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With the holidays fast approach-
ing, I’d like to offer some recom-
mendations for natural history
book giving. Although reading is no
substitute for actually getting out
and enjoying the natural world

first hand, a well-
stocked library is
still a must. Fortu-
nately, the num-
ber of excellent
nature books
seems to increase
exponentially
every year. Just
the number of bird
guides that are
now available is
overwhelming in
itself. 

The following
titles represent
some of my person-
al favourites.

Many relate specifically to central
Ontario and the Kawarthas. Some
are fairly new, while others are
classics that never lose their
appeal. 

Although many of these books are
sold at local bookstores, you may
have to purchase others directly
from the publisher. A few of the
older titles may be available
through online used book dealers. 
■ The Sibley Field Guide to the
Birds of Eastern North America

By David Sibley (Knopf, 2003)
$29.95

What I like most about this com-
pact field guide are the wonderfully
detailed illustrations. The author
provides up to eight different draw-
ings of each bird, showing differ-
ences such as sex, age, time of year,
and whether the bird is flying or
perched. There is also an informa-
tive text covering each bird’s sta-
tus, habitat, range, voice and iden-
tifying marks. 
■ Atlas of the Breeding Birds of
Ontario, 2001-2005

Project coordinator: Mike Cad-
man (Bird Studies Canada, 2007)
$96

This is a beautifully designed,
700-page book with full-colour,
state-of-the-art maps and pho-
tographs accompanying each of the
more than 300 species accounts.
The detailed maps show the cur-
rent distribution of each breeding
bird species in the province, and
how its distribution has changed
over the past 20 years. It can be
ordered online at www.ontariona-
ture.org/shop or by calling toll-free
1-866-900-7100. Unfortunately, the
atlas will not be available until
February. 
■ Forest Plants of Central
Ontario

By Brenda Chambers (Lone Pine
Publishing, 1996) $24.95

This sturdy field guide covers
nearly all of the trees, shrubs, wild-
flowers, grasses, sedges, rushes,
ferns, mosses, club-mosses, liver-
worts and lichens that occur in the
forests of central Ontario — and all
in one volume. Because the book
focuses specifically on this area,
you don’t have to plow through a
lot of plants that are only found
elsewhere. 
■ Trees in Canada

By John Laird Farrar (Fitzhenry
& Whiteside, 1997) $45 

This comprehensive book on the
trees of Canada makes identifica-
tion easy. It includes range maps,
great colour photographs, and
beautiful line drawings of leaves

and reproductive structures. It also
provides information on habitat,
how to recognize the tree at a
glance, and keys for both summer
and winter identification
■ Newcomb’s Wildflower Guide

By Lawrence Newcomb (Little,
Brown and Company, 1989) $25.99

The author’s simple identification
system is based on answering five
questions about a plant’s features
that are easily visible, even to the
untrained eye. It allows even com-
plete beginners to quickly and
accurately identify any wildflowers
you are likely to find in eastern
Canada. The book offers a mix of
colour illustrations and pen and
ink drawings. 
■ Mushrooms of Ontario and
Eastern Canada

By George Barron (Lone Pine
Publishing, 1999) $26.95

From slime moulds to puffballs,
this is a comprehensive guide to
the often confusing world of fungi.
A quick glance at the back cover
immediately directs you to the
right mushroom group and section
of the book, which includes 609
species, illustrated with full colour
photographs. 
■ A Field Guide to Eastern But-
terflies

By Paul A. Opler (Houghton Mif-
flin, 1998) $26.95

A great little book for identifying
the 90 or so species of butterflies
we have in this area. 
■ A Field Guide to the Moths of
Eastern North America

By Charles V. Covell Jr
(Houghton Mifflin, 1984) $29.95 

This is one of the few field guides
to Ontario’s moths that exists. 
■ Stokes Beginner’s Guide to
Dragonflies and Damselflies 

By Blair Nikula and Jackie Sones
(Little, Brown and Co., 2002)
$12.95

Dragonfly and damselfly watch-
ing have, in recent years, become
popular pursuits, especially with
photographers. Although this great
little book provides mostly an intro-
duction to the hobby, it still
includes most of the common
species you’re likely to see in our
area. 
■ And Now the Weather

By Keith Heidorn (Fifth House
Ltd, 2005) $22.95 

This book is a compendium of
explanations of everyday weather
phenomena across Canada. Start-
ing with the winter solstice and
moving through the calendar year,
the cycle of the seasons serves as
the book’s organizational frame-
work,
■ Nightwatch — A Practical
Guide to Viewing the Universe

By Terence Dickinson (Firefly
Books, 1998) $29.95 

This is probably the best hand-
book for the beginning astronomer.
Dickinson covers all the problems
beginners face,such as how to
choose telescopes and even pro-
nounce the names of stars and con-
stellations. The third edition is
revised and expanded for use
through 2010. 
■ Peterborough and the
Kawarthas 

Editors: Peter Adams and Colin
Taylor (Department of Geography,
Trent University, 1992)

This informative book provides
an overview of the physical and cul-
tural environment of our region.
The chapters cover topics such as
climate, geology, landforms, flora
and fauna, hydrology, watersheds,
the cultural landscape, and field

trips. If you are unable to find a
copy still in print, the entire book
can be viewed on line at: www.tren-
tu.ca/academic/geography/Publica-
tions.html
■ Nature’s Year in the
Kawarthas

By Drew Monkman (Natural Her-
itage Books, 2002) $32.95

My book is an almanac of key
events occurring in the natural
world over the course of a year in
the Kawartha Lakes district, and
in cottage country in general. Cov-
ering all areas of our flora and
fauna as well as weather and the
night sky, the book is a month-by-
month chronicle of the mileposts of
the passing seasons. 
■ Algonquin Provincial Park
Nature Books

Various authors (Friends of Algo-
nquin Park) $2.95 each

This series of 10 booklets pro-
vides an overview of Algonquin
Park’s birds, mammals, fish, rep-
tiles and amphibians, insects, but-
terflies, trees, wildflowers, and
mushrooms. Almost all of the
species discussed can also be found
in the Kawarthas. However, the
real strength of these short, richly-
illustrated texts lies in their
overview of the biology and ecology
of each species. Available through
the Friends of Algonquin Park at
www.algonquinpark.on.ca/friends.h
tml 
■ The Best of the Raven

By Dan Strickland & Russ Rutter
(Friends of Algonquin Park, 1996)
$7.95 

This is a collection of short essays
from the park’s famous educational
newsletter, The Raven. They cover
a wide variety of natural history
topics and are written in some of
the finest prose you’ll find any-

where. 
■ Up North and Up North
Again

By Doug Bennett and Tim Tiner
(McClelland & Stewart, 1993 and
1997) $24.99 

These two extremely entertaining
books are crammed full of informa-
tion on the flora, fauna, night sky,
and natural forces of nature that
are found right on our doorstep in
the cottage country of central and
northern Ontario. 
■ Wild City: A guide to nature
in urban Ontario 

By Doug Bennett and Tim Tiner
(McClelland & Stewart, 2004)
$24.99

An urban version of the Up North
series, Wild City is full of fascinat-
ing natural histories of 130 species
of plants and wild animals found in
Ontario’s cities, everything from
dog-strangling vine to carp. 
■ Nature in Winter

By Donald Stokes (Little, Brown
and Company, 1976) $21.95

This pocket-sized book provides a
superb introduction to the natural
world in winter. It covers most
everything you might see on a
walk: winter weeds, snow crystals,
wintering trees, evidence of insects,
birds and abandoned nests, winter
mushrooms, tracks in the snow,
and evergreen plants. The relative
simplicity of winter makes it an
ideal season to begin exploring the
natural world.
■ Those of the Forest

By Wallace Byron Grange (Willow
Creek Press, 1953)

This classic nature book is the
story of the forest told from within.
The voices are those of the inhabi-
tants themselves. We are exposed
to the intricacies of nature and
how everything is interdependent.
The book is at once informative
and strongly spiritual in its mes-
sage.
■ A Year in the Maine Woods 

By Bernd Heinrich (Addison Wes-
ley, 1994) $18

This quirky book is one of my
very favourites. The author, a uni-
versity professor, takes a leave of
absence from his hectic life in
order to slow down and spend a
full year really paying attention to
the lives of the plants and animals
that surround his cabin in the
woods of northern Maine. You’ll
want to do the same. 
■ A Sand County Almanac

By Aldo Leopold (Ballantine,
1986) $10.99

First published in 1949 by Amer-
ican ecologist and environmental-
ist Aldo Leopold, A Sand County
Almanac is considered to be the
book that launched the conserva-
tion movement. The author’s love
of land, nature, and seasonal
change in his Wisconsin home is
fully expressed. The book begins
with an actual almanac covering
each month of the year and provid-
ing anecdotes and observations on
how the flora and fauna react to
the changing seasons. It concludes
with essays on conservation includ-
ing Leopold’s most famous essay,
The Land Ethic. A must have. 

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. 

A hot Christmas gift this
year will be an Ipod or any
one of the numerous other
brands of personal digital
audio devices. However,
while listening to music is
a simple concept, getting
the music may involve
numerous choices. Will it
be free or purchased or
rented or perhaps illegal,
and in the right format?
Acquiring music on the
Internet can be a complex
and tangled web of conflicting for-
mats, protected files, semi-owner-
ship, and ethical choices.

All music players will play audio
files in the standard MP3 format,
which compresses a CD music file
to a 10th of its size for easy down-
loading with no apparent loss of
quality. You can convert the tracks
on an audio CD to the MP3 for-
mat, which is called “ripping” a
CD. Most players come with the
needed software, or you can use
the Itunes software from the Apple
site (www.apple.com/itunes). You
don’t need an Ipod to use Itunes.

If you want to listen to
something new, then you
could purchase a CD
although the sales of CDs
have been in a steady
decline for the past few
years. This is because the
Internet has made it possi-
ble to purchase and down-
load a single track from an
album instead of having to
buy the whole collection.

It is when you decide to
download some music that

things can get really complicated.
Music for the Ipod, which can be
purchased at Itunes for about a
dollar a track, comes in a format
called AAC, and most of the tracks
are loaded with digital rights man-
agement (DRM) to prevent piracy
and actually restrict other uses of
the music files, such as how many
computers on which you can load
them. AAC files will only play on
an Ipod and cannot be converted to
the MP3 format. Puretracks
(www.puretracks.com), a Canadi-
an company, sells music in the
Windows Media Audio (WMA) for-

mat which is also protected by
DRM but will play on most digital
players, except the Ipod. 

Puretracks has recently begun
offering unprotected MP3 files, but
they comprise only a small part of
the whole catalog. Napster
(www.napster.ca) originally came
into existence as piece of file shar-
ing software and pioneered the
illegal swapping and downloading
of millions of music tracks, until it
was litigated out of existence by
the recording industry. It is now a
legitimate music retailer with a
twist. 

Napster will rent you music in a
complicated scheme where you pay
a $10 monthly fee and download
as much music as you want. If you
do not pay the monthly fee, the
music stops playing. Oh, by the
way, the music will not play on an
Ipod.

The solution to the various
incompatible formats is a rather
cumbersome and time-consuming
procedure. You can use software to
burn AAC or WMA files to a CD
that will play on your home stereo,

and then rip the CD tracks into
MP3 files which can be played on
any portable device.

You could use a program such as
Limewire (www.limewire.com) to
download pirated MP3 tracks, but
there is the moral issue of getting
music and not paying the artists
and Limewire is notorious for cor-
rupted tracks and files infected
with viruses.

On a more ethical basis there is
a new browser called Songbird
(www.songbirdnest.com). It’s a
remarkable re-tooling of the Fire-
fox browser and will do what most
Internet browsers do, which is
navigate the Internet and display
web pages. But it will also search
for MP3 files using one of several
search engines and either play the
audio tracks with its built-in con-
trols, or download the music to
your computer. Most of the down-
loads are free, although many are
for sale from various companies,
and all of them will play on any
brand of player.

This Christmas, receiving a
portable digital music player may

be the beginning of an interesting
quest to acquire music to play on
it.

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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Tomorrow
Enliven your holiday staples

with fresh herbs. Look for the
story on tomorrow’s Food
page.


