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Toronto Field Naturalist is published by the Toronto Field 
Naturalists, a charitable, non-profit organization, the aims of 
which are to stimulate public interest in natural history and 
to encourage the preservation of our natural heritage. Issued 
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Views expressed in the Newsletter are not necessarily those 
of the editor or Toronto Field Naturalists.  The Newsletter is 
printed on 100% recycled paper. 
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submissions can be acknowledged.  Send by mail or email.  
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GET THE JUMP ON SPRING 
AND HELP TFN AT THE SAME TIME! 

 

Saturday, February 19, 10 am – 4 pm,  
Toronto Botanical Garden 

 

Once again TFN will be participating in this  
annual festival celebrating horticulture, gardening  

and environmental issues. 
 

We need volunteers for our booth. 
 

If you plan to attend,  
and can spare a few hours to help promote TFN,  

please contact the office at 416-593-2656 or email 
office@torontofieldnaturalists.org 

 
For more information about this event  
see www.torontobotanicalgarden.ca 

or phone 416-397-1341 

Toronto Field Naturalists 
2 Carlton St, # 1519, Toronto M5B 1J3 

 

   Tel:   416-593-2656 
 Web: www.torontofieldnaturalists.org 

 Email: office@torontofieldnaturalists.org 

http://www.torontofieldnaturalists.org
mailto:office@torontofieldnaturalists.org
mailto:office@torontofieldnaturalists.org
http://www.torontobotanicalgarden.ca
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TFN MEETING 
 
 

Sunday, February 6, 2011 at 2:30 pm 
 

Beyond Fur, Feathers and Flowers: 
 the Underworld of Fins and Filter Feeders 

 
Shawn Staton, Team Leader,  

Species at Risk Program, Fisheries & Oceans Canada, 
will describe the diversity in the waters of southern Ontario,  

highlighting the need for conservation of freshwater ecosystems 
  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
VISITORS WELCOME!    SOCIAL:  2:00 – 2:30 pm 

 
 

Room 001, Emmanuel College, University of Toronto, 75 Queen’s Park Cres E 
 

Emmanuel College is just south of the Museum subway station exit (east side of Queen’s Park).  Enter at 
south end of building, down a few steps on outside stairwell.  Wheelchair entrance: Second door south 
on Queen’s Park.  Elevator inside to the right. Room 001 is one floor below street level.   
 
For information: call 416-593-2656 up to noon on the Friday preceding the lecture. 

 
 

 
Upcoming TFN Monthly Meetings 

 
Mar 6	 Tallgrass Prairie and Savannah Habitats of Southern Ontario 
  Gavin Trevelyan, former Eastern Coordinator for Tallgrass Ontario 
 
Apr 3	 The Earth on Display: a Toronto View 
  Ed Freeman, geologist and TFN member 
 
May 1 Ontario’s Far North 
  Justina Ray, Executive Director, Wildlife Conservation Society Canada 
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TFN OUTINGS
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Wed 
Feb 2 
10:00 am 

UPPER SCARBOROUGH BLUFFS – Plant Identification and Birds  
Leader: Miles Hearn  
Meet at the southeast corner of Midland Ave and Kingston Rd.  Bring binoculars. Morning only, a circular 
walk. 
 

Sat 
Feb 5 
1:00 pm 

NATURE IMAGES EVENT – Nature Ar ts 
Leaders: Gail Gregory and Lynn Miller 
Meet at S. Walter Stewart Library Auditorium.  Bring digital images for viewing. See notice, page 5. 
 

Sun  
Feb 6  
2:30 pm 

LECTURE – Beyond Fur , Feather s & Flowers: the Underwor ld of Fins & Filter  Feeder s 
Speaker: Shawn Staton, Team Leader, Species at Risk Program, Fisheries & Oceans Canada 
Emmanuel College, 75 Queen’s Park Cres E.  See page 3.  
 

Tues 
Feb 8 
10:00 am 

YORK CEMETERY – Trees 
Leader: Jack Radecki 
Meet at the Reception Centre in the cemetery north of Sheppard Ave W between Beecroft Rd and Senlac Rd.  
Morning only.  
 

Sat 
Feb 12 
11:15 am 
 

TORONTO ISLANDS – Winter  Ramble 
Leader: Joanne Doucette 
Toronto Islands hosts a number of songbirds in winter. Bird feeders are stocked with bird seed throughout the 
winter. Meet at the ferry docks at the foot of Bay St at 11:15 am to catch the 11:30 ferry to Ward’s Island. 
Bring lunch, money for the ferry, binoculars.  Washrooms on site.  
 

Tues 
Feb 15 
10:00 am 

LESLIEVILLE – History and Architecture 
Leader: Ed Freeman 
Meet at the southwest corner of Broadview Ave and Queen St E. We will walk east to Logan Ave, south to 
Lake Shore Blvd E and east to Coxwell Ave, ending at Queen St E and Coxwell Ave for a warm-up and 
lunch if you bring it along. Duration: about 2 hours. 
 

Sat 
Feb 19 
1:00 pm 

WOODBINE PARK AND ASHBRIDGE’S BAY – Birds and Trees 
Leader: Bob Kortright 
Meet at the northwest corner of Northern Dancer Blvd and Lake Shore Blvd E. (#92 Woodbine South bus). 
Bring binoculars.  Duration: about 2 hours. 

 

 

• TFN events are conducted by unpaid volunteers. 
• The club assumes no responsibility for injuries sustained by anyone participating in our activities. 
• Children and visitors are welcome at all TFN events.  Children must be accompanied by an adult. 
• If you plan to bring children in a stroller, be aware that there may be steps or other unsuitable terrain.   
• Please do not bring pets. 
• To get to outings on time, check TTC routes and schedules (www.ttc.ca or 416-393-4636).   
• Outings go rain or shine: check the weather by calling 416-661-0123 so you will know what to wear. 
• Wear appropriate footwear for walking on trails which may be muddy, steep or uneven.    

  

http://www.ttc.caor416-393-4636
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Sun 
Feb 20 
1:00 pm 
 

WEST TORONTO RAILPATH – Lost River s 
Leader: Scott Torrance, Landscape Architect 
Meet on Dundas St W at Dupont St, at the parkette on the east side of the street.  Scott Torrance and friends 
show the highlights of Scott's award-winning "rail-to-trail" project in West Toronto.  This is similar to the 
popular walk Scott led last winter, but we will tour the path in reverse direction to highlight different features.  
The walk will end at College St and Lansdowne Ave.  A joint walk with Toronto Green Community. 

Wed 
Feb 23 
6:30 pm 

ART GALLERY OF ONTARIO – Nature Walk Indoors 
Leader:  Pleasance Crawford 
Whatever the weather, we will take shelter at the Art Gallery of Ontario (AGO), which is free on Wednesday 
evenings from 6:00 to 8:30 p.m. The AGO is at 317 Dundas St W, a few short blocks west of St Patrick 
subway station. Please check umbrellas and bags larger than 14" x14" x 6" before joining the group at 6:30 
pm at the northeast corner of the coats and bags area (west of the main doors). From there we will look in 
various galleries at paintings, sculptures, and other objects incorporating natural materials (animal, vegetable 
and mineral) or portraying recognizable flora and fauna. 

Sat 
Feb 26 
10:00 am 

HUMBER BAY PARK EAST – Birds 
Leader: Wendy Rothwell 
Meet at the southwest corner of Lake Shore Blvd W and Park Lawn Rd.  Bring binoculars.  Morning only. 

 
 

 FOR ENJOYMENT OF WINTER OUTINGS 
 

• Long underwear • Warm hat • TTC Ride Guide 
• Layered clothing • Mittens over gloves • Snack 
• Waterproof boots • Binoculars • Thermos for hot drink 
• Thick socks • Camera • Sunglasses 
• Icers to prevent falls   

Nature Images Event 
 

Saturday, February 5, 2011 
1:00 to 4:00 pm 

 
S. Walter Stewart Library Auditorium, lower level 

Wheelchair accessible. 
 

All TFN members are invited to participate in the annual showing of digital images, slides and 
pictures and enjoy the new year with light refreshments.  Bring up to 20 slides or your digital 
images, preferably on a USB memory stick, or on a CD.  Or bring photo albums to share with 
the group.  Artwork and journals can also be displayed on a table. 

 
Contact Lynn Miller at or for further information and to 
verify the compatibility of your media with our equipment. 

 
To reduce waste, please bring your own mug. 

 
The library is at 170 Memorial Park Ave at Durant Ave, west of Coxwell Ave between 
Cosburn Ave and Mortimer Ave.  TTC bus north from Coxwell subway station to Mortimer or 
Cosburn.  Limited free parking available.   
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PRESIDENT’S REPORT 
 
When you receive this newsletter, winter will be half 
over (in the sense that the long-term average 
temperature reaches its nadir about a week before the 
end of January).  The coldest day of the year can occur 
as late as March, but by mid-February the first signs of 
spring appear: cardinals will start to sing again; horned 
larks and crows will start drifting north; we will begin 
to notice that the days are getting longer, although we 
know they have been doing so since Christmas; the sun 
will be noticeably higher in the sky.  We will start to 
anticipate the day in the first half of March when 
hundreds of male red-winged blackbirds and grackles 
suddenly appear, especially noticeable if you travel 
south that day, seeing flocks moving north past you.  
Soon after that the buds of pussy willows, aspen, and 
the silver maples swell and burst into flower, about the 
time the people of Iran and neighbouring countries 
around the world follow the 3000 year-old tradition of 
celebrating the new year at the time of spring equinox 
– a most logical time for the new year I think.  In the 
meantime there are winter waterfowl, Arctic gulls, 
redpolls, northern shrikes, Bohemian waxwings and 
owls visiting Toronto from the north, so bundle up and 
enjoy.   Warmer pursuits for naturalists in the winter 
include our lectures, the annual TFN Nature Images 
event February 5, and Get the Jump on Spring at the 
Toronto Botanical Garden on February 19.  I hope to 
see you at one or more of these events. 
 

Your board will be considering further how best to 
steward the financial resources with which we have 
been blessed through the generosity of many donors, 
most especially Arthur Dvorak as outlined in your 
newsletter over the past year or so.  Many of you 
responded to the request in our last newsletter for your 
views on the idea of assisting the Nature Conservancy 
of Canada to protect land in the Happy Valley Forest 
on the Oak Ridges Moraine.  Although the majority of 
the responses supported this initiative, good points 
were made on both sides of this issue – more on this 
next month.  We will be considering this proposal in 
the context of the other proposals that have been made 
for projects, including renewal of support for the youth 
nature education initiatives, such as the Living Winter 
program (see page 16).  As with other initiatives to 

which we provide financial support, we will ensure that 
the TFN receives appropriate recognition for the 
support enabled by our generous donors. 
 

Since the December newsletter, I have enjoyed 
coordinating the Christmas Bird Count for sector 15 of 
the Toronto circle, quickly followed by considerable 
time with family and friends over the holidays.  Before 
and after the holidays I have made final comments on 
Butterflies of Toronto, and volunteered to make 
contributions to Trees and Shrubs of Toronto, and to 
the 2nd edition of Birds of Toronto, all part of the 
City’s Biodiversity series that I mentioned in the last 
newsletter.  Now that work on the 2nd edition of Birds 
of Toronto is underway, I have been given one of the 
last boxes of the first edition, which I plan to bring to 
our February lecture.  If you did not manage to get a 
copy of the first edition of Birds of Toronto, or if you 
know someone who would appreciate a copy, this will 
be your chance.  One copy per member, first come, 
first served.  Other volunteer teams are working on 
Mammals, Fishes, Spiders, and Reptiles and 
Amphibians of Toronto.  Based on the quality of Birds 
of Toronto, and assurances that the others in the series 
are modeled after it, your board decided to support 
provision of copies to each school and library in 
Toronto.  I would also like to see these publications 
made available on a website, to make them available to 
a larger audience, and to facilitate updates.  Based on 
what I have seen of the drafts, the planned publications 
will be every bit as good as Birds of Toronto.   
 

Finally, thanks to all the volunteers who carry out the 
myriad tasks that make the Toronto Field Naturalists 
what it is: board members with their many 
responsibilities, outing leaders, Louise Dixon our 
bookkeeper, Nancy Fredenburg who processes 
membership applications and renewals, Judy Marshall 
who keeps our membership database updated, the 
editorial committee who assist our newsletter editors 
Jenny Bull and Wendy Rothwell, and those who step 
forward when there is a need for help, such as staffing 
our table at promotional events such as Get the Jump 
on Spring (see page 2). 

Bob Kortright 
 

 

TFN BOARD NOMINATIONS INVITED 
 

The TFN is looking for people with initiative who are willing to devote time to working as members of the  
Board of Directors.  Please send your suggestions to the Chairman of the Nominating Committee, c/o TFN,  
1519 - 2 Carlton St., Toronto, ON M5B 1J3.  The Committee’s report will be published in the May newsletter. 

 



February 2011 Toronto Field Naturalist TFN 577-7 

MONTHLY MEETING REPORT 
Spiders of Ontario: A Guide to the Identification of Common Species 
Sunday, December 5. Tom Mason, Curator of Invertebrates and Birds, Toronto Zoo 
 

 

Luckily, I’m on friendly terms with spiders, or this 
report might have been difficult to write. Instead, I 
came away from Tom’s detailed presentation with 
greater appreciation for this world of tiny creatures. 
 

With 40,000 species in the world and between 750 and 
790 species in Ontario, Tom tells us they are a 
challenge to identify. I can imagine. Spiders form one 
group in the classification of arachnids, 8-legged 
arthropods that also includes horseshoe crabs, 
scorpions, pseudoscorpions, mites and ticks and 
solpugids. Tom briefly described several of these other 
invertebrates and provided interesting facts. Did you 
know that pseudoscorpions use beetles for transporta-
tion? Or that whip scorpions use acetic acid as their 
chemical defence and so smell like vinegar? Mites and 
ticks are the most complicated group to identify, but as 
predators, herbivores, detrivores and parasites, they are 
extremely important to the environment. 
 

Spiders are important for many reasons. They are 
major controllers of pests. All were thought to be 
predators until the recent discovery of a vegetarian 
species. Spiders provide food for amphibians, reptiles, 
birds and insects. Their silk, of which there are 7 types, 
is the strongest natural material. As air plankton, they 
are able to invade new territory by the process of 
ballooning. Spiders are accused of causing many bites 
although research shows they account for only 15% of 
insect bites. 
 

Tom described features of some of the common 

families of spiders in Ontario such as the six-eyed 
spider, often mistaken for the brown recluse (NOT 
found in Ontario!); the spitting spider, often found in 
greenhouses; the cellar spider from Europe (many of 
which live in my basement); and the sheet-webbed 
spider who builds a tangle web above the sheet one. 
Orb weavers, one of which starred in the story 
Charlotte’s Web, are most commonly recognized by 
their vertical orb webs. They walk on the radiating silk 
and use the cross webbing to entangle their prey. The 
wolf spider with babies is easy to identify because the 
babies are on its back. The nursery web spider is so 
named because its web is used only to hold babies. It 
hunts with its eyes. The list goes on…ground spider, 
sac spider, crab spider, jumping spider, mesh-web 
spider, hackle mesh weavers. 
 

Wasps are the 
spiders’ worst 
enemy. Some 
specific wasps 
feed only on 
spiders. They are 
very adept at 
wiping out 
whole spider 
colonies. 
 

There are four 
variables used to 
identify spiders: 
web structures, 
morphology or 
shape, the size 
and positions of 
their multiple 
eyes and their 
behaviour. The 
barcoding project 
in Guelph, the 
topic of our lecture in March 2010, will make the 
challenge of identifying spiders much easier. 
 

In the meantime, the next time you find a scary spider 
and are wondering what it is, you know who to call at 
the Toronto Zoo. 

Corinne McDonald 

Golden orb spider.   
Photo:  Dr William Gunn (TFN Slide Collection) 

Argiope spider.  Photo:  Judy 
Hernandez (TFN Slide Collection) 
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EXTRACTS FROM OUTINGS LEADERS’ REPORTS 
 

Lambton Woods, Nov. 3.  Leader: Miles Hearn.  We 
saw purple finch, red-eyed vireo (both dead and alive), 
downy, hairy and red-bellied woodpeckers, golden-
crowned kinglet, red-tailed hawk, red-winged blackbird, 
common grackle, American goldfinch, American robin, 
American crow, mourning dove, cardinal and blue jay. 
Plants included red, black, white, bur, pin and swamp 
white oak, groundnut, blue beech, ironwood, witch 
hazel, yellow birch, wild rye, eastern wahoo, winged 
euonymus, butternut, black walnut, tree of heaven, 
angelica and cow parsnip. 
 
Market Gallery, Nov. 6.  Leader: Nola McConnan.  
The gallery exhibit examined the built and natural 
environment at the Brick Works. Historic photographs 
showed a very pastoral Lower Don Valley and a large oil 
painting from the Toronto Archives shows the view from 
the east side of the valley, a 
very compact downtown 
Toronto with the original 
Don riverbed in the 
foreground. This work on 
its own was a great 
introduction to the entire 
exhibit giving context to 
later industrial development 
and subsequent renaturali-
zation of the Brick Works 
site. Flora and fauna seen: 
pigeons surrounded the 
arrivals with a flurry of 
flutters; fish only in the fish 
stalls – no live examples; 
the dogs were left outside; lots 
of edible plants in the Market – 
none in the gallery. 
 
Toronto Zoo, Nov. 13.  Leader: Joanne Doucette.  
The main course was on mammals found in Canada; 
dessert was exotics of Africa and Malaysia. We talked 
about various kinds of adaptations Arctic species make 
to the cold, such as the smaller ears of the Arctic fox and 
the white coat of the subspecies of timber wolf found in 
the Arctic. The grizzly bears stimulated a good 
discussion of the habits of black bear. The lynx started a 
discussion about the role of clans and the meaning of 
totem animals in native spirituality. The raccoons were 
familiar to everyone but it was enlightening to see just 
how thick their coats get at this time of the year. The 
cougar is now known to exist as a small population in 
Ontario. We saw wood bison and elk. People 

commented on how graceful the moose was considering 
its ungainly appearance.  
 
Lavender Creek-Black Creek, Lost Rivers joint 
outing, Nov. 21.  Leader: Madeleine McDowell.  We 
discussed how Lavender Creek flows above ground for a 
distance east of Weston Road but is then piped to 
emerge again in the ravine channel flowing west, parallel 
to Gunn’s Road, until it turns sharply (again 
underground) to flow in a “natural” (although amazingly 
polluted) manner north to where it empties into Black 
Creek. We passed by a spectacular weeping willow and 
a swath of colourful, invasive euonymus, eventually 
crossing over Lavender Creek on stepping stones…. 
[After crossing Black Creek back and forth,] and 
proceeding past several spring-fed forested ponds, a 
large black-crowned night heron performed for us. We 

saw a beaver lodge with a 
lot of beaver tree 
removal….  Along the 
creek we found a small 
green spotted frog in the 
short grass. He was so cold 
he was not mobile so I 
picked him up and put him 
in the nearby pond where 
he came back to life and 
swam away (hopefully to 
burrow in the mud for the 
winter). Our last crossing 
of the creek, at Sandcliff 
Pedestrian Bridge, was the 
Toronto carrying place of 
the creek. Simcoe stopped 
here for lunch on 
September 22, 1793. 

Etienne Brule also passed here in 1615, as did LaSalle, 
in August 1608 on his journey to the Mississippi. 
 
Stan Wadlow and Taylor Creek Parks, mathematical 
nature walk, Nov. 25.  Leader: Gail Gregory.  A silver 
maple was measured by the group at 18.5 ft circum-
ference and approximately 9 ft diameter. A very large 
old sugar maple was admired for the size of the crown 
area as it was situated in an open space. We used a stick 
to measure a large toothed aspen at approximately 74 ft 
high. We also visited a small section of oak-beech-pine 
climax forest and viewed ravines below. Discussed 
changes due to planting and reduced mowing, impact of 
sewers and storm flow. 

            Silver maple in Stan Wadlow Park 
                     Photo: Gail Gregory 
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Leslie Street Spit, Nov. 27.  Leader: Karen McDonald. 
Everyone got a really good look at a great-horned owl 
that was being mobbed by two American crows. There 
were midges in small clusters. We focused on invasive 
plants, looking at European buckthorn, purple 
loosestrife, Russian olive, common reed (Phragmites), 
dog-strangling vine, and black locust. 
 
Humber Bay Park East, Dec. 2.  Leader: Wendy 
Rothwell. The highlight was a northern mockingbird 
posing for a long time on a colourful sea-buckthorn. 
 
Allan Gardens, Dec. 8.   
Participant Pleasance Crawford sent in the following 
note and accompanying photos:   
Many thanks to whoever arranged for the walk in the 
centennial year of the Palm House! It was really 
enjoyable, especially on a chilly yet sunny day. Curtis 
Evoy, manager of Allan Gardens for the past two  
years, gave us lots of info on the site, the greenhouses, 
the plant genera and species, the individual plant 
specimens, the wildlife within the glass walls [including 
raccoons], and the plans for the future. Eighteen TFNers 
(by my count) were there. 
 

Ed: The outing was arranged by Charles Bruce-
Thompson. 
 

 

Todmorden to Beechwood, Lower Don, Dec. 28.  
Leader: Margaret McRae.  Invasive trees marked for 
removal at Todmorden Mills Wildflower Preserve, cup 
plant, and common reed (Phragmites) were of interest to 
participants. We noted the absence of Japanese 
knotweed and Himalayan balsam which were removed 
this year.  We followed the Don to the Beechwood 
wetlands and circled Cottonwood Flats, formerly called 
Snow Valley, which was de-commissioned as a snow 
dump and will be restored. 

Above and right:  Curtis Evoy, manager at Allan 
Gardens, describes the plant collections in the 
greenhouses.  Photos: Pleasance Crawford  
 

Above: tall cup plants 
(Silphium perfoliatum) at 

Todmorden Mills Wildflower 
Preserve, November 2010.   

 

Right: the remains of a “cup,” 
formed by two joined leaf 

bases clinging to the square 
stem. The cup holds rain and 

dew, which is enjoyed by 
many kinds of wildlife. 

Photos: Jenny Bull   
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KEEPING IN TOUCH 
 

Hello field naturalists, 
My grandmother, Phoebe Cleverley, is a member [and 
past president] of the Toronto Field Naturalists. When I 
was showing her some photos I took of a pileated 

woodpecker in my front yard she suggested I email 
them in to you. This was from a couple of months ago, 
when I saw and heard a large bird in my front tree, an 
old catalpa. It was just walking up and down the 
branches making a beautiful thwacking sound every 
time its beak hit the tree. Our house backs on the Don 
Valley in East York and so we are fortunate enough to 
see beautiful wildlife, but I had never seen such a large 
bird so close up. I believe the red marks on the neck 
indicate this one's a male. 

Alison Cleverley 
………………………………………………………….. 
Sept. 27, 2010. A memorable first. While sipping 
morning coffee, through the glass door I saw a blue jay 
hopping across my sixth-floor balcony. I watched 
without twitching as he hopped along once or twice, 
then fluttered up onto the rim of a potted spider plant. 
He pecked a few times in the soil. Then went to the next 
potted plant, pecking there. He fluttered up to the railing 
and moved along to the first fake bloom in a planter 
box, then hopped to the next and methodically to the 
third, in between, watchfully twisting his head this way 

and that. He fluttered 
back to the first 
spider plant pot and 
pecked once, to 
grasp a whole peanut 
in his beak. Then he 
flapped away. I can 
only believe he’d put 
the peanut there 
earlier, on hold, 
before I saw him.  
 

This was a 
noteworthy-enough 
singular visit to 
record in my journal. 
However, about one week later, at the same time of day, 
I enjoyed a second visit. Same methodical, purposeful 
antics, pecking soil in all six containers, and blue jay 
finds another stashed peanut, grasps it and flies on his 
merry way. 
 

I felt privileged to witness these unexpected rare up-
close sightings, exciting enough, even more so while 
lazily lounging indoors able to share this blink in time 
with nature one-on-one. Twice. 

Susie Weiss 
 

 

Haikus by Helen Juhola 
 

    September 
 Snow covered forest 
   On twelfth day of September 
     A monarch night roost 
 

Sept 12, 2010, Adolphustown, Ontario 
 

    October 
 Cranes on horizon 
 Condos marching into view 
 City being raised 
 

Oct 3, 2010, inspired by view of cranes seen 
 looking south from AGO, and comment about  

marching cranes made by Alexander Cappell 
 

    November 
 Dark shapes, water spouts? 
 Whales in Lake Ontario? 
 No! Long-tails landing! 
 

Nov 10, 2010, looking south into sunlit lake 
 from the boardwalk on Toronto Island 
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BIRD OF THE MONTH – BUFFLEHEAD  
 
Their striking beauty, interesting behaviour and 
preference for shallow water close to shore, make 
buffleheads popular and enjoyable birds to watch, even 
without binoculars. The large white patch on the male’s 
head and the female’s white cheek spot are quite 
distinctive. From September to May you can easily find 
this diving duck along Toronto’s waterfront. The name 
derives from “buffalo head”, referring to its appearance 
when the male puffs out his head feathers. Its evocative 
nicknames include butterball, bumblebee dipper, robin 
dipper, hell-diver, and spirit duck. 
 

The bufflehead is North 
America’s smallest 
diving duck, weighing 
about half as much as the 
long-tailed duck (last 
February’s bird-of-the-
month). It breeds in the 
northern boreal forests 
from Quebec to Alaska, 
nesting mainly in tree 
cavities excavated by 
northern flickers or, less 
often, by pileated 
woodpeckers. All other 
tree-nesting ducks are 
too large to use flicker 
holes. In his monograph 
Buffleheads, Anthony J. 
Erskine explains that 
their small size probably 
evolved through “a 
relatively simple genetic 
change, perhaps by as 
few as two or three 
mutations” thereby giving 
them an advantage over 
other ducks in being able to use small nesting cavities, 
specifically those of northern flickers. 
 

Sadly, in the last few years, buffleheads and other boreal 
nesting waterfowl have made news headlines, dying by 
the hundreds in Alberta’s tar sands tailing ponds. 
Perhaps we can hope that, like the robins killed by DDT 
in the 1950s, the ducks will be recognized as another 
“canary in the coalmine” and effective action will be 
taken on a situation which threatens not only wildlife, 
but ultimately human health, especially downstream 
from the toxic ponds. 
 

In Ontario the bufflehead has been doing well, part of an 
overall trend which has seen numbers rise as hunting 
pressures declined. Food, mainly swallowed while under- 
water, includes aquatic insects, crustaceans, molluscs 
and the seeds of aquatic vegetation. During the last two 
decades the invasive zebra mussel has provided a new 
food source, encouraging more buffleheads, along with 
other diving ducks, to winter on Lake Ontario and 
increasing our opportunities to observe them throughout 
the winter.  
 

While some diving ducks 
congregate in large “rafts”, 
buffleheads tend to stay in 
small groups. One lookout 
remains on the surface while 
the others dive and feed. The 
Smithsonian’s website fact 
sheet Bufflehead mentions 
that in winter they often 
continue foraging in 
darkness in order to obtain 
enough food. Erskine refers 
to their “diving incessantly… 
often continu[ing] for long 
periods” and he cites an 
observer who counted one 
bufflehead making “80 
consecutive dives in 43 
minutes. Duration of dives is 
probably related to the 
depths of water.” 
 

During winter and especially 
as spring approaches, watch 
for male buffleheads perform-
ing extensive courtship 
displays, including a dance 
described on the Boreal 

Songbird Initiative’s website, “the drake swimming with 
the bill up, neck stretched out, and head puffed to twice 
its normal size to show off its white head patch. He then 
might stand almost erect with his bill against his swelled 
breast, followed by a quick dive under the female. 
Throughout the display, there is much head bobbing and 
body movement”. Buffleheads tend to mate with the 
same partner for several years and the male will actively 
chase away intruders trying to display to his chosen 
mate. As with all other ducks in Ontario, however, the 
males do not assist in incubation or caring for the young. 
 
 

 Continued on page 13 

Male (top) and female buffleheads 
Photos:  Skip Shand 



TFN 577-12 Toronto Field Naturalist February 2011 

 

TORONTO’S JACK-IN-THE PULPIT AND RELATIVES 
 

 
Jack-in-the-pulpit, Arisaema triphyllum, is one of 
about 170 identified species of Arisaema. They belong 
to the Araceae (arum family), whose approximately 
3200 species include the familiar Philodendron and the 
less familiar Amorphophallus brooksii, famed for 
having the largest inflorescence, up to 70 kg, of any 
herbaceous plant. 

 

Arisaema is from the Greek aris (arum) and haema 
(blood) referring to the reddish blotches on leaves of 
some species. Triphyllum means with three leaflets. 

Older field guides (e.g. Newcomb’s, Peterson) list 
three eastern North American “Jacks”. One (A. 
atrorubens) is now considered invalid and the others 
subspecies of A. triphyllum. The ROM Field Guide to 
Wildflowers of Ontario lists the “small Jack-in-the-
pulpit” as Arisaema triphyllum, and shows its Ontario 
range as mainly south of the boreal forest. The species 
occurs south to New Jersey and Pennsylvania and, in 
the Appalachians, to North Carolina. In Toronto this is 
a common spring to early summer species in damp 
forest areas.  
 

All Arisaema have a spadix, the “Jack” of A. 
triphyllum, enclosed in a spathe, the “pulpit”, a 
modified bract. Flowers are very small and occur on 
the spadix, in this species hidden deep in the spathe. In 
A. triphyllum the brownish spadix, about 5 to 7.5 cm 
long, is overtopped by the green- and brown-striped 
spathe. 
 

The other eastern North American species is A. 
dracontium (green dragon). This, rare in Ontario, has a 
spadix up to 20 cm long pointing almost straight up. Its 
small flowers are visible near the base of the spadix. 
My photo was taken as it shook in the breeze at the 
University of Western Ontario. 
 

 
 
 

 

 
 

Arisaema triphyllum, jack-in-the-pulpit (local species) 

 
Arisaema dracontium, 

green dragon 

 
Arisaema nepenthoides, 

cobra plant (Bhutan) 

 
Arisaema speciosum (Bhutan) 
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The variation in Arisaema is further illustrated by three 
species seen in Bhutan.  A. nepenthoides has a short 
spadix and a mottled brownish spathe with white 
stripes. The spathe, where the spadix protrudes from it, 
has rounded spreading lobes, perhaps a perch for 
pollinating flying insects. Called the cobra plant, it 
looks somewhat like a cobra reared up to strike. 
 

The brownish-purple spadix of A. speciosum tapers 
into an extraordinary thread-like tail up to 80 cm (30 
inches) long! The tail, trailing on the ground, could be 
a superhighway for crawling pollinating insects (ants?). 

My illustration only shows part of the spadix. The 
spathe is brownish-purple, with white stripes except 
near its elongate tip, a tip that closely resembles the 
nearby spadix.  
 

A. griffithii also has a long spadix (up to 80 cm, not 
illustrated) but its most striking feature is its recurved 
spathe, 10 to 20 cm wide with ear-like flaps. The dark 
purple spathe has a greenish-white netted pattern where 
recurved.  
 

As the elongate spadix trails on the ground it seems 
that, like A. speciosum, pollination by crawling insects 
is likely.  A. griffithii was seen above 3000 m and A. 
speciosum close to 2000 m so they may not be in 
competition for the same pollinating insect species. 
 

A. triphyllum and A. dracontium present a bio-
geographic mystery.  The other 168 or so Arisaema 
species occur within a broad arc stretching from East 
Africa to Japan with the greatest concentration (93 
recognized species!) in China. Any continental 
movement invoked to bring eastern North America in 
juxtaposition with East Africa or Japan presents 
problems. Transportation of fruits to eastern North 
America from East Africa or Asia by birds would seem 
to involve some unlikely flyways. I would welcome 
your solutions to the mystery. 
 

Article and photographs by Peter Money 

 
 
BIRD OF THE MONTH continued from page 11 
 

 
 
Although they don’t breed until at least their second 
year, even the younger birds head north to the breeding 
areas around May. They make good use of that trip, as 
pointed out in the Atlas of Breeding Birds of Ontario 
2001–2005: “During and after incubation, groups of 
non-breeding bufflehead may be observed entering 
cavities to prospect for future nest sites.” Occasionally 
the odd bufflehead lingers in our area, but generally 
unless you visit the lakes of the boreal forest, you’ll 
have little opportunity to observe them during summer. 
Winter and early spring are great times to visit 
Toronto’s lakefront parks. 

Marilynn Murphy 
 

 
Note:  Buffleheads, Canadian Wildlife Service Monograph Series #4 by Anthony J. Erskine, is available at the 
Toronto Reference Library.   

 

 
Arisaema griffithii (Bhutan) 

 

Male bufflehead, front view.  Photo: Skip Shand 
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SQUIRRELS AND ACORNS 
 
The red oak on our front lawn has a bumper crop of 
acorns this year attracting many squirrels. As a 
result, our driveway, front lawn and adjacent garden 
are littered with fallen acorns, their caps and nut 
shells that have been eaten into. Also, the beasts nip 
off distal branches that are too thin to venture onto 

 
 

but contain acorns, then collect that harvest from the 
ground. Garden beds and lawn are churned up where 
the animals have been burying nuts for storage. 
Raccoons and blue jays also collect the harvest. 
 
Here’s what I learned about squirrels and acorns 
from the internet*. Michael Steele, associate 
professor of biology at Wilkes University in Wilkes-
Barre, PA, and Peter Smallwood, associate professor 
of biology at the University of Richmond, researched 
the “nutty truth” on squirrels and acorns. They 
questioned whether squirrels are dispersers and 
planters of oak forests or pesky seed predators, and 
found the answer is not a simple one. “Gray 
squirrels may devour many acorns, but by storing 
and failing to recover up to 74 percent of them, 
these rodents aid regeneration and dispersal of 
oaks.” 
 
The two researchers studied why squirrels cache 
only certain acorns of the 32 species of oaks across 
eastern North America. The studies could have a 
significant impact on oak forest regeneration. “Tree 
squirrels are one of the most important animals for 
helping oaks spread, because they store acorns in the 
ground, practically planting baby oak trees,” said 
Smallwood. The researchers noted that evidence is 
accumulating that, along with blue jays and a few 
other small animals, squirrels are important in 
maintaining and regenerating second-growth oak 

forests, and may even have been responsible for 
spreading the vast stands of oak throughout North 
America. 
 
During autumn and winter, their main diet consists 
of nuts and seeds. Active throughout the year, 
squirrels store large quantities of seeds and nuts – 
usually acorns – to see them through the winter. “To 
a squirrel, the acorn is a package of energy that can 
be easily opened and eaten in less than half the time 
needed for other, harder nuts, or stored for use 
months later,” said Smallwood. But acorns are not 
all alike. In more than 1,500 feeding trials, the 
professors recorded whether an acorn was eaten or 
stored, the distance it was dispersed, and the amount 
of time the animal took to eat or bury the acorn. 
They found that about 85 percent of white oak 
acorns were eaten shortly after discovery, while 
about 60 percent of red oak ones were stored. In 
another group of experiments to determine the 
squirrel’s role in dispersing trees, the researchers 
tagged thousands of red and white acorns with small 
metal labels and, after the animals dispersed them, 
used metal detectors to recover them. “Again, the 
results were clear - red oak seedlings were more 
widely dispersed through forests, while white oak 
seedlings were more likely to be found right next to 
the parent tree,” said Smallwood. This fact is 
important in understanding forest regeneration, 
suggesting that red oak trees will be the first oaks 
into new forests.  
 
Early in their studies, the researchers also observed 
a puzzling behavior. Squirrels would pry off the 
caps of red oak acorns, bite through the shells to get 
at the nutritious inner kernels, and then discard them 
half eaten. Moments later, they would seize another 
red oak acorn and repeat the routine. “The two 
major groups of oaks – red and white – have seeds 
that differ generally in chemical makeup,” said 
Smallwood. Red oak acorns are rich in fats but laced 
with tannins, the compounds used to tan hides. 
White oak acorns are less fatty and lower in tannins. 
Red oak acorns lie dormant in winter and sprout in 
spring; white oak seeds usually sprout soon after 
falling to the ground in autumn.  The researchers 
found that, in eaten red oak acorns, frequently only 
the top half – the end farthest from the embryo – 
was consumed. Because the embryo was not 
destroyed, these damaged red oak acorns also 
germinated. The germination and the bitter-tasting 

Grey squirrel  in High Park.  Photo: Wendy Rothwell  
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tannins might explain why a white oak acorn is more 
likely to be consumed on the spot and why only the 
top half of a red acorn is eaten. “The higher levels of 
tannins are located near the bottom of the acorn, 
where the embryo is located. That factor may 
influence the squirrels’ choices,” said Steele.  “If an 
acorn germinates before the squirrel can recover it, 
up to half its stored energy goes to the seedling rather 
than the squirrel.”  
 

Although the researchers are just beginning to grasp 
some of the complexities of the squirrels’  

relationship with oak forests, they suspect that 
gray squirrels can strongly influence the 
distribution and range of various oak species.  
 

Malcolm D. Silver 
 

* University Of Richmond (1998, November 26). 
Researchers Tackle The Nutty Truth On Acorns And 
Squirrels. ScienceDaily.  Retrieved October 10, 2010, from 
www.sciencedaily.com/releases/1998/11/981126102802 
 
 
 

 
WHITE OAKS AND RED OAKS 

 
White Oak Group: rounded lobes 

 
White oak: deeply notched  
leaves with tapering base 
 
...................................................................................................... 

 
Bur oak: leaves often with a  
large upper section above a pair  
of deep notches 

 

...................................................................................................... 
 
English oak: small portion of the base of  
leaf blade unattached to leaf stalk forming 
two small ear-like lobes 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

 
Red Oak Group: bristle-tipped lobes 

Buds, acorns and bark are also useful in identification  
as leaves can be variable 

 
 
 
 
 
Red oak: buds shiny reddish brown, leaves with shallow notches 
between lobes, cup enclosing about a quarter of the acorn 
....................................................................................................... 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Black oak: buds with white, wooly hairs, leaves with deep notches 
between the lobes, cup enclosing about half the acorn. 
 

Drawings from TFN archive including  
Mary Anne Miller and D. Andrew White 

 

SQUIRRELS – 
a poem by Roger Powley 

 

The zoo sells fertilizer 
They get from boars and tigers 
And my cat she uses litter 
In a box of sand that fits her 
Everyone like me and you 
Has found dog mess on their shoe 
And in the woods you’ll find a spot  
Where raccoons like to sit and squat 
But I’ve never seen a squirrel  
   take a poop 
 

We need some study in the field 
Do they digest those nutty meals? 
All mammals have some kind of waste 
Pellets balls or sticky paste 
I’ve seen a deer lift up his tail 
Found scats from rabbits, geese and 
    quails 
You know the signs when you have rats 
And birds they leave a messy splat 
But I’ve never seen a squirrel 
   take a poop 
 

I wonder if they’re really shy 
Keep away from prying eyes 
Wait until it’s dark at night 
Do it when they’re out of sight 
There are books describing feces 
But they always miss one species 
No one knows just how it looks 
No pictures in my field guide books 
And I’ve never seen a squirrel  

   take a poop 
 

http://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/1998/11/981126102802
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LIVING WINTER AT THE TORONTO BOTANICAL GARDEN 
 

This report was received from Natalie Harder, Education Supervisor at Toronto Botanical Garden, in response to 
TFN’s recent donation to their program. 
 
With the generous support of our funders, including 
TFN, the Toronto Botanical Garden is able to offer the 
Living Winter program to Toronto’s students in need. 
Unique in Toronto, Living Winter aims to nurture a 
sense of place in new Canadian youth and to encourage 
a deeper connection to nature and a greater sense of 
environmental responsibility.  
 

The Living Winter program is 
entirely connected to the grade four 
science curriculum.  Students spend 
the morning learning about animal 
adaptations, participating in science 
experiments and dissecting owl 
pellets. The afternoon, however, is 
when the real magic happens. 
Children participate in an outdoor 
hike for the remainder of their visit. 
They are encouraged to make use 
of the full class set of warm winter 
coats, snow pants, boots, hats, mitts and gloves.  Often 
children come dressed in thin coats and sometimes in 
no coat at all.  When they are warmly dressed they can 
forget about being cold and truly enjoy nature. On their 
hike they see animal shelters and visit Wilket Creek to 
learn about the importance of open water sources. They 
learn about the importance of habitat conservation 
through games and activities and are encouraged to 
explore positive actions they can take to help city 
wildlife.  Children have offered suggestions ranging 
from planting trees, re-naturalizing unused urban 
spaces or writing to politicians to express the 
importance of caring for the environment.  
 

While students consistently express how much they 
enjoy the whole day, the favorite is always the last 

activity of the day: hand-feeding chickadees.  The 
silent students wait quietly for the chickadees to eat 
sunflower seeds out of their hand.  The thrill of having 
a wild bird land on their hand is unmatched.  Their 
patience is often rewarded with not only chickadees 
but also nuthatches eating out of their hands.  During 

these quiet moments they also see 
cardinals, blue jays, downy wood-
peckers, red and grey squirrels and, 
on one lucky occasion, an eastern 
screech owl.  They are so impacted 
by these experiences that on the 
hike back to the Centre they will 
excitedly identify these birds and 
often ask for sunflower seeds to 
take home so they can show their 
family what they have learned. 
 
Many teachers have written to 

express their gratitude to our funders for this program.  
They consistently mention that a trip like this would not 
be possible if it were not fully subsidized. A teacher 
remarked, “Many of their families are working hard to 
establish new lives in Canada. They have little extra 
income to give their children field trips.”  Teachers are 
also amazed at the level of retention of their students.  
Another teacher shares that while reading a story about 
a fir tree “one student from Nepal raised her hand and 
asked ‘Didn’t we see a fir tree when we were on the 
Living Winter trip?’” 
 
The Toronto Botanical Garden would like to thank the 
TFN for their generous gift to the Living Winter 
Program. With your help, these experiences are the 
first step to nurturing life-long environmental citizens.

.

 

Do you have a favourite natural area in Toronto? 
 

We would love to hear about your favourite park or green space in Toronto.  Tell us what kind of area it 
is and why you particularly like it.  Tell us a story about it - something you saw or a memorable 
experience you had there.  Please send us your impressions so we can share them with TFN members in 
the newsletter.  It doesn’t have to be long – even a single paragraph would be fine.  If you like, you may 
include a photo or some artwork. 

Send by mail to 2 Carlton St, #1519, Toronto M5B 1J3 or by email to 
office@torontofieldnaturalists.org.  We look forward to hearing from you! 

mailto:office@torontofieldnaturalists.org
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FROM THE ARCHIVES 
 
Battle to a Draw by Earl Stark 
From TFN newsletter #194, February 1963 
 
While participating in the annual duck census on 
January 12, 1963, I was covering my usual territory in 
the Don Valley, and as I walked over the railroad 
trestle bridge just north of the forks of the Don, on the 
east branch, I saw at a distance what appeared to be an 
enormous brown bird frozen in the river. Imagine my 
surprise when, training my glasses upon it, I saw four 
large yellow eyes staring back at me as from one face.  
 

I hurried down the path along the river to this 
apparition which gradually became two Great Horned 
Owls facing each other, sitting in about four inches of 
slush and ice. I approached the birds and only then did 
I see that they were locked in a battle to the death. 
Their talons were seized firmly together and they were 
covered in ice, and the face of one was torn and 
bloody. They had fought until they were too exhausted 
to go on, but apparently were so distrustful that each 
was afraid to loosen his talons. I believe they would 
have frozen to the ice in an hour or so. 
 

I walked in close to them, but only as I put my hand 
out did the owls release their locked talons. Judging 
from the marks in the snow they had apparently 
struggled from the bank and worked down into the 
river. So exhausted were they that neither bird could 
fly. I picked up the most badly beaten of the two 
combatants and carried him by the wings to a stump, 
back from the river. The other bird swam across the 
open part of the river propelling himself with his wings 
like a duck and struggled up a six foot bank, where he 
sat.  I left them there, and after an hour or so, on my 
route, returning, they remained as I had left them. 

The next afternoon, one owl was perched in the tree 
directly over the stump where I had placed him, and 
was able to fly to a nearby tree. He looked very 
bedraggled with one eye now closed and one ear tuft 
missing. The other owl could not be found. 
 

Since this is the nesting time of the year for the Great 
Horned Owl, I had probably witnessed a bitter strife 
for territorial rights. 

 
IN THE NEWS 

Greenbelt Update 
Extracted from media releases from Friends of the Greenbelt Foundation (www.greenbelt.ca, Nov. 9, 2010) and 
Environmental Defence and Ontario Greenbelt Alliance (www.greenbeltalliance.ca, Dec. 23, 2010).  
 

A recent study by Environics reports that nine out of ten people agree that Ontario’s 1.8 million acre Greenbelt is 
one of the most important contributions to the future of our Province. Even in hard economic times, 88% of people 
agreed that upholding environmental policy is important. In addition, 91% of people say that the Greenbelt should 
not only be protected, but it should be expanded to bring in more farmland and natural heritage lands and protect it 
from further growth and development. Water, food and preserving land are at the top of the list for Ontarians with 
support percentages landing in a range from 96% to 99%. 
 

Six proposals to expand the Ontario Greenbelt have received approval from municipal councils or committees. 
Toronto, Mississauga, Brampton, Guelph, Hamilton and Oakville are working on requests to expand the Greenbelt 
into their communities. 

 

Great Horned Owl by Anita Edmunds 

http://www.greenbelt.ca
http://www.greenbeltalliance.ca
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COMING EVENTS 
 

If you plan to attend any of the following events, we recommend that you 
contact the organizing group beforehand to confirm time and place 

 
Toronto Entomologists’ Association (TEA) 
Sat Feb 26, 1:15 pm. Canadian Journal of Arthropod Identification - A Catalyst for Biodiversity Science, Dave Cheung. 
Room 206, Victoria College. Information: www.ontarioinsects.org 
 

High Park Walking Tours 
1st and 3rd Sundays of each month, 10:30 am – noon.  Meet at the benches across the road south of Grenadier Restaurant. 
Information: 416-392-0729 ext. 4 or walkingtours@highpark.org or www.highpark.org 
• Feb 6.   Winter Tree Identification: Toronto Urban Forestry 
• Feb 20.  High Park Through the Ages. Leader: Dave Berndorff 
 

Science on Sundays 
Royal Canadian Institute, J.J.R. MacLeod Auditorium, Medical Sciences Bldg, University of Toronto, 1 King’s College Circle. 
3 pm. Free. Information www royalcanadianinstitute.org or 416-977-2983. 
• Feb 6.    The Quantum World: From Weird to Wired.  Joseph Emerson, MSc, PhD, Dept. of Applied Mathematics and    
                  Institute for Quantum Computing, University of Waterloo. 
• Feb 13.  The Hardest Math I’ve Ever Really Used, Dror Bar-Natan, PhD, Dept. of Mathematics, University of Toronto 
• Feb 20.  What Can the Arts do for Mathematics?  Piergeorgio Odifreddi, PhD, mathematics and science writer,  
    University of Turin, Italy 
• Feb 27.  Owner’s Guide to the Human Genome. Philip A. Marsden, MD, Dept. of Medicine, University of Toronto  
 

North American Native Plants Society 
Tues Feb 1, 7:30 pm.  Rare Woody Plants of Ontario – A photo tour of rare woody plants with maps, by Sean Fox. Toronto 
Botanical Garden, 777 Lawrence Ave E.  Information: www nanps.org 
 

Royal Ontario Museum 
Opening Mar 5.  Water: The Exhibition explores the power, wonder, and scarcity of water. 
 

Rouge Park Weekly Guided Nature Walks 
Explore Rouge Park’s trails with a Hike Ontario Certified volunteer leader.  Information: visit www rougepark.com/hike,  
e-mail hike@rougepark.com or phone 905-713-3184 Monday thru Thursday 
 

The Market Gallery 
Until Feb 26, 2011. South St Lawrence Market, 2nd floor, 95 Front St E. Free. Brickworks/Artworks documenting an urban 
environment along The Don, featuring the work of artists from the Don Valley Art Club. Note: Gallery is closed Sundays, 
Mondays and holidays.  Information: www.toronto.ca/culture/the_market_gallery.htm or 416-392-7604 
 

Harbourfront Centre – Beyond Imaginings 
Until June 2011.  An outdoor display.  Eight artists encounter Ontario’s Greenbelt.  Free 
 

Lost Rivers Walk 
Sat Feb 26, 2 pm.  Horse Loggers’ Trail of Leaside, West Don. Leader: Ian Wheal.  Meet at southwest corner of Eglinton Ave 
E and Laird Dr.  Information: www.lostrivers.ca. 
 
 

 
 

2010 Ontario Nature Conservation Awards 
 

Nominations deadline: March 31, 2011. 
 
Ontario Nature Conservation Awards recognize excellence by honouring individuals, groups, government 
agencies and corporations who have worked to protect Ontario’s nature. 
 

Awards are published in the autumn issue of ON Nature.  For descriptions of the ten awards and nominating 
procedures, see www.ontarionature.org or e-mail info@ontarionature.org or phone 416-444-8419.  
 

http://www.ontarioinsects.org
mailto:walkingtours@highpark.org
http://www.highpark.org
mailto:hike@rougepark.com
http://www.toronto.ca/culture/the_market_gallery.htm
http://www.lostrivers.ca
http://www.ontarionature.org
mailto:info@ontarionature.org
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WEATHER (THIS TIME LAST YEAR) 
February 2010 
 

February continued the pattern of January: a moderate-
to-strong El Niño and an intermittently powerful 
negative North Atlantic Oscillation. Most of the 
weather action stayed to the south. It has been a severe 
winter in the southern U.S. and a record mild winter in 
the subarctic regions of Canada. The U.S. had its 
coldest February since 1979, but the difference 
between 1979 and 2010 in Canada could not have been 
greater. 
 

Toronto had a quiet month with seasonable to slightly 
above-normal temperatures and a lack of significant 
snow until the last week. Monthly mean temperatures 
were -2.1º downtown and -3.4º at Pearson. Persistently 
cloudy weather with temperatures close to freezing and 
a few flakes of snow prevailed. Total sunshine was 
75.1 hours, about 35 below normal and the lowest 
since 1986. A northerly flow dominated, but it wasn’t 
very cold because the eastern subarctic was dominated 
by mild North Atlantic air; there was no true Arctic air 
mass source to tap into. One of the remarkable things 
about this month was the very low temperature 
amplitude both on a daily and a monthly basis. The 
difference between the mean daily maximum and 
minimum temperatures at Pearson was only 6.7º, while 

the warmest and coldest readings for the month were 
4.9º and -12.0º respectively. A southern El Niño- fed 
jet stream brought heavy rains and snows across the 
southern tier of the United States from California to the 
mid-Atlantic states. There was notable drought relief in 
parts of the southwestern U.S. Places like Washington 
D.C. had their snowiest winters on record. 
 

During the last week of the month, more snow fell as a 
couple of the southeastern storms took a more 
northeastern hook off New England and stalled. 
Moisture backed into southern Ontario from these 
systems and we received some snow on the 22nd and 
25th to 27th. Monthly snow totals were 27.6 cm at 
Pearson and 29.0 cm downtown, actually fairly close to 
normal for February. Rain was virtually absent, with 
just a trace recorded at Pearson and 1 mm downtown. 
 

Globally, it was the second-warmest February on 
record according to satellite records, the result of El 
Niño, high-latitude blocking, and anthropogenic global 
warming. Many of the highly-populated and developed 
areas of the world such as western Europe and the 
eastern U.S. appeared to buck the trend as they have 
had a severe winter. 

Gavin Miller 
 

		
NEW WASHROOMS AT JIM BAILLIE NATURE RESERVE 
 
The Jim Baillie Nature Reserve has been enhanced with the installation of two new outhouses. We thank members 
Charles Bruce-Thompson, Charles Chaffey, Marcus Feak, Ed Freeman, Rachel Gottesman, Bob Kortright, Derek 
Lancaster, Margaret McRae, Richard Partington and Roger Powley who participated in the work parties on 
November 11 and December 2.  What an improvement! 
 

Margaret McRae 
 
 
 

 

Photos:  Margaret McRae 
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Stormy weather at Ashbridge’s Bay. Photo: Lynn Pady 
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