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President’s Message   by Casey Rucker 

Greetings, Friends! 

January threatened to deny us our winter in the Allegheny Highlands. Rain substituted for snow, and there were 

more kayaks strapped to vehicles than skis. The end of the month finally brought cooler weather, and we hope 
the whiteness lasts a while. 

Many Thanks to Renewing Members. On behalf of 

our board, I’d like to thank you for renewing your 
memberships in our Friends group, and making 
possible our expanding activities on behalf of 
Canaan Valley National Wildlife Refuge. We will 
continue to underwrite two AmeriCorps members 
as full-time assistants to our refuge staff, and are 
grateful to have Lauren Merrill and Mallory Gyovai 
doing a great job right now.  
 

Native Garden. Over the last three years Candy 

Olson, many volunteers, and the Canaan Valley 
National Wildlife Refuge staff have transformed the 
area behind the Visitor Center into a diverse and 
illustrative native garden. Every year exotic and 
invasive plants have given way to native flowering 
plants, grasses, and shrubs, many of them donated 
by community members. A centerpiece of the 
garden is the pollinator magnet, designed to attract 
butterflies and other insects and therefore very 
attractive to our eyes as well. Here is the caterpillar 
of the American Lady butterfly, from June 2015. 

This year Candy’s plans for the garden are 

continuing, along with the need for additional 
plants: 
 
 One Mountain Ash seedling tree; 
 One Rhododendron (18-24” tall); 
 Marsh Marigolds (seeds or plants); 
 False Hellebore; 
 Shade wildflowers and groundcovers (Bloodroot, 

partridgeberry, club moss, etc.) – we have 
Mayapple, Columbine, and Twinleaf if they 
survived last year’s very dry summer; 

 Skunk cabbage for the wetlands – does anybody 
have any mature plants that we could get seeds 
from? This is a really difficult native to transplant 
as they have really deep roots. 

If you are able to donate any of these plants to the 

garden, please e-mail Candy Olson at 
candymo@verizon.net. 
 

Many thanks to Candy and to all the volunteers 

and donors that have already created a native 
botanical garden in the heart of Canaan Valley.  
 

2017 Fund Raiser. Special thanks to all who made 
our Fifth Annual Fowl Weather Feast a success on 
January 19. We enjoyed the usual wonderful food 
and service from Laurie Little and the White Grass 
staff, and Mason and Nate Powell made our 50-50 
drawing a delight. It was also an opportunity for 
AmeriCorps members Lauren Merrill and Mallory 
Gyovai to get to know more of our members. 
Community support has gotten your Friends group 
off to a good start in 2017. 

Snow has been at a premium in the Valley this winter, so if you are an enthusiast of sliding or stepping through the 

white stuff, now is the time to visit. We can’t be sure how long nature’s offer of winter fun will stand in the 
Alleghenies! 

~ the Nation’s 500th 

Photograph by Candy Olson 

mailto:candymo@verizon.net


Refuge Update 
by Ron Hollis, Refuge Manager CVNWR 

“It seems rather incongruous that in a society of supersophisticated communication, we often suffer from a 
shortage of listeners.” --Erma Bombeck 
  

Well if you are like me, you want to know what the word “incongruous” means. Incongruous means not in 

harmony, out of keeping or place, inappropriate or unbecoming. How does this bring us to a point of paying 
attention to our surroundings? When I read this it sounded as if we are too wrapped up in our phones, social 
media, and emails, that we forget the importance of face to face conversation. I related this to my earlier years in 
FWS when I would spend time at White River NWR in Arkansas working with the biologist there. We were 
working on tree, shrub, and vine species that were in the areas. I had my key with me, took samples, and 
determined which plants were what. I came across a plant that I had not noticed before, Balloon Vine, 
Cardiospermum Halicacabum. While walking in the woods in Arkansas, I would take notice of the larger trees located 
there, until I noticed this vine. I started seeing it everywhere…why? I think because I paid attention to the shape, 
structure, location, and over uniqueness of this plant more than I did before. 
  

Working with the public or staff, you have to pay attention to everything that you say. Even in emails, texts, or on 

the phone you try to make sure you listen first then speak. When I pay attention to what people are saying it helps 
me to find the truth they are looking for. As a project leader, I need to make sure that I am consistent in dealing 
with the public, listening to them as they talk, and provide an answer to the best of my ability. As a leader, I try to 
make sure I tell people the same thing, regardless of who asks the question. When I realize that I may have been 
wrong on that answer I will try to reach out to whom I spoke and tell them what I know. 
  

The next few months are usually considered the slow periods at the refuge, not here. By the time you receive this 

letter, we will have hired Matthew Boarman as the Wildlife Refuge Specialist at Canaan Valley NWR [see “Getting 
Acquainted” on page 6]. To be clear, a Wildlife Refuge Specialist is the same capacity as an assistant refuge 
manager or deputy project leader. We are excited he is here and glad to have him as a part of the team. Matthew 
will be working in some of the same capacities as I am. Our goal was to provide a position that can educate, grow, 
and inspire people wanting to become Refuge Managers or Project Leaders in FWS.  
 

When I first arrived here, we did not have an administrative assistant to help with administrative tasks. About a 

year later, December 2015, the previous Deputy Project Leader got a job in another office, which left a void. Then 
after that we lost the Park Ranger, which required myself, and certain staff the process of taking care of those 
administrative tasks. This increased our workload tremendously. In April 2016, we were able to hire a permanent 
part time administrative assistant, and then in August 2016, we filled our Park Ranger position. While we are still 
missing our visitor services manager, having these key positions in play is a great help. Just like walking in the 
woods in Arkansas, and noticing the Balloon Vine that was always there, I can focus on working with better 
relationships with partners, communities, and local officials. Being able to collaborate with various agencies, 
providing updates, and continue to develop long lasting trust with them about who we are, why we do things, and 
what we do at Canaan Valley NWR. 
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Friends Board of Directors Meetings are open to all Friends members.  
Please join us on February 21 and March 21 at 1:00 p.m. at the Refuge Visitor Center. 
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Straining and laden with snow, a red spruce tree creaks in an otherwise muffled forest. Its top branches stretch 

upward to the traces of sunlight that struggle through the clouds. A fierce wind pummels the dense forest; the 
conifer shudders in its white coat. The cherries and maples have no leaves to grow heavy under a winter weight, 
nothing threatening to snap their branches. Such is the fate of the conifer trees – that their needles, which 
painstakingly remain in the winter, are smothered with snow. 
 

This burden for them is a blessing to so many. The deer take shelter beneath the boughs, bedding down from the 

wind and falling snow. Birds, those that remain, feel safe under the canopy as they snack on buried seeds. The –  
 

Oh what’s this!? 
 

A pair of black eyes, framed by a white ring of fur, peaks out of a cup-sized hollow in a tree. A pink nose sniffs 

and whiskers twitch. A reddish brown form scampers out and down the tree to the base. Nose still testing the air, 
tunneling through the snow, she tracks the scent to a large leaning stump five feet away. Though the snow is a foot 
thick, this little rodent senses something, and starts digging for her buried treasure. 
 

As snow piles up around the furry body, a hoard of cone seeds, scales, and entire cones is exposed. Kept moist 

under the stump and snow, a refrigerator of sorts, the seeds look well preserved. Her body reemerges after a quick 
snack, cheeks stocked with provisions for later. She covers up her stores, and scampers back to her well-insulated 
cavity. It is midday now, and she does not emerge for the rest of the day. 
 

A particularly formidable storm rages this night, dropping layers of snow on the already frosted ground. The ski 
resorts cheer, expecting visitors to brave the roads in their four wheel drive vehicles to get to the snow-nestled 
valley. 
 

The red squirrel is less than pleased. Even buffered in a tree hole with a lining of shredded bark and moss, the cold 

has permeated her dense fur. She neither hibernates like a bat nor enters a short-term reduced metabolic state 
called torpor like some squirrels do. Instead, she relies on the food stashed in her midden to provide her with 
enough energy to stay warm. Unlike the gray squirrel which will employ scatter hoarding -- planting individual 
nuts in different places -- the red squirrel uses larder hoarding to store piles of food. This easy access allows her to 
only leave her nest on warmer days, and to have the energy to keep warm during the winter.  
 

Weeks later, though it is still late winter, there has been an unusual warm spell. The red squirrel is feeling lively 

and loquacious. Other animals are out as well. One of them is too close to her midden for comfort. The brave 
heroine calls, screeching, growling, and tail flickering madly. She stomps her foot and takes a step forward, ready 
to fight anyone audacious enough to steal from her. Her vocal tantrum is enough, and the intruder skitters away. 
 

Triumphant, the red squirrel climbs into the branches of a nearby balsam fir. Rather than cones, her goal this time 

is the tips of branches. She cuts enough to litter the ground and crawls back down to nibble on the tops. Satiated 
from her meal, she toys with the idea of dessert. It’s a treat-yo-self kind of day. The warm temperatures of the day 
and the freezing nights have built up pressure in the maple trees that dot her territory. Sap is ready to flow. 

After finding a large sugar maple, the furry creature bites into the tree trunk and punctures the xylem which 

carries the sap. She goes back to eat some more fir tips, passing the time as she waits for the water in the sap to 
evaporate so she can enjoy the sugary treat. 
 
 

Red – The Fur of Angry Squirrels 
By Lauren Merrill, AFHA AmeriCorps Member at CVNWR 

(Article continued on Page 4) 



It’s June. The conifers are tinged bright green as new growth appears. Wildflowers emerge from their buds as 

bees prepare to feast. The hermit thrush whistles, unseen in the dense canopy. A mink slips into the Blackwater 
River, hunting for its prey. Intrepid young biologists step lightly through a peat bog, but end up with water 
logged knee boots and squishy socks just the same. The spring rains have been shaken off and all is blissful. The 
forest is teeming with insects, birds, mice, and --- four more reddish brown puffs! 

At the start of spring, the valley still saturated with frost, male red squirrels invaded the bountiful conifer 
territory of the female red squirrel to chase her, compete with each other, and ultimately breed. In April she gave 
birth to four kits born with their eyes closed and no hair. Now they are almost two months old with wide eyes 
and all of their fur. Compared to their altricial beginning, they are almost ready to be independent. 

Mom looks redder than she had in the winter and has black stripes along her sides. She deftly travels on branches 

and jumps from trees until she comes to what she’s been looking for. Mushrooms. The red squirrel gathers them 
and places them between the forks of a tree. Is she trying her paw at home decorating? Or is the little mother a 
chef with a taste for jerky? Ah, neither. She is, after all, an expert hoarder. Drying out the mushrooms allows them 
to store better and with less insect larvae or parasites. 

With dinner drying, mother gets to work on her next task. She carries grass and moss up into a spruce tree where 

it forks. While her kits play, she constructs a new nest. This one will have two layers: plant matter and twigs on 
the outside to keep rain out and a soft inner layer of shredded bark, feather, and moss. The entrance will face the 
tree branch, hopefully concealed from nosy predators. The winter nest cavity had been overrun with parasites, 
ticks, and fleas -- not something a responsible mother wants for her offspring. Even hoarders have to partake in 
spring cleaning. As night encroaches, momma calls to her young to come into the new nest. In about two weeks, 
they will leave and find new territory of their own.  

At least, the ones that survive will. Some will meet their final fate within the maw of an owl, a hawk, or a 
roaming mustelid. Others may not survive the cold winter as their caches run out little by little. On average, only 
one squirrel out of four will survive to one year of age. Their chances of survival increase after that, but not by 
much. 

Red squirrels must live their life under the Boy Scout motto: constantly alert and constantly prepared. They are 

not simply pugnacious redheads, picking fights for no good reason. Other animals are constantly trying to pilfer 
their food. Worse yet, they have to compete for an ever-shrinking habitat because of tree diseases and logging. 
They have an excuse to disturb the quiet of the forest. Their volatile nature represents the struggle all animals face 
in the forest – a deer running from the talons of a golden eagle, a mink defending itself from a bobcat, a worm 
ripped up by a robin, snow on the boughs of a red spruce – red squirrels are just more vocal about the burden 
they have to bear.  
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Red – The Fur of Angry Squirrels 
Continued from page 3 



Here at Canaan Valley National Wildlife Refuge there is a constant fight against invasive species. We spend a large 

chunk of time planning how to suppress the spread of species that threaten our natives, how to prevent further 
spread, and if eradication is even a possibility. It wasn’t until I joined the Refuge’s fight against invasives that I 
began to wonder how introduction even occurs. Suddenly, I was filled with so many questions that usually began 
with “who,” “what,” “when,” “where,” and (most importantly) “why.”  

I began to realize a pattern. Native species from Europe and Asia were often brought outside of their range for 

aesthetic purposes, or packaging materials. Autumn olive and multi-flora rose were sought after for gardening, but 
pushed beyond those garden walls. Japanese stilt grass was originally used as packaging material for porcelain, 
but reseeded once it touched the ground. “What beloved native species in Canaan Valley are terrors elsewhere in 
the world,” I wondered. I was even more curious if there was a mammalian species we called “friend,” while 
others may have given it the title of “foe.” 

Well, they say curiosity killed the cat. In my case it just led me down the rabbit hole of scientific research. After 

briefly losing myself in the black hole of the internet, I did manage to find an incredible answer to my question…in 
the form of an adorable member of the weasel family.  

The American Mink has long been an integral part of ecological discoveries and advancements, ranging from prey-
predator dynamics, the basics of predation, and the textbook example of unusual reproductive physiology. This 
small semi-aquatic mammal may be the cutest fluff ball scurrying along the edges of rivers, streams, or ponds, but 
it has won the title of a ferocious predator. Native to North America, it is a generalist species that preys on fish, 
rodents, insects, rabbits, amphibian, and even reptiles. The mink’s thick waterproof coat and slightly webbed feet 
make it very adept at hunting in water, and it can even dive up to 16 feet! 

 Minks have long been sought after for their luscious coats. At one point in America’s booming fur trade industry, 

the mink pelt was considered to be the highest quality to trade with Europeans. As an abundant natural resource in 
North America this served well for trappers in the beginning. However, by the 1920’s, the decline of wild 
populations and the greed for easier access led to the establishment of commercial pelt farms in Europe.  Things 
only progressed from there. Thousands of individuals were released into the former Soviet Union, so that there 
could be a harvestable wild population for sport. Our native neighbor was brought to Europe…and as the story of 
almost all non-native introductions goes, “it was all downhill from there.” 
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A Tale of Mammalian Invasion 
By Mallory Gyovai, AFHA AmeriCorps Member at Canaan Valley NWR 

An American Mink scurries along the edges of a beaver pond.  Canaan Valley National Wildlife Refuge, USFWS. 

(Article continued on Page 6) 



The thousands of intentionally released individuals infiltrated Northeastern Europe, outcompeting native 

European mink and wreaking havoc on many native rodent and bird species. The impact American mink have on 
both their competitors and their prey is astounding, and has become a widely researched scientific case. The 
population size of the European mink, which was once abundant throughout most of Europe, has now dwindled 
due to transmission of diseases, competition for food, and interspecific aggression from the larger and more 
aggressive American mink. The overwhelming decline of the water vole in Britain has reached levels of near 
extinction, in some areas up to 97%. Female mink are small enough to fit into the small entrance of the water vole’s 
underwater borrow, eliminating any form of safety and defense from this voracious invader. Reports of waterfowl 
and seabird populations experiencing declines due to predation have been circulating throughout Europe as well. 

  

The introduction of the American mink has cost Europe not only a significant amount of money in eradication 

efforts, but also the decline of ecologically significant native species. A large effort has been made to improve 
fragmented and degraded habitat so that niche species, like the water vole and European mink, can regain 
population levels in areas where American mink have taken over.  

  

The tale of invasive species is prevalent, no matter what corner of the globe you look at, and this is just one 

example of how one nation’s “friend” can be another’s “foe.”  In Canaan Valley, the American mink is an 
important predator that controls population levels of many small mammals. It has natural predators, like the 
bobcat or birds of prey, and prey has co-evolved with it and developed its own system of defenses. For us, the 
American mink is an integral member of our ecosystem and you may be lucky to catch a glimpse of one hopping 
along the edges of the Blackwater River. I know I have! 
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A Tale of Mammalian Invasion 
Continued from page 5 

Getting Acquainted: 
A semi-regular feature on CVNWR staff and volunteers 

By Elaine George 

The arrival of 2017 has ushered in a new staff member for CVNWR.  

Matt Boarman has begun his tenure as Wildlife Refuge Specialist.  
This position was formerly known as Deputy Refuge Manager and 
supervises Visitor Services and Maintenance. 

Matt comes to Canaan from the same position at Monomoy NWR in 

Chatham, MA; Monomoy is one of eight refuges in the Eastern 
Massachusettes Wildlife Refuge Complex.  Previously, he served at 
Montezuma NWR in New York restoring wetlands.  He has worked 
for the Fish and Wildlife Service for 11 years. 

With all of this time spent in the northeast, I was surprised to learn 

that Matt had grown up in Melbourne, FL.  His BS in Environmental 
Sciences is from Rochester Institute of Technology in New York.  

Matt is profoundly deaf and RIT's National Technical Institute for 

the Deaf brought him north to study.   

Matt loves surfing, fishing, and the solitude of the outdoors.  He is busy looking for a house in the Davis-Thomas 

area for his wife, Anna, and their 5-year old son.  And their black lab and three cats, of course! 

Matt says he hears well one-on-one but might have a problem when there is a lot of people talking or a lot of 

background noise.  If he seems like he's ignoring you, just repeat yourself. 



February – March 2017 | Timberdoodle | page 7 

Let’s face it. Scavengers aren’t always the most 

attractive members of the natural world – think 
hyenas or Turkey Vultures – but their service as 
nature’s recyclers is invaluable. Their jobs are to 
clean up messes, feed themselves and others, and 
add nutrients back to the earth. Without scavengers 
there’d be dead bodies everywhere! 

One of the most visible scavengers on roadsides and 
rural areas are vultures. Turkey Vultures are among 
a very few bird species that have a well-documented 
sense of smell and they depend partly on this to help 
them find carrion (dead animals). Black vultures on 
the other hand are believed to have a poor sense of 
smell and they find carrion visually, either by seeing 
a dead animal or by following turkey vultures to the 
site. Vultures don’t have to have strong feet or beaks 
because they don’t have to kill their prey like a raptor 
does. Their bald heads – reddish on the Turkey 
Vulture and black on the Black Vulture – are an 
adaptation to prevent disease. Having no feathers on 
their heads prevents toxic bacteria from the dead 
animal from sticking to the birds and making them 
sick. 

Vultures are also one of the few animals that depend 

on carrion as their only food source. Few ecosystems 
have enough dead animals year round to keep all 
scavengers fed on that alone, but the vulture’s high 
soaring flight and excellent eyesight give them the 
proverbial bird’s-eye-view to find food. 

Many animals will scavenge if they have the chance 

or need, even if they’re primarily predators or seed 
and fruit eaters. This is especially true during hard 
winters. Roadkill and hunters’ “gut piles” are a 
prime source of nourishment. Time lapse 
photography of a corpse often shows vultures, crows, 
eagles and hawks feeding by day, and bears, foxes 
and coyotes feeding at night. Wild and domestic 
dogs feed anytime, but be aware that deer bones, for 
example, can be just as deadly as the chicken bones 
you’re never supposed to give your pets. If they drag 
something home, take it away from them! (Rest in 
peace, Rudy.) 

Possums and raccoons take advantage of free meals of 
carrion, and even the antlers of deer are a tasty treat for 
small rodents and for insects. 

Because most scavengers are flexible about what they 
eat, they can find food more readily, and can adapt to 
changing environments. As suburbs creep out into rural 
areas, many scavengers are happy to eat out of garbage 
cans, and more roads mean more roadkill. Someone 
remarked the other day that he didn’t remember crows 
eating carrion back in the day (forty years ago). I have a 
theory that multi-lane highways make dead animals 
easier for scavengers to see, although they run the risk 
of becoming roadkill themselves. (Plus there aren’t as 
many corn and grain fields for crows to feed in now.) 

Farther down the size chart are insects that feed on 

dead animals. Flies are the most observable. Have you 
ever noticed that you never see one of those green 
bottle flies unless there’s a dead animal (or animal 
parts) around, but that it only seems to take them about 
30 seconds to find it?! They can reportedly smell 
something dead from up to a mile away. Besides eating 
the flesh, female flies lay their eggs on the dead body. 
When the larvae hatch, they also feed on it. Since the 
incubation periods of insect species are known, the kind 
and age of larva found on a body can even aid forensic 
investigations. 

Not all scavengers are homely. Have you ever been 

shocked to see beautiful butterflies feeding on 
something dead? 

Even farther down the chart are microbes, bacteria and 
other tiny organisms that do their part to break down 
dead tissue, adding to the fertility of the soil which 
starts the whole food chain over again – the circle of 
life. 

 

 

Note: The winner of this issue’s award is my husband Larry. 
If you too would like to win this prestigious award, send me 
an idea for a future article at Lbowers22@frontier.com ! 

The Scavenger Hunt 
By Luanne Bowers, Master Naturalist 

mailto:Lbowers22@frontier.com


When I am observing the night sky, it is not merely the beauty of the canopy above us that stills my breath 

and quickens my heart. It is the knowledge that modern astronomy has collected, and the women and men 
who have collected it that contributes to my unabashed love. We have moved from the belief of stars as 
pinholes in the firmament, to the knowledge they are giant nuclear fusion furnaces. We have moved from a 
geocentric worldview to a heliocentric. We have turned our dreams into reality by placing men on the moon, 
and scientists in space. We continue to explore new worlds and to boldly go where no one has gone before. 

The tale that is modern astronomy starts in the 16th century.  Galileo Galilei (1564-1642), credited among 
many science circles as the first “modern scientist”, was instrumental in creating the foundation for today’s 
astronomy.  In addition to designing and manufacturing his own telescopes, he was the first to observe 
sunspots, the craters and mountains of the Moon, the moons of Jupiter, the rings of Saturn, and the phases of 
Venus.  His observations confirmed the Copernican model of a heliocentric Solar System, and as a result of 
publishing his findings he was called before the inquisition in 1633 where he was forced to disavow his work 
and was placed under house arrest for the remainder of his life.  

During the same period Johannes Kepler (1571-1630) was developing three rules for planetary motion which 

described the way and the reasons the planets in the Solar System orbited the sun. Kepler’s discoveries 
allowed Isaac Newton (1642-1727) to develop the Laws of Motion. In 1687 he published Principia 
Mathematica, recognized as the greatest physics text ever written. This text laid out Newton’s Laws and 
introduced a new form of mathematics known as calculus.   

In the 18th century Uranus was discovered by William Herschel, followed by the discovery of Neptune in the 

19th century. In the 20th century there was an explosion of discoveries that helped solidify our understanding 
of our Solar System, the Milky Way Galaxy, and our Universe. Pluto was discovered in 1930 by Clyde 
Tombaugh, the size of the Milky Way was estimated by Harlow Shapely, Annie J. Cannon calculated surface 
temperatures of stars, Einstein developed the Theory of Special Relativity, and Edwin Hubble established 
Andromeda and other spiral nebulae were actually galaxies like our Milky Way.  

Radio Astronomy was developed as a new field of study, Quasars, Radio Galaxies, and Pulsars were 

discovered, the Big Bang Theory was postulated and cosmic microwave background radiation, the remnants 
of the Big Bang, were found. In 1957 Sputnik 1, the first satellite was launched, 4 years later Yuri Gagarin 
became the first man in space and in 1969 Neil Armstrong became the first man to step foot on the Moon.   

The last 25 years have seen amazing advances in our understanding and appreciation of our Universe and 

Solar System. The images from the Hubble Telescope, the Cassini Probe, the Mars Exploration Rover, and the 
Rosetta Probe are stunning and have furthered our understanding of our place in the Solar System.  In 
September of 2016 NASA launched Osiris-Rex a probe which will land on an asteroid in 2018 to collect and 
analyze samples, transmitting the results back to scientists for further study.  In the words of Socrates, “Man 
must rise above the Earth, to the top of the atmosphere and beyond, for only thus will he fully understand the 
world in which he lives.” 
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Astronomy Has Come a Long Way 
Second in a series of articles 
By Edward Hodson, Park Ranger, CVNWR 



February 10: Tonight is the full Moon. In addition there will be a Penumbral 
Lunar Eclipse. This type of eclipse happens when the Moon travels 
through the faint outer part of Earth’s shadow. Starting at Moonrise 
(5:45 pm, local time) the maximum will be at 7:43 pm and will end at 
9:53. Look for a faint shadow to move across the moon during this 
time.   

February 11:  In the early morning hours Comet 45P/HMP will reach its closes 
point to earth (7.7 million miles). There is a possibility it will reach 
naked-eye level brightness, but can be observed with a good pair of 
binoculars. Look to the west where it will be flying through the 
constellation Hercules. 

February 15:  Jupiter will be visible just south of the Moon. While visible to the 
naked eye, a good pair of binoculars will allow a great view. 

February 20: Saturn will be visible just south of the Moon. Grab your binoculars, 
and take a look. This is also a great time to turn your binoculars to 
the Moon as it shifts towards the new Moon. Train your binoculars 
on the shadowed edge to see the mountains in better relief. 

February 26: Tonight is the night of the New Moon, an excellent night for 
stargazing. This is the best time of the month to observe faint objects 
such as galaxies and star clusters. 

March 12: Full Moon. The shadows on the Moon’s surface have been called by 
different cultures a rabbit, a stag, and a man. What do your eyes see? 

March 20: The Equinox marks the first day of spring for the Northern 
Hemisphere.  

March 28:  New Moon means dark skies! Tonight will be a great night to look up 
and see if you can find Polaris (the North Star), The Milky Way, or 
just see how many stars you can count. 

March 30: Mars will be visible north of the Moon. This little planet will be 
visible to the naked eye and appear distinctly red. 
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The Night Sky for February and March 
By Edward Hodson, Park Ranger, CVNWR 



“Wow!  You are really glowing,”  friend Joan exclaims after our hike.  Is this the big “B” word?  Not really, 

although it is quite interesting to ponder the various elements that contribute to this kind of “glow”.   

This big “B” word refers to the ability of some organisms to produce their own light inside of their own 

bodies.  Most, not all, of the species that have this ability are marine creatures.   Aristotle is said to have been 
FASCINATED by such creatures, identifying and studying 180 marine species.   

Last summer one of my flower gardens drew some of these bioluminescent creatures.....FIREFLIES..... one of 

the few terrestrial species to have this ability.   

LIGHTNING BUGS is what we called them when I was a kid.  We did not know much about them; they 

“came” in summer, in the late evening.  We children caught several in a glass jar, watched them glow for 
awhile and then let them go, never thinking about how, or at least not knowing how they glowed nor where 
they went in winter.  They were unique among all the things of the fields, orchards, pastures, yards and 
gardens where we played. 

“LANTERN BEETLES” is said to be a truer name for the firefly because these critters are actually beetles.  

Lampyridae, from the Greek word for shining, is the family of beetles in which all the fireflies belong.   There 
are at least 13 species in WV according to Laura Miller of WV Dept of Agriculture. 

How does the LIGHT come on?  It is a CHEMICAL reaction between oxygen and some chemicals inside the 

beetle.  The result of the reaction is light.  This light is considered nearly 100% efficient; no heat is given off.   

WHY have this light?  SIGNALING, for different purposes, to other critters, is a use.   

Different species have their own pattern of flashing which helps the same species find each other for 
MATING.  The light signal is used by some beetles as a WARNING to predators....”Hey! I don't taste good, 
remember?”  An interesting strategy of the Photuris female beetle is to MIMIC a Photinus female flashing 
pattern in order to LURE a Photinus male to her, not to mate with him but to digest his body. She not only 
gets some food but something extra. The Photinus beetle has some defensive compounds called lucibufagins 
(LBG's) which it produces in its own body but which Photuris does not produce.  The female Photuris gets the 
same benefits from ingesting the LBG's second hand.  She also passes LBG's on in her eggs. I don't know if the 
lucibufagins taste good to her but they don't taste good to some predators such as Phippidus jumping spiders 
so these spiders have learned NOT to eat her. 

Fireflies go through the 4 metamorphic life-cycle stages of egg, larva, pupa, and adult.  Some of the eggs and 

larvae glow, also.  The adult lays the eggs in the soil.   As larvae in fall and spring they eat snails, grubs, slugs 
and worms; some species like wetter areas and their larvae eat aquatic snails.  In winter the larvae hibernate, 
maybe along a fence row, under some leaves.  The larva grows into the pupa and that into the adult beetle.  
Some adults do not eat anything.   

It is not surprising that some of the chemicals from the light-producers have been extracted and used in 

medicine, including forensics.  Hopefully, this will not diminish their numbers significantly. 

Winter is here in the northern hemisphere with less natural light from our sun.  This is one of the reasons that 

I have thought a lot about LIGHT the last couple of months.  I figured that it is not too soon in the year to talk 
a little about this phenomenon of bioluminescence.  Thinking about these creatures and their LIGHT brightens 
up my days. 

There are a couple of festivals, one in Elkmont, TN, and one in Tionesta, PA, in June where there are large 

numbers of the “LIGHTNING BUGS”  These festivals increase people's knowledge and appreciation for the 
beetles and for the CONNECTEDNESS, including humans, of all of NATURE. 
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Bioluminescence 
A Fascinating Phenomenon 

By Sandy Rodgers 



A summer day’s visit to the pastures and hayfields of 

Canaan Valley is seldom unaccompanied by the 
buzzy, ethereal song of the Savannah Sparrow. They 
may escape your notice, however, as they are 
prototypical ‘little brown jobs’ that do not demand 
attention. These small, striped songbirds are 
remarkable, however, in their range, diversity, 
singing, and breeding and social behavior. 
  

Savannah Sparrows breed in northern Alaska as well 

as southern Mexico, the Cascade and Rocky 
Mountains, the Great Plains, the Appalachians, the 
Maritime Provinces, and most of the territory in 
between. Populations differ in size and plumage, and 
our eastern birds are generally larger and darker than 
those farther west.  
 

Savannah Sparrows are recent colonists in West 
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Virginia, never observed before the 20th century. They began to arrive in the northernmost counties early in  
the new century, and by the 1930s they were summer residents from the northern panhandle east to Mineral 
County. Our first state breeding records were in Ohio and Upshur Counties in 1934. By the 1980s they were found 
throughout the Allegheny Mountains and in scattered locations to the east and west. 
 

Young male Savannah Sparrows must learn a four-part song by the time they establish their first territories, usually 

less than a year after their birth. Much of the song is at a frequency too high for us to hear. One segment remains 
relatively constant from season to season, while the other three can show rapid change in a display of cultural 
evolution (or as we describe it ourselves, changes in fashion). Over three decades a population of Savannah 
Sparrows on Kent Island in New Brunswick shortened and lowered the pitch of the trill, one of the segments we can 
hear. They also changed the introductory segment to add a series of clicks termed a “click train” and continued to 
add additional clicks to the train. Singers that added more clicks displayed their vocal virtuosity, and were 
rewarded with greater reproductive success. Variations in the click train and the trill increased over time, though 
they didn’t change for other segments of the song that had no bearing on reproductive fitness.  
 

The way a young male learns his song is as complex as the song itself. He may pick it up early by copying elements 

from the adults singing within earshot of his nest, although he will not imitate the song of his father. He may also 
pick up his song from neighbors once he returns from migration and begins to set up a territory himself. Within two 
weeks of his return, he crystallizes his song into the one he will sing for the rest of his life. Siblings raised in a single 
nest do not sing alike, nor do they sing like their fathers. He probably picks up different elements of his song from 
different tutors at different times during his first nine months of life, creating an individual expression that may 
help or hurt him in his quest for offspring. 
 

By Casey Rucker 

The Remarkable Savannah Sparrow 

(Article continued on Page 12) 
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The Remarkable Savannah Sparrow 
         Continued from page 11 

When Savannah Sparrows reproduce successfully they often return to the same breeding grounds year after 

year, which carries the risk of inbreeding. Females are socially monogamous, meaning that they associate with a 
particular male and his territory during breeding season. Surprisingly, they seldom mate with males who are 
genetically similar to them, and most can evaluate subtle levels of similarity among males to avoid even non-
incestuous levels of inbreeding. 
 

When their mates are genetically similar, however, they engage in a practice known as extra-pair paternity, or as 

we would call it, cuckoldry. It appears that they choose mates for reasons other than genetic similarity, but 
something during their mating and breeding alerts them to the similarity of kinship and triggers the impulse to 
seek paternity elsewhere. 
 

Meanwhile, males show a wide variety of breeding behavior from social monogamy to polygyny. A single male 

has been known to maintain three separate territories with different females. Males whose territories lie side by 
side are known to practice reciprocal cuckoldry, which would be scandalous in human next-door neighbors.  
Savannah Sparrows also demonstrate how human activities can influence evolution. One of their favorite 
habitats is the hayfield, and their reproductive success depends on the timing of the hay harvest. When their 
hayfield is mowed, all of their nests are destroyed. If the harvest is delayed until the population can fledge its 
young, the rate of extra-pair paternity reaches normal levels, which are high for Savannah Sparrows. An early 
harvest means that all the birds in that field have to re-nest with the time pressure of approaching autumn. The 
result is greatly increased social monogamy, which reduces the genetic diversity in the population and could 
have long-term evolutionary impacts. 
 

Note to owners of hayfields: Savannah Sparrows are experts at re-nesting. They can raise a brood of young in 

approximately 42 days, so if you allow at least that period of time to pass between mowings, you are giving the 
local population a chance to survive. 
 

Unfortunately, like the other grassland songbirds, Savannah Sparrow numbers are declining every year. In West 

Virginia, the Breeding Bird Survey estimates that our small population has been decreasing by six percent a year 
during the ten years ending in 2014. Early and multiple hay harvests, trampling by cattle, nest predation, and 
conversion of grasslands to forest and crop production combine to make the Savannah Sparrow’s prospects bleak 
in West Virginia. Luckily for us, Canaan Valley National Wildlife Refuge sustains a terrific habitat for Savannah 
Sparrows, and will continue to do so into the future.  
 

Next summer, when you hear a semi-musical, not too loud buzz coming from a grassland in the Valley, send a 

good wish to the Savannah Sparrow, our often-overlooked but remarkable fellow species. 
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Calendar of Events 

February 19, 10:00 am. Snowshoe Discovery Tours Where Wildlife Comes Naturally  

Join Park Ranger Ted Hodson who will be talking about the history and importance of  
the National Wildlife Refuge System. Learn why the refuge system was created, what our mission is, and all of the fun 
activities that are allowed on wilderness land.  

February 25, 7:30 and 10:00 am. Beginning Birdwalks  

Can we tell birds of a feather apart? If we can tell differences like male from female or older from younger birds, when we 
see them interacting we may be able to infer distinctive behavioral characteristics of a species or common behaviors shared 
across species. We may even see individual “personalities” when we watch our local birds over time. Comparative 
Ethnology may not be an exact science, but it can be a whole lot of fun—when we get to know the birds. We meet in the 
visitor’s center parking lot of the Wildlife Refuge, and we have binoculars to loan.  

February 26, 10:00 am. Snowshoe Discovery Tours Volunteering at CVNWR  

Join Mallory and Lauren who will be talking about AmeriCorps, Appalachian Forest Heritage Area (our program within 
AmeriCorps), and volunteering at the refuge. We will talk about all of the projects that are made possible by the help of 
volunteers, and how to get involved. 

March 5, 10:00 am. Natural History Snowshoe Discovery Tour  

Join Chip Chase, owner of White Grass and lifelong outdoorsman sharing his knowledge of the area as well as the history 
of the relationship with the Fish and Wildlife Service and the formation of the Refuge here. 

March 11, 8 am. Lion or Lamb Bird Walk.  

We never know what early March will bring us in the Valley. Join Casey Rucker for a tour of the Freeland Boardwalk to 
see if there are new arrivals, lingering winter visitors, and the usual suspects. Meet at the Refuge Visitor Center. Please 
note: If the weather is snowy and windy, or roads are impassable, the walk will be postponed until the next day at the 
same time. If bad conditions continue on the next day, the walk will be cancelled.  

March 25, 7:30 and 10:00 am. Beginning Birding Birdwalks. 

Can we tell birds of a feather apart? If we can tell differences like male from female or older from younger birds, when we 
see them interacting we may be able to infer distinctive behavioral characteristics of a species or common behaviors shared 
across species. We may even see individual “personalities” when we watch our local birds over time. Comparative 
Ethnology may not be an exact science, but it can be a whole lot of fun—when we get to know the birds. We meet in the 
visitor’s center parking lot of the Wildlife Refuge, and we have binoculars to loan. 

February 5, 10:00 am. Snowshoe Discovery Tour: 

Water Water Everywhere. Join Park Ranger Ted Hodson on a hike where 
we discuss how water in all of its forms moves through the valley. Find 
out why the wetlands are so important to the water cycle, and how we 
can guarantee its survival.  

February 18, 8 am. Heart of Winter Bird Walk.  

February usually brings us snow and cold temperatures, but our year-round 
resident birds are still here. Join Casey Rucker to see if we can find some 
winter visitors such as Rough-legged Hawk and American Tree Sparrow in 
the heart of winter. Meet at the Refuge Visitor Center. Please note: If the 
weather is snowy and windy, or roads are impassable, the walk will be 
postponed until the next day at the same time. If bad conditions continue on 
the next day, the walk will be cancelled. 
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The Snowshoe Discovery Tour series is conducted at and by White Grass Ski Touring Center.  
These winter outings begin at White Grass and explore the natural history and beautiful outdoor 

setting of the adjacent Canaan Valley National Wildlife Refuge property. Snowshoes will be provided. 
 For more information or to confirm the scheduled event call (304) 866-4114.  

White Grass Ski Touring Center is located off Freeland Road in Canaan Valley. 



 

 

 
The Friends of the 500th is a nonprofit corporation that supports the conservation and public use of Canaan Valley National Refuge ♦ the Nation’s 500th.   

Membership is open to the public.  Address membership inquiries and other correspondence to: 
 Friends of the 500th, PO Box 422, Davis, WV 26260 

Visit www.friendsofthe500th.org or email us at friendsofthe500th@refugeassociation.org 
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