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Maidenhair Spleenwort, 30 October 2015, near Twiss Road, Halton Region - photo Peter Thoem. This pretty little fern is quite 
uncommon in the Hamilton area. Learn more about this fern on page 87.
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Editor’s notes…… 
Hard to believe that it is December already. I imagine most of you are thinking that as well. Really, where does the time go? 
The cover Wood Duck photo for this issue was taken by Joe Minor on 19 April 2015 at Churchill Park, Hamilton. This is the 12th photo 
in this “project” (see Wood Duck May 2014, page 196). This will be the second to last photo unless I receive more Wood Duck 
photos from our readers. Nonetheless, 13 photos will be a good number of photos to select the winning photo from. More on 
this later.
This issue has several fine articles. I enjoyed editing (reading) all of them. My compliments to all of the writers. This brings 
to my mind: Have you ever considered writing an article for the Wood Duck? Is there some natural history event in your life 
recently, or in the long past, that deserves to be shared with our readers? Some of you may have considered this but thought 
that your article or your writing skills are not sufficient. Both are probably unfounded, but fear not, as our Publications 
Committee can craft your article if there are any flaws in structure, grammar or spelling. And nothing makes us better writers 
than simple practice. Imagine how rewarding it would be to see your article published in the Wood Duck and in print for 
perpetuity. Think about it. A small legacy admittedly, but something rewarding. Something you can show your grandchildren.
At the risk of getting political, I think I can safely say that most Club members are concerned about global warming. Many of 
us our greatly concerned and realize it is the issue of our time. I don’t think there is any doubt that the recent election swept 
in a new government that at least seems committed to tackle this problem. We cannot be complacent however as words must 
be backed up by deeds. We have yet to see these deeds, although the signs are quite encouraging. This is of course a global 
problem and will require the cooperation of many other world nations. By the time you read this, the United Nations Climate 
Change Conference in Paris will have come and gone. The time for action was admittedly years ago, but my hope, and the 
hope of millions of others, is that something extraordinary will come out of this conference. Is there any other option?

A Late Carolina Wren Nest 
by Janet Snaith

Carolina Wrens have long been neighbourhood regulars for 
us here in Paris. They are often seen and heard in the middle 

of winter in what are likely small family groups. However, the 
following was quite a surprise.  

Early in September we were noticing them much more frequently 
out our back door, fleetingly seen on the gate, the dog house, the 
step to the shed, and on the arbour which shades the back door. I 
came to realize they were building a nest, a tunnel-like structure 
of leaf skeletons and dried grass, in a planter box which hangs on 
the shed at eye level...anything but a discreet location.  

I had been trying to avoid the nest, but it just wasn’t possible as 
I had to frequently go in and out of the shed. I was only a couple 
of feet away when I did. On September 13th, my curiosity got the 
better of me and as I peered in, an irate wren darted out at me. Sure 
enough, there appeared to be three 
tiny brown-speckled, white eggs.  

Later that week, on about the 18th, 
we observed the parents carrying 
food to the nest. Again being curious, 
I realized there were four mouths 
awkwardly lurching out of the cradle. 
By mid week their eyes were open, 
and as I passed by and peered in, 
they would no longer remain visible 
but hunkered down to be out of sight. 
By the 25th, they clearly were getting 
their true feathers, and I could see 
their distinctive curved bills and 
white eye brows developing.  

Throughout this period, the parents 
were very vocal, and at times almost 
incessantly singing. They were feverishly 
retrieving insects, approaching the nest 
from a number of different perches to 
disappear briefly into the nest. 

Alas, this morning, Sunday September 27th, they were gone. The 
nest is undisturbed and intact so it doesn’t appear to have been 
poached, and I am hopeful that the young fledged successfully. 

Editor’s Note: There are very few late summer nesting records of 
this species for Ontario. In the Breeding Birds of Ontario: Nidiology 
and Distribution (Peck and James 1987), the latest egg date listed, 
based on the Ontario Nest Records Scheme, is 8 August. There is 
however, an early September nest record near Point Pelee at Seacliff 
(Anonymous 2003). Birds in this nest hatched on 1 September and 
fledged 11 September. The Paris record is the latest or one of the 
latest Carolina Wren nesting reports for Ontario.
References
Anonymous. 2003. Record-Late Carolina Wren Nest for Point Pelee. 
Point Pelee Natural History News 3: 50.
Peck, G.K. and R.D. James. 1987. Breeding Birds of Ontario: Nidiology 
and Distribution. Vol. 2: Passerines. Royal Ontario Museum, Toronto.

Janet Snaith, from the Paris 
Star, 28 October 2010 - 

photo Casandra Bellefeuille.

Carolina Wren nest, 27 
September 2015. Note the bill of 

one nestling - photo Janet Snaith.

Please Renew Your Membership!!!
Several members have not renewed their membership yet. 
Please don’t let it end like this!  We need you to support the Club 
in our efforts to conserve nature in the Hamilton/Burlington area. 
You can renew at Club Monthly Meetings and BSG meetings, 
or by Canada Post (print a renewal form from the website and 
mail it to the Club post office box) or by visiting the Club website 
(hamiltonnature.org) and using PayPal.
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A n d  N o w  F o r  S o m e  G o o d  N e w s

HCA Secures Two Major Properties in East Escarpment
Hamilton Conservation Authority (HCA) has completed 

the purchase of 178 acres in the East Escarpment Wetland 
Restoration project area.  The acquisition was announced at 
the October 1 Board of Directors meeting. The two properties 
purchased are adjacent and also link to the Dofasco 2000 Trail and 
the Devil’s Punchbowl Conservation Area, making the purchase 
a major step in the project, which aims to acquire floodplain 
lands, existing and former forested and wetland areas in the East 
Escarpment with the potential for restoration and enhancement 
and to provide for passive recreation.

The first property is 102 acres, (41.29 hectares) and contains 
significant woodland in its northern area. 422 metres of the main 
channel of Battlefield Creek traverses the property from east to 
west, with additional tributary watercourses on the property 
draining to the main channel. Significant karst features including 
small caves and sinkholes are located on the subject lands with 
existing watercourses flowing through the karst features.

The second property is 76.4 acres (30.9 hectares) and contains 
forested, meadow and agricultural lands. 409 metres of the 
main channel of Battlefield Creek traverses the property from 
east to west, with additional tributary watercourses on the 
property draining to the main channel. In total, 831 metres of 
Battlefield Creek’s main channel runs through the properties, 
plus tributaries.

Funding for the acquisitions came from donations from the 
Heritage Green Community Trust and the City of Hamilton, 

who committed to donate $2 million towards securing land in 
the East Escarpment area.

The areas where acquisitions will be targeted are mostly rural 
with a mix of agricultural lands and former agricultural lands.   
In the rural areas, floodplain lands, remnant forest and wetland 
features and habitat exist but they have been heavily impacted 
by past activities and development. These remnant features and 
habitats are a high priority for conservation and restoration.

Wetlands act as natural sponges that trap and slowly release 
water, whether from precipitation, snow melt or surface water.   
This regulates the flow of water through the watershed during 
periods of low flows and high flows.

In future, design plans will be created to allow for more natural 
flow of streams and watercourses through the subwatersheds, 
with the goal of restoring the watercourses, wetlands and 
forests to improve the habitat and function. Many of the current 
watercourses through the areas have been diverted through the 
use of roadside ditches and other channels rather than following 
their natural path.

Article reprinted from Hamilton Conservation Authority 
website https://conservationhamilton.ca/hca-secures-two-major-
properties-in-east-escarpment/

A n d  N o w  F o r  S o m e  N o t - S o - G o o d  N e w s

City Undermines Conservation Authority
CATCH News – October 16, 2015

The Conservation Authority is purchasing lands for a major 
east escarpment park at the same time that the city has 

floated the idea of removing these same areas from the protected 
Greenbelt and opening them up to residential and industrial 
development. The city move opens hundreds of acres in upper 
Stoney Creek to intense speculation and steep price increases 
and is also being promoted with false and misleading statements.

Environment Hamilton argues these city proposals issued last 
month for cuts to the Greenbelt are a “straw man” scheme that 
are “out of the realm of what the provincial review was asking 
for municipalities” and ignore the criteria set out by the Ontario 
government for the ten-year assessment of the Greenbelt 
agricultural protection area established in 2005.

“It states that upper or single tier municipalities are required to 
provide a comprehensive justification or growth management 
study to support proposed boundary changes,” notes the citizen 

non-profit group. “The city of Hamilton has not provided this.”

City planners have asked the public to “consider for removal 
from the Greenbelt” several large blocks including one in Upper 
Stoney Creek designated as Area 2. In the public consultation 
held last month the block is described as suitable for residential 
or industrial uses and the public is assured it contains “no 
conservation areas, existing trails, or city classified parks.”

There is no mention of the 15-year-old Dofasco Trail that runs 
through the block, and the use of the “city classified park” 
terminology apparently allows city planners to ignore the large 
park run by Dofasco for its employees that was set up long before 
the company was purchased by foreign interests. 

And earlier this month the Hamilton Conservation Authority 
announced the purchase of 178 acres (72 ha) that comprises 
about a quarter of Area 2. The acquisition is part of the East 
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Escarpment Wetland Project that is partly funded by a $2 million 
contribution from the city.

“The two properties purchased are adjacent and also link to the 
Dofasco 2000 Trail and the Devil’s Punchbowl Conservation 
Area,” says an HCA announcement, “making the purchase a 
major step in the project, which aims to acquire floodplain 
lands, existing and former forested and wetland areas in the East 
Escarpment with the potential for restoration and enhancement 
and to provide for passive recreation,”.

The HCA statement emphasizes that the lands contain over 800 
metres of Battlefield Creek as well as some of its tributaries because 
flood control on in the creek watershed is a stated objective of the 
HCA project. This is the creek that flooded the National Drive 
area in December 2006 after debris diverted it down a railway 
corridor and across Greenhill Avenue.

Area 2 is one of five large blocks – three in Upper Stoney Creek and 
two on tenderfruit lands near Winona – that city planner suggest 
should be removed from the Greenbelt. Environment Hamilton 
calls these areas “land that is needed for food production, or to 

prevent flooding or extreme drought in the very near future” as 
climate change imposes more severe weather.

The group points to the serious “drought situation in California 
where we import much of our food from” as well as the Syrian 
refugee crisis which they say “provides a prime example of 
the upheaval that can result from extended drought”. It argues 
Hamilton should be increasing local food production to make the 
city more self-sufficient in feeding itself.

“The city of Hamilton has consistently disregarded arguments 
and objections raised by stakeholder groups and the general 
public concerning the continued shrinking of prime agricultural 
lands and natural areas across Hamilton,” says the Environment 
Hamilton submission to the city. “The city (planners) continues to 
plough ahead with 1950s ideas of planning for growth, minimizing 
the province’s direction to build within urban boundaries [and] 
instead encouraging, promoting and facilitating sprawl.”

A report on the Greenbelt boundary review initiated by the city is 
expected to go to councillors in early December.

Summary of Spring 2015 HNC Member Survey 
by Maggie Sims

Many of our members chose to respond to our member 
survey sent out last Spring. There was a lot of information 

included and through the summer I have been analysing the 
results and, as promised, here is a summary of what you told us.

Overall, 93% of the responses indicated that you are either 
extremely or very satisfied with your membership.

You indicated that you particularly like the monthly meetings, 
the speakers, the various events throughout the year and our 
land conservation efforts. On the down side, many of you said 
that you were dissatisfied with our website, and some respondents 
suggested that we are perhaps becoming a little stale in our 
activities and ideas. A lot of you felt it is very important to try and 
encourage more young people to become interested in our Club 
and we received a number of interesting suggestions in this regard. 
Speaker topics covering the environment and nature, plants, 
trees, gardening, birds and travel were by far the most popular, 
with local artisans and astronomy coming a distant last on the 
list. From a negative perspective we were told that some of the 
speakers can be a little too “technical” for the majority of us and 
this year in particular the slate of speakers was rather repetitive 
and somewhat boring even if covering an essential conservation 
topic.

More than 90% of our members indicated they are extremely 
or very satisfied with the Wood Duck in its current format and 
we received a large number of complimentary comments as 
well as insightful suggestions for possible future enhancements.  

Very few of you would feel comfortable with us making any 
reductions to either the format, the colour pages, the frequency 
or the availability of mailed copies. Almost 60% of you agreed 
that paying a small extra charge to have the magazine continue as 
now would be the best alternative if such a situation arises in the 
future. We did receive some less positive comments, in particular 
that the magazine seems rather ”busy” and additional white 
space would enhance the overall impression. There were also 
several suggestions that the content focuses too much on birds 
and articles on a wider range of topics would be appreciated.

Turning to our events, 70% of you indicated regular attendance 
at our monthly club meetings and over 50% attendance at the 
various hikes and outings offered during the year. We also 
received a number of interesting suggestions for other activities, 
such as community clean-up events, inter-club activities (hikes/
workshops etc.), more focus on our own conservation work 
and volunteer appreciation. Several people suggested we should 
hold workshops led by some of our own experts in such things 
as birding, nature photography, identifying our local flora and 
fauna,  botanical painting and so on.

Our website received the most disappointing results. Less than 
10% of you visit the site once a week or more, with 52% visiting 
only occasionally. We received a lot of negative remarks about the 
usability and content of the site and this has highlighted the need 
to speed up our planned revamp of the site. Stay tuned!  Very few 
of you indicated that you ever access our website via social media 
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(Facebook, Twitter etc.) but we need to pursue this avenue if we 
are to encourage the younger generation to visit our website and 
learn about our activities.

Finally we asked you what else we could do to preserve our 
natural heritage and for any other comments you had about 
HNC. The overall thrust of the responses was that we should 
focus our energies on conservation issues as that is the most 
important aspect of our Club’s activities. Further, encouraging 
younger people to become involved is critical if we and other 
conservation groups are to remain effective in the future.

So what’s next? Well, our new Board will be considering the 
results in depth and we will attempt to address those items that 
received the most negative responses. At the same time we need 
to review all the suggestions and recommendations you offered 
and hope to implement at least some of the more popular 
ones over the next few months. And what can you do to help?  
Remember, this is your club and each one of you can help to 
make it even better by volunteering some time and/or expertise. 
How, you may ask?  Well here are a few things to consider:

- You say you’d like more variety in the “Duck” – so why not 

write an article for it? 

- You would like some different speakers – why not step up 
and give a presentation on a topic dear to your heart?

- Are you a proficient photographer, or painter, or other type 
of artisan? Why not lead a workshop to demonstrate and 
pass on those skills?

- Do you have a particular hike you love? Why not offer to 
lead a walk through that area?

- Are you very familiar with some aspect of the local flora or 
fauna? A hike or a workshop teaching others how to iden-
tify species would be very well-received.

- Bring your enthusiasm and business acumen to the table – 
consider volunteering for a Board position.

I’m sure there are many of you in the Club who have a wealth of 
expertise and knowledge in certain areas of nature conservancy.  
Do consider sharing this with both current and future nature 
lovers in the Club – we would all appreciate it!

B i r d  S t u d y  G r o u p  M e e t i n g  S u m m a r y  –  S e p t e m b e r  1 4 ,  2 0 1 5 

The Discovery of the Jocotoco Antpitta and Its Effect on 
Conservation in Ecuador and South America
by Michael Rowlands

The 29th season of monthly meetings of the Bird Study Group 
(BSG) began on September 14 at the Burlington Seniors’ 

Centre with Arlene McCaw emceeing the evening.

First up was Bob Curry, who delivered a personal remembrance 
of HNC and BSG member Jim Heslop, who sadly passed away 
earlier in the month after a courageous battle with cancer. 
After Jim’s arrival from the Durham Region Field Naturalists 
many years ago, Bob recalled that he was always helping out in 
some capacity at the HNC. One of the first tasks Jim excelled at 
was helping to digitize the older bird records of the Club. His 
was a familiar face in the field on Club birding hikes, fall and 
Christmas bird counts, and the spring camping trips to Point 
Pelee. Several times he travelled with family or HNC birding 
friends to faraway places to see birds and he generously shared 
some of those adventures with short presentations at our BSG 
Members’ Nights. Most recently Jim was the HNC Treasurer for 
several years. He will be missed by his birding friends both inside 
and outside the Hamilton Study Area. Donations may be made in 
his memory to the HNC.

On a happier note, Bob then gave a short identification workshop 
on how to distinguish between Orange-crowned Warblers and 
Tennessee Warblers during the fall migration. He discussed their 
migration cycles, habitat, structure, and plumage and was helped 
in pointing out the differences by some excellent high-resolution 

photos, many of which were 
provided by Tom Thomas, 
one of the Club’s many gifted 
bird photographers.

Our guest speaker for the 
evening, Hamilton born 
architect and conservationist 
David Agro, was introduced 
by BSG member David 
Brewer, who is a long-time friend. While growing up in 
Hamilton, David Agro spent many hours birding at Long Point 
and was mentored by HNC members George North, Bob Stamp, 
and others. His main goal in speaking to the BSG was to tell 
us how the discovery of the Jocotoco Antpitta – a species only 
recognized in 1997 and now considered endangered because 
of habitat loss and degradation – helped vitalize conservation 
activities in Ecuador and other parts of South America.

First of all, to explain his love of the birds of South America, 
David showed us a slide of many warblers familiar to Canadian 
birders and pointed out that they all spend the majority of the 
year in South America, visiting us only for the short breeding 
season. There are more birds there than anywhere else in the 
world, he explained: Ecuador alone, with its many biomes 
created by its mountains and valleys, has more than 1600 bird 

David Agro, 14 September 2015- photo 
Michael Rowlands.
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species; Ontario has only about 490! During the 1990s, David 
worked at the Academy of Natural Sciences in Philadelphia doing 
research on birds of Central and South America. In particular, 
he assisted world-renowned ornithologist Dr. Robert Ridgely 
with his research to create field guides on the passerines of South 
America.

Bob Ridgely first saw a previously 
unknown (to scientists) large 
antpitta with an unusual call on 
a field trip to the cloud forest of 
southern Ecuador in 1997 and 
managed to get a photograph 
of it. What was locally known 
as the Jocotoco turned out to be 
a new species of antpitta and was 
given the Latin name Grallaria 
ridgelyi in Ridgely’s honour. The 
discovery was big news in the birding world and it was featured 
in many birding journals and magazines around the globe in the 
ensuing few years.

The Jocotoco Antpitta is a long-legged, stumpy-tailed bird with 
an upright posture and large white patches below its eyes. Bob 
Ridgely returned to the same area the next year in an expedition 
sponsored by Nigel Simpson to further study this reclusive 
bird. The group included photographer Doug Wechsler and 
our speaker, David Agro. After many failed attempts, David 
and helpers finally managed to catch a Jocotoco in a net and 
transferred it to a photography tent where Doug captured some 
clear photographs of it – just before it cleverly escaped!

A search for more individuals of this newly-discovered species 
ensued to determine its predominance and it was found that 
it had a fairly limited range in which only 300 – 1,000 pairs 
existed. At Nigel’s suggestion, it was proposed that the land be 
purchased to protect the habitat so a conservation organization 
was established – with David as one of the founding members – 
called Fundación Jocotoco and about 650 hectares were initially 

acquired. 

Since the inception of the 
Jocotoco Foundation, many 
other world conservation 
groups have partnered with 
it to support the creation of 
other reserves in Ecuador. 
One of the foundation’s 
goals is to connect various 
forest fragments and create 
an ecological corridor 
through the country. About 
26% of the land in Ecuador 
is now protected, David 
enthused, and one of his 

slides showed that over $7 million US had been raised to date 
to purchase land in nine reserves with a combined area of about 
13,800 acres (nearly 34,000 hectares).
The Tapichalaca Reserve was the first reserve set up to manage 

the reforestation and naturalization of the land with local people. 
While it is an unusually wet part of the temperate-zone forest, it is 
rich in wildlife and in 2001 a lodge, named in Nigel’s honour and 
called Casa Simpson, was built to accommodate visiting birders. 
A healthy tourism business has resulted and Jocotoco Antpittas 
can often be seen there when lured into view for morning feedings 
with worms.

David next showed us views of the beautiful Uracca Lodge and 
visitor cabins in the Jorupe Reserve in the dry, southwestern part 
of Ecuador, near the Peruvian border. His photos showed us that 
here you can see White-tailed Jays, Pale-browed Tinamous, Blue-
crowned Motmots, King Vultures and Black-billed Cuckoos. 
As funding allows, some of the purchased land here is being 
converted from rice paddies back to its original forest; this will 
provide increased habitat for the Jocotoco Antpitta and other 
threatened birds. 

The Buenaventura Reserve is a 2000-hectare tract of foothill cloud 
forest between 400 and 1200 metres elevation on the west slope 
of the Andes in southwestern Ecuador, home of the threatened El 
Oro Parakeet (Pyrrhura orcesi), one of the world’s rarest parrots. 
The Jocotoco Foundation is particularly interested in acquiring 
3000 more hectares of habitat in this area to fully protect the El Oro 
in all of its currently fragmented breeding territory. The reserve 
protects about half of the world’s total population of 350 of these 
colourful birds. Other threatened birds in this region include the 
vulnerable (and strange-looking) Long-wattled Umbrella Bird 
and the endangered Pale-headed Brush Finch. There were only 
13 pairs of the latter species observed there in 1999 but, thanks 
to the ongoing protection and reforestation efforts, there were 60 
in a 2006 census.

Moving next to conservation in other South American countries, 
David showed us pictures of the Abra Patricia Conservation 
Area and its Owlet Lodge that many international birders use as 
a base for birding in Peru. Conservation is more of a challenge 
in Peru because there are nu-
merous birds threatened there 
and more work needs to be 
done in protecting habitat. We 
saw photos of the endangered 
Long-whiskered Owlet, Royal 
Sunangel (a tiny black and blue 
hummingbird), and Marvel-
lous Spatuletail (another hum-
mingbird with a long tail end-
ing in two brightly coloured 
“racket” feathers). The forests 
of Peru are also winter homes 
to Swainson’s Thrush, Canada 
Warbler and many other war-
blers we see in Canada in the 
summer and fall. 

In Colombia there are more reserves than in Ecuador, David in-
formed us. The World Wildlife Fund and the Nature Conservan-
cy have established projects there to help local organizations with 
bird protection. In the western region, the Yellow-eared Parakeet 

The Tapichalaca Reserve is 
situated on the east slope of the 

Andes and protects a particularly 
wet temperate forest - photo 

Nigel Simpson.

Trail at Tapichalaca Reserve from 
http://www.jocotoursecuador.

com/en/our-lodges/casa-simpson-
tapichalaca-reserve.Jocotoco Antpitta, photo from the web.
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Reserve protects its eponymous bird as well as other endemic 
species such as Purplish-mantled Tanager, Red-bellied Grackle, 
and Velvet-purple Coronet. Work is also being done there to 
protect the winter habitat of the Cerulean Warbler, which visits 
Canada in the spring and summer. At the El Dorado Reserve 
in northern Colombia, the endangered Santa Marta Parakeet 
is found along with a hummingbird called the White-tailed 
Starfrontlet; in this reserve the winter habitats of Nashville and 
Golden-winged Warblers are also being protected.

Because so many birds seen in the northern hemisphere dur-
ing the breeding season have winter links to Central and South 
America, there is much interest and financial support from in-
dividuals and environmental organizations in Canada and the 
United States for protecting bird habitats in the northern coun-
tries of South America. The discovery of the Jocotoco Antpitta 
and the establishment of reserves definitely catalyzed an increase 
in foreign support of bird conservation in Ecuador and other 

neighbouring South American countries.

In wrapping up his talk, David let us know that there are many 
easily-found websites we can explore to learn more about the 
birds and areas he had discussed, such as the Joco Tours site (for 
birding tours in Ecuador) and the American Bird Conservan-
cy’s site (the group’s motto is “bringing back the birds across the 
Western Hemisphere”). After a few questions from the floor were 
answered, the audience gratefully thanked David with hearty 
applause for his colourful and informative presentation. When 
presented with a cheque from the Club as his honorarium, David 
asked that the money be donated instead to the HNC’s sanctuary 
fund – an admirable gesture from a committed conservationist 
to end a thought-provoking evening.

 
Map of Tapichalaca Reserve from http://www.jocotoursecuador.com/

en/our-lodges/casa-simpson-tapichalaca-reserve

Jocotoco Antpitta, photo from the web, showing that it is not a small 
bird as you might assume from the photo on the opposite page.

Rainbow over Bronte Creek Marsh, 25 October 2015 - photo Gavin Edmondstone.
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Hidden Kingdoms in Your Own Backyard
by Kathryn Tisshaw

This past summer I have been working for Dr. Jenny McCune, a 
postdoctoral fellow at the University of Guelph who studies rare 

woodland plants. As a recent graduate in the Wildlife Biology and 
Conservation program at Guelph, helping Jenny look for rare woodland 
plants around southern Ontario was exactly what I was looking for in 
a summer job. A typical day included talking to eclectic landowners, 
looking through their forests for rare plants, falling into mud-holes, 
and trudging through swamps. What fascinated me the most was the 
incredible diversity of forests, and how each woodlot was unique and 
memorable in its own way. 

Since European settlement, most of the southern Ontario forests have 
been removed to make way for agriculture and urban development. What 
are left are patches that are either privately owned or conservation areas 
or preserves like Spooky Hollow Nature Sanctuary. Our project involves 
testing a computer model which incorporates climate, topography, soil 
and other physical data with known occurrences of rare plant species, 
to predict other locations where the plant might grow. My job was 
to navigate to a site (using GPS), where the model predicted suitable 
habitat for one of our target species. Then, determine who owned the 
woodlot, and ask permission to search the site.

We searched for 30 different rare plant species. These included Green 
Dragon (Arisaema dracontium), Harbinger of Spring (Erigenia bulbosa), 
and Broad Beech Fern (Phegopteris hexagonoptera). When I mentioned 
the names of these plants to some of my friends and family, most of them 
hadn’t heard of any of them. I can’t blame them - the diversity of plants is 
still overwhelming to me, and I have been studying them for a few years. 
Plants are incredibly diverse. They are everywhere we look, and to some 
people they all look the same. Perhaps the great diversity of plants, is why 
some people don’t think of plants when they think of endangered species. 
Characteristic mammals and birds are popular keystone conservation 
species among naturalists as it is easy to recognize, for example, a Bald 
Eagle and not mistake it for another bird. 

Scientists suggest that one reason for the diversification of flowering 
plants is pollination preference by insects. Insect pollinators and 
flowering plants have diversified together in an evolutionary race to 
find the best pollinator-plant relationships. Insects and plants are two 
classes of organisms that are tightly linked – they depend on each other 

for their survival. Many insects 
are specialists on specific plants, 
like this Pandorus Sphinx 
Moth caterpillar (Eumorpha 
pandorus), which feeds only on 
Wild Grape (Vitis riparia) and 
Virginia creeper (Parthenocissus 
quinquefolia). The adult moths 
pollinate a few specific plants. 
This is why plant diversity is 
important; the collapse of one 
species may result in the collapse 

of its insect companions, and this in turn affects organisms further up 
the food chain. 

In addition to discovering the incredible diversity of forests, I found 
that rare plants are rather elusive. Within each of our 100 by 100 metre 
plots, there could be one hundred or more plant species. Among these, 
sometimes there were rare plants from the group we were searching 
for, and occasionally other rare plants that were not on our search list. 
Our field team had the opportunity to search four squares within the 
Spooky Hollow and Short Hills Nature Sanctuaries. These sanctuaries 
were unlike any of the other woodlots we surveyed. The forests were 
much older, fallen trees were covered in thick blankets of moss, and 
there was little human disturbance except for a few shady trails. We 
were looking for Perfoliate Bellwort (Uvularia perfoliata) which is rare 
in Ontario.  We didn’t find it, but we did find Rue Anemone (Thalictrum 
thalictroides), which is not as rare as the bellwort, but still rare enough 
to be tracked by the provincial Natural Heritage Information Centre.

The message that I tried to relay to the dozens of landowners I met 
was that there are elusive treasures scattered throughout their own 
backyards, and these are integral parts of the ecosystem. Although they 
may be hard to see and recognize, they are essential components of the 
“hidden kingdoms” throughout the forest.

For more information on Dr. Jenny McCune’s research, see www.
liberero.ca or jlmccune.weebly.com

Author Kathryn Tisshaw (centre) and 
Jenny Mccune (right) ) in a landowner’s 

backyard (which happened to be a 
swamp) near Perth in Lanark County, 
June 2014 - photo by Jenny McCune.

Pandorus Sphinx Moth caterpillar (Eumorpha pandorus) climbing across a 
Wild Grape vine (Vitis riparia), August 25, 2015 near Uttoxeter, Lambton 

County - photo by Amber Lammers.

Rue Anemone (Thalictrum thalictroides) growing at the Spooky Hollow 
Nature Sanctuary, 27 May 2015 - photo Jenny McCune.
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It is Just not Black and White
by Bruce Mackenzie

I enjoy picking up feathers washed up by the waves along my 
beach walks. I am always looking for neat subjects to sketch.

It took me a long time to figure out that some short black feathers 
with two white spots at the end were body feathers from loons.

In the fall at Sauble Beach on Lake Huron, loon feathers are easy 
to find along the shoreline. Gull feathers are the common find 
of course, but sometimes feathers from non-waterbirds that are 
accidents of storms, or the results of a raptor’s meal along the 
shore, leave more colourful feathers. 

I suspect that most of the feathers washed up on the beach are 
the result of waterbirds moulting and losing their feathers. This 
would explain the loon and gull feathers.

Recently I came across an article by David Sibley (Bird Watching, 
October 2015) about moulting, and he mentioned that the blackish 
pigment in bird feathers known as melanin strengthens feathers. 
This caused me to think about the wear patterns I had noticed in 
many of the feathers that I have collected. The photo of a primary 
feather from a Ringed-billed Gull and the photo of a body feather 
of a Common Loon show severe wear on the white part of the 
feathers. The black section showed far less wear.

This answered some other questions I have had while trying 
to identify gulls. Because of various amounts of wear on the 

“mirrors” or white spots on the 
primary tips, there may be few 
visible. Depending upon how the 
gull is holding its wings, there may 
be no white spots visible if the mirrors are badly worn. 

It seems there would be an obvious advantage to having black 
tips on primary feathers that are more durable than just white 
feathering. As with the tip of a propeller, there is more wear on 
the end because it is going faster and travelling further than the 
more central parts of the propeller. The same thing would happen 
with a flight feather. 

Not all gulls have black 
primaries. Some gulls have 
almost no pigment, like Iceland 
Gull, to none in the Ivory Gull. 
Do species with black tips have 
an advantage over white-tipped 
species?

I have wondered why so many 
pelagic birds – gulls, terns, alcids, 
gannets and others – have a white 
and black body pattern. The wing tips are black in most of these 
birds. The fact that melanin strengthens the feathers could easily 
explain a biological advantage for these long distance flying birds. 
Shorebirds and waterfowl have dark to black wing tips as well. 

The next time I am trying to identify a confusing gull, I think I 
will ask it to show me before and after moult pictures. It would 
make my life easier.

Adult Ring-billed Gull with partially worn primaries - photo Bruce Mackenzie.

Ring-billed Gull primary showing uneven wear of feather, especially 
white mirror, 12 October 2015 - photo Bruce Mackenzie.

Bruce Mackenzie from the web.

Common Loon body feather, 17 
September 2015 - photo Bruce 

Mackenzie.

At the Next HNC Monthly Meeting 

14 December (Monday) 7:30 p.m.
Through the Lens: Why Nature Photography? 

Nature has the ability to captivate and enthrall us 
at a single glance, and capturing it in photos is a 
fascinating, exhilarating and sometimes maddening 
pursuit! In the presentation, Kyle Horner will discuss 
the motivations and inspirations behind nature 
photography and share some of his favourite stories 
and photos. Suitable for photographers and non-
photographers alike! Kyle grew up in Port Hope 
and has been fascinated by nature and wildlife 
for as long as he can remember. His childhood 
was spent sloshing through marshes and traipsing 
through the forest. He is proud to say that he has 
been birdwatching since before he could walk! 
Kyle is currently the Education Coordinator at Wild 
Ontario and a tour guide for Eagle Eye Tours. RBG 
HQ, Plains Road West, Burlington.
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D AT E S  T O  R E M E M B E R  -  D e c e m b e r  2 0 15
One Saturday of the Month, September to May, 10 a.m. to noon, Jr. Naturalists’ Club at RBG Nature Centre.  For 7 to 13 year olds. 
Since the club formed in 1986, it has given children learning experiences that generate life-long respect and appreciation for nature. 
Jackson Hudecki leads the adventures. Pre-registration required. Fee: $80/child.

4 December and 18 December (Fridays) 6:00 p.m. RBG - The Spirit of Nature at Night at RBG Arboretum location. Stroll along 
a lit wintery path on a guided hike. Pre-registration required. Fee: $15 for guests 12 and over, $8 for guests aged 2-11, children 
1 year and under are free.

5 December (Saturday) 6:30 p.m. – 8:30 p.m. HNC- Evening Eastern Screech-Owl Outing. Join birder Sheldon McGregor as 
we visit several popular Eastern Screech-Owl haunts in the Hamilton area. Dress warmly, bring binoculars if you have them as we 
sometimes get glimpses, a flashlight (optional), and perhaps something hot to drink at the end of the outing. Meet at the Martin Road 
parking lot (just beside baseball diamonds – do NOT go down the big hill). This is at the rear (to the west side) of the Morgan Firestone 
Arena - 385 Jerseyville Road West, Ancaster. Contact Sheldon McGregor 905-304-8282 or sheldonbirder@hotmail.com for more info.

6 December (Sunday) 2:00 p.m. – 3:30 p.m. RBG - Get Back to Nature Walk. Free RBG Nature hike (donations welcome). Hendrie 
Valley, meet at Cherry Hill Gate parking Lot. If the weather is inclement, call Program Update Line 905-527-1158 ext. 404.

6 December (Sunday) 2 p.m. to 4 p.m. RBG - The Meaning of Trees at RBG Arboretum location. Enjoy an opportunity to think 
about trees from different perspectives. Pre-registration required. Fee: $15.

7 December (Monday) 7:00 p.m. – 9:00 p.m. HNC - Bird Study Group. Christmas Social and Quiz. Burlington Seniors’ Centre, 
2285 New Street, Burlington.

13 December (Sunday) 2:00 p.m. – 3:30 p.m. RBG - Get Back to Nature Walk. Free RBG Nature hike (donations welcome). 
Princess Point, meet at the parking lot. If the weather is inclement, call Program Update Line 905-527-1158 ext. 404.

14 December (Monday) 7:30 p.m. HNC Monthly Meeting. Through the Lens: Why Nature Photography? Nature has the ability 
to captivate and enthrall us at a single glance, and capturing it in photos is a fascinating, exhilarating and sometimes maddening 
pursuit! In the presentation Kyle Horner will discuss the motivations and inspirations behind nature photography, and share some 
of his favourite stories and photos. Suitable for photographers and non-photographers alike! Kyle grew up in Port Hope and has 
been fascinated by nature and wildlife for as long as he can remember. His childhood was spent sloshing through marshes and 
traipsing through the forest. He is proud to say that he has been birdwatching since before he could walk! Kyle is currently the 
Education Coordinator at Wild Ontario, and a tour guide for Eagle Eye Tours. RBG HQ, Plains Road, Burlington.

20 December (Sunday) 2:00 p.m. – 3:30 p.m. RBG - Get Back to Nature Walk. Free RBG Nature hike (donations welcome). Cootes 
North Shore, meet at the Nature Centre, RBG Arboretum, Old Guelph Road. If the weather is inclement, call  905-527-1158 ext. 404.

22 December (Tuesday) 7:00 p.m. to 9:00 p.m. RBG - Family Solstice Celebration at RBG Arboretum location. Celebrate the first 
day of winter with a forest hike and roaring bonfire. Pre-registration required. Fee: $12 for guests 12 and over, $8 for guests 
aged 4-12. Children under four are free.

26 December (Saturday) HNC - Annual Boxing Day Hamilton Christmas Bird Count. This long-time tradition surveys birds 
within a 7.5 mile radius from Dundurn Castle. Please contact Rob Porter to register - rob@inpictures.ca or 905-920-3148.

27 December (Sunday) 2:00 p.m. – 3:30 p.m. RBG - Get Back to Nature Walk. Free RBG Nature hike (donations welcome). Cootes South 
Shore, meet at the Aviary parking lot, Oak Knoll Drive, Hamilton. If the weather is inclement, call Update Line 905-527-1158 ext. 404.

.
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D AT E S  T O  R E M E M B E R  -  J a n u a r y  2 0 1 6  2015

One Saturday of the Month, September to May, 10 a.m. to noon, Jr. Naturalists’ Club at RBG Nature Centre.  For 7 to 13 year olds. 
Since the club formed in 1986, it has given children learning experiences that generate life-long respect and appreciation for nature. 
Jackson Hudecki leads the adventures. Pre-registration required. Fee: $80/child.

3 January (Sunday) 2 to 3:30 p.m. RBG - Get Back to Nature Walk. Free RBG Nature hike (donations welcome). Hendrie Valley, 
meet at Cherry Hill Gate parking Lot. If the weather is inclement, call Program Update Line 905-527-1158 ext. 404

9 January (Saturday) 8:00 p.m. Hamilton Association Lecture. Winnipeg to Hudson Bay by York Boat. For nine weeks in the 
summer of 2001, a volunteer crew of seven men and one woman retraced the 1200 kilometre (750 mile) voyage from Winnipeg 
to York Factory made countless times by fur traders of the Hudson’s Bay Company during the 1840s. With recreated fur trade 
equipment, food and clothing, and using a replica of a 40-foot-long wooden York boat, they attempted to ferry 1800 kg. (4,000 
lbs) of cargo to Hudson Bay. Kevin Mustard, a member of that expedition, will give his personal account of the arduous and 
sometimes perilous journey. Room 1A1 Ewart Angus Centre. Located in the northwest corner of the McMaster Medical Centre 
on the 1st floor in the purple area.

9 January (Saturday) 8:30 a.m. – 12:30. HNC - Birding Hotspots of Dundas. Join HNC Field Events Director Rob Porter on a tour 
of birding hotspots of Dundas. The group will first hike though “Olympic Woods”. Other local areas will be visited afterwards. 
Meet at the parking lot behind the Olympic Park Ice Surface Arena, 70 Olympic Drive, Dundas. Contact Rob at rob@inpictures.ca

10 January (Sunday) 2 to 3:30 p.m. RBG - Get Back to Nature Walk. Free RBG Nature hike (donations welcome). Princess Point, 
meet at the parking lot. If the weather is inclement, call Program Update Line 905-527-1158 ext. 404 

11 January (Monday) 7:30 p.m. HNC - Monthly Meeting. Review of Floodplain Mapping (FPM) at the Hamilton Conservation 
Authority. The objective of flood management is to prevent the loss of life, minimize property damage and social disruption, and 
encourage a coordinated approach to the use of land and the management of water. This presentation will include a summary of 
the current extent and state of FPM in the HCA watershed and details on HCA’s current FPM standards, as well as a general review 
of the hydrology of extreme weather.  The presentation will also provide an overview of three FPM projects which HCA are presently 
undertaking (Lower Spencer Creek, Redhill Creek and Stoney Creek Numbered Watercourses). Speaker Jonathan Bastien is a water 
resources specialist with more than 10 years of experience in hydrologic / hydraulic modeling, stormwater management and project 
management. RBG HQ, Plains Road West, Burlington.

17 January (Sunday) 2 to 3:30 p.m. RBG - Get Back to Nature Walk. Free RBG Nature hike (donations welcome). Cootes North Shore, meet 
at the Nature Centre, Arboretum location, Old Guelph Road. If the weather is inclement, call Program Update Line 905-527-1158 ext. 404

18 January (Monday) 7:30 p.m. HNC - BSG Meeting. TBA. Burlington Seniors’ Centre, 2285 New Street, Burlington.

19 January to 23 February (Tuesdays)  RBG - Winter Cockle-Shells & Silverbells. An opportunity for children aged 3-5 year olds 
and their caregivers to connect with nature through plant-related projects. Pre-registration required. Fee: $80.

23 January (Saturday) 7:00 p.m. to 9:00 p.m. RBG - Moonlight Hike at RBG Arboretum location. Our night vision allows us to 
enjoy the sights, smells and sounds of a winter evening in the Arboretum. Pre-registration required. Fee: $15.

24 January (Sunday) 2 to 3:30 p.m. RBG - Get Back to Nature Walk. Free RBG Nature hike (donations welcome). Cootes South Shore, 
meet at the Aviary parking lot, Oak Knoll Drive, Hamilton. If inclement weather, call Program Update Line 905-527-1158 ext. 404

30 January (Saturday) 1:00  – 16:00 p.m. HNC - Snowshoeing Fletcher Creek Ecological Preserve. Join HNC BSG Director Bruce 
Mackenzie on a snowshoe hike of the Fletcher Creek Ecological Preserve. We’ll meet along Concession 7 Puslinch at the parking 
area just north of Gore Road. Should the snow not be in good condition for snowshoeing, we’ll make this a regular hike. Contact 
Bruce at katina@sympatico.ca. or 905-928-6415.

31 January (Sunday) 2 to 3:30 p.m. RBG - Get Back to Nature Walk. Free RBG Nature hike (donations welcome). Rock Chapel, 
meet at parking lot. If the weather is inclement, call Program Update Line 905-527-1158 ext. 404

IMPORTANT INFORMATION ABOUT HNC HIKES   All of our leaders are volunteers who enjoy sharing their knowledge and time. 
The HNC assumes no responsibility for injuries of any kind sustained by anyone as a result of participating in any of these activities. 
Please assess your own ability to participate. Hikes are sometimes cancelled or rescheduled. You are advised to check the HNC 
website (www.hamiltonnature.org) before setting out, to ensure that the hike has not been rescheduled. Generally, pets on hikes are 
discouraged as they startle wildlife, damage nests, and interfere with the enjoyment of others. Contact the leader before bringing 
your pet and for other questions. We also publicize Royal Botanical Gardens hikes and events. Most RBG programs require pre-
registration one week prior. There is a charge for these activities except for the Sunday Get Back To Nature Walks. For information 
on RBG hikes: Angela Irwin, Public Program Bookings, RBG, 905-527-1158 (1-800-694-4769) ext. 270. programs@rbg.ca  www.rbg.
ca. Visit https://tickets.rbg.ca/PEO/ for programming at RBG, “For The Nature Lover” category (menu at left).
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Member Profile – Jen Baker
by Gerten Basom  

Jen Baker is someone we hardly need to introduce. Her long 
standing role with the HNC speaks volumes for the multi-tasking 

position she holds as Land Trust Coordinator for the HNC’s Head-
of-the-Lake Land Trust (Land Trust Program). Getting Jen to sit 
down to an interview was a miracle in itself. This is a woman who 
is constantly in motion, be it for professional or personal reasons. 
It is perhaps an inherited trait, handed down to her by her father, 
whose position as an executive for DuPont was responsible for 
the moving around of the family throughout southern Ontario, 
when Jen was a child. Both parents originated from Halifax, Nova 
Scotia, but left shortly after they married. Lots of family still exists 
there.  While born in Montreal, Jen was raised in a variety of 
urban centres in Ontario and recalls her childhood as being one 
of an “indoor kid”. Her mother enjoyed watching nature through 
windows in the warmth and comfort of her living room. Jen grew 
up reading and watching TV as an activity. Meeting her husband 
Rob at the onset of her studies at Sir Sandford Fleming College in 
Lindsay, Ontario, they moved to Hamilton 14 years ago, putting 
down their roots in the city and using it as home base. They’ve 
remained there, making it the longest residing residence Jen has 
stayed in. It has quickly become home and one can often spot Jen 
on foot throughout the city at various times of day and evening, 
bustling from place to place.  

In contrast to her urban upbringing, Jen turned her studies to 
Ecosystem Management program at Sir Sandford Fleming. Shortly 
after graduating, she landed two summer contracts with the 
Ministry of Natural Resources, working in Timmins and Simcoe. 
A 10 year stint followed at the Federation of Ontario Naturalists 
(now Ontario Nature) in the provincial Nature Network and 
Boreal Programs. She attributes those years as important 
building blocks for her current role as Land Trust Coordinator 
with the HNC. Jen was ready to leave the provincial level by 

then and “go local”, as she 
puts it. While volunteering 
and also under contract 
for the HNC, Alan Ernest 
took her under his wing 
and suggested that she be 
considered as coordinator 
for the Land Trust Program. 
Her connections through 
the HNC also included 
Bruce Duncan and Brian 
McHattie who introduced 
her to unique volunteer 
opportunities.  Jen found 
great enjoyment working 
at the Club level. It was 
a natural fit! Throughout 
her previous two roles, 
particularly with the FON, she had met people from throughout 
southern and northern Ontario. These connections have proven 
to be invaluable in her role as Land Trust Coordinator where 
she wears many hats. Jen says, “getting people to do what I 
need them to”, is the best description of what she does. Of that 
there is no doubt. Add to that, thinking outside the box, and 
thinking quickly on her feet when opportunities arise are also her 
traits. The job entails everything from fundraising, stewardship, 
education, and land securement. Her own work-week involves 
an additional 20% of volunteer time, working with others on 
the projects she creates and facilitates. The Land Trust Program 
partners frequently with Environment Hamilton, and Jen enjoys 
working alongside their staff on many overlapping and connected 
projects. The Ontario Trillium 

Jen Baker and labradoodle on summer 
vacation, summer 2015 - photo Rob Baker. 

Jen Baker and her labradoodle on vacation, summer 2015 - photo Rob Baker.

(continued on page 88)
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Ferns in Our Area – Evergreen Ferns  
by Peter Thoem

As the Winter Solstice and various associated cultural events 
approach, this may be the right time to take a look at 

three evergreen ferns: Christmas Fern, Common Polypody and 
Maidenhair Spleenwort. For millennia, as the darkness of winter 
closes in, evergreens have been a source of comfort to households.  
Even though you can a get a $5 Christmas tree from Ikea or 
unpack a decades-old fake, many of us enjoy getting outdoors in 
December to gather modest amounts of decorative greenery. Of 
the three ferns discussed here, only Christmas Fern was to my 
knowledge widely gathered for decoration, although club mosses 
are said to have been over-harvested.  

Christmas Fern is not a particularly dramatic or ornamental fern, 
but what it lacks in style or height it makes up in presentation.   
It is common at Spooky Hollow and many shaded woodlands 
locally, and presents itself as a conspicuous circular clump of 
glossy, dark green fronds, each about twelve to eighteen inches 
long. The fronds do not have the classic, triangular, symbol-of-
New Zealand shape; they are long and parallel-sided, tapering 
to a much narrower and arching tip. Each frond is about two or 
three inches wide.   

Almost every field guide points out that the pinnae have a 
distinctive basal ear. To put another way, the little leaflets (pinnae) 
off the main stalk (rachis), have small, triangular, upward-
pointing projections close to their base. 
Christmas Fern is a species that produces spores from sori carried 
on a modified extension of an otherwise ordinary frond. These 
fertile fronds appear normal in every respect except that the 
upper one-third (more or less) holds reduced, almost emaciated-
looking, pinnae (leaflets).  It gives the fertile fronds a rather 
elongated and almost diseased appearance.  The undersides of the 
fertile pinnae are crowded with sori which, when ripe, cover the 
back of the pinnae with a rust-brown fuzz. 
Somehow Common Polypody is easy to overlook. Perhaps 
it’s because you usually see it dangerously close to the edge of 
the escarpment, often as part of the mat of vegetation on large 

dolostone boulders at the cliff edge.  You might also spot it 
growing in gaping fissures in limestone pavement. It looks very 
much like Christmas Fern at first but instead of forming compact 
clumps in rich shady woodlands, Polypody grows in sprawling, 
rhizomatous masses on thin soils.   

Looking closer, and bearing in mind that the pinnae on ferns 
are analogous to the leaflets of the compound leaf, the pinnae 
on Common Polypody are cut from a different cloth.  I chose 
the word cut deliberately because the Peterson Guide to Ferns 
describes the leafy part of the frond, or blade, as deeply cut 
almost to the rachis to form 10 to 20 pairs of alternately 
arranged lobes; it avoids describing the lobes as pinnae.  The 
lobes merge along the rachis in a looping zigzag pattern to form 
a narrow, parallel-sided frond that tapers to the tip. Under good 
conditions Common Polypody is deep green on both sides 
and somewhat leathery.  The undersides of the lobes carry two 
rows of conspicuous pale brown sori, or spore dots. There are 
abundant mats of Common Polypody along the rock edges of 
the Bruce Trail at Twiss Road near Kilbride. 

Maidenhair Spleenwort is an exquisite little fern found growing 
seemingly out of nothing on moist rock faces and boulders in 
shaded areas (see front cover photo).  The short, dark, wiry fronds 
appear in small, starfish-like rosettes and fan-shaped groups 
often hugging close to a vertical face. What makes Maidenhair 
Spleenwort so appealing is its overall daintiness that stands in 
contrast to the massiveness of its setting. Small, more or less oval, 
bright green pinnae lie in two orderly rows either side of the dark 
brown to purple rachis. This dramatic package occurs in small 
arrays not much bigger than your open hand. It’s the sort of plant 
that draws you close and makes you want to know just what it 
is. Maidenhair Spleenwort is pretty common (where found) and 
some of the best examples I’ve found are in clefts among the rock 
edges of the Bruce Trail at Twiss Road near Kilbride.   

The above is far from an exhaustive list of evergreen ferns found 
in our area. Walking Fern and Marginal Shield Fern are two 
more.  The latter is one of the Wood Fern group in the genus 
Dryopteris, three of which we’ll look at next month. 

Christmas Fern, north shore of Cootes Paradise, 30 October 
2015 - photo Peter Thoem.

Common Polypody, Bruce Trail near Twiss Road, Halton Region, 30 
October 2015 - photo Peter Thoem.
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Lake Sturgeon beached at Fifty Point C.A., 3 October 2015 - photo Bruce Mackenzie. This individual was measured at 1.5 metres. This rare fish is 
possibly becoming  more common in the lower Great Lakes. It is impossible to know what killed this fish but some individuals are victims of botulism.

Foundation and the Hamilton 
Community Foundation have been long time partners ensuring 
that many opportunities occur. These partners with financial aid 
and  support staff, play critical roles in the success of the Land 
Trust Program.  

Essentially, the original HNC Land Trust Program (although 
unnamed) began in 1961 when Spooky Hollow was acquired. An 
additional purchase of property, Short Hills, occurred in 1967. 
Since then, the Club has set its sights on working cooperatively 
with local conservation authorities, as well as the RBG and the 
City of Hamilton, acquiring new lands for conservation. Jen 
invests much time in writing grants for land acquisition and 
stewardship projects. Under the Land Trust Program, there are 
currently seven sanctuaries, totalling over 400 acres. Everything 
from prescribed burns, to planting and thinning of trees and 
herbaceous plants, trail maintenance, work parties, to site visits, 
fall into the day to day work that she does. One of the finest 
studies which has been undertaken at Spooky and Short Hills, 
has been that of the Eastern Flowering Dogwood.  

A new and exciting project in Hamilton is the Pollinator’s Project. 
Working with Environment Hamilton, this project has brought out 
many enthusiastic community residents who engage in planting 
pollinator plants throughout city parks. A corridor of pollinators 
is a goal Jen has set for the city of Hamilton, with hopes that some 
day the City will designate a “Pollinator’s Day”.  

Children’s programs through grades 2-6 are part of the education 
component which Jen and volunteers run. Classroom visits of 
seven inner city schools, entail printmaking (in conjunction 
with the Media 3 Centre) as well as planting seedlings in the 

classroom, then visiting the Club’s sanctuaries for educational 
planting and tours of the properties. A restoration project of 
the fields at Amaolo is underway, and for many inner-city kids, 
helping in this project is often their first contact with the natural 
world. The enthusiasm of the children runs high as they learn to 
look through binoculars, and learn to identify plants (including 
invasives), insects, birds and trees, and then engage with pond 
studies on their hikes. 

Jen has two other partners we often see her with. Whether 
exploring new property sites or on work parties, Augusta, her 
young labradoodle, accompanies her in the way Casey, her 
previous dog did. In other work related roles, she gives some 
very important credit to her husband Rob, who helps take her 
ideas and put them into action. Whether it’s in the role of savvy 
backhoe guy, constructing and installing signs, or helping build 
bee boxes, Rob is keen to tackle any project Jen sets before 
him. To stay in shape, Jen is an avid runner and participates in 
fitness building through exercise classes. Now a full time outdoor 
enthusiast, her free time is spent outdoors, hiking and camping. 

Jen has not only been recognized by the HNC for her fine work;  
the Niagara Falls Nature Club has made Jen an honorary member 
of that club based on the many relationships she has built around 
the Land Trust Program. Her focus for the future is to continue to 
do what she is doing and growing the Land Trust Program in an 
organic way. Attracting new people to the program is always on 
her agenda. Jen can be reached at: land@hamiltonnature.org.  

(continued from page 86)
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HNC Education Programs Get Students into Nature
by Jen Baker

Since 2008, the HNC has been delivering a popular education 
program to students in Hamilton’s urban core. The program 

includes an interactive classroom session that introduces the 
topic, and prepares the students for the nature outing. The 
nature outing is often to the HNC’s Amaolo Nature Sanctuary 
where students plant native trees and wildflowers, learn to use 
binoculars, conduct pond studies, and most importantly, have 
fun. We are fortunate to have dedicated HNC volunteers sharing 
their naturalist skills with the students. Over 1,500 students have 
participated in the program, and for many it was their first visit 
to a natural area. 

Currently we are offering two programs – Pollinator Paradise and 
Trees Please! - to students in grades 2 to 7. We regularly work 
with seven teachers from three schools. Due to the strike action 
at the public school board, we have also started working with four 
teachers from two catholic schools. 

Trees Please! update
We have been fortunate to work with students at St Marguerite 
d’Youville Catholic Elementary School, Ontario’s platinum 
certified EcoSchool. It has also been named the “Greenist” School 
in Canada by the Canada Green Building Council. 

Through the Trees Please! 
program, students are learning 
about the importance of trees. 
They are also planting a diversity 
of tree species, and learning how 
to pick the right spot for each 
species. They are conducting a 
schoolyard tree survey using 
some of the Trees Count criteria. 
Also, students visited the nearby 
Crerar Forest where they learned to identify trees and to identify the 
habitat for different species. We will be returning to the classroom 
for more lessons about trees, and students will be sharing what they 
have learned. A local videographer is creating a video about the whole 
experience, including the fieldwork and the classroom sessions. This 
video will be shared with the entire school at their March Ecofair. We 
will also feature it at an upcoming HNC meeting.  

In the spring of 2016, the students will visit the Amaolo Nature 
Sanctuary for tree planting as part of the Amaolo restoration 
project. They will be putting into practice what they have learned 

about planting trees as 
well as planting them in 
suitable locations. It will not 
be all work though as the 
pond studies and binocular 
sessions will be great fun.

Pollinator Paradise
The HNC’s Pollinator Paradise 
project, in partnership with 
Environment Hamilton, is 
creating a “pollinator highway” of native plants that will provide 
food and shelter for pollinators across the city. Through the 
education part of the project, we are teaching students about the 
importance of native pollinators and how the students can help by 
planting a diversity of pollinator-friendly plants. 

The Grade 7 class along with the Grades 3 to 5 ESL classes built 
bee boxes while learning about pollinators. We are also working 
with them to create pollinator habitat to add to the “pollinator 
highway” being developed across the lower city. Some of the 
bee boxes will be installed in the new pollinator habitat and the 
rest will go to a community garden on the east mountain. The 

Grade 3 students from St. Brigid Catholic Elementary School 
will be learning about pollinators and how to grow native 
plants from seed in the classroom. Their plants will then help to 
create pollinator habitat around the school, contributing to the 
“pollinator highway”. 

We are hoping that all of the students will be able to go on a 
nature outing to the Amaolo Nature Sanctuary where they will 
help to restore an old field with native plants, along with other 
fun activities.

Thanks to funding from generous HNC donors and community 
funders, including the J.P. Bickell Foundation, Hamilton 
Future Fund, and the Ontario Trillium Foundation, the HNC’s 
environmental education program will have a busy year. 

We will be providing regular updates about the program and its 
activities over the coming months.  If you want to be involved in 
this exciting program, please contact Jen Baker at 905-524-3339 
or land@hamiltonnature.org.  

Jen Baker addressing Hamilton 
Environment Summit, 2 July 2013 

- https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=lsFpQzPR7oM

Students from St. Margeurite conduct 
a tree study - photo Lucy Hunt.

Students from St Margeurite learning 
about trees - photo Lucy Hunt.

Tree-hugging students from St. 
Margeurite - photo Lucy Hunt.  

Hess Street School students building a bee box - 
photo Jen Baker.
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“My Year Among the Trees in Hamilton’s Urban Forest”  
by Gord McNulty  

The importance of improving the health and stewardship of 
Hamilton’s urban forest was outlined by Dr. Giuliana Casimirri 

in an enlightening presentation. Our guest speaker was introduced 
by Land Trust Program Co-ordinator Jen Baker, who first met 
Giuliana shortly after she completed her PhD in collaborative 
forest management from the University of Toronto.  Giuliana also 
has a Master’s degree in Forest Conservation and a variety of field 
ecology and community-based conservation experience. She began 
working with the HNC in 2013 to co-ordinate several urban forest 
projects and to focus attention on the need for better urban forest 
management and planning in Hamilton.  As Jen said, Giuliana 
brings all kinds of ideas and dedication to the table.  Thanks to her 
work, more trees have been planted in Hamilton school grounds 
and backyards, and the City of Hamilton is discussing an urban 
forest strategy. Most recently, Giuliana became the Executive 
Director of Oakvillegreen Conservation Association where she 
guides their advocacy and community engagement work on a 
variety of environmental issues. 

Giuliana’s enthusiasm for urban forest projects was apparent as 
she described the success of efforts to date. She cited factors such 
as increased public awareness of the urban forest and its value, 
good municipal planning based on collaborative management, 
and on-the-ground stewardship and planting. The colourful 
title of Giuliana’s presentation told quite a story. She spent the 
past year counting trees in Westdale, planting trees in backyards 
– sometimes only 50 metres from U.S. Steel – and organizing 
programs with city hall.  Hamilton’s quality of life will improve as 
more people realize the importance and value of the trees on our 
streets, in our parks, our woodlands and on private property.  

An urban forest is a catch-all term that describes all the trees in 
the city, on private and public land, naturally planted.  The goal 
is to manage all of our tree cover for the maximum benefit as 
a city resource that’s just as valuable as roads or library books.   
The benefits of trees in improving air quality and the micro-
climate, providing stopover sites for migratory birds, shading, 
reducing the impact of storm water overflow, and many others, 
are increasingly apparent. This is all the more important when 
80 per cent of the population now lives in cities. A recent TD 
Bank study valued the cost of replacing Toronto’s 10 million trees 
at $7 billion, equivalent to $700 per tree. The study showed the 
city’s trees provide additional benefits worth about $80 million 
annually, or $8 per tree, for the environment. Cost savings 
amount to $125 per year for the average single family household. 
The cost of maintaining trees is relatively low, especially in light 
of the high value they return to a municipality.  

Giuliana displayed a Canada Lands surface temperature image, 
from July, 2010, that illustrated the hottest areas within Hamilton, 
with temperatures of up to 40oC plus, compared to areas with tree 
cover that enjoyed temperatures that were 15 degrees cooler.  She 

noted that heat-related deaths are now a problem in our cities.   
The research made a strong impression on Giuliana, who said 
she had not fully appreciated the environmental benefits of 
Hamilton’s urban forest for present and future generations until 
she was completing her PhD.   

As an ecologist with a forestry background, Giuliana has worked 
in forests around the world, to determine how local communities 
can better conserve their forests collaboratively.  But for her, those 
forests were always more remote and pristine.  They were intact, 
large, contiguous biodiverse forests that differed substantially 
from the urban tree canopy.  In comparison, the urban tree 
cover is poorly cared for, decimated by everything from urban 
development to infestation by the Emerald Ash Borer. 

Yet, much is expected of the tree cover.  Alley-way trees are often 
forgotten, as are remnant patches of woodlands, such as those at 
risk from development around Hamilton Airport.  

Giuliana traced her transformation into an urban forest advocate 
after a visit to Crerar Forest, a four-hectare city-owned “urban 
forest orphan” on the Mountain. It’s adjacent to another forest patch 
in private ownership. While surrounded by urban development, 
it has beautiful big trees, a lush understory, impressive diversity 
exemplified by rare trees and it provides new generation.  The 
threat to Crerar Forest is familiar to readers of the Wood Duck 

Giuliana Casimirri being interviewed by CBC  on 12 August 2014. 

Crerar Forest White Trilliums from Hamilton Urban Forest Coalition - https://
hamiltonurbanforests.wordpress.com/2012/11/29/crerar-forest-in-the-spring/
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(Vol 66 (9) page 196; Vol 67 (6) page 141; Vol 67 (9) page 197) . In 
2011, the adjacent property was heavily logged by the developer 
who owns it. When Giuliana learned about the problem in 2013, 
she began asking questions.  She found the developer was able to 
cut the trees without any repercussions as the City of Hamilton 
didn’t have anything to protect 
urban woodlands or any tree, for 
that matter, on private property. 
The only exceptions were Ancaster, 
Stoney Creek and parts of Dundas.  
The need for an urban woodland 
conservation bylaw to protect 
forests like the patch near Crerar 
was urgent.   

Giuliana said the City is tasked 
with managing the urban forest 
without any support provincially 
or federally, showing a lack of co-
ordinated urban forest management 
in Canada.  In fact, Giuliana said 
Canada is about 20 years behind 
the United States where the federal 
and state governments are more 
engaged. In 2007, the City adopted 
a strategic plan with a goal of 
achieving 30 per cent canopy cover 
for the urban area. An urban canopy 
cover study, done in 2009 showed the urban area as defined by 
the Official Plan had a canopy cover of 18.7 per cent.  

To deal with the impact of the Emerald Ash Borer and successive 
severe storms in summer and winter, the City responded with 
a $20 million plan to remove and replant all ash trees over 10 
years.  The plan covered only trees on public property. There 
wasn’t any inventory of trees in our parks or woodlands and 
urban woodland stewardship, and there wasn’t any private tree 
planting stewardship support other than ad hoc programs by 
non-governmental organizations. Any efforts had largely a rural 
focus. A regional bylaw to protect woodlots covered only those 
greater than two acres and it didn’t offer minimal protection 
for small woodlots. In August, 2014, the City finally approved 
an Urban Woodland Conservation Bylaw that protects urban 
woodlots half-an-acre (0.2 hectares) or larger.   

The bylaw, it is hoped, will be an important tool in addressing 
long-standing problems. Enforcement has been an issue, as has 
street tree maintenance.  City forestry staff haven’t been able to 
maintain trees because of funding issues.  As a result, they were 
working on a 10- to 13-year pruning cycle, when it should have 
been every five years.  The big problem was the lack of an urban 
forest management plan.  In 2009, Hamilton’s urban forest canopy 
cover was assessed at 18.76%, and that’s low compared to 23% 
in Burlington; 28% in Toronto and 29%  in Oakville. The HNC 
collaborated with GIS staff to produce a map to identify contiguous 
patches of forest that are 0.2 ha or greater.  There are large patches 
along the Escarpment, and in parks and conservation authority 
lands. We depend on these trees to provide all of the benefits of 

the urban forest, but they are unevenly distributed.  

The low public profile of the issue, combined with the lack of 
vision at city hall, has been another problem. In Giuliana’s view, 
it seemed as if no one cared about the health of the urban forest.  

Many residents didn’t know about 
trees or how to care for them. As 
part of a collaborative strategy 
to address problems, community 
tree inventories and subsidized 
backyard tree planting projects 
were started by the HNC in the 
Westdale and east-end Crown Point 
neighbourhoods of Hamilton.   The 
“Trees Please!” initiative involved 
a neighbourhood tree hike with 
an arborist.  Presentations were 
done with the neighbourhood 
association, about 25 volunteer 
counters were co-ordinated by 
summer students, and the activity 
drew media coverage.  In Westdale, 
1,372 trees were assessed and 
counted in a 30-hectare block over 
12 weeks.   About 30 pieces of data 
per tree – covering species, location, 
etc. – were collected in a reinventory 
of data from 2004. “Count Me In” 

postcards were put in homeowners’ mailboxes to inform them 
about the project. 

The initiative went well and it involved more than counting trees.  
Giuliana noted that E.O. Wilson, the famed Harvard biologist, 
described biophilia as “the urge to affiliate with other forms of 
life.”  Trees, especially urban trees, help us to achieve that. A tree 
story contest was launched, in which people would describe their 
favourite trees. It had a blog and social media links to spread 
information.  A “Tree Tuesday” was created to share knowledge 
with homeowners and provide advice on what kind of trees to 
plant and where. Giuliana described it as urban forest public 
relations and it worked well, as people wrote letters in support 
of the new bylaw.  

The data showed that 61 per cent of the trees in Westdale are 
privately owned. Native trees make up 53 per cent of the total, 
mostly in Eastern White Cedar hedges. The top species include 
Norway Maple (23%) and Eastern White Cedar (10%).  There are 
some outstanding trees in Westdale, such as large Silver Maples, 
but the majority are smaller trees. Issues include the large number 
of young Norway Maples and the condition of trees, some of which 
are in very poor condition. The replacement value of the Westdale 
trees was calculated at $4.5 million. The total amount of carbon 
storage, just from Silver Maples alone, was at least two million 
pounds. A comparison of urban forest canopy cover data from 
2009 for Westdale and Crown Point, using a 30-hectare block 
for each, showed Westdale at 32% and Crown Point at just 16%.  
Crown Point is an area that faces socio-economic challenges. 

The Crown Point community recognized the many benefits of 

Crerar Forest from the air from https://hamiltonurbanforests.
wordpress.com/information/photos/
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tree planting in improving air quality, greening and enhancing 
the neighbourhood, and improving biodiversity. Homeowners 
responded well to the HNC’s “Trees Please!” initiative in the 
spring of 2015 to help residents plant trees that will grow and 
thrive.   HNC staff made on-site backyard visits to determine 
if a site was suitable, then helped residents select a tree from 
an arborist-approved list of native trees, and followed up with 
information. It was totally free. About 20 volunteers came 
together, mostly from Crown Point, on a beautiful spring 
afternoon to plant trees. In total, 45 trees were planted, including 
20 in backyards and 25 in a schoolyard park.   A recent check 
showed the trees were well maintained over the summer and 
only one or two suffered in a spring drought. Community events 
were held, and cards were distributed, to further educate the 
public about the value of trees.   Funders included the Metcalf 
Foundation, the Helen McCrea Peacock Foundation, and the 
McBride Fund of the Hamilton Community Foundation.  

The success prompted more discussion and meetings at city hall 
on what could be done to protect urban woodlands.   Multiple 
city departments participated, along with representatives from 
the RBG, the conservation authority, environmental groups 
and community members. Ideas were gained from 22 other 

municipalities that have urban forest management plans, and 
brainstorming sessions were held to find ways to achieve the 
30 per cent canopy cover goal. Numerous ideas were generated, 
including promoting Hamilton’s current street planting as is 
being done with the help of volunteers from the Ontario Public 
Interest Research Group, bolstering programs like “Trees 
Please!”   Giuliana was delighted to be invited by the City to 
attend a Woodland Protection Strategy meeting at City Hall on 
Oct. 30. The goal is to determine how we will plant, maintain 
and protect our trees for the next 20 years.  

Giuliana closed with a beautiful aerial photo of the Crerar Forest, 
taken by one of the neighbours in the area, that reinforced her 
emphasis on having a long-term vision and setting targets. As 
Giuliana said, stakeholders need to improve partnerships and 
avoid working at cross-purposes. It is a challenge, but the effort 
and dedication shown by Giuliana and all of the people involved 
are much appreciated.  Thanks to their work, Hamilton is making 
impressive strides in ensuring that our invaluable urban forest is 
protected and enhanced into the future.     

Our “Bluebird Trail” is in the Countryside between Sauble Beach and Wiarton
by Dennis and Gwen Lewington

We have 40 pairs of boxes – 80 in all
Results this year (2015) are as follows:

One used by Eastern Bluebird, the other by Tree Swallow   -   13
One used by Eastern Bluebird, the other unused   -   3

One used by Tree Swallow, the other unused   -   17
Both unused   -   1

Both used by Eastern Bluebirds -   1
Both used by Tree Swallows   -   3

One used by Tree Swallow, the other used by House Wrens   -   1
One used by Eastern Bluebird, the other used by House Wrens   -   1

Our Eastern Bluebird totals were  -  91 eggs  74 young,  61 fledged
Our Tree Swallow totals were  -  197 eggs,  178 young,  174 fledged

In total, since 1986 when we started this project, we have fledged 2,785 Eastern Bluebirds
The last 10 years total fledged Eastern Bluebirds are as follows: 

2005 – 103,   2006 – 92,   2007 – 106,   2008 – 98,   2009 – 73,   2010 – 46,   2011 – 54,  
2012 – 86,   2013 – 62,   2014 – 101,   2015 – 61

       (In 1998 we fledged 202 bluebirds)
 

The above totals show the fluctuations from year to year depending upon many conditions, such as 
weather, parasites, predation, etc..
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H N C  H i k e  R e p o r t 

Fletcher Creek Ecological Preserve Tip Ups – Nature’s Plow 
by Bruce Mackenzie 

The fall day (17 October) started out with a bit of frost on 
the ground in Puslinch Township. Our hike was to explore 

the myriad facets of the Fletcher Creek Ecological Preserve on 
the north side of the railroad tracks east of Concession 7. From 
glacial moraine, springs, a rehabilitated gravel pit and the natural 
succession around it to the cedar swamp and a hardwood forest 
this preserve holds many diverse and sometimes unique points 
of interest for any student of nature. In the November 2015 issue 
of the Wood Duck, there was a wonderful article about Dr. Bert 
MacLaren and his contribution to the existence of this significant 
property, and on this day we were making a pilgrimage to see the 
“MacLaren Rock”, the memorial to Bert. 

One of the fascinating features of this area is the collection of 
large springs that are found at the toe of the Galt Moraine. This 
huge moraine is an aquifer which has tremendous importance to 
the watershed of Spencer Creek. Its coarse gravel soils, in places 
a hundred metres deep, act like a giant sponge for precipitation. 
The rain and snow-melt soaking through the gravel hills is 
released in various springs.  

The waters emerging in the springs have been filtered through 
the limestone gravels and have water that is basic in pH. The 
streams from these springs flow through the cedar swamps. 
These swamps have organic soils that are two metres or more 
in depth. These muck soils house anaerobic conditions and are 
acidic, like what is found in bogs. The acidic nutrient-poor soils 
of the swamp are home to plant species that you are more likely 
to find in a northern forest and bogs: Sundew, Wintergreen, 
Clintonia, Gold Thread, Pitcher Plant, Labrador Tea,  Blueberry.  

At the east end of the property is a wonderful forest, the MacLaren 
Woods, with a heavy concentration of Eastern Hemlock mixed 
with Sugar Maple, White Pine, Black Cherry, Yellow Birch and 
with a scattering of other hardwood species. As we entered the 
woods through the northwest corner, we noted that something 
had changed since our last visit. There was a new growth of herbs 
and shrubs attempting to make a show in this part of the woodlot. 
Goldenrods, raspberries and other sun loving plants were getting 
a hold here. The rest of the woodlot has almost no understory 
and there is little in the way of young trees being ready to replace 
the mature trees. 

It didn’t take long to figure out what had occurred. A number 
of mature trees, Sugar Maple and Black Cherry, had been blown 
down, roots and all.  It seems that the wind storm that ripped 
through many parts of Flamborough in early June 2011, tore 
through these woods as well. The toppled trees created a large 
hole in the canopy of this normally dark forest and thus the 
presence of sun loving plants starting to move in.  

In these situations, the upturned trees and their root balls are 
called tip ups. Tip ups are important to the ecology of forests. 
They create a new dimension to the soil surface and they expose 
mineral soil.  Where the stump is turned up, the soil ball associated 
with the roots is pulled up out of the ground sometimes to a 
height of three metres. This leaves a large divot in the ground 
where the root ball was and can be a metre deep.    

Over time, the trunk and roots decay and the soil attached to the 
roots is pulled by gravity and washed down by rain to end up in 
a mound beside where the original root ball was. High winds 
and blow downs are not new to this woodlot. Looking across the 
landscape we see that almost the entire woodlot has at one time or 
another experienced the effects of a tip up. It is hill and dale. Even 
though the fallen trees have rotted away long ago, the mounds 
and depressions seen here have likely lasted for centuries.  Bare forest floor in MacLaren Woods - photo Bruce Mackenzie.

Large Sugar Maple tip up covered with elderberries, 2 November 
2015 - photo Bruce Mackenzie. 

Tip up close-up with White Pine seedling showing 
geotropism, 2 November 2015 - photo Bruce Mackenzie.
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The fallen trees have left a huge hole in the canopy for sunlight to 
get to the forest floor for perhaps the first time in a hundred years.  
A number of plant species find the exposed mineral soils of the 
root ball suitable for their seeds to germinate in; Yellow Birch, 
White Pine, Hemlock and Elderberry  to name a few. Many of you 
may have noticed in your travels, especially in central Ontario, 
Yellow Birch trees that are growing on what looks like stilts. Here 
we can also find Yellow Birch and Hemlocks that started to grow 
on rotting stumps or on tip ups. 

When a tree seed germinates on a log, stump, or tip up, it is caught 
in a tremendous race. For as the tree starts to grow and sends its 
roots downward, the stump is either decaying or the soil ball of 
the tip up is being washed away from the roots. The race is on. 
The tree wins if it can get its roots into the actual soil and have 
the roots grow robust enough so that they can support the tree. 
Of course, not only is the medium that it began life on pulling 
away from the roots or decaying, the tree is getting bigger, higher 
and heavier, making it all that more dependent on getting solid 
attachment to the earth. Sometimes the tree loses and falls over, 
others win and end up growing on stilts. 

Why do some trees need this mineral soil to start their life? Well 
it mostly has to do with seed size. The seeds of Yellow Birch, 
White Pine and Eastern Hemlock are small and have great 
difficulty germinating successfully on and through the duff layer 
of the forest floor. The duff layer is the top layer of soil where the 
leaves from previous years lie in various states of decay. It can 
be centimetres in thickness. The advantage to small seeds is that 
the tree can produce more of them and they can be dispersed 
by the wind far from the parent tree. Most of the seeds from 
trees like Yellow Birch and Hemlock do not find a suitable soil 
site but should a ground fire remove the duff layer or a seed fall 
on a rotting log or soil of a tip up, then the seed has a chance. 
Some species need to be patient and wait for a disturbance to the 
forest floor. In a world with violent weather, lightening and fire 
disturbances, this will happen. Just wait. 

The small plants growing on the actual root ball at the time the 
tree is blown over, get the ride of their life. Half of them are not 
lucky, they get crushed by the tree and returned to the soil. The 
plants on the upside of the tip up are lucky for awhile. They did 
not have to pay for the amusement ride and it happened pretty 
fast but now they are growing sideways and they will soon find 
out that their root tips may be exposed to the air or drying soil. 
Many will succumb. But some will be just in the right place to 

take advantage of a lack of competition and the abundance of 
sunlight.  Something like winning a lottery with a devil. If the 
plant’s roots can survive, then it is simply of matter of turning 90 
degrees to the vertical to deal with the fact that sun is now over 
their left shoulder.  

Plants do this by a process known as geotropism. This is a basic 
ability in all plants. It really doesn’t matter which way you put the 
seed in the soil, you know the green leaves are going to come to 
the surface. Easy for a young plant with a flexible stem but when 
your stem is wood and a couple of years old maybe not so easy. 
To survive though one must bend or perish. The young White 
Pine in the photo made the adjustment easily to the new position 
of the sun.  Now this young White Pine is in the race. The soil is 
being pulled down. What is faster, their root growth or the soil 
erosion? Come back in 10 years to see who wins. 

Something else is happening in this woodlot since the big blow. 
There are a number of other young White Pines growing very 
well in the immediate area of the tip ups and they all appear to 
be about five years in age or less. When you look around you will 
find mature pine in this woodlot but other than these very young 
pines, you won’t find any other young White Pines, or teenagers or 
middle aged pines. This is typical for many woodlots in Hamilton 
and southern Ontario. White Pines benefit from disturbance to the 
duff layer for successful germination of their seeds. In many years 
when White Pines release seeds there is no germination success 
to spur on the next generation. We now see an opportunity for a 
new generation of White Pine to get established in this woodlot. 
Did the wind disturb the duff layer enough just before seed set for 
these young pines to get a start? 

The young of a particular breeding season are referred to as the 
year class. This is especially important with species that have a 
short life time such as Salmon. When scientists study fish they 
refer to year classes and they become concerned when there is 
failure of a particular year without successful reproduction. 
What alarm would these scientists have if saw that some White 
Pine had no successful offspring along the way for a century?  

Towards the end of our journey in the woodlot we came across 
some spectacular burgundy coloured bracket fungus growing 
on a number of dead Hemlocks. We also saw some white oyster 
fungus and a conspicuous yellow slimy fungus. Looking at the 
photos caused me to search my memory. I could not remember 

Examples of trees growing on stilts, Eastern Hemlock showing extreme 
root growth from growing on decaying stump (left) and Yellow Birch 

showing where previous log or tip up was (right) - photo Bruce Mackenzie.

Oyster Mushroom, Pleurotus sp. on dead Sugar Maple, 2 November 
2015 - photo Bruce Mackenzie.
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seeing young Hemlocks. On returning to the forest on another 
day, I could not find a young Hemlock like we did with the young 
White Pine. 

Almost all of the Hemlock here are quite large and mature and there 
are a couple of smaller hemlocks 40 years in age or so but one or two 
does not guarantee that this species will remain in the woodlot. The 
mortality is far greater than the recruitment.  Reviewing the 
literature about Hemlock regeneration finds that the biology of 
the species is very complex and has quite specific requirements 
for regeneration. This is one species that all naturalists should be 
aware of when they visit forests in southern Ontario and looking 
for successful regeneration of the Eastern Hemlock. 

It is interesting to note that many of the hemlocks here show 
evidence of starting life on tips or on decaying logs or stumps.   
Will young Hemlock germinate on the fresh tip ups? Was there 
a positive effect from the last logging that was carried out in this 
forest for hemlock regeneration nearly a century ago?  

For additional reading go to:
http://hamiltonconservation.blogspot.ca/2012/02/introducing-
fletcher-creek-preserve.html 

The Natural Resources of the Fletcher Creek Swamp Forest Conservation 
Area; Paul F.J. Eagles and Monica Gewurz, Dept. of Recreation, 
University of Waterloo, 1982. Contact Bruce Mackenzie for access. 
http://hamiltonnature.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/WD-
volume-68-01.pdf 
https://stlawrencelowlands.wordpress.com/2012/11/05/eastern-
hemlock-tsuga-canadensis/ 
http://hamiltonnature.org/wp-content/uploads/pdfs/wood-duck/
wood-duck-2014-04.pdf 
http://hamiltonnature.org/wp-content/uploads/pdfs/wood-duck/
wood-duck-2015-11.pdf  

The rehabilitated quarry pond at the beginning of the hike, 2 November 2015 - photo Bruce Mackenzie.

Outstanding burgandy-coloured Hemlock Varnished Bracket Fungus, 
Ganoderma tsuga on dead Hemlock, 2 November 2015 - photo Bruce Mackenzie.

Orange Slimy Mushroom, Dacrymyces palmatus on Hemlock log, 2 
November 2015 - photo Bruce Mackenzie



  Did you know you could help protect nature forever by leaving 
a bequest with the Hamilton Naturalists’Club?

HNC members have generously left bequests which have helped the Club 
further its work to protect nature through land preservation, conserva-
tion, education and research. If you are interested in creating a natural 

legacy and would like to protect nature in perpetuity, please contact Jen 
Baker (905-524-3339 or land@hamiltonnature.org) for more information 

or for a copy of our free brochure. 
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Return undeliverable Canadian  Addresses to:  
The Hamilton Naturalists’ Club
Westdale P.O. Box 89052
Hamilton, ON  L8S 4R5

 

Your donations support all of our Club activities as shown in the above photos: land securement; habitat and species preservation; education; 
and nature enjoyment. Your HNC has been at the forefront of environmental advocacy. Please give generously!


