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      Introduction


      One of the greatest pleasures to be derived from the regular observation of the natural world is to witness the passage of time as one season slowly slips into the next. The predictabiility of seasonal change comes from the recurrence every spring, summer, fall, and winter of natural events that often take place within a week or so of the same date each year. Such events provide a reassuring counterbalance to the onslaught of change and uncertainty that characterizes modern life. In nature we can rest assured that the barely perceptible lengthening of a January day is leading to another spring, that April mornings will ring with birdsong, and that maples will glow in yellows, oranges, and reds come the end of September.


      Nature’s Year is a month-by-month almanac of key events occurring in the natural world over the course of one year. The sequence and general timing of events applies to all of central and eastern Ontario, a region extending from the Bruce Peninsula and Georgian Bay in the west to Ottawa and Cornwall in the east. Much of this region is also known as “cottage country,” a term that refers to popular cottaging and vacation areas such as Parry Sound, Muskoka, the Kawarthas, the Haliburton Highlands, Land O’ Lakes, and the Rideau Lakes.


      Like a celestial clock, events in nature tick off the time of the season. They help us to become more aware of the continuity of seasonal progression and to find and identify species of interest. To a large extent, “seeing” means knowing what to expect. Awareness that Bald Eagles are a real possibility over a half-frozen December lake greatly facilitates actually seeing them. In fact, the cornerstone of most plant and animal identification is the knowledge of what to anticipate given the time of year and type of habitat. A seasons-based approach to natural history, therefore, provides a way to mentally organize and retrieve information about plants and animals. Otherwise, much of the content of field guides and other nature books can seem like an impenetrable mass of information.


      My purpose in writing this book is also to help people pay more attention to the “near-at-hand” natural world. Thanks to modern media, we are forever hearing about the big picture of nature — from the amazing biodiversity of the rainforest and the mammals of the plains of Africa to the effects of El Niño and climate change. But how many of us ever pay full attention to what’s going on in our own backyard, neighbourhood, or cottage community? My hope is that Nature’s Year will provide readers with an intimate record of “nearby” nature over the course of a single year.


      The events that constitute nature’s annual cycle are practically limitless. In central and eastern Ontario, there are approximately 60 species of mammals, 17 amphibians, 16 snakes, 8 turtles, 8 salamanders, 10 frogs and toads, 100 or more butterflies, at least 135 dragonflies and damselflies, and over 200 breeding birds. At least another 100 bird species pass through the area annually but do not stop to breed. As for vascular plants, the number of species is probably in the range of 1,800 to 2,000.[1]


      Each of these animal and plant species responds to the changing seasons through a series of datable events, be it emergence from hibernation or the emergence of the first leaves. No one book could ever cover all of these events for every species — if, in fact, they were all even documented. The events that I have chosen to include simply provide a glimpse into the lives of some species, given the time of year. The dates used in this book are based on many years of observations, both by me and by other naturalists across central and eastern Ontario with whom I consulted. Some dates, however, are “best estimates.” For example, while arrival and departure dates for nearly all bird species have been carefully documented for decades, the dates for some mammal and insect activities are not known as accurately.


      The science of observing and recording the annual cycle of first events — be it spring’s first Tree Swallow, lilac bloom, or spring peeper song — is known as phenology. Keeping track of the dates of first happenings from year to year not only enhances the pleasure of seeking out these events but provides a measure of order and predictability to phenomena in nature. It also serves as a way of being attentive to all that surrounds us. Phenology helps us to see the land as a whole. It is interesting to compare, for any given occurrence, what other events are happening at around the same time. For example, when spring peepers are calling in late April, American Woodcock are displaying, Walleye are spawning, American elms are in flower, the ice has probably just gone out of the lakes, the sun sets shortly after 8:00 p.m., and Orion is low in the western sky.


      Depending on the species, the date of “first occurrence” is not always the same each year. Factors such as abnormal weather patterns or the influence of an El Niño can delay or hasten events. Climate change, in particular, is having an effect on phenological dates, especially with respect to those events occurring in the early spring. As a general rule, the year-to-year variability of events decreases as the spring advances. For example, there is much more variability in the arrival dates of early spring birds as compared to those birds that arrive in May. Also, by its very nature, a first event means that the event in question may not yet be widespread or easy to observe; when a given species of bird returns in the spring, there are usually only a small number of individuals for the first week or so, with larger numbers arriving later. As an example, although the first Red-eyed Vireos arrive in mid-May, the bird is not common until late in the month.


      American biologist and writer Bernd Heinrich suggests that “most of us are like sleepwalkers here, because we notice so little.”[2] For so many people, nature has been reduced to little more than pretty landscapes and the green blur that rushes past on the other side of closed car windows. I hope that this book will help people to become more aware of all that surrounds us in central and eastern Ontario and in this way develop both a greater sense of place and sense of season. If we are ever going to take care of this planet, we have to start by knowing and caring about our own region. Human nature is such that in the end we will protect only what we love and love only what we know. The knowing, however, must go beyond simply putting names to what we find in nature. We need to understand the natural world as a dynamic entity of countless interrelationships, the complexity of which we can only begin to understand. The knowing also needs to be done in a context of place — in this case central and eastern Ontario — and in a context of time — the changing seasons.


      Why Do We Have Seasons?


      Let’s begin by thinking of a globe. You have no doubt noticed that a globe is tilted, as is the Earth. In other words, the imaginary line between the Earth’s north and south poles is not vertical but on a 23.5 degree angle. Because the Earth is also rotating on its own axis, this means that the northern hemisphere ends up being tilted toward the sun for part of the year — our spring and summer — and away from the sun for part of the year — our fall and winter. The main consequence of this tilting is a huge difference in the amount of heating of the Earth’s surface that occurs from one season to the next. In summer, sunlight strikes our part of the globe much more perpendicularly than at other times of the year and therefore heats the Earth much more efficiently. The solar radiation also takes a somewhat shorter path through the energy-absorbing atmosphere before striking the Earth. In winter, on the other hand, the sun casts a weaker, angled light from its position much lower in the southern sky. The sunlight must also travel through more atmosphere. Therefore, far less heating of the Earth’s surface occurs. The difference in heating between the summer and winter can also be illustrated by pointing a flashlight at a tabletop. Summer is akin to shining the beam directly down on the table from straight above so that the light focuses on a small area. The table top will soon feel warm to the touch. For winter conditions, angle the beam to the side so that the light scatters over a larger area. Far less heating occurs.


      The significance of the difference in heating between summer and winter is profound. All life responds, be it the phenomenal plant growth and birdsong of solar radiation-rich June or the plant dormancy and avian silence resulting from the weak sunlight of December. The tilted axis is also the reason why there are more hours of daylight in the summer and fewer hours of daylight in the winter. This, too, makes a huge difference in the lives of plants and animals. One of the main reasons that birds migrate north in the spring — instead of staying in the tropics, for example — is to take advantage of the longer days of the temperate zone summer. The longer days mean more time for birds to gather food to feed their young, hence greater reproductive success.


      Organization of the Book


      In order to best meet the reader’s needs, interests, and available time, the natural events included for each month are presented at different levels of detail. A brief initial essay attempts to capture the mood of the month and to introduce some of the most distinctive natural events taking place. Each of the eight areas of interest — birds, mammals, amphibians and reptiles, fish, insects and other invertebrates, plants and fungi, weather, and the night sky — are then examined in detail, starting with a list of key events and the approximate time of month each event usually first occurs. Some events may occur all month long, while others are more specifically associated with the early month (from the 1st to the 10th), mid-month (from the 11th to the 20th) or late month (from the 21st to the 31st).


      Some of these events (those followed by “See page xx”) are then described in more detail. Various tables are also used to summarize information. A chart showing the seasonal abundance of common bird species is located in Appendix 1. When referring to the book to find information on a given event in nature that you may notice, you should also check the month immediately before and/or after.


      The Setting


      For the purposes of Nature’s Year, central and eastern Ontario covers the geographical area extending from the Bruce Peninsula and Georgian Bay in the west to Ottawa and Cornwall in the east. It also includes the sub-region of eastern Ontario, the wedge-shaped area between the Ottawa and St. Lawrence Rivers. The book covers nearly all of so-called cottage country (Parry Sound, Muskoka, Haliburton, Bancroft, Kawartha Lakes, Land O’ Lakes, and Rideau Lakes) and includes the counties of Grey, Bruce, Huron, Wellington, Dufferin, York, Simcoe, Durham, Kawartha Lakes, Muskoka, Parry Sound, Haliburton, Peterborough, Northumberland, Prince Edward, Hastings, Lennox and Addington, Frontenac, Renfrew, Lanark, Leeds and Grenville, Ottawa-Carleton Region, Prescott and Russell, and Stormont-Dundas-Glengarry.


      Although the region includes urban centres such as Owen Sound, Huntsville, Orillia, Barrie, Lindsay, Peterborough, Kingston, Brockville, Ottawa, and Cornwall, as well as farms, roads, and other forms of development, it is mostly characterized by forests, wetlands, rock barrens, lakes, and rivers. Because central Ontario includes the southern edge of the Canadian Shield, it is often thought of as the “Gateway to the North.”
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        Region of eastern and central Ontario covered in Nature’s Year.

        Jeff Macklin

      


      Climate


      Few places have seasons as distinct as those of central and eastern Ontario. Located in the middle latitudes — almost exactly halfway between the North Pole and the equator — the region lies between the source areas of cold (polar) and warm (tropical) air masses. These air masses regale us with weather conditions created in the Arctic or over the Gulf of Mexico. In summer, these might be the hot, muggy conditions developed in the air mass while it was sitting over the West Indies; in winter, bitter Arctic cold is more typical. In a nutshell, our climate is characterized by the interaction of these two air masses, punctuated by the steady passage of high- and low-pressure systems and a generally west to east movement of air. This leads to a great deal of variability, often from one day to the next. It also means that marked seasonal fluctuations in temperature typify the region. Compared to many other locations in the world on the same latitude, spring tends to be relatively late in central and eastern Ontario as Arctic airstreams are slow to surrender their influence. Summers are warm and humid, while winters are generally cold with significant snowfalls. Snow accumulation is greatest in the snowbelt areas near Georgian Bay. Severe summer storms are also commonplace.


      As for differences within the region, nighttime temperatures usually decline from south to north and from low to high elevation. The climate in areas adjacent to the Georgian Bay area is moderated somewhat by the presence of this huge body of water. In summer, for example, the daily range of temperature — difference between the maximum and minimum — is smaller than in the rest of central and eastern Ontario. The modifying effects of the water result in a higher number of frost-free days than in most other areas. The area also experiences a higher amount of precipitation — 60 percent of which falls from November to April — and receives the most snowfall in central and eastern Ontario, with an average of 305 centimetres. On the other hand, the Renfrew County area, in the Ottawa Valley, has one of the driest climates in the region.


      Land and Wildlife


      Central and eastern Ontario embraces two of Canada’s principal physiographic regions. It includes the southern part of the Canadian Shield, a vast area composed of ancient Precambrian bedrock, as well as the northern portion of the Great Lakes–St. Lawrence Lowland, a region of younger sedimentary rock from the Paleozoic era. As you drive north up onto the Canadian Shield, the first thing you notice is the change in the rock. Suddenly the limestone disappears, replaced with beautiful pink granite and other igneous and metamorphic rocks that border roadsides and lakeshores. With so much extremely hard, granitic rock near the surface, the soil is thin and poor. Abandoned farms attest to the difficulty of carrying out agriculture. Because farming in many areas is impractical, much of the land is forested. Satellite images clearly show a largely unbroken expanse of dark green tree cover on the Shield, interspersed with wetlands and rock barrens. However, the lowlands to the south of the Shield show only scattered pockets of tree cover. Although the northern parts of central and eastern Ontario were heavily logged in the past, they have now largely reverted to forest.


      The land south of the Shield is lower in elevation and has more fertile, calcareous, loamy soils. Limestone, laid down 490 million years ago during the Ordovician period, overlies the basal Shield rock. This limestone is most visible along the 725-kilometre Niagara Escarpment, which traverses the Bruce Peninsula. The escarpment, once the bed of a tropical sea, was formed when sediments were compressed into rock, mainly limestone (dolostone) and shale. The rock was then carved by the action of glaciers and the elements into dramatic landforms such as spectacular cliffs, caves, and deep valleys. Limestone is also easily seen in road cuts all along the edge of the Canadian Shield in villages such as Marmora and Buckhorn, and near Kingston.


      The Frontenac Arch is another prominent and interesting landform of central and eastern Ontario. The arch is a ridge of ancient granite rock that extends southeast from Algonquin Park, across the St. Lawrence River east of Kingston, and into New York state. It includes the Thousand Islands. The Frontenac Arch links the Canadian Shield in central Ontario to the Adirondack Mountains of New York and has always served as a vital migration route for plants and animals between these two areas. It has the greatest diversity of living things in eastern Canada.[3]


      Another main feature of central and eastern Ontario is its lakes and waterways. They include the Trent-Severn Waterway, the Rideau Canal, the Rideau Lakes, Muskoka Lakes, the Kawartha Lakes, Land O’ Lakes, and the lakes of the Bancroft-Haliburton area. The mix of Canadian Shield country, lowlands, and watercourses gives this area of Ontario one of the richest assortments of habitats in the province. The tree cover is characterized as Great Lakes–St. Lawrence Forest Region. Conifers such as eastern white pine, red pine, eastern hemlock, and white cedar grow in the company of deciduous broad-leaved species such as sugar maple, red maple, American beech, yellow birch, American basswood, red oak, and hop-hornbeam. However, species more common in the Boreal Forest Region to the north also exist here in good numbers. They include white and black spruce, balsam poplar, jack pine, trembling aspen, and white birch. Other common habitat types include abandoned farmland, agricultural land, and a variety of wetlands such as bogs, fens, marshes, and swamps, the latter dominated by black ash, speckled alder, or white cedar. Bogs are acidic wetlands that are low in nutrients and covered by spongy peat deposits and a thick carpet of sphagnum moss. Fens, too, are peat-forming wetlands. However, they are less acidic, have higher nutrient levels, and are dominated by sedges. Fens support a much more diverse plant and animal community.


      There are also more localized habitats: the extensive bare rock, oak, and juniper ridges of places like Kawartha Highlands Provincial Park; the largely open, thin-soiled expanses of flat, surface limestone known as alvars; the pockets of Atlantic coastal plain vegetation that expanded here from the eastern U.S. coastal region during the melting of the last ice sheet 10,000 years ago; and even a few tiny remnants of tallgrass prairie, to name a few.


      With such a variety of habitats, the diversity of plants and animals is one of the most extensive in the province. Some species, like Labrador tea, moose, and Common Raven are typical of northern Ontario; others, like bitternut hickory, opossum, and Cerulean Warbler are more characteristic of southern Ontario.


      Potential Impact of Climate Change


      Anticipating and observing the passage of the seasons used to be a more predictable affair. The same natural events would happen more or less at the same time from one year to the next. As a result of climate change, however, many of these events — especially those happening in early spring and late fall — are becoming much more variable in their occurrence. In 2007, for example, winter did not arrive until almost February. In 2010, trilliums were blooming in the Kawarthas in mid-April, several weeks ahead of schedule.


      We have always expected the weather in central and eastern Ontario to surprise us. Changeability is probably the most important characteristic of our region’s climate, given our location halfway between the equator and the North Pole. However, for more and more of us, the erratic nature of the weather that is now the norm — record high temperatures in most months, severe windstorms, and either extreme precipitation or near-drought — can no longer be explained by normal variability. Although somewhat tentatively, we are beginning to point the finger at climate change to make sense of the change in weather.


      How will a changing climate affect central and eastern Ontario in the long term? According to research published by the Union of Concerned Scientists about climate change in the Great Lakes region of North America, southern Ontario’s climate will grow considerably warmer and probably drier during this century, especially in the summer.[4] Average temperatures are expected to rise this century from 4° to 8°C in summer and 3° to 7°C in winter. Extreme summer heat, too, will be more common, as will the frequency of heavy rainstorms. Although little change in annual average precipitation is expected, seasonal shifts are likely to occur. The overall increase in temperature may mean that Ontario will see drier soils and more droughts. Seasonally, winter precipitation is expected to increase by 10 to 30 percent, while summer precipitation is expected to remain the same. The growing season in southern Ontario could be four to seven weeks longer, as well. The ongoing decline in ice cover on the Great Lakes and inland lakes is also expected to continue.


      Forests, in particular, will be impacted as the climate warms. There will probably be a reduction in the overall health of the forests because of higher concentrations of ground-level ozone and more frequent droughts and forest fires. Insect damage is projected to get worse, too, as a result of the hotter and drier summer conditions and the milder winters. A shift in tree species composition is likely to occur, with some species potentially extending their range northward over time. There is also a high probability that diversity in bird species will be affected. Resident birds like Northern Cardinals, White-breasted Nuthatches, and Black-capped Chickadees will be able to breed earlier and raise more young. However, increased resident bird populations could reduce the food and other resources available to migratory species.


      As for mammals, nuisance species such as raccoons and skunks will probably benefit from milder winters. The already prolific white-tailed deer may also fare well, since this species is not really adapted to traditional Canadian winters to begin with. Moose, on the other hand, could be negatively affected, not only by the warmth but by increased levels of deer-carried parasites such as brainworm.


      As lake and stream habitats warm up, native fish communities could change fundamentally, too. Cold-water species such as Lake Trout and Brook Trout will have a much harder time surviving. A changing climate may favour non-native invasive species with generalized habitat and feeding requirements over native species with more specialized needs. This will likely compound the impact of climate change in aquatic ecosystems. Zebra mussels and Common Carp, for example, may expand their range northward and, along with the introduction and spread of other invasive species, fundamentally change native fish communities. Ontario’s wetlands and the species that depend upon them will almost certainly be impacted negatively by earlier spring runoff, more intense flooding, and lower summer water levels. This, in turn, is likely to reduce suitable habitat for amphibians, migratory shorebirds, and some waterfowl species.


      These changes will have an important impact on how it “feels” to live in central and eastern Ontario, especially for those old enough to remember how things were. Already, to some of us, November seems more like October and April like May. One can’t help but wonder for how much longer we’ll be able to depend on the seasonal rituals we’ve kept for so long. Hunters, as much as any group, are seeing this. The November deer hunt used to be characterized by cool weather and often a light covering of snow. Now, mild weather is often the norm. The hunt does not feel the same, nor is the enjoyment. The same could be said for many other rituals, from the first lake swim of the year to the first cross-country skiing outing. The old dates for these “first of the year” events can no longer be relied upon. Although the hour is late, we can’t give up the fight to convince politicians — and our families, friends, and neighbours who elect them — to take aggressive action on cutting greenhouse gas emissions, if only to set an example to the rest of the world and perhaps avoid the worst-case scenarios of a changing climate.
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      Resident birds like the White-breasted Nuthatch may benefit from a warming climate.

      Kim Caldwell

    


    Seasonal Occurrences of Natural Events of Special Interest.[5]


    


    
      The following chart provides a summary of when some of the most noteworthy

    


    
      events in nature (e.g., birdsong) or nature-watching opportunities (e.g., moose-viewing) take place.

    


    
      Please note that there may be exceptions, depending on the geographic

    


    
      location in Ontario and abnormal weather patterns.

    


    
      The first letter is for early month, the second for

    


    
      mid-month, and the third for late month.
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    Level of Activity: N — none or irregular occurrence, L — low, M — medium, H — high

  


  
    January


    Silence and Survival
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      An American Robin feeding in mountain ash.

      Kim Caldwell

    


    Whose woods these are I think I know.


    His house is in the village though;


    He will not see me stopping here


    To watch his woods fill up with snow.


    — Robert Frost, Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening

    


    For those of the natural world, January is a deadly serious time; survival is the only consideration. For many animals this means a day-to-day struggle to eat enough to simply get through the long winter night. In January, sound is the exception and silence the rule. Granted, the quiet may be broken by the Styrofoam squeal of frigid snow underfoot, by the rifle shot of swollen tree fibres bursting in the cold, or by the tinkling calls of a flock of finches passing overhead, but these sounds are simply pauses in a world of silence. Even the January moon shines with a cold-hearted light that only accentuates the stillness of the land.


    But only to the casual, hurried observer is the landscape lifeless. Even on a cold, sunny morning, as frost crystals dance and dazzle in the air, a flock of chickadees may suddenly appear at the forest edge, tirelessly peering and probing for dormant insects. Nearby, a White-breasted Nuthatch works its way down a tree trunk while a Downy Woodpecker taps softly at the rough bark. In the distance, white-tailed deer browse quietly on basswood saplings, their grey winter hair matching the dim, grey-washed hues of the leafless hardwoods. The deer stop momentarily, startled by the hammer-like blows of a Pileated Woodpecker excavating a resonant old maple for dormant ants. To the curious and attentive observer, there is wonder in the countless strategies used by plants and animals to withstand or retreat from the snow, wind, and cold. Seen or unseen, awake or sleeping, life is all around us.


    Birds


    JANUARY HIGHLIGHTS


    All Month Long


    
      	Birds use a fascinating variety of strategies to survive the cold of winter. (See page 25)


      	The numbers of some winter birds vary greatly from one year to the next. These species are known as winter irruptives and include many of the finches and owls. The winter of 2009, for example, saw a huge flight of Pine Siskin. (See page 26)


      	In our forests, mixed flocks of foraging chickadees, nuthatches, and woodpeckers bring life to the seemingly empty winter landscape. These birds are very receptive to pishing, and the chickadees, in particular, can easily be coaxed to come in quite close. (See page 28)


      	Even during the winter, woodpeckers defend feeding territories through a combination of drumming and calling.


      	Pileated Woodpeckers sometimes take up temporary residence in urban areas during the winter months, providing residents with great entertainment — and some consternation — as they hammer away at neighbourhood trees in search of carpenter ants.


      	Watch for Ruffed Grouse at dawn and dusk along quiet, tree-lined country roads. They often appear in silhouette as they feed on the buds of trees such as the trembling aspen.


      	Large flocks of Wild Turkeys are an increasingly common sight in many areas of central and eastern Ontario. The birds are often seen in cornfields. Turkeys were reintroduced to Ontario in the 1980s.


      	Bald Eagles can be seen in many parts of central and eastern Ontario in winter. They are most often found along stretches of open water (e.g., Otonabee River, Bruce Power nuclear energy plant on Lake Huron) and in areas with large winter deer concentrations (e.g., Petroglyphs Provincial Park), where they feed on the carcasses of animals that die during the season.


      	Small numbers of diving ducks such as Common Goldeneye and Common Merganser can be found most anywhere there is open water, such as below dams. Large flocks of diving ducks also winter on the Ottawa River and on the Great Lakes. Watch, too, for uncommon gulls such as the Iceland and Glaucous.


      	Small flocks of American Robins overwinter in many parts of central and eastern Ontario each year. When the wild fruits — grape, mountain ash, buckthorn, hawthorn, among others — that constitute the bird’s winter diet are abundant, the number of winter robins increases greatly.


      	Barred Owls will occasionally show up in rural backyards and prey on careless feeder birds or on mice that are attracted by night to fallen seeds under the feeder. This round-headed, hornless owl often stays for days at a time and can be quite tame.


      	Large flocks of Snow Buntings can be seen all winter long in open fields and on agricultural land. Their large, white wing patches, distinctive warbling call, and unique flight behaviour immediately identify them. Snow Buntings always appear restless and continually land and take off again, swirling and veering in unison.

    


    Surviving the Cold


    When it comes to winter bird survival, feathers are a bird’s first line of defence. They provide efficient insulation to keep avian bodies warm, despite the cold surrounding air. A group of small muscles control each feather and can both raise and lower it. Using these muscles to fluff up their feathers, birds create tiny air spaces that drastically reduce heat loss. This is the same principle that explains why down ski jackets are so warm. Birds also have an amazing network of blood vessels in their feet and legs that minimizes heat loss. Warm arterial blood moving toward the bird’s feet passes through a network of small passages in close proximity to the cold venous blood returning to the heart. The system acts like a radiator. Heat is exchanged from the warm arterial blood to the cold venous blood in such a way that heat loss is minimal.


    Unless they are generating heat through flight, birds also shiver to keep warm in cold conditions. This happens even during sleep. Shivering produces heat at an amazing five times the bird’s basal rate. However, when you consider that a small bird needs to maintain its core body temperature at about 42°C, and that the surrounding air may be more than 70°C colder, a great deal of fat must be burned to fuel the shivering process. Therefore, the most important line of defence for a small bird is to get enough to eat during the day in order to maintain fat reserves. A chickadee, for example, only has enough fuel to get through a single night. If it is not able to feed the following day, it will die.


    Some birds can actually adjust their internal body temperature downward. This serves to reduce the difference between the bird’s body temperature and the air temperature, thus further reducing heat loss. Less shivering is necessary and fat reserves are used up at a lower rate. A chickadee, for instance, can lower its core temperature from 42°C to 30°C during a long winter night. The bird actually enters a state of torpor and becomes temporarily unconscious.


    The choice of the proper sleeping quarters is also important for protection from the elements. Most song birds, such as Northern Cardinals, Blue Jays, and Mourning Doves, find appropriate sleeping quarters in dense thickets of vegetation that afford shelter from the wind. Evergreens are especially popular with birds.


    Winter Irruptives


    The numbers of some winter birds fluctuate widely from year to year. These species are referred to as winter “irruptives,” and the years in which they are particularly common are called “flight years.” Most irruptive species breed in northern Canada and winter only intermittently south of the boreal forest. Among passerines (perching birds), the main irruptive species are the Bohemian Waxwing, Cedar Waxwing, Northern Shrike, Pine Grosbeak, Evening Grosbeak, Red-breasted Nuthatch, Pine Siskin, Common Redpoll, Hoary Redpoll, Purple Finch, American Goldfinch, Red Crossbill, and White-winged Crossbill. Other irruptives include Black-backed Woodpecker, Three-toed Woodpecker, Gray Jay, Boreal Chickadee, Rough-legged Hawk, Northern Goshawk, Northern Hawk Owl, Snowy Owl, Boreal Owl, and Great Gray Owl.


    The cause of this phenomenon is thought to be a shortage of food in the breeding range. This shortage follows the end of “masting.” Masting refers to a year in which seed production on trees is extraordinarily high. It tends to occur over a large area so that nearly all of the trees of a given species such as white spruce or white pine are masting at the same time. The abundance of food allows birds to lay more eggs than usual and fledge more young successfully. However, in a low food year following masting, the larger than usual numbers of seed-eating birds must migrate elsewhere to avoid starving. The occurrence of masting is unpredictable and poorly understood, however. (See October plants)


    Small mammals such as voles, mice, and lemmings also have cyclic population fluctuations, themselves related to the masting years. When their numbers are high, owls fledge more young than usual, but when mammal numbers crash, they must move elsewhere to find food. Snowy Owls, for example, move south when lemming populations crash on the tundra. The winter of 2011–12 was a major flight year for Snowy Owls.


    In practice, the occurrence of winter irruptives is never as regular and predictable as birders would like. Winter finch invasions are especially complex. Scientists do agree, however, that the severity of the winter is not an important factor, nor do all finches respond in the same way to the same conditions. The same unpredictability is characteristic of raptor invasions. The interactions between raptors and their prey are especially complex and mammal cycles are not fully understood. It is a myth, too, that northern owls are forced south because of unusually cold weather or deep snow cover. These birds are fully adapted to winter conditions and, if prey populations are high, the owls stay on in their northern territories. The good news is that every winter sees at least several irruptive species in central and eastern Ontario.


    The Great Gray Owl is probably the most impressive and visible raptor to make periodic flights into central and eastern Ontario. The largest recent invasion occurred in the winter of 2004–05 when large numbers of birds, possibly in the thousands, invaded central and southern Ontario.[1] Most of the owls were concentrated in marginal farmland interspersed with forest along the southern edge of the Canadian Shield. Their preferred prey item is the meadow vole, a species whose population crashes periodically in the boreal forest where the great gray is usually a year-round resident. This results in a mass exodus as the owls search for voles elsewhere. Unfortunately, a large percentage of these birds become traffic casualties during flight years.
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      The Common Redpoll is an irruptive species that often visits feeders.

      Karl Egressy

    


    Pishing: The Birder’s Secret Tool


    It is very useful to know how to entice birds in for closer observation and identification. The easiest and most effective technique is to imitate the distress call of a bird or small mammal. This technique, known as “pishing,” can draw birds in like a magnet since they are curious about unusual sounds. It is also an effective way to find out if there are actually birds in a stand of conifers or similar treed habitat that might at first seem completely void of birdlife. Pishing simply involves taking a deep breath and softly but quickly repeating the word pish as you let the air out in one, drawn-out exhale. The noise comes mostly from the lips. The effectiveness of this technique varies somewhat depending on the species of bird but definitely works extremely well with chickadees and Red-breasted Nuthatches. These two species are almost always the first to approach in response to pishing. Be sure to continue for at least another minute, however, because other species such as Downy Woodpeckers, Dark-eyed Juncos, and Golden-crowned Kinglets are sometimes just a little slower to approach.


    Ontario’s Ten Most Common Feeder Birds[2]


    
      	
        Black-capped Chickadee

      


      	Downy Woodpecker


      	American Goldfinch


      	Blue Jay


      	Mourning Dove


      	Dark-eyed Junco


      	White-breasted Nuthatch


      	Northern Cardinal


      	Hairy Woodpecker


      	European Starling

    


    Mammals


    JANUARY HIGHLIGHTS


    All Month Long


    
      	Mice, shrews, voles, and moles remain active all winter long, as they make a living in the subnivean space between the ground and snow. (See page 30)


      	On mild winter days when the temperature climbs above 4°C, bats sometimes emerge from hibernation and take “cleansing flights” to get rid of bodily wastes and to drink. However, bats may also appear in mid-winter because they are infected with white-nose syndrome, a disease which has now killed over a million bats in the northeastern United States, making the future for certain species very uncertain. (See page 30)


      	Cougars appear to be turning up with increased frequency in Ontario. Nearly 1,000 sightings have been reported since 2002, many of them in early winter. The origin of these cats is still unclear. (See page 31)


      	Moose and white-tailed deer usually shed their antlers sometime between early January and early March. This shows that the antler’s role as a tool of defence is minimal, since predators such as wolves pose the greatest threat during the winter months — well after the antlers have fallen.


      	Deer “yard up” in cedar swamps and large stands of hemlock such as in the Peterborough Crown Game Reserve and the west side of the Bruce Peninsula.


      	Coyotes are quite vocal in the evening and at night during their January to March mating season.


      	Beavers, too, mate this month or next. To tell whether a winter lodge is active, look for a dark patch, depression, or gap at the top of the lodge where the snow has been melted away by the warmth of the occupants inside.


      	Chipmunks awaken regularly during the winter to make trips to their underground storehouses for food.


      	Black bears give birth to hairless, sightless, and toothless cubs, no larger than chipmunks. However, they flourish on the sow’s rich milk. The amount of food available in the late summer and fall is critical in determining the number of young in the litter, or even if the sow will give birth at all.


      	Porcupines often take up residence in a large conifer and will spend the winter dining on the inner bark of the branches. Because of their short legs, they must avoid expending too much energy travelling through deep snow from one tree to another. Hemlock boughs scattered on the ground are often a sign of porcupine activity.

    


    Late January


    
      	With mating season starting, red foxes become more active. It’s quite common to see their meandering trails, sometimes even in suburban backyards.

    


    Happenings Under the Snow


    Much of the mammal activity in winter is actually happening in the subnivean space under the snow. The temperature here remains just below 0°C, even when air temperatures at the surface are much colder. In this dark, damp habitat, the snow becomes crystalline and can be easily excavated by voles, mice, and shrews, with the animals forming large networks of trails. You can often see these trails in field grass and on the ground around your bird feeder after the snow melts. Little do these mammals know, however, that owls can actually hear them moving under the snow. Small mammals are especially vulnerable when in the vicinity of “ventilator shafts.” These are special shafts constructed by voles in order to allow fresh air into the subnivean space when carbon dioxide levels become too high. It is amazing to watch an owl such as a Great Gray pounce on a seemingly lifeless expanse of snow and fly off with a vole in its talons. Although owls do represent a very real danger, the biggest threat to small mammals comes from the possibility of inadequate snow cover. If the snow does not arrive soon enough after the onset of subfreezing temperatures, many will perish. It is quite normal in some parts of central and eastern Ontario for snow to disappear temporarily from open areas at some point during the winter.


    Bat Decline


    As hard as it sounds to believe, there is every possibility that some of our most common bat species could completely disappear from northeastern North America in the near future. These are the bats that you might typically encounter at the cottage or in an old house or church. This dire projection is being made by Dr. Brock Fenton of the University of Western Ontario, one of the top bat researchers in the world.[3]


    The freefall in bat numbers appears to be linked to a fungus that is killing the animals as they attempt to overwinter in caves and abandoned mines. Known as white-nose syndrome (WNS), biologists are now getting a clearer idea of the epidemic. The species most at risk of developing WNS is the little brown bat, although a number of other species are also vulnerable.


    The most obvious symptom of WNS is the presence of a white fungus growing most often — but not exclusively — around the nose area, where it causes skin lesions. The fungus is a never-before-seen species known as Geomyces destructans. It now appears clear that the fungus kills the bats. In research published in the journal Nature in October of 2011, healthy little brown bats that were exposed to pure cultures of G. destructans developed WNS.[4] The results provide the first direct evidence that G. destructans is the causal agent of WNS. The researchers also confirmed that WNS can be transmitted from infected bats to healthy bats through direct contact. The disease is fatal to about 95 percent of the bats affected and has already killed almost six million of the animals, especially in the northeastern United States, where bat populations have been affected the longest. In 2010, WNS was detected at a number of hibernating sites across central and eastern Ontario, including a cave in the Bancroft area. It has also been detected in northeastern Ontario.


    How the bats are actually dying is also becoming clearer. First of all, it is normal for hibernating bats to awaken from their torpor a few times each winter and to even fly off in search of water, especially during mild weather. However, bats with white-nose syndrome have been observed waking up far too often and staying awake too long. Being overly active during winter depletes their stored fat reserves prematurely, since the animals require a lot of energy to rouse themselves from their torpid state. To further complicate matters, there are no insects for bats to eat in winter. So, bats with WNS exhaust their fat reserves and end up starving to death.


    To help curb the spread of the syndrome and minimize deaths, stay out of non-commercial caves and abandoned mines where bats may be present. If you see bats flying during the daytime in winter, or you see dead bats, please contact the Canadian Cooperative Wildlife Health Centre (1-866-673-4781) or the Natural Resources Information Centre (1-800-667-1940). People need to appreciate bats as a fascinating part of our planet’s biological diversity and a stunning achievement of evolution. Their value lies in the simple fact that they exist and are here among us — at least for now.
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      A hibernating little brown bat with white-nose syndrome.

      U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Wikimedia

    


    Cougars in Central and Eastern Ontario


    As amazing as it may sound, close to 1,000 cougar sightings have been reported to the Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources and the Ontario Puma Foundation since 2002. Many of the sightings have come from the counties of Peterborough, Haliburton, and Kawartha Lakes. Only a handful of these have been confirmed by photos, track marks, or DNA taken from scat (droppings) or other body parts. In fact, there has not been a cougar killed or captured in Ontario since 1884. Dr. Rick Rosatte, a senior research scientist with the Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources and Trent University in Peterborough, is attempting to substantiate their presence here with photographic evidence from trail cameras and physical evidence such as hair and scat samples.[5] This will help determine if the animals are wild North American cougars, or rather South American cougars that were once pets. Since the white-tailed deer is the cougar’s main source of food, Rosatte believes that cougars are most likely to be in the vicinity of winter deer yards, something the sightings maps may eventually bear out. With at least 500,000 deer in Ontario, there is certainly a sufficiently large prey base for cougars to survive in this province. The cougar (Puma concolor), also known as the puma or mountain lion, is native to both North and South America. The eastern North American population, however, is thought to have been completely wiped out by the 1940s, mostly as a result of hunting. Nevertheless, field evidence — scat, tracks, videos, sightings, carcasses — over the past three decades suggests that cougars are once again present in their eastern North American range. They could be animals that have escaped from captivity, or animals that have been raised in captivity and intentionally released into the wild. They could also be animals that are remnants of a native Ontario cougar population. Although remote, this explanation may be possible because of the large expanses of wilderness that still exist in northern Ontario. They may also be animals that have dispersed into Ontario from other areas such as Michigan, Manitoba, Quebec, and New York State. Of course, there is the possibility that some of the sightings are of animals that are not actually cougars at all. Finally, some combination of the above could explain the sightings. Cougars, like all cats and dogs, have four toes that show. The tracks measure about eight centimetres wide. Should you see a cougar, please contact the Ontario Puma Foundation or the MNR.


    Fish


    JANUARY HIGHLIGHTS


    All Month Long


    
      	There is a great deal of variability in fish behaviour in the winter. Some species, such as bass, can be relatively dormant, while others, such as Northern Pike and Walleye, are active and continue to feed. (See page 33)


      	Carp settle down onto the mud bottom of rivers and lakes and remain partly covered by the mud all winter.


      	Anglers pursue a variety of species in winter, including Walleye, Yellow Perch, Northern Pike, Whitefish, Burbot, Lake Trout, Brook Trout, Splake, and Rainbow Trout. Central and eastern Ontario offers numerous ice fishing opportunities. Fishing is often best just after ice-up and then again at the end of the season.


      	This is a period of high fish mortality, especially for young fish. During the winter months there is a shortage of appropriate-sized food such as plankton.

    


    Winter Fish Behaviour


    Although several fish species are essentially dormant during the winter, others remain active and continue to feed. These include Black Crappie, Walleye, Yellow Perch, Northern Pike, Whitefish, Brook Trout, Lake Trout, Rainbow Trout, and Splake. As a general rule, fish in winter stay close to the bottom. Being cold-blooded, they congregate where the water is warmest and where activity requires the least energy. Many species also frequent the shallower sections of lakes. For example, Pike and Walleye are usually in less than ten metres of water. Both of these species patrol weed beds in the winter, where they hunt for perch and other forage fish. They feed most heavily at dusk, during the night, and again at dawn. Lake Trout, too, are usually found near the bottom. However, they will at times feed close to the icy ceiling of the lake. Phytoplankton levels are high here because sunlight penetration through the ice permits photosynthesis to take place. Zooplankton feed on the phytoplankton, and baitfish such as Lake Herring feed on the zooplankton. Herring in turn are a favourite food of Lake Trout. Bass, on the other hand, lie dormant under logs, weeds, or rocks until the light and warmth of spring restore their energy and appetite. Smallmouth Bass virtually starve themselves over the winter. This is one reason why so few bass are ever caught by anglers at this time of year. Bass may also aggregate in deeper areas and remain inactive.


    Insects and Other Invertebrates


    JANUARY HIGHLIGHTS


    All Month Long


    
      	With a little searching, it is possible to find overwintering insects in all four stages of the life cycle — egg, larva, pupa, and adult. (See page 34)


      	Honey bees are one of the few insects that are able to maintain an elevated body temperature all winter. They accomplish this by clustering together in a thick ball within the hive, vibrating their wings to provide heat and eating stored honey to provide the necessary energy.


      	The monarch butterflies that migrated south in late August and September are now over-wintering on 12 isolated mountaintops of the Sierra Madres, west of Mexico City in the state of Michoacán.


      	Under the frozen surface of ponds, countless immature insects — larvae and nymphs — remain active. These include fierce, carnivorous dragonfly nymphs whose lower “lip” shoots out to snag prey almost like a frog tongue snatching flies, and the ingenious larvae of the caddisfly, which use bits of plants and gravel to construct protective cases around their bodies.
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      Honey bees have furry bodies that help to insulate them from the cold during winter.

      Richard Bartz, Wikimedia

    


    Discovering Invertebrates in Winter


    A winter outing can be made all the more enjoyable by keeping an eye open for evidence of insect activity or even insects themselves. In field habitat, watch for ball-like enlargements on the stems of goldenrods, which contain the larva of the goldenrod gall fly. If you cut the gall in half with a knife, you will find the small, yellow-white larvae inside. With a little searching, you might also find the foamy egg cases of the European mantis on twigs and stems. On cherry trees, which are often found along field edges, watch for shiny brown rings about two centimetres long that encircle the twigs. They have a varnished appearance and are only slightly larger in circumference than the twig itself. These rings contain the eggs of the eastern tent caterpillar, which makes the conspicuous silken tents on cherry and apple trees in the spring. To identify cherry trees in winter, look for small trees with large black growths on the branches. The growths result from a fungal infection known as black knot. This same habitat may even reveal one of the few insects that overwinters as a pupa. The Cecropia moth spins a dense, brown, silken cocoon about five centimetres long to protect itself while it is in the pupal stage of development. The cocoon is attached lengthwise to the twigs or branches of the host plant, often a cherry, maple, or birch. In woodlands, check under the loose bark of dead trees for hibernating mourning cloak butterflies or pregnant queen wasps, both of which survive the winter by entering a state of suspended development known as diapause. (See November Invertebrates)


    Plants and Fungi


    JANUARY HIGHLIGHTS


    All Month Long


    
      	Winter trees and shrubs present a surprisingly wide and attractive spectrum of colours. Conifers, for example, are a study in the various greens. (See page 36)


      	Twigs and buds merit special attention at this time of year. Because their characteristics are different for each species of tree, buds are a very useful tool in winter tree identification. (See page 36)


      	Evergreen woodland plants such as wintergreen, pipsissewa, wood fern, and Christmas fern stand out where the snow has melted or been blown away.


      	Because of their thick bunches of needles, conifer branches intercept and hold the falling snow. This results in far less snow reaching the ground underneath the trees.


      	White spruce cones retain large quantities of ripe seed over the winter. This makes the white spruce a favourite food source of winter finches such as crossbills.


      	The cones of red and white pine drop to the ground all winter long. The seeds in the cones, however, were already released in the fall.

    


    The Colour of the Winter Forest


    To the practised eye, the January woodland is not nearly as drab as it first might appear. In fact, all of the winter trees and shrubs show surprisingly distinctive differences in colour, be it the bark or the foliage. These are not the rich colours of fall or the soft pastels of spring but they do proclaim the time of season just the same. The following list gives an idea of the colour diversity seen even in winter:


    
      	the bronze-green of white cedar leaves


      	the yellow-green of white pine needles


      	the blue-green of white spruce needles


      	the dark green of balsam fir needles


      	the crimson of red osier dogwood twigs


      	the purple hues of distant white birch crowns


      	the pale yellows of lingering beech leaves and the bark of yellow birch


      	the creamy-white of the bark of the white birch


      	the beige-green of trembling aspen bark


      	the light grey of American beech bark


      	the mid-grey of white ash and sugar maple bark


      	the greyish-black of black cherry bark


      	the reddish-brown bark of young white cedars

    


    Beautiful Buds


    After the dramatic leaf colour of the fall, it’s easy to think that the trees are simply barren and offer nothing of interest to grab our attention. Fortunately, for those of us who enjoy winter botanizing, this is anything but the case. A closer look quickly shows that the trees are already adorned with buds — tiny jewels formed the previous summer that harbour the promise of spring; stored within the buds, the tree’s entire future lies in waiting. Miniaturized, folded, and pressed together like the tiniest and tightest of parachutes, next spring’s leaves are biding their time and waiting for their turn to capture sunlight and manufacture food. Embryonic stems are anxious to become twigs and eventually branches, and tiny flowers are yearning for their chance to create fertile seeds and assure a new generation of trees. But equally important, the new growth that will emerge from buds in April and May will provide food for legions of insects and small mammals that, in turn, will become fuel for the rest of the food chain. The song of a Baltimore Oriole on a May morning is directly linked to the buds of the winter forest.


    Although trees can usually be identified by their overall shape and by characteristics of the bark, buds provide a more reliable means of identification, especially for the beginner. The starting point is to be able to recognize the twig, the section at the end of each branch that constitutes the previous year’s growth. A twig’s point of origin is marked by a distinctive ring-like node around the branch. Twigs are also smoother than the rest of the branch and almost always a different colour.


    Buds can be on the side of the twig (lateral buds) or at the end (terminal buds). Because buds almost always form in the angle between the stem and the stalk of the leaf, both leaves and buds have the same arrangement on the twig. This arrangement is usually alternate or opposite. Alternate means that there is only one bud (or leaf in summer) per node. A node is a knob-like section of the twig where there is a slight fattening. A familiar example is the very apparent nodes on a bamboo cane. In opposite arrangements, there are two buds or leaves per node with one opposite the other. Honeysuckle, ash, maple, lilac, viburnum, elderberry, and dogwood are the principal tree and shrub genera with opposite leaves and buds. Just about all of the others are alternate. The following mnemonic — which unintentionally sounds like a rallying call for animal rights — may be helpful in remembering these seven genera: HAM LIVED! (Each genus, except lilac, corresponds to one letter in the mnemonic; lilac corresponds to LI.)
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      The HAM LIVED mnemonic. Opposite buds, left to right: honeysuckle, ash, maple, lilac, viburnum (highbush cranberry), elderberry, and dogwood. Alternate buds: basswood.

      Drew Monkman

    


    Weather


    JANUARY HIGHLIGHTS


    All Month Long


    
      	Snow directly shapes the composition of our plant and animal life and is the cause of many fascinating adaptations. (See page 39)


      	This is the coldest month of the year across central and eastern Ontario. Cold winter air actually originates from near or within the Arctic Circle. (See page 40)


      	We begin the month with about 8 ¾ hours of daylight but gain a full hour by month’s end.


      	The sun actually rises later during the first week of January than it does any other time of year. In fact, it doesn’t peek over the horizon until almost 8:00 a.m., depending on where you live. Compare this to June, when the sun rises at about 5:30 a.m.!


      	Because there are no plants in bloom, an absence of strong smells is a characteristic feature of winter. However, our noses still know the season by the smell of everything from the smoke from a woodstove to cross-country ski wax.


      	Warmer weather that sometimes arrives late in the month, usually between January 20 and 26, is known as the January Thaw. It has always held a prominent place in North American weather lore, almost akin to Indian Summer. It does not, however, occur every year.


      	The daytime winter sky rarely appears as blue as the sky of summer. On cold winter days, invisible ice particles can easily form and scatter light of all wavelengths (colours), thereby making the sky appear almost white.


      	Our lakes are at a uniform 4°C, except just below the ice surface, where the water is near the freezing point.


      	As lake ice grows and expands, stresses are created that cause the ice to crack. The noise created can be surprisingly loud. Cracking is most frequent during periods of very cold weather.


      	We become aware of the lengthening days. Most of the daylight is gained at the end of the day, rather than in the morning. Over the first three weeks of the month, we gain about 24 minutes more daylight in the afternoon, compared to only about seven extra minutes in the morning.

    


    January Weather Averages, 1971–2000.[6]
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    How Snow Affects the Natural World


    Snow has a huge impact on plants and animals. By forming an insulating layer over the ground, it protects certain species while making life much more challenging for others. Deep snow makes walking and feeding difficult for white-tailed deer but helps snowshoe hares to more easily reach the buds of saplings. Both plants and animals show amazing adaptations to life in a snow-covered environment. Some of these adaptations are primarily anatomical while others are behavioural. Birches, for example, have flexible trunks that bend with the weight of ice and snow without breaking. They usually spring back up when the snow melts. Snowshoe hares and weasels turn white in the winter, thereby gaining the advantage of camouflage. The hares have also developed large feet or “snowshoes” that allow them to travel on top of the snow. Ruffed Grouse grow combs on the sides of their toes which provide better support when walking on the snow. Moose, on the other hand, are equipped with long, stilt-like legs that reach down through the snow to the firm ground below while keeping the animal’s belly above the surface of the snow.


    Because snow and cold drastically limit food availability, many animals hibernate or sleep through much of the winter or migrate to areas where more food is available. Studies have shown that most animals can withstand the cold as long as they have access to sufficient food. Both bird and mammal migration is much more a response to the lack of suitable food than to the onset of cold weather. I have often seen large flocks of healthy American Robins flying about on frigid winter days at temperatures of -25°C or colder. As long as they can find sufficient food such as berries to fuel their bodies, they do not appear to suffer from the cold. There are also many cases in which insect-eaters that usually winter in the tropics have been able to survive an Ontario winter by dining on suet at a backyard feeder.


    Winter Weather’s Arctic Origins


    The next time you experience an icy blast of winter air, take a moment to reflect upon its far-off place of origin, near or within the Arctic Circle. Here, the combination of long, dark winter nights, clear skies, and a surface covered with ice and snow progressively chills the air. The sun provides little in the way of warming heat, since it only skirts the horizon for much of the winter. The snow and ice reflect away what little light the sun beams down. The thermometer eventually plummets to the frigid temperatures of the high atmosphere. As the air chills, it becomes denser and forms a huge dome of high surface pressure. As Keith Heidorn writes in his book, And Now … the Weather, “eventually, this cold dome breaks its bond with the spawning ground and rushes wildly southward. Howling winds precede the great air mass, announcing its advent. Trees shudder. Birds shiver.”[7]


    Cold Arctic air is also a necessary ingredient in snowstorms. Other than episodes of lake-effect snow (See December Weather), a typical winter storm in central or eastern Ontario is preceded by northeast winds, as a warm, moist air mass moving up from the south meets a mass of cold, dry air coming down from the north. Winter storms derive their energy from the clash of these two air masses of different temperatures and moisture levels. The point where the air masses meet is called a front. If cold air advances and pushes away the warm air, it forms a cold front. When warm air advances, it rides up over the denser, colder air mass to form a warm front. This upward movement causes the water vapour to crystallize and fall in the form of snow. In the most severe blizzards, the snow seems to fall almost horizontally, as driving winds force it through even the smallest cracks and openings.


    Approximate January Sunrise and Sunset Times (EST).[8]


    (Note: Twilight starts about 30 minutes before sunrise and continues about 30 minutes after sunset.)
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    Night Sky


    JANUARY HIGHLIGHTS


    All Month Long


    
      	Major constellations and stars (in italics) visible (January15 — 8:00 p.m. EST)

        Northwest: Cassiopeia and Pleiades high in sky; Andromeda (with M31 galaxy) just above; Great Square of Pegasus setting due west; Draco just below Ursa Minor.


        Northeast: Gemini (with Castor and Pollux) high in sky; Big Dipper standing upright low in sky; Ursa Minor (with Polaris) to its left; Leo (with Regulus) rising over eastern horizon.


        Southeast: dominated by Orion (with Betelgeuse and Rigel), Taurus (with Aldebaran) high to its right, Canis Major (with Sirius) low to its left, Auriga (with Capella) high above.


        Southwest: an area called the “River,” with large but dim constellations; Pleiades overhead.

      


      	The winter sky provides a great opportunity to become familiar with the Big Dipper, Little Dipper, and Cassiopeia. These north sky constellations are the starting points for learning the other constellations. (See page 42)


      	The Algonquian name for the full moon of January is the Wolf or Spirit Moon.


      	The early winter full moon rides higher in the sky than at any other season and passes nearly overhead at midnight. Coupled with the reflective quality of snow, moonlit winter nights shine with an unforgettable brilliance. It’s a great time to go for a walk or even a ski.


      	Bright stars abound in the winter sky. In fact, 17 of the 33 brightest stars visible in Canada are clustered together right now in about one-tenth of the sky. They belong to a group of constellations called the “Winter Six” — namely Orion, Canis Major, Canis Minor, Gemini, Auriga, and Taurus. They also contribute to the false impression that the night sky is actually clearer in winter and that stars somehow shine brighter than in other seasons.

    


    Early January


    
      	The Quadrantid meteor shower takes place January 3 and 4. The point of origin is just east of the head of Draco.

    


    Getting to Know the North Sky


    It comes as a surprise to many people that the night sky changes from one season to the next. The various stars and constellations come and go in much the same way as the hummingbirds fly south in the fall and the trilliums bloom in the spring. Exactly where in the sky you will see a given constellation, however, depends not only on the time of year but also on the hour of the night. The first step in learning the main stars and constellations is to become familiar with Ursa Major (Big Bear) and its asterism, the Big Dipper. An asterism is a prominent pattern or group of stars, typically having a popular name but usually smaller than a constellation. Ursa Major, Ursa Minor (Little Dipper), and Cassiopeia (the “W”) are known as circumpolar constellations because they appear to rotate around the North Star (Polaris) that is located almost exactly at true north. They will guide you to other constellations because they are above the horizon and visible all year long. Most constellations disappear below the horizon for part of the year. There is no use looking for Orion in late spring or Leo in November in central or eastern Ontario.


    Ursa Major, with the Big Dipper, can always be found in the northern sector of the sky. The Dipper consists of seven stars and forms the tail and body of the Bear. To see the rest of the bear, look for two curves of stars. The curve in front of the Dipper’s bowl forms the head and forepaw of the bear, while the curve below the rear of the bowl forms the hind leg. The handle of the Dipper is the bear’s tail. The front two stars of the Dipper’s bowl are known as the Pointers because they point directly toward Polaris, the North Star. Starting at the Pointer star at the bottom of the bowl, imagine a line connecting to the upper Pointer. Project this line five times and you will have found Polaris. There are no other bright stars near Polaris. This technique works at any time of the night and at any season of the year.


    Although Polaris is not particularly bright, it is unique. When you are facing Polaris, you are facing almost due north. South is therefore directly behind you, east is to your right and west is to your left. At our latitude, Polaris is also approximately halfway up in the sky. It appears to remain stationary while Ursa Major and the other constellations seem to rotate around it. Polaris is also the first star in the Little Dipper’s handle. This is helpful to know because the Little Dipper is a rather dim asterism.


    The other well-known circumpolar constellation is Cassiopeia. Its five bright stars form an easy-to-recognize M or W shape. To find Cassiopeia, imagine a line that starts where the Big Dipper’s handle joins the bowl, extends through Polaris, and continues the same distance to Cassiopeia. The Inuit imagined this constellation as a pattern of stairs sculpted in the snow.
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      The north sky in January.

      Jean-Paul Efford

    

  


  
    February


    Gateway to the Year


    
      [image: Sketch 5.tif]

      A male striped skunk on the prowl.

      Kim Caldwell

    


    Every gardener knows that under the cloak of winter lies a miracle … a seed waiting to sprout, a bulb opening to the light, a bud straining to unfurl. And the anticipation nurtures our dream.


    — Barbara Winkler

    


    February opens to what is often the coldest week of the winter. Ice, snow, and cold temperatures usually reign supreme. Ironically, this is also the time we amuse ourselves with stories of a sleepy-eyed rodent emerging from its hole to gauge the prospects of spring. Although we cannot take the story literally, Groundhog Day does mark the mid-point of winter. In earlier days it was a time to take stock that you had half your hay, root crop, and firewood left in order to comfortably make it through to spring.


    February is maybe the best month to enjoy winter. Sunset is not until 5:30 p.m. which allows for long afternoons to spend outdoors. Snow cover is more substantial as well. For some, there is the romance of the “big winter storm.” It starts with an atmosphere of anticipation and the prospect of real excitement. There is the exhilaration of being out in the wind and snow and, afterward, a spirit of camaraderie as friends and neighbours help each other dig out.


    But winter can begin to weigh heavy on our psyche this month. At first glance, spring doesn’t appear to be coming any time soon. Yet no matter how well-entrenched snow and ice may seem, the promise of spring does begin to reveal itself this month. Forget what the calendar is saying and simply look, listen, and smell. Already, there is a very noticeable stretch in daylight, American Crows and Horned Larks are returning, and the first real birdsong since last summer can be heard. Starlings are piping and cackling, chickadees are whistling their familiar song, and even cardinals are singing once again, caught up in the urge to reaffirm their pair bonds. Our noses, too, are alerted to the coming change of season, often by the smell of a skunk out searching for a mate on a damp February night. And, in only a few more weeks, Red-winged Blackbirds will have returned to local marshes and the first pussy willow catkins and wild leeks will have emerged.


    Birds


    FEBRUARY HIGHLIGHTS


    All Month Long


    
      	Although rather tentative at first, birdsong returns in February as pair bonds are established or renewed. Black-capped Chickadees, Northern Cardinals, and House Finches are several of the birds that usually start singing this month. (See page 48)


      	Highly nomadic Red and White-winged Crossbills commonly sing and, given sufficient food supplies, even nest in the middle of winter. Crossbills are most common in central and eastern Ontario in years with big spruce cone crops such as 2008–09.


      	Woodpeckers begin to drum more frequently to advertise ownership of territory and to renew or establish pair bonds.

    


    Early February


    
      	Horned Larks return. They are traditionally the first migrant arrivals of the year and mark the coming of “pre-spring.” Along with Snow Buntings, these are birds of open, agricultural land. Their tingling song is given in flight and can be heard even on the coldest days.

    


    Mid-February


    
      	This is courtship time for ravens. Males begin their aerial nuptial displays, diving and twisting like corkscrews over Canadian Shield country. Pairs of ravens will also soar together. There has been a dramatic expansion of the raven’s range southward in recent years.[1]


      	The Great Backyard Bird Count (GBBC) takes place over four days. The GBBC engages birdwatchers of all levels of expertise to create a real-time snapshot of the whereabouts and relative abundance of North American birds in mid-winter. Go to www.birdcount.org for details.

    


    Late February


    
      	“Giant” Canada Geese that have wintered along the Great Lakes and southward into the northern and mid-United States begin arriving back in central and eastern Ontario. Other species such as the Cackling Goose (formerly thought to be a subspecies of the Canada Goose) sometimes mix in with these flocks, too.


      	
        
          [image: Feb 1.tif]

          The male Common Goldeneye puts on a very vocal courtship display.

          Karl Egressy

        

      


      	Crow numbers increase as returning migrants bolster the ranks of those birds that never left. Watch for long, scattered flocks often flying at high altitudes.


      	Common Goldeneye and Common Merganser numbers increase as migrants from the Great Lakes begin to head north. The male Common Goldeneye puts on quite a show of courtship behaviour in late winter. He thrusts his head forward and then moves it back toward his rump with his bill pointing straight up in the air, at which time he utters a squeaky call.


      	Exceptionally warm weather may result in short-distance migrants like American Robins and Red-winged Blackbirds arriving back early from their wintering grounds in the southern United States. Waterfowl may arrive, as well.

    


    Renewing Pair Bonds


    For many of our resident birds, the first step in the breeding cycle begins in February with the formation or reaffirmation of a pair bond between a male and female. With long-lived species such as geese, cranes, and some owls, the same pair of birds may remain together in a monogamous relationship for life. For other species, a pair may stay together for several successive breeding seasons (e.g., Mourning Doves), for one entire breeding season (most songbirds), or for only a single nesting (e.g., House Wrens). In some species, such as American Robins, pairing arrangements seem to vary with individual birds.


    Even in the case of birds that have a lifelong pair bond, the attachment between the male and female weakens during the fall and early winter. The birds may be indifferent or even aggressive to each other during this time. By late winter, however, a reaffirmation of the pair bond begins. This is especially apparent in cardinals. Although the male and female remain together throughout the year, the bond is relaxed in the non-breeding season. But starting in February, the male starts to sing regularly once again and both sexes often feed together. The male White-breasted Nuthatch is also becoming much more interested in the female with which he shares the same territory throughout the year. He sings in her presence, bows before her while fluttering his wings and cocking his tail, and may even bring her food. Male Black-capped Chickadees, too, whistle their three-note song much more often starting in mid-winter. This serves to attract a new mate or to strengthen the pair bond with an existing partner, since some chickadees actually remain mated for life. Chickadee flocks begin to break up as spring approaches, and pairs take up residence on nesting territories. An easy mnemonic for the chickadee’s love song is “Hi Sweetie,” which coincides nicely with both the date and the meaning of Valentine’s Day.


    Secret Lives of Chickadees


    It’s hard not to love chickadees and their ability to survive the long, cold winter nights, bitter winds, and relative lack of food. However, there is also a lot going on in the chickadee world that is not immediately obvious. Chickadees live in a surprisingly complex social system, based on a dominance hierarchy, or “pecking order.”[2] Each bird in the flock is known to the others according to its rank. The rank, in turn, depends on the bird’s degree of aggressiveness. All of the birds in the flock are subordinate to the most aggressive bird. Males dominate females and younger birds are usually subordinate to older ones. Dominance can be expressed through singing, body position, chasing, and sometimes even by physically fighting — as a friend of mine once witnessed. High rank in the dominance hierarchy confers some very important advantages. For starters, dominant birds enjoy the best access to food. At the feeder, for example, the dominant male can easily frighten other chickadees away.


    If you are the number one bird in the flock, you can also count on your mate always being faithful. A lower-ranked male, however, is often cuckolded by his partner, who tends to look for sexual opportunities with a higher ranked bird. The female who is paired to the alpha male also enjoys better access to food and very little aggression from other birds. She, too, has a higher overwinter survival rate. When the nesting season arrives, she will also lay more eggs than lower ranked females and suffer less nest predation. When chickadees come to your feeder, watch for short chases between members of the flock. This is an expression of dominance that is most often seen when the feeder is crowded. Dominant birds will approach the feeder directly, scaring off others that are feeding. Lower-ranked birds tend to wait until the more dominant individuals are through. You will often see them approach the feeder and then veer off without landing.
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      Black-capped Chickadees live in a surprisingly complex social system.

      Karl Egressy

    


    Mammals


    FEBRUARY HIGHLIGHTS


    All Month Long


    
      	Watch for river otters in winter around areas of flowing water such as streams and rivers. Their trough-like “snowslide” trails are sometimes seen on embankments or even flat ground.


      	Being very social animals, northern flying squirrels sometimes join up in single-sex groups for warmth during the winter. They will often choose a tree cavity or abandoned woodpecker hole. Watch for them at night at bird feeders, too.


      	Gray squirrels mate in January or February and can often be seen streaming by in treetop chases as a group of males pursue a half-terrorized female. Some amazing acrobatics are usually part of the show. The female gives off a scent at this time of year that the opposite sex finds irresistible.


      	The Virginia opossum, a marsupial that is native to the southeastern United States, is extending its range northward into parts of central and eastern Ontario, probably as a result of factors such as climate change and the resulting milder winters. These mostly nocturnal animals are sometimes attracted to bird feeders in winter, where they eat spilled seed.


      	Bats that are overwintering in attics and other dry building environments will sometimes emerge from hibernation to try to find water. You may also see them during periods of extreme cold, which can awaken bats hibernating in attics. They may try to squeeze through the vapour barrier in the wall to reach warmer temperatures and will sometimes crawl down between walls and find their way into basements. If you immediately release them outside, however, they will freeze to death.

    


    Early February


    
      	Don’t waste your time looking for groundhogs. No sane “woodchuck” is out of hibernation yet, and the last thought in their mid-winter dreams is whether the February sky is clear or cloudy!

    


    Mid-February


    
      	Male striped skunks and raccoons roll out of their dens any time from mid-February to early March and go on a long prowl looking for females with which to mate. (See page 51)

    


    Late February


    
      	In years of deep snow, late winter is the most difficult part of the year for white-tailed deer. (See below)


      	Wolves mate between late February and early April. Only the alpha male and female in the pack will reproduce.

    


    Mammals on the Make


    The so-called “dead of winter” is anything but dead for many of our mammals. Many species must mate at this time for their young to be born in April or early May when food becomes more plentiful and conditions in general are more conducive to raising a family. This is the case for some of our best known mammals — gray squirrels, eastern wolves, coyotes, red foxes, raccoons, striped skunks, and American mink — all of which have a gestation period averaging about two months. Because mammals tend to be so secretive, most mating activity goes on without our knowledge. There is one indicator, however, that everyone knows — the smell of a skunk on the prowl on a mild February or March night. The smell of a skunk is a time-honoured sign of pre-spring and one of the first datable natural events of the year recorded by early phenologists — ecologists who study periodic plant and animal life-cycle events that are influenced by climate and seasonal change — such as Aldo Leopold.[3] Skunks often overwinter communally in groups of up to 12 individuals, most of which are females. Being polygamous, the male mates with all the females in the den before heading out to look for love elsewhere.


    White-tailed Deer in Winter


    Deer do not cope especially well with winter. In Ontario, white-tailed deer are at the northern fringe of their range. They lack the anatomical adaptations such as the long legs that moose have developed. When there is more than 50 centimetres of soft snow on the ground, deer are seriously handicapped and must expend large amounts of energy simply walking from one point to another. They have, however, adapted in terms of their behaviour. Every year, most deer move to special wintering areas where the snow cover is thinner and browse is available. In agricultural lands, this wintering site may be a cedar swamp or flood plain or simply the south-facing slope of a woodlot or field. In more northern locations, many deer move into larger sites known as “deer yards.” These are areas of mostly coniferous tree cover which offer browse, protection from the wind, and less snow to contend with because much of it remains caught in the branches.


    The winter diet of deer consists mainly of deciduous buds and twigs, conifer branches, and both coniferous and deciduous saplings. Some of the preferred species include white cedar, eastern hemlock, American basswood, and apple. If corn is available, it is also a very popular food item. In deer yards, however, most of the new twig growth on woody shrubs may have been consumed by late winter. The animals sometimes end up relying on older twigs which have a much lower food value.


    Surprisingly, a deer’s food demands decrease during cold weather, because its metabolic activity slows down. During extended cold periods, deer will enter a state of semi-dormancy, sometimes called “hibernation on the hoof.” This is an adaptation to survive the relative lack of food and the adversity of winter weather. Food demands can decrease by 30 percent. The animals will also bed down for much longer periods of time.


    Even with these adaptations, if appropriate browse becomes too scarce, pregnant does will actually resorb the developing fetus into their body, and no fawn will be born in the spring. Weakened deer may also fall victim to coyotes and wolves or even to dogs that are allowed to run loose. This is a serious problem during winters with deep, prolonged snow cover and when the snow is crusty. In years of severe food shortage, and only as a last resort, humans sometimes provide deer with supplementary or emergency feeding. Contact the Ministry of Natural Resources before going ahead with such measures. Providing the wrong type of food can actually kill the deer.
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      White-tailed deer show a number of behavioural adaptations to winter.

      Terry Carpenter

    


    Fish


    FEBRUARY HIGHLIGHTS


    All Month Long


    
      	Throughout February and into early March, Burbot spawn at night under the ice on rocky lake bottoms. Also known as Ling or Freshwater Cod, the fish form writhing balls of about a dozen intertwined individuals which actually move across the lake bottom. Burbot are found in deep water bodies throughout central and eastern Ontario. Ice fishermen sometimes catch them after dark in the same winter habitats as Walleye and Lake Trout.


      	Lake Trout eggs hatch in February but the fry remain in the substrate for about six weeks, surviving on energy stored in their yolk sac. They swim up from the shoal where they hatched in late March and early April and must actively feed or starve to death. Food is usually abundant at that time. However, if climate change causes an increase in water temperature, this would result in the eggs hatching earlier. The fry may then become active in mid-winter when there is no food available and consequently starve to death.[4]

    


    Insects and Other Invertebrates


    FEBRUARY HIGHLIGHTS


    All Month Long


    
      	On mild, sunny days, check the snow along the edge of woodland trails for snow fleas. What looks like spilled pepper might begin to jump around right before your eyes! (See page 54)


      	Wingless scorpion flies and wingless winter crane flies can sometimes be found walking on the snow on cloudy winter days with mild temperatures. The latter is very slow moving, has long legs, and is amazingly spider-like in appearance.


      	True spiders may also emerge from the leaf litter and head out onto the snow pack on mild winter days. These are spider species that overwinter as adults and do not build webs to catch prey. They include wolf and dwarf spiders. The latter, at only 0.6 centimetres long, is often the most abundant winter spider.

    


    Late February


    
      	In late February and March, winter stoneflies emerge from streams and walk about on the adjacent snow in their quest to find a mate. They are black, about one centimetre in length, and have two prominent tail-like appendages. After mating, the females return to the stream to lay their eggs. The presence of stoneflies indicates good water quality.


      	Spring has sprung for overwintering monarch butterflies in the mountains of Mexico. Now that the lengthening days have triggered the final development of their reproductive systems, male monarchs are zealously courting the females. Most of the males die shortly after mating.

    


    Snow Fleas: Insects on Ice


    Even people who don’t like winter will usually admit that “at least there are no bugs.” Well, guess again. Insects are indeed out and about in the winter woods. The good news, however, is that the species you’re most likely to encounter — the minuscule snow flea (Hypogastrura nivicola) — prefers algae, bacteria, and mouldy leaves to human blood. The snow flea is not related to true fleas such as those your dog or cat may bring home. It belongs to an ancient group of wingless insects called Collembola, commonly known as springtails because of their amazing ability to jump. Less than two millimetres in length, snow fleas accomplish their incredible leaps thanks to two tiny tail-like appendages — visible through a good magnifying glass — that are folded under the abdomen and held in place by a kind of hook. When the hook is released, the tails act as a catapult, sending the insect rocketing skyward. They can, in fact, hurdle themselves an impressive 13 centimetres, which represents 65 times the insect’s body length. In human terms, that’s like being able to jump the length of a football field.


    Late winter is the best time to look for snow fleas. On mild, sunny days, carefully examine the snow adjacent to open ground where leaves and soil have been exposed through melting. The base of a tree along the edge of a woodland trail is a good place to try. What may initially appear like pinhead-sized particles of soot or pepper scattered on the snow will suddenly start jumping about in front of you. Now, you may wonder what snow fleas are doing out on the snow in the first place. Surprisingly, they are out looking for food in the form of microscopic organic matter. Snow fleas are able to remain active because of the fact that they are black, which allows them to absorb heat from the sun. The microclimate in the sheltered spaces between the ice crystals is also substantially warmer than the surrounding air. At night, they return to the shelter of the leaf litter.


    Plants and Fungi


    FEBRUARY HIGHLIGHTS


    All Month Long


    
      	On mild winter days when sufficient moisture is available, lichens are able to carry out photosynthesis and to actually grow. (See below)


      	The grey, brittle remains of last summer’s roadside wildflowers add interest to a winter walk. Watch especially for the cup-like “bird’s nest” of Queen Anne’s lace; the large pods of milkweed, some of which still contain silken seeds; and the lovely, almond-shaped seedcases of evening primrose, whose ends curl back like the petals of a woody flower.


      	Young American beech trees retain many of their tan, papery leaves for the entire winter. They are especially beautiful on a winter morning when the sun’s rays pass directly through them.


      	Our sense of smell can be useful in winter tree identification. Break a twig or crush a bud of yellow birch and a wintergreen or peppermint smell is released. An equally pleasant but much stronger smell comes from the large, terminal buds of the balsam poplar. They give off a familiar spicy fragrance that immediately evokes the smell of a damp late-May morning.


      	Several species of shrubs still have fruit “on the vine,” even in mid-winter. These include highbush cranberry, staghorn sumac, and maple-leaved viburnum. Because the fat content of these fruits is quite low, they are seldom eaten by birds or squirrels until all other food sources fail.

    


    Lichens


    Of all the conspicuous organisms in the natural landscape, lichens are probably the most overlooked. However, with far fewer species around to compete against for the eye’s attention, winter can be a good time to get to know this interesting division of the fungi kingdom.


    Lichens are actually “dual organisms” consisting of an alga and a fungus living together as a single unit for mutual benefit. Although they both can live on their own, they seem to do better together. This type of relationship in nature is known as mutualistic. The fungus, which is the visible portion of the lichen, provides the alga with protection and a “house” to live in. It also supplies the alga with mineral nutrients and water, both of which the fungus absorbs from the surrounding substrate and directly from the air. The alga, in turn, makes food for the fungus by using sunlight to photosynthesize glucose. Although lichens have no roots, they do have fungal strands that attach the undersurface of the lichen to the tree or rock. Lichens survive the cold of winter by drying out to the point of becoming brittle. If temperatures climb above freezing, however, and if sufficient moisture becomes available, they can photosynthesize and grow even in winter.


    Some of the most common lichens in central and eastern Ontario are those belonging to the genus Parmelia. They are pale grey or light green leaf lichens that typically grow on trees, logs, and rocks. Some species of Parmelia are pollution-tolerant and can easily be found on the bark of urban trees. These lichens are used by Ruby-throated Hummingbirds and Eastern Wood-pewees in the construction of their nests. A winter ski or snowshoe outing along a rock ridge or through a conifer swamp can be a good time to look for some of the other common lichens. These include lungwort, rock tripe, and the familiar British soldiers.


    Ecologically, lichens are important because they often occupy niches where nothing else will grow. Species such as rock tripe, for example, are the only organisms that will grow on bare rock. Over the course of many years, the lichen will slowly collect around and beneath itself small amounts of moisture and mineral and organic fragments. When freezing temperatures come, the lichen’s collected water will expand as it forms ice. This expanding action may break off a few more particles from the rock below the lichen, thereby helping to make more soil. Eventually, other more complex plants such as mosses or ferns may take root in the modest accumulation of soil and replace the lichen. Forest Plants of Central Ontario is an excellent guide to the common lichens. (See Bibliography)
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      Parmelia caperata is a common, light-green lichen found on the bark of deciduous trees.

      Drew Monkman

    


    Weather


    FEBRUARY HIGHLIGHTS


    All Month Long


    
      	We begin the month with about 9¾ hours of daylight and end with 11, a gain of about 75 minutes.


      	Some people claim they can smell an approaching snowstorm. Snow can, in fact, contain chemicals such as formaldehyde and sulphate, all of which have distinctive odours that can sometimes be perceived by the human nose.


      	In terms of total precipitation (rain and snow combined), February is one of the driest months of the year.


      	February is often a particularly good time to see “sun dogs.” They consist of two short rainbow arcs forming on either side of the sun and creating a halo of light. Sun dogs appear when the sun shines through a thin cloud of ice crystals, usually on days with feathery cirrus clouds.


      	Central and eastern Ontario rivers such as the Otonabee sometimes flood, even in mid-winter. Cold weather conditions supercool (reduce the temperature to below 0°C) turbulent water as it rushes downstream and over dams, thereby creating frazil ice. This type of ice is characterized by loose, needle-shaped ice crystals which resemble slush. Frazil ice has the ability to “stick” to the upstream side of objects in the water and grow in size as more ice gets deposited. This can create ice jams which impede the flow of the river and cause flooding.

    


    Early February


    
      	Groundhog Day, February 2, marks the mid-point of winter. However, in the real world, no self-respecting groundhog will be out of hibernation until at least mid-March. (See page 58)

    


    Late February


    
      	Winter is on the ebb. The sun is rising and setting farther and farther north with each passing day. This means that it travels higher through the sky, making for longer days.


      	Daylight is with us now until close to 6:00 p.m. The increase in daylight rekindles the human spirit!

    


    February Weather Averages, 1971–2000.[5]


    [image: ]


    Groundhog Day


    Even though the first week of February is often one of the coldest weeks of the winter, tradition steers our thoughts to spring at this time and to the escapades of the groundhog. This familiar member of the squirrel family is supposed to arise and to rule on the arrival date of spring. If it sees its shadows, the timid animal will immediately dive back into its burrow and winter will continue for six more weeks. If there is no shadow, spring will soon be at hand. Unfortunately, as most people know, the groundhog is a true hibernator and sleeps right through the whole event. The Groundhog Day tradition is linked both to Roman times and to the Christian celebration of Candlemas Day. In mid-winter, the Romans burned candles to Februa, the mother of Mars, asking for her intercession in bringing about an early, clement spring. The burning of candles later became part of the Christian Candlemas celebration, which also takes place on February 2. Although it commemorates the purification of the Virgin Mary, Candlemas has long been associated with the idea of forecasting the coming of spring. An old English poem states:


    
      If Candlemas Day be fair and bright,

      Winter will have another flight.

      If Candlemas Day be cloud and rain,

      Then winter will not come again.

    


    Many early peoples believed that animals had the ability to forecast the weather. They therefore looked for portents to tell if spring would be early or late. The badger became the Candlemas forecaster in England. Although European badgers are dormant much of the winter, they do occasionally come out of their “setts” and can be seen grooming themselves. It is therefore likely that people would have seen badgers at this time of year. It is also probable that the early English settlers who came to North America mistook the groundhog for a type of badger and simply transferred the weather forecasting tradition onto the shoulders of our sleep-loving rodent.


    There is no proof that any animal or plant behaviours exist that can alert us days or weeks ahead of time as to whether the coming season will be early or late, or abnormally warm or cold. However, as compared to humans, some animals are definitely able to make better use of their five senses to detect changes in the environment that accompany impending weather phenomena. For example, some birds can sense a drop in barometric pressure and therefore instinctively seek cover before a rainstorm. No long-term weather prediction ability has ever been demonstrated, however, be it a woolly bear caterpillar or a groundhog!
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      In late summer, the flower head of the Queen Anne’s lace curls inward to a form a cup-like “bird’s nest.” This makes the plant easily identifiable and quite attractive all winter long.

      Wikimedia Commons, Vera Buhl

    


    Approximate February Sunrise and Sunset Times (EST).[6]


    (Note: Twilight starts about 30 minutes before sunrise and continues about 30 minutes after sunset.)
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    Night Sky


    FEBRUARY HIGHLIGHTS


    All Month Long


    
      	Major constellations and stars visible (February 15 — 8:00 p.m. EST)

        Northwest: Pleiades high in west; Cassiopeia in mid-sky; Great Square of Pegasus at horizon; Andromeda (with M31 galaxy) just above it.


        Northeast: Gemini (with Castor and Pollux) near zenith; Auriga (with Capella) to its left; Big Dipper standing upright low in the sky; Little Dipper (with Polaris) to its left; Leo (with Regulus) to its right.


        Southeast: Gemini near zenith; Canis Minor (with Procyon) below Gemini; Canis Major (with Sirius) due south.


        Southwest: dominated by Orion (with Betelgeuse and Rigel); Taurus (with Aldebaran) high to its right; Canis Major (with Sirius) low to its left; Auriga (with Capella) high above.

      


      	The Algonquian name for the full moon of February is the Snow Moon.


      	Leo, the constellation of spring, holds sway over the early northwestern morning sky as we head for work. Its promise of spring somehow makes the cold and darkness easier to endure.


      	Because the waxing crescent moon is fairly high above the horizon at sunset in late winter and early spring, this time of year provides the best showing of “earthshine” — the faint lighting of the dark portion of the moon during the waxing crescent moon phase. It is caused by sunlight reflected off the earth, onto the moon, and back again to our eyes. Watch the western sky just after sunset, two to four days after the new moon.

    


    
      [image: Feb 6.tif]

      A waxing crescent moon, showing “earthshine.” Note Venus to the lower right.

      Rick Stankiewicz
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