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Like many of our months, March
derives its name from a Roman
god. In this case it was Mars, the
god of war. For the Romans, howev-
er, it was not the third, but rather

the first month of
the year. This
made sense
because March is a
time of warm
spring weather in
the Mediterranean
and therefore a
logical point to
begin the year.
This was also the
start of the mili-
tary campaign sea-
son, hence the
name’s connection
with war. 

In the natural
world, March is a time when win-
ter’s grip finally begins to loosen.
Large numbers of migrants return,
bird song greets us as we step out-
side in the morning, the buds of
several tree species begin to open,
and the longer days and warmer
sun rekindle our spirits. 

The events listed below are typi-
cal of March in the Kawarthas.
Many of these happenings, of
course, may occur over the entire
month and are not restricted to any
specific date. The box in front of
each entry may be used to check off
those events that you witness your-
self.
■■   1 — Open sections of local lakes
and rivers will be host to thousands
of northward-bound ducks later
this month. Little Lake, Lake
Katchewanooka, Gannon’s Narrows
and the Otonabee River offer good
viewing opportunities. 
■■   2 — Red squirrels become
aggressive toward their own kind
as the mating season begins. Listen
for the squirrels’ scolding “cherr”
call as feuding over territory
becomes common. Several males at
a time can sometimes be seen chas-
ing a half-terrorized female
through the forest canopy. 
■■   3 — With earlier sunrises, later
sunsets, and the sun’s higher path
through the sky, we enjoy longer
and usually warmer days. A good
measure of winter’s waning can
also be seen in the circles of bare
ground around tree trunks.
Although sunlight reflects off snow,
it is absorbed by dark tree bark and
gently radiated back to the sur-
rounding snow. Snow melt then
occurs around the base of the tree.
■■   4 — House sparrows are already
laying claim to nest boxes. The
male house sparrow will often
perch on the box and call repeated-
ly in order to show ownership and
to attract a female. 
■■   5 —This is mating season for the
barred owl. Famous for their wide
range of vocalizations, these highly
vocal birds scream, hiss, hoot, and
cackle the March and April nights
away. Listen especially for a
resounding “hoo, hoo, too-HOO;
hoo, hoo, too-HOO, ooo. ” The easy
to remember mnemonic is "Who,
cooks, for-you? Who, cooks, for-you,
all?"
■■   6 — After several months of
respite from house flies, these
pesky critters often reappear on
windows in March. They are adults
that have “slept” through the win-
ter in a type of hibernation called
diapause. Fly eggs that were laid in
the fall may also be present, but
they won’t hatch until later in the
spring. 

■■   7 — Male raccoons lose interest
in sleeping as breeding season
begins. Watch for the meandering
tracks of males in the snow and
mud as they search out receptive
females. They may also visit your
yard in search of food. They are
known to enjoy bird seed!
■■   8 — The very popular Presqu’ile
Provincial Park Waterfowl Festival
takes place the weekends of March
8 and 9 and March 15 and 16. The
park is located near Brighton,
about an hour’s drive south of
Peterborough. Viewing stations are
set up where knowledgeable volun-
teers equipped with spotting
scopes, field guides and endless
enthusiasm point out the different
species of waterfowl and their
courtship displays. Up to 10,000
birds of as many as 25 different
species are usually present in the
waters off the park. You can expect
to see large numbers of canvas-
backs, long-tailed ducks, redheads,
ring-necked ducks and, especially,
greater scaups.
■■   9 — Bird song is now very notice-
able. Listen especially for the cardi-
nal and house finch. The latter
sings a high-pitched, disjointed,
warbled song, often from the top of
a tall conifer. 
■■   10 — The furry catkins of pussy
willows are a time-honoured sign of
spring. Catkins are actually clus-
ters of tiny flowers densely covered

with silky white hairs when imma-
ture. Catkin is a Dutch word mean-
ing “little kitten.” 
■■   11 — Red-tailed hawks are mak-
ing their way back from wintering
grounds in the United States.
Watch for pairs of these birds soar-
ing together over their woodlot ter-
ritories.
■■   12 —This is usually the best
time of the year to listen for owls.
In the southern Kawarthas, great
horned and screech owls can be
heard, while the northern
Kawarthas is home to the barred
owl. 
■■   13 — Chipmunks reappear in
our yards. Although we haven’t
seen them since November, they
were not sleeping all the time.
Because chipmunks don’t have
enough body fat to keep themselves
alive for many months, they need
to arise occasionally during winter
to snack from underground food
caches and to go to the bathroom.  
■■   14 — This is one time of year
when dandelions are actually a
welcome sight. Even though there
may still be lots of snow on the
lawn, snowmelt usually occurs
along the bottom of southward fac-
ing walls. Here, the first green
grass appears and, often, the first
dandelions bloom as well. Even
though we battle this alien species
later in the season, right now it’s a
much-appreciated sign of spring. 

■■   15 — The buds of a number of
trees look different this month as
they swell and stand out clearly
against the blue spring sky. The
buds of red maple, silver maple,
and trembling aspen ( a cousin of
the pussy willow) are among the
most noticeable.
■■   16 — Sugar maple trees are
tapped around the middle of
March. Daytime temperatures
above 5C combined with nights
below freezing create the best con-
ditions for a good sap run. 
■■   17 — Today is St. Patrick’s Day.
This Irish saint is said to have rid-
den Ireland of snakes. It’s unfortu-
nate that western tradition sees
these reptiles as creatures of ill-
repute. Many Ontario species are
extremely rare or even threatened
with extinction. On St. Patrick’s
Day, Ontario’s snakes are still
down below the frost line in hiber-
naculae such as crevices, wells, and
rodent burrows. 
■■   18 — The first songbirds have
usually returned by mid-month. In
the city, the most commonly seen
species are robins and grackles.
Grackles are those foot-long,
glossy-purple blackbirds that make
a loud “chack” call as they fly
around your neighbourhood in
small groups. They are easily dis-
tinguished from starlings by their
long, wedge-shaped tail.
■■   19 — Flocks of red-winged black-

birds are now returning to the still-
frozen wetlands of the Kawarthas.
These early arrivals typically perch
in the highest branches of trees
and are easy to see. Some flocks
venture into the city and may even
turn up at feeders. 
■■   20 — Today is the vernal
equinox and the first day of spring.
For the next six months, we can
enjoy days that are longer than
nights. Both the moon and sun rise
due east and set due west today. 
■■   21 — Starting at about 7:30
p.m., watch the eastern horizon for
Arcturus, the brightest star of
summer, and the harbinger of
spring. To find this beautiful star,
follow the arc of the Big Dipper’s
handle to the next brightest star.
Mariners used to say: “Arc to Arc-
turus.”
■■   22 — On a warm day in late
March, you may get a glimpse of a
mourning cloak butterfly taking its
first flight since last fall. These
purple-black and yellow butterflies
will often feed on sap dripping from
maple trees in spring. The mourn-
ing cloak overwinters in the adult
stage of the life cycle. 
■■   23 — A meltwater pond often
forms in the corn field just south of
Mather’s Corners and east of
Hiawatha Line. The pond welcomes
a variety of ducks such as mallards,
northern pintails, American
wigeon, blue-winged teal, black
ducks and wood ducks. 
■■   24 — If the weather becomes
particularly warm, you may see
the odd honey bee on a crocus or
snowdrop in your garden. Honey-
bees are one of the few insects that
remain active all winter.
■■   25 — The signature constella-
tion of spring is Leo. Ruling over
the southeastern sky in the
evening, it is one of the few con-
stellations that actually looks like
its namesake. 
■■   26 — By late March, killdeers
appear on pastures and other open
areas with short grass. They get
their name from their “kill-dee”
call. 
■■   27 — Sandhill cranes return to
the Kawarthas and can sometimes
be heard calling at dawn and dusk.
This species has seen a steady
increase in numbers in recent
years. 
■■   28 — Wild leek leaves poking
through patches of late-March
snow are often the first sign of new
herbaceous plant growth. Leeks do
not flower, however, until early
summer. 
■■   29 — Coyotes give birth to three
to seven pups in late March or
April.
■■   30 — The weasel’s coat may be
already turning from white back to
brown. The change is caused by
hormones that are released as a
result of the lengthening hours of
daylight. 
■■   31 — Small flocks of tree swal-
lows, the first true insect eaters to
return to the Kawarthas, can some-
times be seen flying low over the
Otonabee River and Little Lake in
the last few days of March. 

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.

One of the great promises
of the Internet has always
been that it would bring
people together. Despite
the multitudes of crassly
commercial websites, there
is a segment of the Internet
made up people communi-
cating freely with other
people all over the world.
E-mail and chat rooms
have always been readily
available and almost any-
one can now have a website,
but the Internet is evolving into a
new model wherein people can col-
laborate and communicate interac-
tively. Each can share in the cre-
ation and content of a common
online area.

E-mail is fine for sending a mes-
sage to one person and then get-
ting a reply. When more than one
person is involved a mailing list is
formed and things can get compli-
cated. Planning an event often
involves large numbers of mes-
sages moving back and forth
among multiple users and things
can get downright confusing if the
group has to wait for each individ-

ual to read an e-mail and
then respond.

One solution is to form an
online group at either
Yahoo
(http://groups.yahoo.com)
or Google
(http://groups.google.com)
and then invite people to
join. Your collective could
be far-flung family mem-
bers sharing ideas, photos
and conversation, or a
group of coaches planning a

tournament. Each member of the
group can post a question, make a
comment, or upload pictures and
graphics. The potential for sharing
ideas is almost unlimited and an
archive of everyone’s comments
will eliminate the job of wading
through masses of deleted e-mails
looking for a week-old message.

Any group creator can elect to
make the group private, or public
and open to new members. You
could become part of an existing
public group by searching or
browsing through thousands of
them at the Yahoo or Google sites
and then asking to join. An option-

al bonus of a group is that an e-
mail sent to one address can be for-
warded to everyone in the group. A
member could elect to receive an e-
mail whenever a new post is
added, or forgo the potential for a
flood of e-mails every day and just
check the site to see what’s new.

Both Yahoo and Google are simi-
lar but, with the type of innovation
for which it’s famous, Google will
let you also create a web page that
is part of the group window. The
resulting screen will show a list of
messages along with another win-
dow featuring a web page with
functioning links and graphics.

Some of the public groups are
huge, with thousands of members,
and many people join several
groups ranging over a variety of
interests. This could create a
nightmare of tons of e-mail
announcing new messages or a
daily task of checking for new post-
ings and answering or commenting
on anything that strikes you. Luck-
ily, there is a program called Grou-
ply (www.grouply.com) which puts
all of your groups in a single place,
although you will have to give

Grouply your logins and passwords
for the groups.

An alternative to creating a
group at the giant Yahoo or Google
sites is to get a wiki. Just like the
colossal wiki called Wikipedia, you
can set up your own smaller pass-
word-protected one and allow peo-
ple you invite to alter the page and
change it in many ways. Think of it
as a blank web page that your
friends and colleagues can write on
and post links and graphics. PBWi-
ki (http://pbwiki.com) is home to
more than 400,000 wiki communi-
ties, and many businesses use a
wiki as a company bulletin board.
Its name means peanut butter wiki
since its owners claim that creat-
ing a wiki is as easy as making a
peanut butter sandwich. Other
wiki sites are Wikispaces
(www.wikispaces.com) and Wet-
paint  (www.wetpaint.com). Each
site claims to be free but a free
wiki may include advertising or
have limited features, so check the
fine print at each site.

There is a very entertaining and
informative video at Common-
Spaces (http://tinyurl.com/23y3wp)

which explains why wikis may be
the wave of the future.

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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Clockwise, from top: a red-tailed hawk, barred owl and house finch.
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