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Historical Introduction 
 

 Located along the coast of Georgia, nestled in behind the barrier islands within the tidal marshes, 
Harris Neck National Wildlife Refuge has a variety of unique ecosystems within its 2,824 acres. The refuge 
consists of a mix of maritime forest, marshland, hardwood-pine mixed forest, open fields, and freshwater 
ponds. This diversity of ecosystems allows Harris Neck to harbor many different types of plant and animal 
species. Most notably, it is designated as a nesting habitat for wood storks, a threatened bird species in the 
U.S. Since its establishment in 1962, the refuge has implemented several management strategies to 
improve the health of the ecosystem: 6 freshwater ponds were carved out for wood stork nesting habitat 
with built in water-level management pumps; long-leaf pines and bald cypress were planted and 
maintained with control burning; artificial platforms were designed for Wood Stork nesting; and invasive 
species management was carried out. Harris Neck exemplifies the benefits of intentional land management 
and advocating for ecosystem health after centuries of farming and disturbance. Understanding the human 
history of Harris Neck elucidates the current state of the ecosystem and gives context to current political 
struggles in the area which further inform the ecology of the refuge.  
 Prior to European colonization of North America, indigenous tribes lived in the area that is now 
Harris Neck. From 1500-1715, the Guale had trading villages in the hammocks of Harris Neck, until 
Spanish missionaries and English invaders forced them South to Florida or West to the Appalachians. In 
the mid-18th century, this area of land was claimed by John Rutledge, then a prominent Charlestonian 
lawyer, who developed it into Bethany Plantation. In 1752, the plantation was sold to Ann Harris, who 
married Daniel Demetre. Upon their deaths, the plantation was bequeathed to Ann’s son William, who 
inherited slaves with the property, and the plantation stayed in the family until the early 19th century. At this 
point, the Harris family progressively sold off tracts of land to Jonathan Thomas and other white 
slaveholders. By 1820 a schoolhouse and churches were built for white landowners on Harris Neck. 
Jonathan Thomas developed his tract of land into Peru Plantation, moving most of the cash crop 
production from rice to cotton.  
 During the Civil War, the plantation was in disrepair after not being tended to, and after the war 
former slaves of the plantation were sold tracts of this land. They developed the land into an African 
American community, establishing a school, post office, and church, and used the land for farming, 
harvesting oysters, lumbering, and other professions.  
 Concurrently, a descendant of a successful tobacco manufacturing family, Pierre Lorillard, bought 
land on Harris Neck. Throughout the 1880s, he built a sprawling estate.  
 In the 1930s, the Civil Aeronautics Authority built an airstrip in Harris Neck as an emergency landing 
runway. This piece of infrastructure made Harris Neck a prime spot for the Federal government to seize for 
use during World War II as an army airfield. At the time, there were 171 individual tracts of land that the 
Federal government seized, mostly from the African American community living in Harris Neck. While the 
government promised to give back the land after World War II, this promise ended up being empty. The 
government began developing buildings, airstrips, and ammunition bunkers on land that was once a 
thriving community and the estate once owned by Lorillard was used as an officer’s club.  
 In 1946, the federal government gave the land to McIntosh county for use by the local government 
as an airport, however it was used mainly to fly in marijuana. The old officer’s club was illegally leased to 
the county sheriff, Thomas Poppell, as a gambling and prostitution club, and a blind eye was turned when 
county officials looted the old army buildings. After a federal investigation, the land was seized from 
McIntosh County in 1962, and it was transferred to the Fish and Wildlife Service, thus establishing Harris 
Neck National Wildlife Refuge. 
 Descendants of the African American families that lived in Harris Neck prior to the army airfield are 
today still fighting for the rights to their land. Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, the previous landowners 
organized protests and worked through government avenues, to no avail. In 2006, the Harris Neck Land 
Trust was formed for descendants of landowners to organize resources to politically fight for their land. As 
of 2015, the Trust developed an application to build several structures as part of a historical living village 
museum. This application was rejected.  
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Plant Field Guide 

 
A brief, non-exhaustive list of common plants in Harris Neck. Non-native plants are designated with an 

asterisk (*) 
 
Trees 
Carya tomentosa Mockernut Hickory 
Ilex opaca American Holly 
Juniperus virginiana Eastern Red Cedar 
Liquidambar styraciflua Sweetgum 
Magnolia grandiflora Southern Magnolia 
Nyssa ogeche Ogeechee Tupelo 
Nyssa sylvatica Blackgum 
Pinus elliottii Slash Pine 
Pinus taeda Loblolly Pine 
Prunus caroliniana Carolina Cherry Laurel 
Quercus austrina Bluff Oak 
Quercus chapmanii Chapman Oak 
Quercus falcata Southern Red Oak 
Quercus hemisphaerica Laurel Oak 
Quercus laevis Turkey Oak 
Quercus pagoda Cherrybark Oak 
Quercus virginiana Live Oak 
Rhus copllina Winged Sumac 
Sabal palmetto Cabbage Palmetto 
Taxodium distichum Bald Cypress 
 
Shrubs 
Borrichia frutescens Sea Ox-eye 
Erythrina herbacea Cherokee Bean 
Lantana camara Common Lantana* 
Morella cerifera Wax Myrtle 
Serenoa repens Saw Palmetto 
Vaccinium arboreum Sparkleberry 
 
Wildflowers 
Argemone albiflora White Prickly Poppy 
Asclepias humistrata Pinewoods Milkweed 
Cnidoscolus urens Finger Rot 
Desmodium incanum Creeping Beggarweed* 
Desmodium triflorum Creeping Tick Trefoil* 
Erigeron annuus Eastern Daisy Fleabane 
Eupatorium capillifolium Dogfennel 
Helianthemum georgianum Georgia Frostweed 
Heliotropium amplexicaule Fragrant Heliotrope* 
Heterotheca subaxillaris Camphorweed 
Lespedeza cuneata Chinese Bushclover* 
Oenothera laciniata Cutleaf Evening Primrose 
Opuntia humifusa Eastern Prickly Pear 
Phyla nodiflora Turkey Tangle Frogfruit 
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Richardia scabra Florida Pusley 
Ruellia humilis Glade Wild Petunia 
Rumex acetosella Common Sheep Sorrel* 
Sisyrinchium rosulatum Annual Blue-eyed Grass 
Spiranthes cernua Nodding Ladies’ Tresses 
Spiranthes vernalis Spring Ladies’ Tresses 
Stachys floridana Florida Hedgenettle  
Trifolium dubium Lesser Hop Trefoil 
Triodanis perfoliata Venus’ Looking Glass 
Verbena simplex Narrowleaf Vervain 
Wahlenbergia marginata Southern Rockbell 
Zephyranthes atamasca Atamasco Lily 
 
 
Vines 
Campsis radicans Trumpet Creeper 
Mimosa microphylla Littleleaf Sensitive-Briar 
Parthenocissus quinquefolia Virginia Creeper 
Passiflora incarnata Purple Passionflower 
Rubus trivialis Southern Dewberry 
Smilax bona-nox Saw Greenbriar 
Vitis aestivalis Summer Grape 
Vitis rotundiflolia Muscadine 
 
Wetland Plants 
Schoenoplectus tabernaemontani Soft-Stemmed Bulrush 
Sporobolus alterniflorus Saltmarsh Cord Grass 
Typha latifolia Broadleaf Cattail 
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Selected Tree Observations 

 
Trees are ordered alphabetically by scientific name. The following is not an exhaustive list—only those 

found in abundance in popular areas of Harris Neck.  
 
 

 
Mockernut Hickory Carya tomentosa  
 
Seedlings found in abundance near Woody Pond. Most trees observed were less 
than 8 feet tall. Tree is easy to spot as it is one of the only trees with pinnately 
compound leaves in the refuge. Leaves are large—about 4 inches across and 8-10 
inches long, and margins are finely toothed. Twigs are alternate. This tree and 
seedlings can be found in drier parts of the refuge, where water is well-drained.  
 
The nuts of this hickory provide an important food source for squirrels, wild hogs, 
and other mammals. The flowers of the hickory also provide a source of nectar for 
pollinators.  
 
 
 
 
American Holly Ilex opaca 
 
This tree is found throughout the refuge in the understory of forests. Many trees 
were quite mature with diameters upwards of 8 inches. This particular image was 
taken along the historical trail. This tree can be identified by its distinctive toothed, 
thick leaves on alternate branches. The bark is smooth and grey-colored, often 
covered in splotchy lichens.  
 
In late spring, small white flowers bloom along the twigs, leaving small, spherical 
red berries. These berries are a food source for birds and small mammals in the 
park but are poisonous to humans. The small white flowers also attract pollinators.  
 
 
 
Eastern Red Cedar Juniperus virginiana  
 
This tree is found throughout the refuge from seedling to mature 
tree. It is well-adjusted to salty environments, and thus thrives 
along the edge of the marsh and within the inner forests of the 
refuge. It has a distinct vertically shaggy, peeling reddish bark 
with branches that extend parallel to the ground. The leaves are 
evergreen and are distinctively long, small, and scaly ranging from 
lighter green to darker green. The tree may have small pollen 
cones or mature seed cones, as shown above. These seed cones 
are a source of food for many birds and mammals, most notably 
the Cedar Waxwing. The berries can be collected and brewed for human 
consumption as Juniper tea, however, leaves and pollen cones should not be 
ingested.   
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Blackgum Nyssa sylvatica  
  
Mature blackgum trees are found throughout the forests 
in Harris Neck. These photographs were taken along the 
historical trail; however, the species can be found in any 
moist, well-drained soil. The bark is deeply furrowed with 
long vertical striations, often compared to alligator hide. 
The branches are alternate, and leaves are simple, 
ranging in length from 2-6 inches. Leaf margins are finely 
toothed, and leaves are often bunched together in groups 
of 5-7 along the branch. The tree produces small, black, 
oval-shaped fruits, which are eaten by birds and small 
mammals, and the flowers are especially important to 
honeybees. 
 
 
Loblolly Pine Pinus taeda  
 
This quick-growing species of pine is commonly found throughout Harris 
Neck, especially in disturbed areas of the refuge. Loblolly pines are tall and 
straight, growing upwards of 100 feet, however, in Harris Neck they don’t 
grow taller than around 70 feet. As they become more mature, the lower 
branches fall off, yielding a branchless trunk until the very top of the tree. 
The evergreen needles are 6-9 inches long with 3 needles per fascicle. Pine 
cones are 4-6 inches long and dull brown in color with sharp points on the 
scales. As the tree matures, the bark thickens into large, furrowed, vertical 
plates. In Harris Neck, Loblolly pines are treated with occasional prescribed 
burnings to lower the wildfire risk to surrounding communities and probably 
to encourage growth of longleaf pine, which have been planted in Harris 
Neck in the past. Loblolly pine stands often grow in areas where longleaf 
pines once flourished, thus management of these stands is being explored 
in areas throughout the Southeast in order to restore the longleaf pine 
ecosystem.  
 
 
 
Bluff Oak Quercus austrina  
 
The bluff oak is a type of white oak and encompasses many white oak 
characteristics: shaggy greyish bark, rounded lobed leaves, and alternate branches. 
The difference lies in the lobing of the leaves – there are anywhere from 3-5 lobes on 
a bluff oak leaf, and the lobes tend to be wider and more irregularly spaced. Like 
other oaks, the acorns provide a food source for mammals, especially white-tailed 
deer in the refuge. This particular seedling was found along Woody Pond; however, 
this species can be found throughout the refuge in well-drained soil, albeit usually in 
the understory.  
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Southern Red Oak Quercus falcata  
 
This species is a type of red oak found in abundance throughout the refuge. Similar 
to a red oak, the leaves are deeply lobed with wide sinuses, ending in sharp points. 
However, this species has irregular leaf shapes ranging from 3-5 lobes per leaf, 
sometimes lacking symmetry, and some having sub-lobes. The bark is dark grey 
and deeply fissured. Southern Red Oaks can reach nearly 100 feet tall, but in 
Harris Neck the trees don’t reach higher than 50 feet, despite being upper canopy 
trees in the forests. The acorns produced by this species are consumed by white-
tailed deer and other mammals, and the dense branches and leaves provide 
nesting habitat for birds.  
 
 
Laurel Oak Quercus hemisphaerica  
 
This oak species is characterized by simple, evergreen, elliptical or lance-shaped 
leaves and a shrubby shape in dune environs. These leaves have a smooth, shiny 
surface with wavy margins and occasional lobes with bristled tips. This oak is 
widespread throughout Harris Neck, especially in drier areas. The acorns are used as 
a food source by mammals and provides sufficient shade and cover for bird and 
mammal habitat.  
 
 
 
 
Live Oak Quercus virginiana  
 
This species of oak is characterized by simple, elliptical 
leaves and sprawling limbs. Leaves are 2-4 inches long 
and rather thick, with the margins curling inward. The 
outer surface in shiny and dark green and the bark is 
deeply furrowed into scales and often adorned with 
epiphytes like Spanish Moss or Resurrection Ferns. This 
species is found throughout the refuge, and is able to 
thrive in the salty, windy environs of the marsh edge, like 
the Eastern Red Cedar. The acorns and shelter are a 
source of food and habitat for mammals and birds, and 
the sprawling branches are an important substrate for 
epiphytes.  
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Selected Shrub Observations 

 
Shrubs are ordered alphabetically by scientific name. The following is not an exhaustive list—only those 

found in abundance in popular areas of Harris Neck.  
 

Sea Ox-eye Borrichia frutescens  
 
This species is a shrub in the Aster family and is found in 
the marsh in Harris Neck. Sea Ox-eye forms widespread 
colonies in the marsh mud, extending up to the high tide 
level. The light grey branches extend upwards in a tangled, 
crooked formation. Leaves are thick, oval to lance-shaped, 
and light green, with a matte finish. Flowers are yellow, with 
13-15 small petals surrounding a large, yellow center. The 
center turns dark brown, revealing a seed pod. This shrub 
serves as a food source for birds and provides necessary 
infrastructure for the marsh.  
 
 
Cherokee Bean Erythrina herbacea 
 
A native, herbaceous shrub, Cherokee Bean is in 
the pea family. The long, thin bright red flowers 
emerge in clusters along the dark-colored stalk, 
which emerges straight up from the ground. The 
leaves are light green and are distinctly 
arrowhead shaped. The shrub produces legume 
pods with bright red seeds, which are toxic to 
humans if eaten. The flowers are a source of 
nectar for pollinators. The seeds, leaves, roots, 
and bark has been used by the Creek, Seminole, 
Choctaw, and Alabama as various treatments for pain or illness.  
 
 
 
 
 
Wax Myrtle Morella cerifera  
 
In the refuge, Wax Myrtle ranges from 6 feet tall to 
nearly 20 feet as an understory shrub. This species is 
found throughout Harris Neck, from the marsh edge to 
the inner forest. The evergreen leaves are simple and 
alternate with a lance-like shape, often toothed towards 
the tip and wavy along the margin. This species 
produces a light blue fruit with a waxy coating during 
late summer that is used as a food source by mammals 
and birds. When the berries are boiled, the wax is 
released and can be isolated to make candles.  
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Sparkleberry Vaccinium arboreum  
 
Ranging from a large shrub to a small tree, often with 
twisted branches, Sparkleberry grows in many environs 
of Harris Neck. The simple, alternate leaves range from 
oval to elliptical with a thick, shiny coat. Twigs are red 
and grow in crooked directions. The small, white, bell-
shaped flowers grow in racemes and yield small black 
berries, which provide food for birds and mammals.  
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Selected Wildflower Observations 
 

Wildflowers are ordered alphabetically by scientific name. The following is not an exhaustive list—only 
those found in abundance in popular areas of Harris Neck, biased towards plants that flower in April.  

 
White Prickly Poppy Argemone albiflora  
 
This flower, in the poppy family, is native to the Southeastern U.S. About 18 inches tall, 
this species grows in dry, disturbed environments. The flower has white, delicate petals in 
overlapping groups of 6 with yellow stamens in the center along with a small red center 
point. The stem, deeply lobed leaves, and buds have numerous thick thorns, and the 
stem branches into several other flower producing branches. The flower attracts insects, 
bees, and butterflies, however, all parts of the flower are toxic to birds and mammals, 
since poppies contain high levels of alkaloids. In Harris Neck, this species was only found 
along dry, sunny roadsides, specifically along wildlife drive between Teal Pond and 
Greenhead Pond.  
 
 
 
 
 
Pinewoods Milkweed Asclepias humistrata  
 
This species, in the milkweed family, is characterized by its drooping stem and 
tolerance of dry, hot conditions. The small, light pink flowers emerge from the 
terminus of the singular stem with large, opposite leaves along the stem. The 
leaves are 5 inches across with a curved base coming to a tapered point. The 
veins and margins of the leaves are light pink. This plant can be found along dry, 
sunny roadsides throughout the refuge. The plant pictured here was found along 
the entry road in front of the ranger station. Pinewoods milkweed is attractive to 
native bees, like honey bees and bumble bees, and butterflies.  
 
 
 
 
Finger Rot Cnidoscolus urens  
 
This species is in the Spurge family and is widespread along roadsides and 
trails in Harris Neck. Be careful—this plant looks innocuous, but has sharp, 
stinging thorns on the underside of leaves and all along the stem and flowers. 
Leaves are triply lobed and toothed on the margins. Flowers have 5 white 
elliptical petals with white stamens in the center. Flowers give way to seed 
pods that provide a food source for some birds. This species grows in sandy, 
dry soils.   
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Dogfennel Eupatorium capillifolium  
 
This species in the Aster family is widespread in disturbed areas throughout Harris 
Neck. The distinctive frond-like leaves of this plant make it easy to identify. It can 
grow as high as 6 feet with multiple stems growing from the base. The small frond-
like leaves are opposite, while the branches off the main stem are alternate. Small 
white, puffy flowers emerge in late fall, which help spread seeds. In the refuge, this 
plant is found along the Woody Pond path and the historical trail. Sandy, well-
drained soil is the preferred habitat of Dogfennel.  
 
 
 
 
Georgia Frostweed Helianthemum georgianum  
 
This species is a member of the rockrose family and is characterized by its showy 
yellow flower, about 1 inch across. These five-petaled flowers emerge from red buds 
and are quite delicate. The center has numerous orange stamens and a white center 
point. The stems are red, and leaves are lance-shaped and alternate. This particular 
flower was identified along the Woody Pond trail.  
 
 
 
Chinese Bushclover Lespedeza cuneata  
 
This is a non-native species to the U.S. and is a member of the 
pea family. While this plant was only observed as a 6-12-inch 
tall ground cover in Harris Neck, it can grow to 6 feet as a 
shrub. The leaves are alternate along the main stem and are 
folded down the center with the terminus having a bristle. Along 
the stem and at the stem terminus are small white flowers 
resembling the shape of violets. They emerge from deep purple 
buds and have small streaks of purple towards the inner flower, 
with light yellow stamens. When unchecked, this species can 
takeover disturbed areas and out-compete native plants.  
 
 
Eastern Prickly Pear Opuntia humifusa  
 
A part of the cactus family, Prickly Pear was found 
in dry, sunny areas of Harris Neck, particularly 
around the disturbed airfield area. The flat, oval 
stems (4-8 inches tall) have small spines evenly 
decorating the surface. Multiple coral buds emerge 
from the top of the stem, which yield showy yellow 
flowers with numerous petals and stamens. Flowers 
yield a red fruit, which is a food source for birds and 
mammals. Flowers and stem are edible for 
humans—just avoid the spines.  
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Turkey Tangle Frogfruit Phyla nodiflora  
 
This species belongs to the verbena family and can be hard to miss – the flower 
is only 0.25-0.5 inches across. The flower has a distinctive shape with a deep 
purple center and 6 intricate triply lobed white petals. Flowers grow singly on 
one stem, which emerges from a nest of lance-shaped, toothed leaves at the 
base. It is a hardy plant, growing in a wide range of soils, moisture levels, and 
sun levels, as such it is found throughout the refuge. The seeds it releases are a 
food source for mammals in Harris Neck.  
 
 
 
 
Florida Pusley Richardia scabra  
 
This species is a part of the madder family and is characterized by a small 
white flower with parallel venation on the leaves. It grows along the ground on 
a red stem with simple, opposite, fuzzy leaves. Emerging from the center of the 
stem is a grouping of 3-5 small white flowers with 5-7 petals with white 
stamens in the center. Small, brown seeds are produced and are a source of 
food for birds and mammals. This species grows in hot, dry areas, and was 
observed along trails and roadsides in Harris Neck.  
 
 
Glade Wild Petunia Ruellia humilis  
 
A member of the acanthus family, the Glade Wild Petunia is 
distinguished by its showy lavender flowers and sessile, hairy 
leaves. Growing 6-8 inches high, this species has oval or lance-
shaped, opposite leaves with light toothing on the margins. The light 
lavender flower emerges from the stem terminus and has five petals 
with white stamens emerging from the trumpet shaped center. It was 
observed growing along roadsides and trails in the shade, 
particularly along the historical trail. The flower is attractive to 
butterflies and other pollinators.  
 
 
Annual Blue-eyed Grass Sisyrinchium rosulatum  
 
This small flower is part of the iris family and is widespread throughout the 
refuge. The plant consists of a single thin stem with thin, grass-like leaves at 
the base and grows no more than 5 inches tall. The flower emerges from a 
brown, bulbous bud and has 6 light purple petals fading to deep purple. The 
center of the flower contains 3 yellow stamens. It is found throughout the 
refuge in disturbed areas and along roadsides and trails.  
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Nodding Ladies’ Tresses Spiranthes cernua  
 
This species is a member of the orchid family and has a distinctive growth form. From a 
single stem, small white flowers grow perpendicular to one another, parallel to the 
ground. The flowers’ lower petal has a ruffled appearance with a greenish interior and 
droops downwards, while the upper petal is flat and white. The upper portion of the stem 
has a braided, spiraling appearance. A few long, thin leaves emerge from the base of the 
stem. This flower was found along moist roadsides and trails.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Spring Ladies’ Tresses Spiranthes vernalis  
 
Belonging to the same genus as Nodding Ladies’ Tresses, Spring Ladies’ Tresses has a 
similar growth pattern. However, a major difference is that the flowers in this species form 
a complete spiral and there are additional petals that stick out like “arms” from the main 
upper and lower petals. The lower petal on the flower has a ruffled pattern and is slightly 
tan. This plant was also found on moist ground in direct light, along the trail by Bluebill 
Pond.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Florida Hedgenettle Stachys floridana  
 
This species is a member of the mint family and grows in moist, sunny environments. 
Growing up to 18 inches, the stem is characteristically square—as most mint family 
stems are—and the lance-shaped leaves are opposite and toothed along the margins. 
The flowers emerge from deep purple buds in clusters of four and are tubular. The 
petal is light lavender with darker purple and pink spots on the lower part of the petal. 
This plant reproduces through seeds and root rhizome and has been reported to be 
weedy in other environments. This particular plant was found along the moist trail by 
Bluebill Pond.  
 
 
 
Venus’ Looking Glass Triodanis perfoliata  
 
The species belongs to the bellflower family and is found in dry, shady 
areas of Harris Neck. This plant has a green stem that grows to 1 foot 
and has heart shaped, toothed leaves that clasp the stem at regular 1-
inch intervals. Out of the leaves along the stem emerge deep purple 
flowers with five petals that have radial striations. The center of the 
flower contains 1 stamen with 3 white portions. This particular plant was 
found along the Woody Pond trail.  
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Atamasco Lily Zephyranthes atamasca  
 
A member of the lily family, this flower was found along the historical trail by the 
Lorillard-Livingston mansion—perhaps a remnant of previous landscaping efforts. 
This flower has a cylindrical, smooth green stem with a few long, thin blade-shaped 
leaves emerging from the base. The flower has 6 white, almost translucent, petals 
with several stamens with yellow bars at the end. The center of the lily fades to 
green. This species grows in moist soils and in shady environments.  
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Selected Vine Observations 
 

Vines are ordered alphabetically by scientific name. The following is not an exhaustive list—only those 
found in abundance in popular areas of Harris Neck.  

 
 

Trumpet Creeper Campsis radicans  
 
This species of vine is in the self-titled trumpet-creeper family. Characterized by bright 
red blooms intertwined in trees, this vine is easy to spot. It grows on a green stem with 
pinnately compound, opposite, oval to elliptical shaped leaves that end in a point. The 
margins of the leaves are toothed. The flowers are trumpet-shaped with 5 lobes that 
curl outwards and yellow stamens. The vine grows up to 35 feet on vertical surfaces, 
and when unhindered, it can become damaging to the substrate. The bright red flowers 
attract Ruby-Throated Hummingbirds as well as other insect and butterfly pollinators. It 
is found throughout Harris Neck in sunny spots in trees and shrubs.  
 
 
Littleleaf Sensitive-Briar Mimosa microphylla  
 
A member of the pea family, this species grows in dry sunny areas throughout Harris 
Neck, mostly along roadsides and trails. Famously known for its reaction to touch, 
Littleleaf Sensitive-Briar’s bi-pinnately compound leaves close in towards each other 
when touched. The small ground vine produces 1-inch spherical flowers that look like 
balls of pink-purple fringe. Being part of the pea family, this vine produces thin legume 
pods with thorns.  
 
 
Purple Passionflower Passiflora incarnata 
 
This vine is a member of the passionflower family and boasts 
intricate purple flowers and three-lobed leaves. This vine typically 
grows along the ground or vertically along trees. Leaves are finely 
serrate and dark green. The flower has 10 light lavender petals with 
an intricately fringed center. The center also contains 5 off-white 
stamens. The fruit is an orange-yellow berry, which has been used 
by the Cherokee as a food. The root was also used for medicinal 
purposes. The fruit is a food source for terrestrial birds and the flower 
depends on pollinators – it’s also an important habitat for larvae. This 
vine was observed along the embankment separating Woody Pond 
and Bluebill Pond.  
 
Saw Greenbriar Smilax bona-nox  
 
A member of the cat briar family, this vine is widespread throughout Harris Neck. 
The green stems grow along shrubs and the ground and have small, sharp prickles. 
The leaves are heart shaped and speckled with patches of lighter green. Leaves 
grow alternate along the vine. Small flowers adorn the point where the leaf meets 
the stem and eventually give way to black, spherical berries. These berries serve 
as a food source for birds and mammals.  
 



 15  

 
Summer Grape Vitis aestivalis  
 
This vine is within the grape family and grows in areas of high sun in Harris Neck. 
The leaves on this species are distinctive; they range from heart shaped with no 
lobing to palmately lobed and all have toothed margins. At the node where the 
leaf meets the vine, a red curly tendril shoots out from the other side of the stem. 
Small globular berries are produced, dark in color, and are an important food 
source for mammals and birds, as well as a spot for bees, butterflies, and insects 
to pollinate. This species of vine can grow 35 feet up a tree and can develop 
woody vines.  
 
 
 
 
Muscadine Vitis rotundiflolia  
 
This vine is similarly within the grape family and is a high climbing, fruit 
producing vine. Muscadine can climb nearly 95 feet to the tops of trees and 
shrubs. The leaves are heart shaped with strongly toothed margins and red 
petioles. The flowers are small, green-yellow beads that give way to dark 
colored berries in late summer. The dark purple spherical berries are an 
important food source for birds and mammals. The vine thrives in medium 
sun, moist soil environments, and is widespread throughout the refuge, 
covering shrubs and trees.   
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 16  

Selected Wetland Plant Observations 
 

Plants are ordered alphabetically by scientific name. The following is not an exhaustive list—only those 
found in abundance in popular areas of Harris Neck, either in the freshwater ponds or the marsh.  

 
 
Soft-Stemmed Bulrush Schoenoplectus tabernaemontani  
 
This species is a member of the sedge family, and from afar resembles a 
large wild onion. Found along the freshwater ponds of Harris Neck, this plant 
grows to heights of 9 feet with flexible light green stems ending in a cluster of 
reddish, light tan flowers. This species is important for birds; the plant itself is 
a food source for waterfowl and provides cover in an otherwise open pond. 
Bulrush also helps fortify the banks of the artificial freshwater ponds of Harris 
Neck.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Smooth Cordgrass Spartina alterniflora  
 
This species is a member of the grass family and makes up a majority of the 
flora of the marsh in Harris Neck. The grass is tolerant to the harsh, fluctuating 
conditions of the brackish marsh and thus spreads rapidly via vegetative 
growth. These grasses typically grow 2-6 feet and can have bright green 
blades during moist conditions or golden blades during dry conditions. Small, 
golden seeds are released in autumn. Cordgrass is an important source of 
food for mammals and birds and provides cover and habitat for both as well.  
 
 
 
 
 
Broadleaf Cattail Typha latifolia  
 
A member of the cat-tail family, this species is another important facet of 
the freshwater habitat in Harris Neck. The Broadleaf Cattail ranges from 4-
8 feet in height and has broad leaf blades ending in a point. The brown tail 
portion extends for 8-12 inches ending in a thinner, light tan spike. In fall, a 
fluffy white part of the flower is left behind. The tall height and density of 
cattail stands produce habitat for waterfowl, songbirds, and fish, and the 
seeds provide a food source for birds as well. The roots help support the 
banks of the artificial freshwater ponds in Harris Neck.  
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Animal Field Guide 
 

A brief, non-exhaustive list of common animals observed in Harris Neck 
Birds 
Agelaius phoeniceus Red-Winged Blackbird 
Anhinga anhinga Anhinga 
Archilochus colubris Ruby-throated Hummingbird 
Ardea alba Great Egret 
Ardea herodias Great Blue Heron 
Baeolophus bicolor Tufted Titmouse  
Bubulcus ibis Cattle Egret  
Buteo jamaicensis Red-tailed Hawk 
Butorides virescens Green heron 
Cardinalis cardinalis Northern Cardinal 
Cathartes aura Turkey Vulture 
Cyanocitta cristata Blue Jay  
Dryocopus pileatus Pileated Woodpecker 
Egretta caerulea Little Blue Heron 
Egretta thula Snowy Egret 
Egretta tricolor Tricolored Heron 
Eudocimus albus White Ibis 
Megaceryle alcyon Belted Kingfisher 
Melanerpes carolinus Red-bellied Woodpecker 
Melanerpes erythrocephalus Red-headed Woodpecker 
Mimus polyglottos Northern Mockingbird 
Molothrus ater Brown-headed Cowbird 
Mycteria americana Wood Stork 
Nyctanassa violacea Yellow-crowned Night Heron 
Pandion haliaetus Osprey 
Passerina ciris Painted Bunting  
Pheucticus ludovicianus Rose-breasted Grosbeak 
Piranga rubra Summer Tanager  
Platalea ajaja Roseate Spoonbill 
Poecile atricapillus Black-capped Chickadee 
Sialia sialis Eastern Bluebird 
Sternula antillarum Least Tern 
 
Insects 
Argaulis vanillae Gulf Fritillary 
Danaus plexippus Monarch  
Pachydiplax longipennis Blue Dasher 
Papilio glaucus Eastern Tiger Swallowtail 
Polites vibex Whirlabout 
Tramea lacerata Black Saddlebags 
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Mammals 
Dasypus novemcinctus Nine-banded Armadillo 
Didelphis virginiana Virginia Opossum  
Odocoileus virginianus White-tailed Deer 
Sus scrofa Wild Boar 
Sciurus carolinensis Eastern Grey Squirrel 
Vulpes vulpes Red Fox 
 
Reptiles 
Alligator mississippiensis American Alligator 
Anolis carolinensis Green Anole 
Dryophytes cinereus American Green Tree Frog 
Eumeces fasciatus Five-lined Skink 
Opheodrys aestivus Rough Greensnake 
Pantherophis alleghaniensis Eastern Rat Snake 
Trachemys scripta Common Slider 
 
Crustaeceans 
Leptuca pugilator Atlantic Sand Fiddler Crab 
  



 19  

Recent Literature Review 
 

 In work carried out by Lovich and coworkers, the risk of diamond back terrapins encountering blue 
crab pots was calculated by juxtaposing terrapin population spread against blue crab pot spread in tidal 
creeks along Georgia’s string of coastal refuges. Harris Neck NWR was included in this study and was 
found to have a high-risk assessment due to the public boat launch on site and its use by commercial 
fishermen. Overall, the study found that having at least one crab pot in a tidal creek within a wildlife refuge 
caused a 75% decrease in diamond back terrapin population. This is especially concerning in areas where 
terrapin populations are rebounding and are sensitive to small death rate increases. The authors proposed 
that the NWR promote use of bycatch reduction devices in order to prevent terrapin deaths.  
 In a research project done by O’Hare and coworkers, the amphibian distribution on the Georgia sea 
islands was quantified in an effort to determine baseline species distribution compared to island age, size, 
and other abiotic factors. In this way the vulnerability of certain amphibians to sea level rise could be 
ascertained. Harris Neck NWR was included in this species survey, and the authors found it was the 
largest Holocene era island of the coast of Georgia and had the highest species richness of the Holocene 
islands. It also had comparable richness to most Pleistocene era islands, despite Harris Neck being much 
smaller than those islands. Perhaps the refuge’s dedication to maintaining freshwater ponds for wood stork 
nesting inadvertently maintains habitat for amphibians, unlike other Holocene era islands. 
 Picardi and coworkers were interested in quantifying the irregular migration patterns of wood storks 
in an effort to understand the motives behind their unique migration behaviors. They argued that irregular 
resource fluctuation associated with wetland birds, especially in subtropical climates where rain is more of 
a migratory determinate than seasonal temperatures, make them good candidates for studying partial 
migration. The authors used radio telemetry to track migration over the course of 13 years, with Harris 
Neck NWR being a significant source of wood storks for their migration data collection. Overall, they found 
wood storks use both facultative and partial migration strategies, perhaps suggesting that wood storks are 
adapting to resource limitations or high spatiotemporal heterogeneity.  
 In an earlier paper, Batzer and coworkers were interested in understanding how fish density and 
growth is impacted by artificially stocking the population, especially how it relates to stocking wood stork 
nesting ground ponds. The authors carried out this study in Harris Neck NWR where stocking the 
freshwater ponds with bluegill fish is an important management strategy to maintain wood stork nesting 
populations. In their study, they found that different stocking rates and subsequent densities did not impact 
bluegill survival or size. They also found that adding hay supplements, which feeds invertebrates and 
increases their density, did not help bluegill survival or growth. The conclusions drawn in this experiment 
can be directly used in Harris Neck’s pond management system and can inform strategies for other refuges 
with wood stork populations.  
 Winn and coworkers used aerial images along the Georgia coast to quantify nesting pairs and 
nesting sites from 1992-2005, in hopes to understand the population rebound of wood storks in Georgia. 
The researchers found a large majority (77%) of wood stork nesting sites were on private land, whether it 
be agricultural lands, subdivisions, industrial parks, or recreational areas. The rest of the nesting sites were 
on public land, like Harris Neck NWR. Also investigated were the types of nesting spots (trees, platforms, 
etc.) and the relation of nesting behavior to rainfall. During drier years, wood stork nesting places pressure 
on food sources and habitat, thus impacting nesting efforts or nesting distribution. The continued 
monitoring of wood stork nesting populations, the authors argue, is important to understand impacts of 
water use on wood stork nesting or to see if wood stork populations are moving nesting sites northward, 
outside of Georgia.  
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