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LIVING

It is a joy to walk in the bare woods.
The moonlight is not broken by the
heavy leaves.
The leaves are down, and touching
the soaked earth,
Giving off the odors that partridges
love.

— Robert Bly, Solitude
Late at Night
in the Woods

The events listed
below represent
an almanac of key
happenings in the
natural world dur-
ing a typical
November in the
Kawarthas. Some
events can occur
over the entire
month while oth-
ers are more
restricted in time.
Many are depen-
dent on the

vagaries of the weather.
■■■■     1. Some early November bird

departures include great blue
herons, killdeer, greater yel-
lowlegs, common snipe, fox spar-
rows and most of our robins, loons
and red-tailed hawks. 

■■■■     2. Monarch butterflies are
arriving now in large numbers on
their wintering grounds in the
Sierra Madre mountains west of
Mexico City. This year monarchs
are expected to cover about five to
six hectares of forest, a little lower
than last year. Initially, it was
thought that the numbers would
be higher but, partly because of
drought in the southern U.S.,  the
migration has been extremely slow
and not as many monarchs are
expected to make it all the way to
their wintering grounds.

■■■■     3. Ring-billed gulls are one of
the most commonly seen birds in
November. They spend the night,
however, on large bodies of water
such as Chemong and Rice lakes
where they are safe from preda-
tors. With freeze-up, most will
head to the Gulf states. 

■■■■     4. We return to Standard Time
today. Turn your clocks back one
hour. Sunrise will be at 6:53 a.m.
and sunset at 4:59 p.m. for a total
of only 10 hours and five minutes
of daylight. Compare this to the 15
and a half hours we enjoyed back
in June!

■■■■     5. Today marks the beginning
of the annual deer harvest by rifle
and shotgun. The buck’s antlers
have matured and hardened now ,
and they are “in rut,” or at the
peak of their sexual readiness. 

■■■■     6. Numbers of American tree
sparrows and northern shrikes
increase. Some years, an influx of
winter finches such as pine gros-
beaks, pine siskins, and common
redpolls also occurs at this time.
Since mid-October, siskins have
already been showing up. 

■■■■     7. Other than the occasional
clouded sulphur butterfly, cluster
fly, or meadowhawk dragonfly,
few insects are active. Most have
already begun diapause, the state
of halted development in which
insects overwinter. The stage of
the life cycle in which diapause
occurs depends on the species. For
example, mourning cloak butter-
flies overwinter as adults, swallow-
tails as  pupae (chrysalis), Isabella
moths as larvae (the woolly bear
caterpillar), and tent caterpillar
moths as eggs. 

■■■■     8. The black berries of the
European buckthorn become

increasingly visible as this inva-
sive, non-native shrub sheds its
leaves. A common city and subur-
ban species, its fruit is quite popu-
lar with robins. Unfortunately,
however, the berries are also a
strong laxative which results in
purple bird dropping stains on con-
crete and patio stones. 

■■■■     9. If you’re bringing in fire-
wood from outside, you may find a
wasp tucked away under some of
the loose bark. This is a pregnant
queen, her body cells full of glyc-
erol to avoid freezing solid, ready
to start a new colony when spring-
time arrives. 

■■■■     10. A trip to the Lakefield
sewage lagoons, located on the
south side of Block Road (County
Road 33), just south of the village,
is well worth the effort at this time
of year. You should be able to get
good looks at migrant  ducks such
as common goldeneye, bufflehead,
ring-necked duck, lesser scaup,
and hooded merganser. The birds
are in the basin closest to the road.  

■■■■     11. If the weather is mild, you
may still hear the occasional
spring peeper calling plaintively
from woodlands. With the onset of
cold temperatures, however, the
peeper will burrow down into the
leaf litter of the forest floor and lit-
erally become a small block of
amphibian ice. Surprisingly, the

ice does not harm the animal
because it forms in the body cavi-
ties outside of the cells. Glycerol,
acting as an antifreeze, inhibits
freezing within the frog’s cells. 

■■■■     12. Toads, as well as salaman-
ders and snakes, retreat to below
the frost line to overwinter.  Bull-
frogs, leopard, and green frogs, set-
tle into the mud at the bottom of
ponds and wetlands. 

■■■■     13. Early snowfalls reveal the
nocturnal world of mammal move-
ments. Coyotes, deer, squirrels,
cottontails, mice, and voles are just
a few of the species that leave their
tracks for us to decipher. 

■■■■     14. This is the best time of
year to focus on several groups of
plants of the forest floor that usu-
ally escape our attention. The
intricacy and diversity of ever-
green ferns, mosses, and club-
mosses which are easily visible
right now, are quite astounding.

■■■■     15. Although most of our crows
migrate south about now, an
increasing number remains to
spend the winter here. 

■■■■     16. Now that the leaves have
fallen from cherry trees and
shrubs, black knot fungus,
Apiosporina morbosa,  stands out
like charred animal droppings
hanging from the twigs. The dark
swellings are actually the cherry’s
own cells that have gone amok

because of the fungus. 
■■■■     17. In our woodlands, the only

trees still clinging to remnants of
their foliage are oaks and young
American beech, sugar maple and
ironwood. Why these species retain
some of their leaves — often for the
whole winter — is not really
understood.  

■■■■     18. People sometimes come
across bats in the house in late fall.
These are usually a species called
the big brown bat. Typically, the
animal has tried to overwinter in a
cool area such as the attic but has
somehow been disturbed.

■■■■     19. Small numbers of glau-
cous, Iceland, and great black-
backed gulls, three species which
are uncommon in the Kawarthas,
may begin to show up on Little
Lake, on the larger Kawartha
Lakes, and at the Peterborough
landfill on Bensfort Road. 

■■■■     20. The exposed crowns of
white birch appear smoky purple
when seen from a distance. This is
the new twig growth has a purple-
red bark. Only the older branches
have the familiar white “birch
bark.” 

■■■■     21. Snowshoe hares and
weasels are acquiring their white
winter coats. In the case of the
hare, the ears and feet turn white
first while the back is the last sec-
tion of the body to change colour. 

■■■■     22. Ball-like swellings known
as galls are easy to see on the
stems of goldenrod plants. If you
open the gall with a knife, you will
find a small white larva inside.
The larva spends the winter in
this cozy enclosure. In the spring
it will emerge as an adult golden-
rod gall fly. 

■■■■     23. A late fall visit to a local
wetland can often provide a front-
row seat to the secret lives of
beavers and muskrats. Beavers
are busy now cutting down trees to
gather branches for their winter
food cache — a big pile of mostly
submerged vegetation beside the
lodge. Muskrats occupy them-
selves building mounds of mud
and cattails for winter shelter. 

■■■■     24. Bald eagles from northern
Ontario begin to arrive and bolster
the ranks of our handful of resi-
dent eagles. Jack Lake and Lake
Katchawanooka are often good
spots to see these birds. 

■■■■     25. Covered by millions of fall-
en leaves, the forest floor is hard
at work as a gigantic recycling
centre. In this, the last stage of
the ecological cycle, dead organic
matter is being softened, shred-
ded, digested, and decomposed by
countless billions of organisms
into simpler compounds that can
be reused by the forest’s plant
communities. 

■■■■     26. Aldo Leopold, in A Sand
County Almanac, referred to
November as “the month of the
axe.”  The weather is cool enough
to make outdoor work comfortable,
and, by cutting, splitting, and
stacking wood between now and
the end of February, late winter
freezing and thawing will cause
cracking and allow drying air to
enter. Remember, however, that
“tidying up” a woodlot by removing
dead trees will only make it much
poorer as wildlife habitat. 

■■■■     27. Between 1971 and 2000,
November’s average daily high in
Peterborough was 6 C and the
minimum was -2 C. Twenty nights
with frost were average for the
month. With climate change
increasingly apparent, it will be
interesting to see if we come any-
where near the average this year.

■■■■     28. Coyotes are often heard in
late fall. The coyotes of central
Ontario are closely related to the
eastern wolf (Canis lycaon). Con-
sequently, the two species some-
times hybridize, a male wolf mat-
ing with a female coyote. All wolf-
like animals of Peterborough
County contain, to varying
degrees, both coyote and eastern
wolf genetic material.

■■■■     29. Watch for pine grosbeaks.
Some birders are predicting good
numbers of these beautiful finches
this winter. 

■■■■     30. The Pleiades (Seven Sis-
ters) star cluster adorns the east-
ern sky, while Orion looms over
the southeast. They both add
interest to an evening’s walk in
late November. 

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

There seems to be a
remarkable assortment of
computer programs for
almost any task, except
when it comes to the most
essential of them all. The
operating system is what
makes your computer func-
tion, and there is a surpris-
ing lack of variety in this
computer staple. The latest
statistics show that just
over 90 per cent of the
world’s computers are using
a version of Microsoft’s Windows
operating system. The most men-
tioned alternative to Windows, the
Mac, accounts for only about four
per cent of the total.

This may seem like the height of
standardization and efficiency, but
this lack of diversity is what often
threatens to wreak havoc on that
multitude of Windows computers.
The lack of any large number of
alternative systems makes Win-
dows a hacker’s paradise because
it’s only necessary to write one
virus or malware program to
potentially reach most computers.
Millions of computer owners have

to hope that Microsoft or
their anti-virus company
will release updates quick-
ly enough to correct design
flaws or plug gaping secu-
rity holes.

Many people have an old
second computer for doing
simple tasks such as send-
ing e-mail and word pro-
cessing, but it’s running
Windows 98, which is a
serious security issue if
used to access the Inter-

net. When faced with an aged and
virus prone Windows 98 system,
the only options seem to be to sell
everything and buy another com-
puter, or stop using the Internet.

Actually, the solution might be
to get another operating system.
There is one that is almost
immune to most viruses and
worms, comes in several versions,
will work on outdated computer
equipment, and is free or at most a
fraction of the price of upgrading
to Windows XP or Vista. It has
thousands of software programs
from word processors to Internet
browsers and many of them are

also free. The name of this operat-
ing system is Linux, and although
it is used on fewer than two per-
cent of the world’s computers, its
popularity is on a steep upward
trend. Recently, several govern-
ment departments in China and
England have opted to use Linux
on more than a million computers,
and the consortium to promote
Linux includes heavyweights such
as Sun Microsystems, IBM, Intel,
HP, and Novell.

The core of Linux was written by
Linus Torvalds, a young Finnish
student, in 1994 who gave it away
for anyone to use for free. Today,
the Linux system has been refined
by thousands of developers and
marketed or freely distributed
under several trade names and
permutations. A modern Linux
desktop may not look exactly like
what you are used to under Win-
dows, but everything works essen-
tially the same, from browsing the
Internet to word processing and
sending e-mail.

The latest and most exciting ver-
sion of Linux is called Ubuntu
(www.ubuntu.com). It is a free

download and comes loaded with
most of the applications that you
would need on a daily basis includ-
ing the Firefox Internet browser
and Open Office, which will open
and create documents, spread-
sheets and presentations compati-
ble with Microsoft’s Office Suite of
programs. The exact assortment of
software depends on whether you
opt for the standard Ubuntu, or
Edubuntu, which is Linux for
young people and contains a lot of
educational software. The Ubuntu
site also has links to many other
applications designed to run under
Linux, including the free AVG
anti-virus software. I downloaded
Ubuntu on my fast Internet con-
nection in about 15 minutes and
then burned it to a CD. However,
you can order the whole setup on a
CD for less than $7. The nifty
thing is that the CD is “live,”
which means that if you boot the
computer from the CD, you can
run Ubuntu without deleting your
Windows operating system. If
you’re not sure how to do this,
there are instructions on the Inter-
net (http://tinyurl.com/343z2j). For

all of your other technical ques-
tions, the Ubuntu website is load-
ed with information.

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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Karl Egressy, special to The Examiner
Clockwise, from top: Ring-billed gulls are one of the most commonly seen birds in November; the hooded merganser is still
fairly common in the Kawarthas at this time of year; and American tree sparrows arrive in large numbers this month.

Coyotes, forest-floor plants, the deer hunt, bald eagles and tracks in the snow


