal that lives in the beach fringe is the red 
squirrel. It feeds on the seeds in spruce cones. You will probably hear the 

squirrel's alarming chatter. It is also common to hear the bald eagle's high-
pitched cry. Eagles thrive here because they are carnivores and scavengers. 
They use beach fringe trees to scan the tideflats for prey and carrion.

The pond fringe trees are similar to the beach fringe trees, though the 
land that they are on was flooded in a much different way. (See Pond) Deer 
can sometimes be seen 
browsing along the pond 
fringe. If you are quiet 
and very lucky, you 
might catch a glimpse 
of one.
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Wetlands Wetlands
Wetlands:
Pond, fen & bog
What is a wetland? The name "wetland" is a very broad term 
that can be applied to many natural systems in Southeast 
Alaska. Some people think that if you have to wear boots, 
then it is a wetland. Others argue about the true character-
istics of an official "wetland" because to build on a wetland 
you must have a special permit; but theres one thing that all 
wetlands definitely have in common-water! Water has to be 
the most influencing factor in a wetland, whether it is totally 
submerged or wet only part of the year. According to the 
Forest Service, 50% of all land inAlaska is wetland which 
includes tundra, ponds, bogs, marshes and streamside areas. 

For the purpose of 
this guide, we are 
classifying the pond, fen, and bog 
as the freshwater wetlands on the 
Outer Point Trail.

Pond
After emerging from the forest, 
you come upon the pond. You 
may be wondering how this pond 
formed. Why is it here right in the 
middle of the forest?

The answer to this mystery lies deep in the past, starting 
with only a few animals. Centuries ago, this pond was a stream 
flowing through a forest. Along came a family of beavers who 
decided to take up residency here. They dammed up the stream 
and flooded the 
area. Eventually, the 
beavers left and the 
stream broke through 
the unattended dam. 
The water level has 
dropped at least a 
meter since then. In 
fact, if you are on 
the trail now, you are 
standing on the old 
beaver dam.

There are three different types 
of plants in the pond. You will 
probably be able to see the first 
type right away. Floating-leaved 
plants such as the pond lily are 
anchored to the bottom, but have 
an oxygen-filled stem which 
allows them to float. Another 
plant that you can see is the 
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Wetlands Wetlands
horsetail, an emer-
gent plant. These 
types of plants are 
rooted on the bottom, 
but have stems that 
protrude above 
the pond's surface. 

A plant that is hidden from sight on the bottom of the pond is water-
milfoil. This is an example of a submerged plant, which lives completely 
underwater.

Many animals use the pond area. Ducks and other birds use it for a feed-
ing ground because of the abundant plant life. There are numerous small 
fishes that live in the pond, including the stickleback with its unusual 
mating habits. (Sidebar on right)

This area has become a very important and beautiful habitat that wouldn't 
even exist if it weren't for a family of beavers.

Fen
Southeasterners may refer to all peatland as 
a muskeg, but don't confuse the two. A true 
muskeg is a wetland on top of permafrost. 
You would have to go further north to experi-
ence a true muskeg. A peatland is a big, wet, 
spongy, compost heap—not the stuff you 
would put on a garden that's made up of last 
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Wetlands Wetlands

water moving throughout because of the nearby pond, though not 
enough to keep it from being acidic. The pond often saturates the 
surrounding area, making it the soggy fen you know today.

Some of the plants that grow in the fen are Labrador tea, sedges, 
marsh marigolds, cotton grass, buckbean, and shore pine. These 
plants have adapted to lots of water, some acidity, and not much 
oxygen.

Dome bog
If you could stand where the bog boardwalk is now on the Outer 
Point Trail and then transport to a few millennia ago, you would 
be standing in midair! Before the bog was there, it was just a big 
depression left by a glacier. After a while, it was slowly taken over 
by sphagnum moss—the main ingredient of a bog like the one on 
the trail. More moss grew on the previous layers of moss until after 
hundreds of years, the huge depression in the ground was filled 
with deep sphagnum layers. 

But, it didn't stop there. Over thousands of years the un-decom-
posed moss kept growing up on itself until the middle of the bog 
was higher than the surrounding forest—thus a dome bog was 
created.

The dome bog at Outer Point is three or four meters deep at center and 
is thousands of years old. Sphagnum moss can hold up to 15 times its own 
weight in water, so if you're ever in bog country, wear your rubber boots.

week's leftovers, but the centuries-old product of natural recycling.
You may ask, "Is all this soggy, wet stuff really peatland?" Yes and no. 

Yes because it's all peat, no because all wet ground is not the same. In the 
bog, there is more sphagnum moss and thus an acidic soil. The fen has 
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Wetlands Wetlands
But, why didn't it decompose? The old sphagnum moss does not break 

down because it is full of standing (not flowing) acidic water without very 
much oxygen. This prevents bacteria from decomposing dead plant matter. 
Since the water is so acidic, plants have to adapt to find different ways 
of getting their nutrients. The plants that are growing on the bog (besides 
sphagnum moss) are mostly sedges and berries-not grasses. One kind of 
plant, the sundew, eats live meat. (See sidebar)

Other types of plants that are at home on the bog are the same plants 
normally found in a very dry place. Bog plants must rely on the little rain-
water they can collect instead of using the stale and acidic bog water. Plants 
such as the bog cranberry adapt by producing colorful, tasty berries so bears 
and deer will spread the seeds, otherwise, many plants on the bog are toxic 
to discourage browsing animals from eating their hardearned leaves.



13   •   Take a hike  ●  Outer Point Trail students of Dzantik'i Héeni Middle School

Marine Marine
Marine:
Mudflats, rocky intertidal, & ocean
Outer Point Trail is a favorite recreation site for residents of Juneau, partly 
because of the wonderful opportunities to see marine wildlife. And the 
reason these animals cluster here? To get a perspective on this we must go 
to the air, and look down at the ocean.

Two different colors! One paler than the other!
This strange phenomena is the result of currents, glacial runoff, and ocean 

water. Currents have the starring role, but without the others there would be 
no show. In the first act, the currents mix the glacial runoff with the ocean 

water. This makes two differ-
ent types of water with two 
different densities. In act two, 
the two different densities act 
against each other, creating a 
wall between them. 
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Marine Marine
A short play, but one with many repercussions. This movement of current 

and water stirs up rich sediments and nutrients from the ocean floor, bring-
ing plankton and other microorganisms here to feed. This in turn brings 
larger fish, then marine mammals, and on up the food chain. Each of the 
animals, from large to small, that come to feed here, have a distinct place in 
the marine environment.

The first ecosystem is the rocky intertidal zone. This is the one most 
commonly seen, despite high tides. The rocky intertidal is formed of rocks 
and gravel, which provides a special habitat for the animals and plants that 
live there; the two most common being barnacles and rockweed.

The next ecosystem is the mud flat. The main ground covering is mud 
with wet, crushed shells, and scattered small rocks. Thus are the little mud 
and rock dwelling creatures given a home and a place to hunt for food.

The last ecosystem is the ocean, the broad expanse of water which on 
occasion covers the other two. The ocean is the subject of another drama 
with its mammals, shellfish, fish and waterfowl. 

The pungent, salty air tells you you're at the end of Outer Point Trail. 
And, like a good play, it is a satisfying end.

Mudflats
The stench of the mudflats is overpowering, but don't let that distract 
you. Take a careful look around; there are many creatures hidden beneath 
the muddy surface. From the sea anemone to the sand flea, they all have 
unique, sometimes bizarre traits that help them survive.

One animal with a gruesome way of capturing its prey is the ribbon 

worm. When it senses food, part of its 
internal structure snaps out of its body 
and wraps around its victim. After this 
speedy catch, it can take up to thirty 
seconds for the prey to reach the inside of 
the ribbon worm where it is digested.

Unlike the ribbon worm, blue bay 
mussels live on the surface, often in 
layers. They are easily recognizable, with 
smooth blue black shells, which are only 
interrupted by raised growth rings. Thin, 
stringy tissue called byssal, made by the 
mussels orange "foot," connects it to the 
rock.

Snails devour the mussels by drilling 
through their shells and digesting the 
tender insides. The mussels' revenge is 
to cover the snail with byssal, holding it 
there until it starves.

Mussels have other liabilities, such as the fact that they cannot attach 
to plain mud. They must have trash, rocks, old shells, or almost anything 
solid. This explains why mussels in the mudflats are thickest where there 
are beds of rocks, and thinnest where there is only a flat expanse of mud.

Life is always an elusive prize in the mudflats. The animals kill 
each other in a desperate struggle for survival, and even with all their 
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Marine Marine

adaptations, they often lose. Food, shelter amf territory become entwined 
into the sticky web of life.

Rocky intertidal
As you step out of the woods the view changes. Rye grasses replace the 
majestic trees and fallen logs mark the edge of the forest and the sea. Hard, 
smooth rocks cover the ground. Waves slap against the beach, constantly  
eroding and changing the environment. Gulls soar overhead, their empty 
wails echoing to the sky; you are in the rocky intertidal zone.

Though the name does not indicate three separate zones, that's what there 
are. In addition to the intertidal zone, the supratidal zone is the area above 
the highest tides, except during extreme storms. The subtidal zone, below 
extreme low water, is never exposed.

Few residents live in all three of the zones. Most of the grasses cannot 
tolerate the salty water, and are therefore restricted to the highest intertidal, 

while algae and plankton cannot live in the dryness of the supratidal. Still, 
within their own environments, the plants and animals flourish.

Lupine and fireweed form meadows in the supratidal while seaweed and 
shellfish coat the rocks in the midintertidal. And in the subtidal zone, fish 
and blenniesdart from crevice to dark crevice in search of safety.

These are examples of animals that have adapted to the rocky intertidal 
enough to call it home. Another is the barnacle. It is a small, volcano-
shaped animal that is under an inch, white and rock hard. It uses its feet 
to scan the water in search of food. It eats microscopic plankton, and can 
survive in the most difficult of conditions.

Another resilient animal that makes its home on Outer Point Trail is blad-
derwrack, (also named popweed, old man's firecrackers, and rockweed.) 
Colored green, this algae litters the beaches. Young children delight in 
stamping on the pods and listening to the loud pops. Some adults like to eat 
bladderwrack raw, but it tastes 
better dried.

Everything from the barnacle 
to the bladderwrack has 
surprising talents. The barnacle 
is one of the few ocean-dwell-
ing animals that has the ability 
to survive out of the water. The 
bladderwrack has lived through 
the ages, in many different 
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situations and habitats, from China to Alaska.

Adapting is hard, yet somehow worthwhile to these special creatures. 
They have learned how to live from what they have, and to change their 
situations to benefit their needs.

Ocean
One of the unique features of Outer Point Trail 
is the layered bedrock of the beach, which is 
made of slate. This creates a special kind of 
hiding habitat for invertebrates. Another inter-
esting feature is the island you see off the coast, 
Shaman Island. It is a tombolo. That means that 
when the tide is out, it's not really an island, it's 
attached to the mainland by a rocky spit. 

Many forest animals, such as eagle, bear and 
mink use the ocean. This is because of the abun-
dant food supply available here. However, only 
the eagle and mink use the ocean directly. The 
black bear gets its fish dinner from rivers that 
flow to and from the ocean.

A few of the permanent residents of the ocean are fish, sea birds, orca 
whales, humpback whales, seals, and shellfish. Many marine animals have 
had to adapt to the cooler temperatures here in Southeast. A good example 
is how whales developed blubber. Blubber is a layer of fat that lies beneath 
the whale's skin, keeping its body heat from seeping out into the cold water. 
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Marine Marine
Another adaptation some whales have is baleen. Baleen is 
made of the same material as your fingernails and your hair. It 
hangs in long, thin strips from the roof of the whales mouth. 
The whales use it to strain plankton from the water. 

Humpback whales live in the deep water, but in the shallow 
tide pools, life abounds. Mussels , barnacles, and clams are 
filter feeders that strain plankton from the ocean. 

Different ways of finding food and staying alive make the 
ocean a diverse community of animals, plants, and water. Each 
action has an equal reaction to something else, each contribu-
tion or retraction from the community changes the circum-
stances of staying alive.
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RC 2021: The student writers and illustrators of 
this publication are now approaching 40 years 
old—parents and conceivably (gulp) grandparents! 
I recently encountered one on the trail, and learned 
how empowering it had been for her to become a 
"published author" in her teens. She had no copy, 
so I promised her I'd digitize and load Take a hike to 
JuneauNature.

The ringleaders of this semester-long project—
master teachers Susan Jordan>Joling and Jan 
Pohl—are now kicking butt in Anchorage. But this 
was only the first of many student publications I 
coached over subsequent decades. 

More information on Outer Point is on Juneau-
Nature's page for Kaalahéenak’u, inside a person's 
mouth. For Dzantik'i Héeni and its environs, visit 
Schools of Áak’w & T’aakú Aaní  and my page on 
Shaanáx Tlein, big valley (Lemon watershed). More 
outstanding student artwork is on the 3-panel sign 
beside the school.

Enabling student publications has been some 
of the most rewarding work I've done at Discovery 
Southeast. If you're an educator contemplating a 
similar project, DO IT!  It's a lot of work—best shared 
with colleagues, parents and community volun-
teers—but worth every minute and every calorie. 
The benefits to students (and their helpers!) are too 
many to list here, and probably self evident anyway. 
Check out that list of mentors: a who's who of local 
science, artistry and natural history expertise!

And if you're one of the authors or stipplers, email 
us at Discovery. We'd love to hear your memories of 
adventures at Outer Point. See you on the trail!    R

http://juneaunature.discoverysoutheast.org/category/places/juneau-watersheds/outer-point/
http://juneaunature.discoverysoutheast.org/category/schools/schoolsaakwtaaku/
http://juneaunature.discoverysoutheast.org/category/places/juneau-watersheds/dz-lemon-creek/
http://juneaunature.discoverysoutheast.org/content_item/dzantiki-heeni-middle-school-signs/
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