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Readers have questions
This week, I’d like to pass along some
questions, sightings of note, and interesting
anecdotes I’ve received from readers over
the past several months.
Q: It would seem that many of our trees
have changed colour much earlier than
usual this year. Why is that?
A: Our trees have been
stressed this summer by
abnormally dry conditions.
Without sufficient moisture,
a tree cannot produce
enough energy through photosynthesis to maintain its
leaves. Chlorophyll, the
green pigment responsible
for photosynthesis, therefore begins to break down,
resulting in quick and early
colour change. As the
OUR
CHANGING chlorophyll disappears, the
yellow, red, brown, and
SEASONS
orange pigments are
Drew Monkman revealed. Soon after, the
leaves detach from the tree.
Q: We move to our cottage for the summer
months at Catchacoma Lake and I commute
when not on holidays. In mid-July, I saw a
pair of sandhill cranes feeding in one of the
fields on 507 near Charlie Allen Road and
wondered if they are an unusual sighting for
this area. I always thought them to be a
western bird.
A: It’s true that sandhill cranes used to be
more a bird of extreme western Ontario and
the Prairies. For a long time, the only populations anywhere near Peterborough were in
the Bruce Peninsula and around Sault
Sainte-Marie. However, over the past 20
years, the sandhill crane population has
been expanding eastward fairly aggressively. In the latest Ontario Breeding Bird Atlas,
a five-year census in which thousands of
individuals scoured the province for evidence of what bird species actually breed in
Ontario and in what numbers, the sandhill
crane showed a huge increase both in numbers and in breeding range. Locally, they are
now seen quite regularly in the Buckley
Lake/Lynch’s Rock Road area east of Lakefield. Sightings are often reported, too, from
south of Peterborough such as along Bensfort Road. However, that being said, they
are by no means a common bird and still
quite a thrill to see. The loud, bugling call is
particularly impressive.
Q: I experienced a rather weird weather
event recently. I live in Fraserville across
the highway from the new Baxter Creek Golf
Course. All of a sudden a wind came up and
I had to cover my face as it felt like the
breath was being sucked out of me. The
duration, however, was less than 30 seconds.
A metal frame garage that you cover with
plastic for the winter was lifted up, twisted
and dropped back on the ground. Two other
gentlemen doing work outside had almost
been blown over. Is this some type of minitornado or possibly a tornado when it first
begins before eventually working itself into
a full blown one? I have never experienced
anything like it before nor has anyone I
know. I am interested in finding out more
about this phenomenon.
A: It sounds like what you experienced
was a dust devil. Like a tornado, it is a vertical swirling column of air. However, dust
devils form under clear skies and are
nowhere near as strong as tornadoes. They
are created when a strong updraft of air is
formed near the ground on a hot day. If
there is a sudden change in wind direction
and speed, the column of hot, rising air can
actually develop a small cyclonic motion that
can be seen near the ground. They are not
considered tornadoes because they form during fair weather and are not associated with
any actual cloud cover. However, they can
cause damage, as you witnessed.
Q: On a recent trip to the Bruce Peninsula,
I came across an unusual phenomenon that
you may be able to shed some light on. I was
walking across a low meadow of grass, sedge
and butter cups. At ground level there were
a number of holes about an inch to an inch
and a half in diameter. The sides of the
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holes were built up with the clay soil, forming a crude cylinder. They were not mounds
and I would discount moles. Can you give
me any explanation of what would be making these forms? Would it connect to tunnels
or living quarters?
A: I believe what you saw were burrows
made by crayfish. Two species, found primarily in southern Ontario and the Bruce
Peninsula, actually spend most of their time
in underground burrows that they dig themselves in soil that is permanently saturated
with water. They use their claws and tail to
do the excavation. Depending on the species,
the mud may be left at the entrance to the
burrow, moved elsewhere, or even built up
into a chimney over the burrow entrance. It
is thought that the chimney may provide
some protection against terrestrial predators. Although I’ve never seen this moundbuilding phenomenon here in the
Kawarthas, there is evidence that most
Ontario crayfish can burrow down into the
mud to find moisture if their habitat is drying out.
Q: In my garden is a drinking fountain for
the birds which I keep filled with a good supply of water. In the last four days a large
crow has been drinking from this fountain
and now brings dead baby robins, strips
them of their flesh and leaves me the bones,
head and legs. The water is filled with blood
and a smelly mess remains at the end of
each day. Can you explain why the crow
does this? Today I finally emptied the bird
bath and removed it.
A: Male crows are known to moisten food
in water before they deliver it to the presumably thirsty female who, in late May or early
June, can still be spending most of her time
on the nest. It would certainly appear that
crows are exacting a heavy price on robins
these days. I saw very few fledglings this

spring and early summer in Peterborough,
and I suspect that predation by crows is certainly one of the reasons for this. Crows
have become much more common in built-up
areas over the last 20 years and appear to
have lost the fear of humans that they once
had.
Q: In late August, I was driving along
Beardsmore Road near Airport Road and
Highway 115. At one of the ponds, I saw several heron-sized white birds which turned
out to be great egrets. How unusual are
these birds in the Kawarthas?
A: In recent years, great egrets have
become much more common in Ontario,
especially along Lake Erie and Lake Ontario
such as in Presqu’ile Provincial Park. In late
summer, after the breeding season is over,
small numbers routinely wander north into
Peterborough County. Some of these postbreeding wanderers may come from as far as
the southern United States. They often turn
up in ponds adjacent to Beardsmore Road,

Bensfort Road, and the Old Keene Road.
Other species of herons and egrets sometimes show up as well, including the cattle
egret.
Q: I’ve recently had both a grackle and
chipping sparrow at my backyard feeder
with strange growths on their bodies. The
grackle had a nickle-sized growth on its face,
while the sparrow’s growth was on one of its
feet. What would be causing this?
A: Although warty growths on birds can
have different causes, one fairly common
cause is avian pox. It causes wart-like
growths on featherless surfaces such as the
legs, feet, around the eye and the base of
the bill. The virus responsible for avian pox
is usually spread by direct contact with
infected birds or by healthy birds picking up
shed viruses on food or feeders. Feeders can
be disinfected by immersing them in a solution of one part liquid chlorine household
bleach and nine parts of warm water.
An anecdote of note:
I received an interesting phone call in
response to my article on carp. The caller,
originally from Germany, explained to me
that carp is considered a Christmas delicacy
in many parts of Germany. Like stuffed
goose, it is part of a traditional Christmas
dinner and is particularly popular on Christmas Eve. Some fishmongers actually sell the
fish with red bows around their necks.
Before cooking the carp, it is first soaked in
a tub of water for an hour to remove the silty
taste.
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.

Freebase takes Wikipedia to whole new level
It’s almost a certainty
inaccurate and vandalized
that anyone who has
pages, Wikipedia has radisearched for something
cally and successfully redeusing Google has run across
fined the concept of intelthe product of a crazy idea
lectual collaboration.
that Jimmy Wales had in
Today there are millions of
2001. That’s when he
articles in 40 languages
debuted an online encycloand it is one of the most
pedia that would be free,
visited sites on the Intersimple to use, and written
net. It has often been
completely by volunteers.
praised for affirming the
ONLINE
His creation was called
loftiest democratic ideals of
Ray Saitz
Wikipedia and it heralded a
the Internet and freeing
great revolution in a medium
information from the conaccustomed to revolutionary ideas
trols of corporate interests.
and content. What Wales may not
The main criticism of Wikipedia
have envisioned is that his original is based on its method of authorradical concept would continue to
ship. How can anything written by
evolve and change the nature of
ordinary people attempt to comresearch and information.
pete with an encyclopedia written
Wikipedia
by experts? The secret is a process
(http://en.wikipedia.org) is based
called peer review. Anyone in the
upon a type of software dubbed
world can create an article, but if it
Wiki, which allows anyone visiting
contains errors, then someone who
a Wiki Internet site to alter the
knows the facts will correct the
content of any page. Thus
mistakes, or add some more inforWikipedia is the cumulative prodmation. This also ensures that the
uct of thousands of people who
information will be constantly
have added or edited articles on
updated and eventually lead to
various topics. Despite dire prediccomprehensive articles filled with
tions that the whole enterprise
the most timely information. Vanwould end in a confusing mess of
dalism and juvenile comments

have made some articles temporarily unusable, but the process of
peer review seems to be working.
Every article usually has numerous links within the text that point
to other external sources of information or cross-reference with
other articles in Wikipedia.
Searching for a single piece of
information ultimately leads to following links and discovering
depths of knowledge that no print
source could ever attempt to do.
The non-profit Wikimedia Foundation has initiated other free
wikis. Wikispecies
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikispecies) is a collaborative encyclopedia of life on the planet and Wikitravel (http://wikitravel.org) is a
traveller’s paradise. My favourite
is WikiHow (www.wikihow.com),
which has thousands of articles on
how to do almost anything from
making balloon animals to breaking up with a former loved one and
even making a lava lamp with
household ingredients.
Now the wiki concept has been
taken to a whole new informational dimension by Freebase
(www.freebase.com). At first glance

this new Wiki site looks like
Wikipedia, and on closer examination you would notice that most of
its initial database has been copied
word for word from Wikipedia.
Volunteers are now busy adding
original articles and you can signup to do so. It’s when you begin
searching that the differences
become apparent. As you enter a
search term a list of possible topics
appears and a short description of
each materializes in a pop up window. Articles have been arranged
in domains and broad topics and
you can narrow a search by following links within a topic. Other differences are not as apparent but
there is one groundbreaking aspect
to Freebase. Click on the Apps tab
at the top of the page and you’ll see
a list of applications written to
access and use the Freebase
database in interesting ways, such
as movie or music trivia games.
Freebase is more than just a website like Wikipedia. It is an interactive database that will share its
raw data with other websites and
allow applications to use the information. At present the applications
are fairly experimental but Free-

base could very soon be a part of a
lot of other websites.
Ray Saitz, a Peterborough
resident and teacher, writes a
weekly column on the Internet.
He can be reached at
rayser3@cogeco.ca.

Tomorrow
It’s apple season, and that
means pie. Look for the story
on tomorrow’s Food page.

