
 

DEKALB ROTARY HIKE AND BIKE FOR THE TRAIL 
Some Common Plants of the DeKalb Nature Trail 

(Rte 23 to Greenwood Acres Drive) 

The plants along this section of the trail are typical of those found along many railroad and power-line 
right of ways:  some native plants intermingled with a lot of invasive and non-native species, often 
referred to as a ruderal plant community.  This list identifies some of the most common plants along the 
trail, as well as some of the less common native plants that might be of interest.  The number in front of 
each plant name coincides with the number on a flag near an example of the plant along the trail.   

First, some woody plants: 

1.  Redbud (Cercis canadensis) This strikingly beautiful small tree will display its small deep purple 
blooms about this time each year.  Widely planted as an ornamental, it is native east and south 
of DeKalb County.  A number are planted here and there along the trail. 

2. Wild Plum (Prunus Americana) is a common native woody plant with a delicious sweet fruit - if 
you can get them before the birds and raccoons.  Blooming about the same time as Redbud, it 
often forms thickets along the edge of woodlands and in open un-mowed areas. 

3. Juneberry (Amelanchier species) Another small tree frequently planted as an ornamental, this 
plant blooms briefly a few days before the two above.  It also produces an edible fruit. 

4. Staghorn Sumac (Rhus typhina) The fuzzy upper stems on this plant readily distinguish it from 
Smooth Sumac, the more common and native species here in Dekalb County.  Rhizomatous, it 
can create domineering colonies that suppress other plant and animal diversity. 

5. Honeysuckle (Lonicera species) Widely planted as an ornamental for more than a century, non-
native Honeysuckle has become one of the worst invasive woody shrubs in the upper Midwest.   

6. Ash (Fraxinus species) Prior to devastation by the Emerald Ash Borer, native Ash trees were one 
of the most common in our woodlands, yards and streets.  New saplings are still produced from 
the seeds of young trees not yet killed by the borer. 

7. Black Walnut (Juglans nigra) A common native tree of low woods and unmown open areas, this 
tree is a source of fine hardwood lumber and edible nuts. 

8. Boxelder (Acer negundo) This tree is considered native along streams but behaves like a weed in 
its preference for sites with disturbed soils, like along this trail.  A member of the maple family, 
it grows fast but is rather brittle. 



9. Eastern Red Cedar (Juniperus virginiana) This tree now occurs mostly in disturbed soil and 
abandoned fields.  Its natural habitat in Illinois was rocky sandstone outcrops such as occur at 
Starved Rock State Park.  Dekalb was mostly prairie, so it wasn’t here prior to settlement. 

10. Apple (Malus species) This “wild” apple was perhaps planted by a bird.  The quality of the fruit 
of such trees varies wildly.  It is likely someone on the trail today has tasted this tree’s fruit. 

11. Multiflora Rose (Rosa multiflora) Another good intention gone awry, this pernicious invasive 
species was intentionally introduced as a hedge, then spread on its own like wildfire. 

12. Basswood (Tilia Americana) Sometimes referred to as American Linden, this common native 
tree grows in upland forests as well as low wet woods. 

13. Siberian Elm (Ulmus pumila) This Asian species is sometimes planted as a substitute for native 
Elms, which usually succumb to Dutch Elm disease.  It frequently escapes to waste ground or 
industrial areas.  Or former railroad right of ways, like this trail. 

Now, some non-woody plants: 

14.  Woodland Joe Pye Weed (Eutrochium purpureum) This is a tall native woodland or savanna 
plant with whorled leaves (three or more leaves at each node) that blooms in late summer.  Its 
fragrant flower can remind us of Double Bubble Bubblegum. 

15. False Solomon’s Seal (Smilicina species) Fairly common in savanna and prairie settings, these 
lovely little plants will bloom soon, if they aren’t by the time you read this.  Two species grow 
here; one has dotted fruit, the other has stripes.  They spread slowly by rhizomes, too. 

16. Teasel (Dipsacus species) The tall, standing stems topped by the brown egg-shaped cluster of 
spines is teasel, a nasty invasive biennial that forms thick colonies along the highways in the 
Chicago suburbs.  It has made its way into DeKalb County the last 15 years.  Bad stuff. 

17. Blue Flag Iris (Iris virginica shrevei) Our only native Iris, this gorgeous plant with its sword-like 
leaves and aromatic blue blossoms will bloom in another couple weeks.  It is common in many 
moist or wet soil conditions. 

18. Jack-in-the-pulpit (Arisaema triphyllum) A distinctive plant of most woodland habitats. 
19. Woodland Phlox (Phlox divaricata) This dainty little flower is common in woodland conditions 

throughout the upper Midwest. 
20. Solomon’s Seal (Polygonatum biflorum) This plant has a wide range of habitats, from wet to dry 

and sun to shade.  Its creamy yellow-green flowers dangle from the leaf axils.  It will be 
blooming soon, and if you get lucky, you might see a hummingbird probing for nectar. 

21. Buttercups (Ranunculus species) Lovely little spring heralds, many grow in wet conditions or 
even standing water. 

22. Bulrushes (Scirpus species) Uncommon here along the trail, Bulrushes are very common in 
marshes, seeps, wet prairies and shallow ditches.  Sometimes mistaken for grasses. 

23. Sedges (Carex species) The genus with the greatest number of species in Illinois, Carex are very 
common in moist soil conditions.  Often mistaken for a grass species, sedges usually have 
triangular stems as opposed to the round or oval stems of grasses. 

24. Grasses (family Poaceae) Grasses are often the most common plant in sunny dry soils, especially 
disturbed sites.   Many grasses occur here, some native, most not.  This tall robust grass is Reed 
Canary Grass (Phalaris arundinacea) a pernicious invasive that usually overwhelms native plants 
and creates dense monocultures, especially in wet soil conditions.  It is just about the only thing 
growing in the mud flats in the small retention pond in County farm Woods, inside the loop trail. 


