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One of the nice things about writing a
nature column is hearing about the many
interesting nature sightings and experiences
that people have all over the Kawarthas.
This winter has been no exception. I would
therefore like to share with readers today a
sample of the more intriguing reports.

Backyard visitors
First of all, local feeders

have been attracting quite
an array of exciting birds in
recent weeks. That this may
have something to do with
winter’s exceptionally late
start is an interesting possi-
bility. The birds range from
the simply uncommon to the
totally unexpected. 

In the uncommon catego-
ry, there have been at least
three Carolina wrens in and
around the city. One has
been visiting feeders on
Manning Avenue in the

city’s north end. A second bird has been fre-
quenting the scrubby area bordered by Sil-
verdale Road, Afton Road and Clonsilla
Avenue. The Carolina wren is fairly common
in extreme southern Ontario but has not yet
become established as a breeding species this
far north. It is known for its large size, beau-
tiful colouration and rich, caroling song. 

An even more uncommon sighting has been
that of a female yellow-rumped warbler. The
bird turned up recently at a feeder on
Fairview Lane, just off the Fifth Line of
Smith. Primarily an insect eater, the warbler
has managed to survive the many frigid
nights thanks to the availability of suet.
Wintering birds will also eat berries. The
hardiest of the warblers, yellow-rumps some-
times overwinter as far north as the Lake
Erie region but only rarely in our area. Three
yellow-rumps were recorded on the Christ-
mas Bird Census of 1981. 

A feeder on Sandy Point Road north of
Young’s Point has been graced by the pres-
ence of a male eastern towhee (formerly
rufous-sided towhee). This beautifully
marked bird has a black head and back,
rufous flanks and white belly. A member of
the sparrow family, it forages on the ground
by scratching the snow for seeds. Towhees do
nest in the Kawarthas in the summer but
usually overwinter in the southeastern Unit-
ed States. A number of winter records do
exist for our area, however. 

The two most unusual sightings, however,
are of species that should be in Central
America right now, namely the Baltimore
oriole and indigo bunting. The oriole, a bril-
liantly coloured black and orange male, has
been coming to suet feeders in Fowler’s Cor-
ners since November. The indigo bunting, on
the other hand, is a female bird that could
easily be mistaken for a sparrow. It has been
showing up regularly at a feeder on County
Road 8, east of Indian River. At least one
bird was also present in the Peterborough
area in December of 1981. Indigo buntings
are a fairly common nesting species in the
Kawarthas. The male, which is entirely blue,
is an inveterate singer.

Finally, a family living on Bland Line, west
of Mount Pleasant, has had a visitor of an
entirely different sort. A northern shrike has
set up home on their property and has shown
them why the species used to be known as
the “butcher bird.” While out walking one
day, the people started to find the bodies of
deer mice hung in the crotches of trees along
a nearby trail. Through the help of a neigh-
bour, they soon discovered that a shrike was
responsible for the killings. If given the
opportunity, a shrike will kill more prey than
it can immediately eat or feed to nestlings.
By storing excess prey to eat later, the
species has adapted to surviving periods of
food scarcity. Early observers thought that
such behaviour was simply an example of
wanton killing, hence the name butcher bird.  

Only about the size of a robin, the shrike
has the hooked beak of a raptor which it uses
to kill and dismember small birds and mam-
mals. Winter visitors from the far north,
shrikes are usually seen perched on the

uppermost twig of small trees, often in
brushy fields. 

Busy eagles 
According to Susan Brooks, a Lake

Katchewanooka resident who has been
closely monitoring the nesting activities of
bald eagles for several years now, it was
confirmed on Jan. 3 that the
Katchewanooka eagles are indeed building
a new nest on the same small island where
the old nest stood. Located in the top of a
dead pine tree, the original nest blew down
during the ferocious wind storm of July 8,
2006. Fortunately, when the nest was
destroyed, the two babies were already able
to fly. Even without the comfort of their
nest, they remained in the area and contin-
ued to roost on the island and be fed by the
adults. 

Presumably, the same pair of adult eagles
have now chosen a live white pine, just to
the south of the former nest, to relocate
home-making operations. They have been
busy bringing nesting materials to the
crotch of a healthy white pine and are
indeed building a new nest. The tree they
have chosen looks to be the tallest and
strongest of the pine grove, and they are
building near the top. This should afford the
eagles an excellent view for several kilome-
ters in all directions. In addition, because it
is a live tree this time, the pine boughs will
provide good cover and shade as well as pro-
tection from the wind. 

As of Feb. 12, the eagles were still working
on the nest and did not appear to have laid
any eggs yet. According to Susan, one bird
will always be on the nest once an egg has
been laid. The eagles do, however, exchange
places. Last year, one bird would fly in and
land on the side of the nest while the other
would shuffle over to the side. They would
then exchange places as the arriving parent
would immediately move down into the pit
of the nest. Last year, the pair laid their
first egg on approximately Feb. 27. 

On a similar note, an eagle was observed
soaring over Armour Road for several min-
utes on Feb. 10. Thinking at first it was a
vulture, the observers managed to get closer
to the huge bird and were thrilled to see the
white head and tail of a mature bald eagle. 

Wayward moose
On Jan. 29, a justifiably surprised observ-

er saw an adult moose just north of the city
near Hilliard Street and Woodland Drive.
Many parts of northern Peterborough Coun-
ty are seeing a marked increase in the num-
ber of moose, but few animals are ever seen
this far south.  A mother and calf were also
seen near Lovesick Lake this summer.
Another animal turned up on Northey’s Bay
Road.  

Monarch butterfly update
The count is finally in on the size of this

year’s butterfly population. Scientists have
calculated that the trees harbouring monar-
chs this winter cover 6.67 hectares, an area
equal to the size of 16 football fields. This is
larger than the past two years but down
somewhat compared to three years ago.
Looking at the last 12 years, the area used
by monarchs has averaged about eight
hectares. Scientists think there are between
10 million and 50 million butterflies per
hectare. 

This year, more than half of the conti-
nent’s monarchs are at just two of the win-
tering sites, El Rosario and Sierra Chincua.
This gives you an idea of how important
those sites are for monarch conservation.
The town of Angangueo sits between Sierra
Chincua and El Rosario and is considered
the monarch capital of the world. 

Drew Monkman is a Peterborough
teacher and author of Nature's Year in
the Kawarthas. He can be reached at
dmonkman1@cogeco.ca. Karl Egressy is
a Guelph nature photographer. To see
more of his work and to contact him, go
to www.kegressy.com.

It’s always nice to get a
second or third opinion
about what is interesting or
valuable. That’s why I
enjoyed doing a seminar
recently for a group of peo-
ple who regularly use the
Internet. My workshop was
about Internet trends and
useful tips and there was a
lot in the presentation, but
two topics about better
searching and portable pro-
grams garnered the most
questions and comments.

Everyone uses Google to find
websites, information and pictures,
but not many people take advan-
tage of the tons of other things that
Google can do. A quick glance at
the lists of search sites at Search
Engine Watch
(http://searchenginewatch.com)
will show you how incredibly
crowded the whole search business
is, with Google claiming to perform
about 50 per cent of Internet
searches, and hundreds of others
sharing the remaining half. Google
realized early on that only through
innovation could it stay on top and

to that end it does an enor-
mous number of things
that you probably never
suspected. If you need to
define a word such as
“grok”, open Google and
type define:grok with no
spaces and at a mouse click
you’ll see the dictionary
definitions revealed. This
works for any technical
term as well and you can
also do math calculations
and metric conversions

right in the search box without
having to look for websites that
will perform these tasks.  There is
a full description of the numerous
searches possible at the Google site
(http://tinyurl.com/6cu7d) or the
TipMonkies Ultimate Guide to
Google Services
(http://tinyurl.com/e3bre).

Google may be the portal to find-
ing a huge number of websites on
any topic, but many people were
interested in how to refine or nar-
row the results of a search. It’s
always hard to decide if the first
hit in a listing of several million is
the best one. That’s why Clusty

(www.clusty.com) drew so much
praise. This search engine used to
be called Vivisimo but a name
change has not altered its main
claim to fame, which is clustering.
Clusty is a metasearch engine that
queries several search sites for a
single term and then displays the
results in a list of rankings
arranged by topic. A simple search
for “carrots” returns a filtered list
of fewer than 300 hits which have
been selected from the millions
available. Along the left side of the
results window is a listing of the
various topics related to the
search term with the number of
web sites indicated in brackets.
This is an amazing search tool for
discovering other areas related to
your search and is an invaluable
aid for any researcher who wants
to narrow a topic.

The other item in my presenta-
tion that drew a huge amount of
interest was a discussion of appli-
cations which will run off a key
drive or portable USB storage
device. This is a relatively new
way to store data on a portable
medium and a very inexpensive

key drive, which is about the size
of key fob, and which will store as
much information as several hun-
dred of the old diskettes. The
beauty of these drives is that they
can also save an entire word pro-
cessing program or web browser
which can be run from the key
drive. 

This is invaluable for not only
being able to access your files on
any computer you wish to use, but
also for opening them in the same
program in which they were creat-
ed. PortableApps
(http://portableapps.com) has a
large collection of free programs
ranging from games to the Firefox
web browser and the Open Office
word processing, spreadsheet and
presentations suite. 

Simply insert the key drive into
the USB port of a computer and
you can surf the Internet and save
all of your bookmarks, or create
documents compatible with
Microsoft’s Word, Powerpoint or
Excel programs. When you eject
the key drive there are no files or
traces of your work left on the host
computer.

Ray Saitz, a Peterborough
resident and teacher, writes a
weekly column on the Internet.
He can be reached at
rayser3@cogeco.ca.
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