Willowbrook Natural History Survey

October 2003 Summary

The Nature Trail area filled up with migrant birds in October, demonstrating the increasing value to wildlife of the restoration work being done there. The abundant grass and wildflower seeds attracted large numbers of species and individuals, especially of the native sparrows. These included white-throated, white-crowned, song, fox, Lincoln’s, savannah and chipping sparrows, and juncos; also yellow-rumped, Tennessee, orange-crowned, Nashville, and palm warblers, common yellowthroats, ruby- and golden-crowned kinglets, and winter wrens. Elsewhere on the preserve, large numbers of robins and cedar waxwings, as well as occasional interesting migrants such as brown creepers, hermit thrushes, yellow-bellied sapsuckers, and a red-headed woodpecker added to the preserve’s October diversity. Toward the end of the month a pair of great horned owls began hooting just south of the outdoor animal exhibit, a promising development as there was only the occasional appearance of a female last winter.


The muskrat that appeared near the end of September appeared to have left, or perhaps was captured by a coyote, early in October. After a week without fresh signs, however, a new pattern of muskrat activity appeared, suggesting that a different individual had found the marsh. It dug a deep-water entrance into a new den midway along the north shore, but apart from some arrowheads near that den entrance, the muskrat appeared to be leaving the marsh’s emergent plants alone. Coyote consumption of crabapples remained significant, but diminished after mid-October. The trail willow den has enlarged to the point that a raccoon can be in it without being visible, but on several days one could be seen there.


The first frost of the season arrived the night of October 1. The cold weather soon reduced insect activity. A few painted lady butterflies migrated through early in the month, and some of the more robust crickets and grasshoppers remained active through the end of October, but clearly the season for invertebrates was ending. The hornet nest near the geology exhibit had been abandoned and was torn loose from its tree by a windstorm toward the middle of the month.


The weather was not so cold as to prevent some reptile and amphibian activity during October. A garter snake was seen as late as the 8th, and numbers of small bullfrogs were active at the marsh into the last week of the month.


By the end of October the weather had shifted into its late autumn pattern, the days frequently overcast and cool with occasional rains. Except for some asters and witch hazels, flowering was done. Buckthorns and honeysuckles remained green, but otherwise the trees and shrubs had lost most of their leaves. The abundant acorns and walnuts of the season had been eaten or stored by squirrels. No snow had fallen, but the signs of the approaching winter were unmistakeable.

