
It's a cruel fact of life that
every now and then we will

not feel well.

Traditionally this meant mak-
ing an appointment to see your
doctor and then waiting to find
out what was ailing you. If you
something was seriously wrong
you trusted the doctor's advice
and sought comfort in your fam-
ily or friends. In the Internet age
you will probably still see a doc-
tor, but in all likelihood you will
also head online to find infor-
mation, treatment options, or

even a second opinion. That
may sound like a good use of the
technology, but without healthy
skepticism, careful search proce-
dures, and a good dose of com-
mon sense you could be head-
ing for trouble.

Studies by the Pew Internet
and American Life Project show
that looking for health informa-
tion is a major activity of
Internet users. A survey from
last year (http://tinyurl.com-
/nxaptb) indicated that about
61% of American adult Internet
users had searched for health
information online and a 2006
survey (http://tinyurl.com-
/yzez8cg) revealed that even
back then more than eight mil-
lion U.S. adults a day sought info
on health-related topics. And it's
not just these “e-patients" who
are surfing the web looking for
info. A 2009 Google study

(http://tinyurl.com/yl2cv6t)
found that 88% of American
doctors regularly used the
Internet to look for information,
mainly about specific drugs and
general conditions. Surprisingly,
about 30% of those doctors had
initiated a change in treatment
based upon their search results.

Yet there is a downside to this
preoccupation with turning to
the Internet for health info. It
would be highly unlikely that
any marketing opportunity on
the Internet would go
untouched, so it should be no
surprise that the online world
has been saturated with web
sites dispensing health informa-
tion and all too often trying to
sell something. Ominously, a
vast majority of searchers did a
simple query based on symp-
toms at a search engine, but the
early Pew study showed that

three-quarters of them only
sometimes, or hardly ever,
checked the source and date of
the information they got.

There is even a possibility that
the search results will make you
feel worse and increase your
anxiety. Microsoft did its own
research (http://tinyurl.com-
/6vaj6o) and concluded that the
Internet was responsible for a
condition known as cyberchon-
dria. This occurs when people
use the Internet to do a self-
diagnosis based on common
symptoms and come to the con-
clusion that the cause must be
something truly horrible. A per-
son might erroneously make the
assumption that a headache is
actually being caused by a brain
tumour and then demand that a
doctor begin appropriate treat-
ment. Many doctors are quick to
point out that an informed

patient is a blessing, but some-
one who has done an online
self-diagnosis and is intent on a
plan of action recommended by
a website can be that person's
own worst enemy.

The answer to these concerns
is to know how to search for
accurate information and to be
able to critically evaluate the
results. A mandatory site to visit
before venturing into the world
of online health is the National
Cancer Institute's guide to eval-
uating health related websites
(http://tinyurl.com/ypazm4).
When you do search for some-
thing, take advantage of specific
high quality sites that will help
you find information on practi-
cally any bodily ailment that
afflicts humans and how to treat
it. The Medical Library
Association has its own top 10
list (http://tinyurl.com/8tr5b).

My personal favourites are
health information sites run by
government or non-profit organ-
izations such as The Public
Health Agency of Canada
(www.phac-aspc.gc.ca), Family
Doctor (http://familydoctor-
.org), Healthfinder (www.health-
finder.gov), and the incompara-
ble Medline (http://medline-
plus.gov), which contains
numerous links to the most
authoritative health sites on the
Internet. At the local level the
Peterborough County City
Health Unit site (http://pcchu.-
peterborough.on.ca) offers infor-
mation on many local initiatives
and workshops, and has links to
other local websites.

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

Ray Saitz

ONLINE

As in 2006 and 2008, abnormally
warm weather that arrived in late

March and April has turned spring’s
traditional timetable on its end. Many
plants have already flowered, some a
full three to four weeks ahead of sched-
ule. On April 18, for example, I found a
few red and white trilliums already in
bloom. Their average flowering date is
May 15!

Frogs, too, have responded by start-
ing to call quite early. However, the dry
conditions have meant that there are
fewer spring run-off ponds than usual,
which could mean that some amphib-
ians, especially salamanders, won’t find
sufficient water to be able to reproduce.
On the other hand, dry conditions
might result in fewer mosquitoes than
during an average spring.

About the only species that almost
always stick to their long-term spring
timetable are neotropical migrants from
Central and South America. As a rule
they are less affected by the vagaries of
the weather on their northern breeding
grounds. Therefore, with the exception
of long-distance migrants, most of the
following dates and events
are earlier than in an average
year, especially with regard to
plants, frogs and insects.

• 1 – The white blossoms of
serviceberries, also known as
Juneberries, are a common
site along country roadsides.
Pin cherries are coming into
bloom now, too. The five-
petalled, white flowers are lit-
tle more than a centimetre in
diameter. Chokecherry, fol-
lowed by black cherry, will
soon flower as well.

• 2 – This is the time to see
the “spring ephemeral” but-
terflies such as the elfins.
Watch for small, brownish
butterflies flying up from
gravel roads and woodland
trails.

• 3 – The damp morning air is rich
with the sweet, pungent fragrance of
balsam poplar resin, a characteristic
smell of spring throughout the
Kawarthas and often right in
Peterborough. The scent originates
from the sticky sap that oozes from bal-
sam poplar buds as they open.

• 4 – Calling both day and night in
long, fluid trills, the American toad pro-
vides one of the most characteristic
sounds of early May. When several
males are calling together, each will
sing at a slightly different pitch. With
the amphibian calling schedule greatly
accelerated this year, gray treefrogs
should be joining the chorus any day
now. Sounding remarkably like birds,
gray treefrogs deliver their song in two-
second bursts, a sound some people
compare to a “gentle” machine gun.
This species often calls during the day
but is most vocal on warm, damp
evenings. To listen to these and other
amphibian calls, go to www.nature-
watch.ca. Then, click on frogwatch and
field training.

• 5 – Chimney swifts return to down-
town Peterborough. Watch for a bird
with a flickering, almost bat-like flight
that is usually accompanied by a sharp,
chippering call. Swifts roost and nest in

chimneys. However, because old brick
chimneys are quickly disappearing, the
chimney swift is designated as a threat-
ened species in Ontario.

• 6 - Make sure your nectar feeders
are out and ready, because ruby-throat-
ed hummingbirds will be arriving from
southern Mexico any day. This species
is actually more common now than 20
years ago, thanks to the increased pop-
ularity of hummingbird feeders and
flower gardening. The Kawarthas is a
popular destination.

• 7 – Blackflies are usually at their
worst about now. If it helps, think of
them as part of the price we pay for
wildflowers. Blackflies feed heavily on
nectar. In the process, they inadvertent-
ly pollinate many species of plants such
as blueberries.

• 8 – Dragonflies are fascinating insects
to observe and photograph. The com-
mon green darner, our largest dragonfly,
is usually the first to be seen. The thorax
(where the wings are attached) is bright
green and the abdomen is mostly blue.

• 9 – A variety of sedges are in bloom.
In Mark S. Burnham Provincial Park, on
Hwy. 7 just east of the city, watch for
plantain-leaved sedge, distinctive
broad-leaved sedge of upland woods.

• 10 – Drooping in tassel-like clusters,
countless thousands of tiny yellow flow-

ers decorate sugar maples. Most
flowers have both male and female
parts. The pistils, or female flowers,
will produce clusters of plump,

paired keys.
• 11 – Mid-May is the peak of song-

bird migration with the greatest num-
bers of migrating warblers, vireos,
thrushes, orioles and flycatchers pass-
ing through.

• 12 – Migrating rose-breasted gros-
beaks sometimes show up at sunflower
feeders, so keep your feeders stocked
until month’s end. The female grosbeak
is a large, streaked, sparrow-like bird
that often confuses people as to its
identity.

• 13 – Windows take a huge toll on
migrating birds in the spring and fall.
Even small windows can be dangerous.
If you have a window that is particularly
bad, you might to tape it. Most birds
will avoid windows with one-quarter-
inch-wide, white, vertical stripes spaced
four inches apart, or one-eighth-inch,
black, horizontal stripes spaced one
inch apart. The migration months of
May and September are the most cru-
cial for protecting birds from window
collisions.

• 14 – Turtles will soon be laying their
eggs. With nearly all our local species at
risk of eventual disappearance, this is a
wonderful time to support the
Kawartha Turtle Trauma Centre. The
centre is holding a fundraiser this

evening, The Art of the Turtle, at the
Peterborough Public Library from 7 to
10 p.m.. You can acquire a beautiful
work of “turtle art” by silent or live auc-
tion. Tickets are available at Titles
Bookstore. For more information, call
Annita Newell at 778-3578 (annigram-
mi@yahoo.com)

• 15 – The song of the indigo bunting
once again rings out from telephone
wires and tree tops on the margins of
shrubby fields. The bright blue male is
an inveterate songster, singing even
during the hottest part of the day. He
might sing up to 200 songs a minute at
dawn, decreasing to about 60 during
most of the day.

• 16 – Wild columbine is in bloom on
rocky hillsides and along roads and trails.
The flowers, a beautiful blend of red and
yellow, hang in a bell-like fashion and are
often visited by hummingbirds.

• 17 – Ponds are often teeming with
tadpoles in mid-May. Species such as
spring peepers will turn into fully-
formed frogs in about 12 days.
Bullfrogs, however, remain in the tad-
pole stage for up to three years.

• 18 – The last frost in the Kawarthas
usually occurs about May 18. Frost will
generally not occur again until
September, giving our area an average
of 135 frost-free days.

• 19 – Oaks are in flower. The caterpil-
lar-like male flowers (catkins) are as
long as the emerging leaves. The tiny

female flowers that produce the
acorns bloom at the base of the
leaves.

• 20 – Finding mushrooms in
May is not easy. However, with
some luck you might find
morels. The cap is shaped some-
thing like a pine cone. Morels
are edible but be sure of the
identification.

• 21¬ – Eastern tent caterpil-
lars emerge in mid-May from
shiny egg masses wrapped tight-
ly around the twig of a cherry or
apple tree. Even though they
may completely defoliate the
tree, new leaves grow within a
matter of weeks. Tent caterpil-
lars are an important food for
orioles and cuckoos.

• 22 – Beavers, red squirrels, flying
squirrels, otters, porcupines, ground-
hogs, skunks, deer and moose are
among the large variety of mammals
that give birth this month.

• 23 – High in the northeast sky, Ursa
Major appears “upside down” with
Polaris and Ursa Minor below it.

• 24 – Frothy, white masses of spittle
are now a common sight on the stems
of field plants. They are created by spit-
tlebug nymphs that suck juices out of
the plant’s stem and then excrete the
excess. This creates a froth which
envelopes the insect, provides it with
protection, and prevents it from dehy-
drating. Kids enjoy finding the nymph
in the froth. Spittlebugs do not harm
plants, nor does the frothy mass.

• 25 – Adult June beetles, also known
as June bugs, emerge from the soil and
crash full-speed into screen doors and
windows at night. They will often then
buzz around on their backs, making
quite a racket. The larvae of this famil-
iar insect are the much-maligned, C-
shaped white grubs that can damage
the roots of grass and shrubs.
Sometimes, skunks and even crows will
pull back the turf in search of a meal of
grubs. Adult June beetles emerge from
the soil at dusk and feed on deciduous
leaves during the night.

• 26 – Bass, bluegills and pumpkin-
seeds begin to spawn and are a com-
mon sight near docks.

• 27 – White-tailed deer fawns are
usually born in late May or early June.

• 28 – If you live in the country and
have woods along the side of your yard,
you might be hosting a family of red-
starts. The male of this five-inch-long
warbler is mostly black with red spots
on the chest, wings, and tail. He is a
tireless singer.

• 29 – Look-alike alder and willow fly-
catchers are generally the last birds of
spring migration to arrive back in the
Kawarthas. They can only be told apart
by voice.

• 30 – The cottony, white material
floating on the May breeze and collect-
ing on lawns and sidewalks might be
mistaken for snow if it wasn’t for the
temperature. Instead, it is made up of
tiny seeds, each attached to a bit of fluff,
released by trembling aspen trees.

• 31 – Canadian tiger swallowtail but-
terflies should be on the wing. The yel-
low wings are striped in black. The hind
wings have extensions that look like the
tail of a barn swallow.

Drew Monkman is a Peterborough
teacher and author of Nature's Year in
the Kawarthas. He can be reached at
dmonkman1@cogeco.ca. Visit his web-
site and see past columns at www.drew-
monkman.com.

Karl Egressy is a Guelph nature photog-
rapher. To see more of his work and to
contact him, go to www.kegressy.com.

Buzzing through month of May

Healthy skepticism helps when searching medical sites

Dry, warm spring brings early arrivals . . . and might keep mosquitoes in check

The common green darner (above) is the largest dragonfly in
the Kawarthas and usually the first to appear. Other signs of
the progress of spring in May are (clockwise from top left) the
singing American toad, a male indigo bunting (photo by Karl
Egressy) and red wild columbine flowers.
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