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Discover and Restore Outdoor Education Program
by Jen Baker

Over the 2012-2013 school year, the Hamilton Naturalists’ 
Club continued with the Discover and Restore Outdoor 

Education Program.  Thanks to the generosity of our funders, 
seven classes were invited to take part from Lawfield, Lake Av-
enue, Cathy Wever and Queen Victoria Elementary schools. 

“You’ve created experiences that will be cherished memories.”  
Michelle, teacher at Lake Avenue School.

The schools were chosen from a list of criteria that included 
existing partnerships with keen teachers who taught in a range of 
grade levels and who were willing to partner in short timelines.  
From that, seven classes were identified that ranged in grades 
from 2 to 4. All four schools were presented with field trip options 
that included Red Hill Valley Trails, or HNC’s Cartwright Nature 
Sanctuary or Amaolo Nature Sanctuary. 

“I saw during both field trips how all students become equals.  
Those who struggle with reading and writing can have the same 
opportunities as those who don’t. The looks on their faces as 
they discover things with their peers was priceless. The ability 
to communicate their learning’s orally as well as all of the other 
students, puts them on equally footing with the whole class.”  Nancy, 
teacher at Cathy Wever School.

The concept of the program is simple: get children interested in 
nature.  This is done with two presentations and two field trips 
split between the fall and spring.  Another aspect of the springtime 
session included the students planting seeds, caring for them, and 
then planting them at the ecological restoration project at the 
Amaolo Nature Sanctuary.  This hands-on activity proved to be 
engaging for the students.  One student from Cathy Wever School 
noted they were “proud that we planted our seedlings in the field to 
help make it a better habitat.”  

The programs have also ignited a scientific and biological passion 
in a few of my students, possibly triggering some careers in science 
or environmental studies later. You’ve just opened another door for 
these children to choose from in their futures.”  Michelle, teacher at 
Lake Avenue School.

A secondary goal is to create memories.  Taking a moment in 
the spring to recap what the students remember from the fall 
program yields impressive results. During the spring program, 
it became clear that the students remembered a great deal from 
the fall session, recounting information about the animals and 
habitats they saw or conversations that had occurred.  This speaks 
to how focused they are when being out in nature or even just 
talking about it.  

   

“I value this partnership.  I don’t think my science program would 
be half as effective or engaging without the Hamilton Naturalists’ 
Club.” Adela, teacher at Lawfield School.  

In all of the feedback, the teachers were interested in partnering 
with the HNC in future projects. This kind of positive response 
speaks to how engaging the teachers felt this project was for their 
students.  

“When you consider the demographics of my school, (most students 
live in apartments) your programming offers a chance for them to 
learn to love Hamilton. It takes them out of their busy populated 
community and allows them to connect with a calm beautiful 
aspect of Hamilton that they may not have known existed. Thank 
you!” Michelle, teacher at Lake Avenue School. 

The main goal of this project is to engage with students 
and foster an interest in nature and we are happy to have 
met our goal!  

Special thanks to our funders: Hamilton Community Foundation,  
Kirkpatrick Fund, Ed Smee Environment Fund and J.P. Bickell 
Foundation.

This program involves so many people, from the teachers 
(Michelle, Adela, Linda, Mark, Jennifer and Irene), principals, 
Mr. Amaolo, parent volunteers, HNC volunteers (Mary Johnston, 
Brian Wylie, Gerten Basom, Giuliana Casimirri, Margaret Troy, 
Elaine Serena, Len Manning, Theresa Cardey), to the funders and 
more. A big thank you to all those involved!

Some images from the  Discover and Restore Outdoor 
Education Program

New observation deck at Amaolo - see page 5
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Eastern Bluebirds and Brown-headed Cowbirds
By June Hitchcox, Courtesy of the Apsley Voice

Brown-headed Cowbirds are described as “nest parasites” 
when it comes to laying their eggs because they lay them in 

the nests of other birds and let the hosts raise them. 

The Halton Bluebird Club has bluebird trails in Bronte Creek 
Provincial Park on both sides of Bronte Creek with bluebird nest 
boxes along these trails. Club members monitor the boxes weekly, 
checking to see if there are nests in them; watching to see what 
species of bird is flying into the box; (they are frequently used by 
species other than Eastern Bluebirds such as Tree Swallows and 
House Wrens); how many eggs; how many chicks; and when those 
chicks fledge.  They also band the chicks. For the first recorded 
time in the Halton Bluebird Club, a Brown-headed Cowbird laid 
two eggs in one of those bluebird nests!

Apparently birds are able to count the number of eggs that they 
lay so this cowbird had to dispose of one bluebird egg each time 
it laid one of its own.  On May 19, there were five eggs in the nest.  
On May 26, monitors reported three blue eggs plus two chicks 
still sitting in half their egg shells. On June 2, still thinking that 
they were Eastern Bluebird chicks because adults were flying in 
and out of the nest box, the monitors were surprised at the size of 
the two chicks and suggested that they were large enough to band.  
On June 5, banders found that the two large chicks were gone, 
leaving two very small chicks and an unhatched egg.  Those two 

large chicks had hatched May 26 and were fledged in less than 10 
days!  Bill Read to the rescue: those large chicks were cowbirds!  
He also noted that female cowbirds tend to lay their eggs in the 
nest of species which raised them.  If these two young cowbirds 
are females, they will probably seek out a bluebird nest next year 
for their eggs. Monitors will keep a sharp eye on the size of the 
eggs.  It is illegal to remove cowbird eggs from a nest – cowbirds 
check on their eggs and have been known to destroy the host nest 
if their eggs are removed.  Perhaps another solution may be found 
such as a different style of nest box that cowbirds cannot access. 
Many thanks to Joyce LeChasseur and to Sylvia van Walsum for 
this fascinating glimpse into nature.   

Secretary’s Report
by Joyce Litster

After five years on the HNC Board, the end of my term of office 
is approaching.  It has been an interesting time, and I have 

thoroughly enjoyed being part of the team that meets to consider 
the business of the HNC.  I have attended most Board meetings of 
the past five years, taken notes and produced minutes.  In Febru-
ary of 2011 we began printing a Summary of the Club Minutes, a 
synopsis of some of the issues we deal with, although anything of a 
confidential nature is not included. The minutes and other histori-
cal documents of the Club from 1919 to 1984 were kept in storage 
in Bolton by the Archives of Ontario. This winter we updated our 
archival collection by donating minutes/documents from 1984 to 
June 2012, but this time, we donated them to the Archives of the 
Hamilton Public Library. This humidity-controlled archive is in the 
process of being expanded and improved.  We also requested that 
the Archives of Ontario release their HNC holdings and send them 
to the Hamilton Public Library Archives.  This has been done. Thus 
the history of the Club now resides in Hamilton, where it belongs. 
We hope it will be available to researchers some time this summer.

Support the Wood Duck!!
Of your membership dues, most of it is 
directed to the printing and mailing of the 
Wood Duck. With the colour version that is 
now into its 3rd year, it costs more than ever 
to produce the “Duck”. However, we feel it is 
money well spent. We encourage all of you 
who donate to the Club, to earmark some of 
your donations to the General Fund. This is 
the fund that pays for the Wood Duck and 
it the fund that is sometimes most wanting. 
Your General Fund donation will allow us 
to continue to produce a high quality Wood 
Duck for years to come.  

Volunteer Moments –  Gerten Basom 
When HNC members were approached to build an education deck at the 
Amaolo Sanctuary two years ago, support was immediate and steps were 
taken to support the Discover and Restore Education Program led by HNC’s 
Jen Baker. This program tours many grade 4 school groups through the 
Amaolo property and other local natural areas, thus engaging young minds 
with nature. Volunteers built the deck last fall and early this spring (see photo 
page 4). What resulted was a deck from which the students could safely dip 
their nets to explore the pond creatures. The reward came in June when 
several enthusiastic grade 4 groups toured Amaolo, delighting in observing 
everything around them. Sharing your knowledge and skills on these tours 
helps build strong community connections with these young minds. Jen is 
always pleased to receive new volunteers. Please contact Jen for some of these 
wonderful opportunities. Jen Baker, Land Trust Co-ordinator, 905-524-3339.   


