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Let’s Start with Gratitude
—for all the things going right in the world.  For the 
towering white pines that didn’t snap off in those re-
cord-breaking winds.  For the flocks of winter finches 
streaming along the lakeshore, filling the Thickson’s 
Woods Nature Reserve with cheerful voices from 
the north.  For the great horned owl pair that zeal-
ously watched over their baby through blizzards and 
drought, mobbing crows and crowds of photogra-
phers, the first owlet to grow up in the woods in five 
years.
 Let’s be grateful for all the visitors who stay 
on the paths, quietly respecting vegetation in the na-
ture reserve and the great diversity of wildlife that 
live there—why Thickson’s Woods was purchased and 
protected in the first place, almost forty years ago.  
And who care enough to explain the code of conduct 
to newcomers ignorant of how to behave in such a 
small, precious corner of nature.  Let’s be grateful 
for supporters like Linda Cole, who came with rubber 
gloves one morning in May and picked up every fallen 
face mask, tissue and candy wrapper she could find 
along the trails, then sent in a donation.  Grateful for 
neighbours like Gerdau Steel, which helped pay for 
new signage and replacement of a broken gate in lieu 
of helping with nature festival expenses, canceled due 
to the pandemic.  Grateful for the Willow Beach Field 
Naturalists’ support.
 Let’s be grateful for future generations who 
will step forward and protect wildlife habitat when 
we’re long gone.  And for Mother Nature, who looks 
out unendingly for life on Planet Earth.
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Recent donations have been made in memory of these special people

We join their families and friends in mourning their passing, and acknowledge their unique contribution 
to the rich web of life on planet earth.  On our website we recognize all past donations made in memory 
of friends and loved ones.

Dave Calvert    Renee Cotton    Trevor Fox
Noelle Fuller    George Harvey    Barbara Kalthoff    

Antony (Tony) Palumbo       Harlan Sano
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May 22, 2020

Hello Thickson’s Woods,
Thank you for being there, especially during this time of 
the pandemic. The woods and meadow are a beautiful 
and serene place to walk while minding the social dis-
tancing guidelines.

Susan, Whitby

Hello!
Here is donation to say thank you for providing such a 
wonderful place to enjoy birds & nature.   I frequent the 
woods all year long and several times a week.  I just en-
joy being at Thickson’s Woods.

Sincerely, Janet

      

June 26, 2020

During Covid 19 my son and I came to the forest and en-
joyed walking and observing nature.

Thomas, Ajax

Thickson’s Woods Nature Reserve,
Thank you for saving this land and keeping it in its natural 
form.  I started birding ten years ago and it has brought 
me so much enjoyment.  I have met so many new friends 
down at the wood.  The amount of work so many people 
have put into saving this precious space is simply amaz-
ing.  I hope this donation will show my appreciation.

Ed, Whitby

(We appreciate your kind words.  It’s gratifying to know 
that all our efforts are making a difference in so many 
lives.  Your donations help ensure that Thickson’s Woods 
Nature Reserve will still be there to protect this small 
piece of nature and provide essential nurturing for future 
generations of visitors.  Thickson’s Woods Land Trust 
board.)

We Get Mail



In a previous newsletter I introduced you to the book 
Wilding by Isabella Tree.  It’s the story of how the 3500 
acre Knepp estate in Sussex England was returned to a 
state more closely mimicking the ecosystem it was in 
earlier times.
 I hope you’ve since taken the opportunity to 
read the whole intriguing narrative for yourself.  With 
so many strands of information in every chapter, it re-
quires multiple readings to truly grasp the huge poten-
tial of many of the ideas, if enough people choose to 
embrace them.
 But proposals in Chapter 16, Rewilding the Soil, 
could literally be world-changing.
 The scientific research supporting the discover-
ies is sometimes detailed, but exciting to contemplate 
in its possibilities.
 The chapter begins with a quote: “Upon this 
handful of soil our survival depends.  Husband it and 
it will grow our food, our fuel and our shelter, and sur-
round us with beauty.  Abuse it and the soil will col-
lapse and die, taking humanity with it.” 

(Atharva Veda, Sanskrit scripture, c. 1200 BC.) 
Each year during a butterfly count in July, Margaret and 
I walk along a grassy path down an unopened road al-
lowance.  On the left is a spruce hedge bordered by 
raspberry bushes and assorted shrubs and wildflowers.  
Butterflies and bees patrol this corridor, visiting blos-
soms and resting on leaves and branches.  On the right 
is a field of corn where no insects are to be seen.  This 
year a large maple tree, growing right on the edge of 
the cornfield, had fallen across the pathway, forcing 
us to detour into the edge of the cornfield for a short 
distance.  Cut off from its essential mycorrhizal part-
ners destroyed by the chemicals and compaction in the 
corn field, its roots on that side no doubt died and were 
no longer able to anchor it against prevailing westerly 

gales. We both remarked on the contrast, the grassy 
laneway vibrant with life, the field devoid  of any life, 
except for stalks of corn.  Not a single weed, no ants, 
no beetles.  Even the soil itself looked dead, a dusty 
powder of grains of sand with no humus, no place for 
any microbes or mitochondria to survive.
 Perhaps the farmer would have been proud of 
his weed-free field, but at what cost. Farmers I’ve talk-
ed to complain constantly about the ever-increasing 
numbers of chemicals they’re required to put on their 
land at higher and higher prices each year.  Like Char-
lie and Isabella at Knepp, they feel caught in a vicious 
cycle where the only winners seem to be the chemical 
and seed companies selling them the poisons that are 
destroying their land. 

There has to be a better way.
 
After Charlie and Isabella were forced by economic 
reality to abandon the “modern” farming practices 
they’d thought could be the future of Knepp, they em-
barked on an adventure to return their land to what 
it might have been in earlier times. The result was a 
constant stream of surprises.
 And the basis for everything was the renewal 
of the soil.
 A key indicator of returning soil health was the 
appearance, after several years, of worm casts dotting 
the surface.  Few among us give more than a pass-
ing thought to earthworms, and have no idea of their 
complexity. There are three classes of earthworms, 
each exploiting a unique niche in the soil. Epigeic 
worms occupy the surface layer, living in leaf litter and 
rotting wood, and are dependent on a healthy layer 
of humus totally absent in land subjected to intensive 
“modern” farming practices.  With the aid of the myr-
iad beneficial bacteria living in their gut, worms break 

By Dennis Barry
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down vegetative material, converting it to nutrients 
plants are able to utilize to grow and thrive.
 Endogeic worms spend their entire lives bur-
rowing horizontally in the soil. Anecic worms burrow 
deep into the soil, returning to the surface and dispers-
ing their casts containing minerals and other nutrients 
otherwise unavailable to plants with shallow root sys-
tems.  These two types of worms create systems of ver-
tical and horizontal tunnels that help to aerate the soil 
and promote drainage, allowing rainwater to soak in, 
rather than running off into nearby watercourses, car-
rying vital soil with it.  Several years into the rewilding 
project at Knepp, much to their surprise, researchers 
found nineteen species of earthworms, a sure sign of 
the renewed health of the soil.  What’s good for earth-
worms also allows other beneficial soil dwellers to pro-
liferate, groups such as mycorrhizal fungi, nematodes 
and protozoa.
 If you’ve ever picked up an earthworm, you may 
have been put off by its slimy feel.  This is coelomic fluid 
that worms excrete to allow them to move through the 
soil, digest food items, take in oxygen, stay hydrated, 
and even cope with pollutants they encounter.  This 
mucous layer lining their burrows is rich in glycopro-
teins that encourage the growth of bacteria and fungi 
that are essential to plant health.
 Throughout history, scientists have recognized 
the vital service earthworms have performed for farm-
ers. Aristotle referred to them as ‘the intestines of the 
earth.’  A study in the Nile Valley found that earthworms 
in a single acre deposited 1000 tons of casts in a single 
year.  Little wonder that Cleopatra declared them to be 
sacred and decreed that harming them was punishable 
by death.

 Worms also have an effect on the types of bac-
teria present in the soil.  Beneficial bacteria multiply 
in a worm’s gut, while harmful ones are killed. Worms 
have been used in sewage treatment plants to destroy 
harmful bacteria such as E. coli and salmonella, thus 
converting raw sewage into valuable fertilizer safe to 
spread on farm fields.
 More recently it’s been discovered that earth-
worms can metabolize PCBs, DDT and organochlorides 
such as dieldrin, thus revolutionizing the mammoth 
task of decontaminating soils polluted by these poi-
sons.

Did you know that most antibiotics are derived from 
soil microbes?  Recently a new antibiotic, the first in 
thirty years, was discovered in soil.  This was found to 
be effective against a number of diseases resistant to 
most other treatments.

Fungal mycorrhizae play many crucial roles essential to 
plant health.  One of these is to convert minerals in the 
soils into forms plants can absorb and utilize.
 But recent discoveries by soil scientist Sara 
Wright from the US Agricultural Research Service 
show that mycorrhizae enable carbon sequestration in 
the soil. The substance she discovered is the extremely 
durable and stable glycoprotein glomalin.  It’s a sticky 
substance produced by mycorrhizal fungi from carbon 
extracted from the roots of plants.  It coats the hy-
phae, the transportation conduits of the mycorrhizae, 
making them water-tight, thus allowing them to trans-
port distant dissolved nutrients to plants’ roots. As the 
roots extend farther, glomalin that’s no longer needed 

Worm casts  (Wikipedia)

Earthworm  (ARTERRA/UIG VIA GETTY IMAGES)



is discarded and attaches to particles in the soil, giving 
it its structure.  Being extremely durable, glomalin can 
survive in the soil for nearly half a century.
 Molecules of glomalin are up to 40% carbon.  
The healthier the soil, the greater the amount of glo-
malin that remains bonded to soil particles. The world’s 
soils hold more carbon as organic matter than all the 
vegetation on the planet.  Eighty-two percent of the 
carbon in the terrestrial biosphere, including the earth, 
vegetation and nearby atmosphere, is in the soil.
 In addition, experiments have shown that my-
corrhizae respond to increases in atmospheric carbon 
dioxide by producing more glomalin.  When tested in 
a small area of natural grassland by exposing plants 
there to carbon dioxide at levels equalling those pre-
dicted on earth by the end of this century, the fungal 
hyphae grew three times as long and produced five 
times as much glomalin as happens at today’s carbon 
dioxide concentrations.
 Restoring the health and structure of the 
world’s soils by returning damaged agricultural land 
to permanent pasture has the potential to reverse the 
buildup of carbon dioxide in our atmosphere that’s 
leading to catastrophic damage to land and oceans on 
planet earth.

To quote Isabella:
“According to the Royal Society, carbon capture by the 
world’s farmlands, if they were better managed, could 
total as much as 10 billion tons of carbon dioxide a year 
─ more than the annual carbon dioxide accumulation in 
the atmosphere.  Carbon Farmers of America, a compa-
ny selling ‘Carbon Sinks’ to clients interested in helping 
to reverse climate change, endorse this.  They estimate 
that if organic matter in the world’s farmed soils was 
increased by as little as 1.6 percent, the problem of cli-
mate change would be solved. Zimbabwean ecologist,  
Alan Savory, proponent of holistic land management, 
and, in particular a rotational, natural grazing system 
with the power to return areas of desert to produc-
tive grassland, (a system that has come to be known 

as ‘mob grazing’), goes one step further.  He estimates 
that restoring the world’s 5 billion hectares (19 million 
square miles) of degraded grasslands to functioning 
ecosystems could return ten or more gigatons of excess 
atmospheric carbon to the terrestrial sink annually.  
This, he claims, would lower greenhouse gas concen-
trations to pre-industrial levels in a matter of decades.”
 
Since rewilding began, Knepp has realized a 51 percent 
increase in carbon storage capacity.  Over a period of 
fifty years it’s estimated that grasslands and broad-
leaved woodlands at Knepp will have stored additional 
carbon valued at £14,000,000. 
Isabella goes on to say:
“The great concerns or our time ─ climate change, 
natural resources, food production, water control and 
conservation, and human health ─ all boil down to the 
condition of the soil.  It seems we are, at last, beginning 
to reappraise the essential medium of earth’s biology, 
that thin, living skin.  We are starting to appreciate its 
potential for doing many of the things we thought, 
arrogantly, we could do on our own.  By returning to 
the soil we are beginning, after centuries of exploita-
tion and technical hubris, to seek an understanding of 
how our species can survive in the world not just for 
the next few decades but for the thousands of years to 
come, how we can combine our creative intelligence 
and expertise with systems that have benefitted, unlike 
us, from millions of years of R and D.  It is perhaps un-
surprising that the Latin word for soil ─ ‘humus’ ─ gives 
us ‘human’ and ‘humility’.  The soil is, quite literally, 
what grounds us.”
 If this is a possible means to reverse the rav-
ages of climate change, why are we not embracing it 
worldwide?  Maybe the concept seems too simple, or 
maybe, as Isabella suggests, we humans are so arro-
gant, we always think we can find a better way.  I, for 
one, plan to find more about this promising approach 
and help spread the word.  I hope you’ll feel motivated 
to do the same.

Garlic Mustard Removal
Saturday, November 28:  9:00 to Noon

This event was scheduled before the pandemic arrived.  Since it’s possible to socially distance in your 
own garlic mustard patch, the event will go ahead for those who want to come help complete the job of 
eradicating this persistent pest.  Saturday is supposed to be sunny and pleasant with temperatures above 
freezing.   Dress appropriately and come join us!



The wild food supply at Thickson’s Woods Nature Re-
serve is better than expected after an excellent seed 
crop last autumn.  White Pines are loaded with cones 
that formed in the spring of 2019 and have now rip-
ened.  Red squirrels climb out onto spindly limbs and 
nip them off, dropping them to the ground some sixty 
feet below.  Those that land on the steel roof of our 
shed scatter seeds about, much to the delight of the 
recently arrived, ever vocal Red-breasted Nuthatches.  
White pine seeds are surprisingly large.  A few would 
make a meal for a diminutive nuthatch.

 Seeds are also falling, largely unnoticed by hu-
mans, from many of the cones still on the trees, heli-
coptering slowly to earth on their tiny, fragile sails.  It 
was only when I was sweeping the floor of our balcony 
one breezy afternoon in preparation for painting that I 
realized just how many were dropping, no doubt much 
to the delight of the many Deer Mice and Eastern Chip-
munks eagerly awaiting this gift of manna from the 
heavens.
 The first whitethroats showed up on the last 
day of summer, pushed south by an extended spell 
of below normal temperatures.  In autumn, migrant 
warblers in drab yellow, olive and gray often forage in 
low seasonal foliage of plants such as goldenrod and 
aster.   Where there were three hummingbirds fight-
ing over our zinnias and feeders a few weeks earlier, 
soon only one was about.  Probably a migrant, since it 
didn’t seem to know how to access the nectar feeder, 
but eagerly fed from scarlet blooms on hummingbird 
sage.  By early October, daily monarch numbers in the 
garden had dropped from half a dozen or more to only 
one or two.
 Deer Mouse and Meadow Vole numbers are 
high, probably due to the abundant white pine seeds.  
This will mean a good food supply for owls pushed 
south by a lack of food farther north.  A larger than 
usual number of Saw-whet Owls stopped in the woods 
and meadow on their migration.  Lack of cones on ev-
ergreens farther north resulting in a crash of rodent 
populations should push other owls south as well.  Af-
ter a successful breeding season last spring due to last 
fall’s abundant cone crop and the resulting boom in 
small rodent numbers, it’s very likely that Barred Owls 
will begin to appear by mid-autumn, with Great Grays 

What’s 
Happening 
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by Dennis Barry
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possibly following by early winter.  Watch for North-
ern Hawk Owls and Boreal Owls to join the southward 
move.
 The resident pair of Great Horned Owls in the 
woods have become quite vocal over the past month.  
The one young they raised last spring is still begging 
to be fed.  Very soon it will be rudely evicted from its 
parents’ territory and forced to find a new home and 
fend for itself.  Hopefully it’s learned to hunt and will 
pair up with another young owl to form a new couple.
 Meanwhile its parents will begin more serious 
courtship and investigate potential nests in prepa-
ration for laying two eggs in February to begin next 
spring’s epic task of raising young.  Great Horned Owl 
pairs don’t build their own nests.  They rely on reus-
ing nests built the previous season by hawks, crows or 
squirrels.  In the past, crows nested regularly in Thick-
son’s Woods, but not in recent years.  Squirrels’ nests 
are often of poorer quality and don’t stand up well to 
late winter gales.
  During 2018 their nest high in a White Pine 
blew down, probably before eggs had hatched. In 
2019, their nest again succumbed to strong winds.  A 
downy baby was found dead on the ground beneath 

the nest tree.  This year the nest they chose was low-
er down and on the more protected east side of the 
woods.  Hopefully there’ll be a sturdy nest in a shel-
tered spot to use for next year.
 Please be respectful of roosting owls.  Don’t ha-
rass them in an effort to get the “perfect” photo.  And 
don’t hesitate to remind anyone not following proper 
etiquette of their responsibility to give owls space and 
privacy.
 Winter finches in Thickson’s Woods this fall 
and winter will likely be hit and miss.  There’s been a 
movement of Purple Finches, Pine Siskins and Red and 
White-winged Crossbills.  Whether the limited cone 
crop here will hold them for long is doubtful.   Tyler 
Hoar, who’s very capably carrying on Ron Pittaway’s 
birder-favourite, much-anticipated Winter Finch Fore-
cast, reports an excellent breeding season for Evening 
Grossbeaks in the boreal forest.  Numbers already on 
the move give hope that we may once again see this 
spectacular beauty at feeders in Southern Ontario, in-
cluding in Thickson’s Woods.  Redpolls do not seem to 
stop for long at feeders in Thickson’s Woods, but those 
offering Niger seed may enjoy at least fleeting visits.
 

Purple Finch  (Mike McEvoy)



A Carolina Wren started vocalizing in the woods in 
mid-September and stayed for several weeks.  It’s been 
several years since one has stayed that long.  Many 
years ago a pair nested in the bow of an overturned ca-
noe in our shed, apparently the first recorded nesting in 
Durham Region.  Since then individuals have appeared 
briefly almost every year, most frequently in spring.
 The huge flight of Blue Jays departing the prov-
ince westward along the north shore of Lake Ontario 
has come to an end.  On several days, huge flocks of 
migrating juncos stopped to feed on the abundant pine 

seeds scattered everywhere in the woods.   Fox Spar-
rows, Whitethroats and Eastern Towhees joined them.  
One of the Fox Sparrows even sang every day for more 
than a week, a beautiful haunting song usually heard 
only in spring.  Tree Sparrows don’t appear at our feed-
ers until the first snows cover available food farther 
north.
 Who knows what surprises await as the new 
year dawns.  If you live close enough, why not come 
visit and see for yourself.

Birds 
OF THICKSON’S WOODS

Second “Field” Edition
Revised and updated with over 100 new photographs. A new warbler section includes large 
photographs of each of the 38 recorded species, showing differing male and female plumages. 
Includes a Field Checklist and Trail Map.

This completely revised second edition, designed for use in the field, documents 323 species of birds that 
have been seen so far in the Reserve. Illustrated with exceptional full colour photographs of each species, 
including status and the specific dates of the rarities seen, this is a must have book for all birdwatchers. 

Order your copies at www.mattholderfund.com/shop
or contact Dennis Barry at 905 725 2116

$25
Inc. Tax

White-winged Crossbill (Ed McAskill)



It’s a tricky business. 

Having human visitors come explore the many natural 
treasures to be found in Thickson’s Woods without de-
grading it is often a compromise, if not a contradiction 
in terms. Especially so this Covid spring, when every 
other park, nature reserve and conservation area was 
closed to the public in the early months of the pandem-
ic, and this tiny patch of privately owned old-growth 
woods offered one of the few places in the GTA—in 
all of southern Ontario--to go for a walk in nature. 
Given that so many caring individuals donated funds 
to purchase and protect Thickson’s Woods over the 
years—and knowing how much humans need nature-
-we couldn’t keep folks out. And they drove from far 
and near, even when they were supposed to be staying 
home.  
 Then came spring migration, which Thickson’s 
Woods is famous for. On May 4, a rare worm-eating 
warbler was spotted, promptly posted on social media, 
and within an hour was being chased by camera-wield-
ing crowds who were definitely not social distancing.  
Seared into my memory is a scene of camo-clad figures 
with tripods and zoom lenses pushing elbow-to-elbow 
into the brush, well off the path they were supposed to 
be staying on. I shuddered, not so much for their health 
and safety from the coronavirus as for the understory 
that was being trampled.
 While much of the forest floor hosts resilient 
wild strawberries, gill-over-the-ground and avens, 
delicate spring ephemerals are vulnerable to being 
crushed.  Cows pasturing in Thickson’s Woods in years 
past left few spring wildflowers. The trout lilies, trilli-
ums and bloodroot that delight visitors each May were 
rescued thirty years ago from a woodlot in Oshawa slat-
ed for development, and transplanted by volunteers.  
But the may-apples and ferns are long-time survivors, 
spreading nicely where they’re not being stepped on.
 Trying for common sense and order, we put up 
notices about social distancing, which were, unfortu-
nately, regularly torn down.  As usual, photographers 
parked themselves in “Warbler Corner,” the narrow 
trail around the old meadow, essentially blocking the 
way for safe passage. So we put up signs suggesting 
they move on after a few minutes and give others a 

Please Stay on the Path
By Margaret Carney

chance to experience those close-up views of just-ar-
rived, hungry songbirds feeding in the cedars. There 
and elsewhere paths grew wider and wider as visitors 
stepped into the woods to avoid one another.
 And then the baby owl hatched, the first in five 
years--right above where the one precious cluster of 
tiny white star flowers, a northern spring ephemeral 
rare in Durham, blooms in early June. Near where the 
first ghost moth in the woods was found, and not far 
from the single patch of diminutive oak ferns. The owl 
family provided great entertainment and photo ops for 
a constant stream of people informed of the exact lo-
cation by social media.  Extra signage and brush barri-
ers didn’t keep them on the paths; almost every time 
I birded that loop someone with a tripod was well off 
the trail, lens pointed upward to snap that perfect shot 
of great horned owls trying to get some sleep. 
 Big feet not only crush ferns and wildflowers, 
they compact the all-important fungi filaments that in-
terlace the forest floor, providing moisture and nutri-
ents to every tree in the woodland community. Having 
paths at all is a compromise.  Having people walking 
off the paths in a small nature reserve is a recipe for 
degradation.   
 Despite the resilience of Mother Nature, Thick-
son’s Woods is highly vulnerable to human impact 
and would get along much better without us. It was 
shocking to discover photographers baiting owls with 
dead mice in the meadow last winter, determined to 
get shots of them flying, and this fall, shaking trees so 
they’d open their eyes for the camera. Also troubling 
to hear of individuals dropping off squirrels, raccoons, 
possums and chipmunks from live traps, overwhelm-
ing populations in this small “island” of nature--not to 
mention pets of all descriptions. Experts studying fungi 
species found evidence of people foraging mushrooms, 
and this spring a couple were caught brazenly picking a 
big bag of fiddleheads.  I couldn’t find the rare red tril-
lium that always blooms along the central ridge path; 
did someone dig it up for their garden?  And I remem-
ber poignantly the magnificent bittersweet vine that 
once climbed high into the pines, until children playing 
in the woods swung on it and snapped it off.  Has any-
one seen bittersweet there since?



 So yes, letting humans into Thickson’s Woods is 
a compromise, if not a mistake.  We’ve got to take care 
of what we love.
 Stay on the path—please!   Remind other visi-
tors why they should, too, and urge them to join the TW 
mailing list to get our newsletters. (The day after the 
worm-eating warbler, I checked ebird and found eight 
people had posted records of warblers in the woods, 
not one of them a supporter.) Follow birding ethics, 
and don’t share the location of owls; let people have 
the joy of finding them on their own. Think about how 

you can give back to nature, repaying some of what you 
“take” when you visit.  I pictured all those big strong 
tripod-toting photographers coming back in summer 
and spending a day digging up invasive dog-strangling 
vines in the meadow—volunteer help the reserve des-
perately needs.  Or at least making donations to help 
pay for insurance, taxes, upkeep and other land trust 
expenses.  
 Thickson’s Woods Nature Reserve is a micro-
cosm of what we humans are doing to nature around 
the planet.  Stewardship starts here.

One of the early unsettling aspects of our pandemic 
experience this spring, once schools and society shut 
down, was the absence of children. Playgrounds and 
grocery cart seats were poignantly empty. The cancel-
lation of Thickson’s Woods’ annual fall festival meant 
that the meadow was largely silent, with no animat-
ed young voices ringing out as children ran between 
events, and no teenage volunteers painted faces or 
helped swing hammers. The few teens seen on the 
street were walking in tight bubbles with their fami-
lies. But not all teens remained indoors. For five rising 
Grade 9’s at G. L. Roberts in Oshawa, the meadow be-
came a place to be physically active, reconnect with a 
masked friend at a safe outdoor distance, and get start-
ed on their 40-hour community service requirements 
for high school.
 Thickson’s Woods and the meadow offer year-
round volunteer opportunities. In the spring, garlic 
mustard is one of the first plants to make an appear-
ance, as its spread of frilled leaves takes root indiscrim-
inately in shaded forests and on sun-patched berms. 
Its early emergence makes garlic mustard arguably an 
easier plant to eradicate, if one can get to it before the 
second-year growth shoots up its tall stems and decep-
tively attractive white-petaled clusters. One of Ontar-
io’s most invasive species, garlic mustard plants individ-
ually produce hundreds of seeds that can remain viable 
in soil for up to 30 years. Left to flourish, these plants 
replace wide swaths of native plant growth. Despite 

Celebrating Student Volunteers
By Barb Haynes

Photo: Barb Haynes



the eradication efforts of many dedicated volunteers 
and two paid summer students in years past, garlic 
mustard continues to spread in and around Thickson’s 
Woods. Student volunteers, equipped with sturdy foot-
wear, long pants, and a couple of hours to contribute, 
can make a huge difference in controlling this species’ 
impact.
 By summer and into fall, student volunteers’ ef-
forts turn to curtailing dog-strangling vine. These long 
stalks and vines, with their opposite leaves and bean-
shaped pods, grow in sunshine and partial shade. They 

appear in stand-alone clumps, or winding around the 
branches of trees and entwined in fences.   
 In autumn, the plants turn yellow and become 
easy to spot. Pulling the plants up will not remove 
the entire root structure, but it will prevent the pods 
from scattering thousands of seeds into the wind, or 
onto the ground to be tracked about by human shoes 
and animal feet. Together, our wonderful student vol-
unteers so far have removed five large garbage bags 
of dog strangling vine from the meadow adjacent to 
Thickson’s Woods.
 Litter control is a year-round volunteer oppor-
tunity. Construction in the industrial complex to the 
west of the meadow, including the new Amazon dis-
tribution centre, brought a significant amount of com-
mercial garbage to the meadow, along with cups and 
wrappers from passing cars and human visitors.
 Volunteers were outfitted with thick gloves 
and hand sanitizer to ensure safety and hand hygiene. 
The volunteers’ labour, along with help from the con-
struction site crew, helped to restore and preserve the 
meadow’s natural environment.
 While we wait for a much-desired return to 
normalcy and fall festivals, there is no shortage of vol-
unteer opportunity for high school students wishing to 
complete community service hours surrounded by na-
ture and birdsong. In fact, seeing these young people 
explore the meadow and woods is a tonic for adults, as 
well. Are you, or do you know, a high-school student 
who would like to earn volunteer hours outdoors at 
Thickson’s Woods? If so, contact Barb Haynes at 905-
447-9846, or email barb.haynes@sympatico.ca. We 
welcome and appreciate you, regardless the season! 

Gifts That Will Last Forever
Metres of the nature reserve have been saved in the name of:

Jack Alvo, Clyde Paterson, Roger Smith, Michelle Walters
Thank you to everyone who gave a friend or loved one a share in this living legacy—a gift that will last forever!

On our website we recognize all past donations made to honour friends and loved ones.

Snowy Owl (Ed McAskill)

Photo: Barb Haynes



As I dipped into the cool water of north shore Lake Huron 
this morning, the liquid notes of a Hermit Thrush came 
to me from the tall pines back from the shore.  Perfec-
tion.  What could be better than this moment, complete 
as it was with a swim to begin my day, no obtrusive nois-
es, only the magic of the thrush. 
 We are told these days that research has shown 
that humans are healthier in body and mind when we 
have occasion to connect with the natural world.  Many of 
us have known this for years from our own experiences.
 I am most fortunate to have this place where I 
can come each summer and rediscover so many little joys 
─ such as walking on the rocks of the Canadian Shield, lis-
tening to the gentle lapping of water as I write or read, 
stroking the soft green moss, watching a female mergan-
ser with her augmented family of 23 young, picking wild 
raspberries from the bush beside my cabin, breathing in 
the sweet perfume of balsam needles in the sun.  For 
all the senses are serviced and expanded, and the mind 
is filled with wonder at the complexity and variety and 
beauty of the good earth.
 But not all are as fortunate as I am to have their 
own “summer palace”, or to have access to a summer 
retreat.  And since mine lacks electricity and running wa-
ter, hot or cold, I cannot stay here all year.  Even though 
the solar panel cools a fridge and gives reading lights for 
the evening, and a pump (when it’s working) brings lake 
water nearly to the door of the cabin, and there is lots 
of wood to burn in my little stove, there would be no 
neighbours in winter, and the need we all have for com-
panionship would not be met.  So, at the end of summer, 

Thoughts  from 
Thessalon
By Mary Lund

I bring up the canoe, close the curtains, lock the door, 
and say good-bye to my summer place for another year.
 But I believe that we need more than a summer 
fix of association with the natural world.  And I believe 
it is a benefit to all people to have year-round access to 
gardens and parks and shores, to protected areas where 
experiences can be expanded by the sight of a bird never 
noticed before, and where the touch of a soft breeze can 
relax a troubled mind.
 And this brings me to Thickson’s Woods, a place 
apart, where we can find surprises at any season.  Of 
course, as a bird watcher, I love best those fine mornings 
in May when expectations are high and the trees full of 
the song and colour of warblers and other migrants.  
This is the fun of keeping a list, of competing with the 
skill of others who often seem to do better than we do.  
There is the exhilaration of identifying without help, a 
new song, a new bird. There are those unforgettable 
moments when a Canada or Hooded Warbler is close 
and stays still while we gaze transfixed.
 But I did not have good luck in Thickson’s this 
spring.  I could not get there early in the season, and 
when I did make it, there was very little song and the 
leaves were almost completely out so that the few birds 
that moved about were hard to spot.  There were few 
ducks on the lake.  Nothing moved or sang in the mead-
ow.  My list was not happy.
 However, there was the woods with its winding 
trails, its tall old pines swaying gently in the breeze, the 
delicate softness of new leaves, a few trilliums still in 
bloom, the challenge of finding an owl, the silence of 
shade-filled corners.  There was the meadow sun-filled, 
spacious.  And there were the familiar, “common” birds 
that we too often take for granted.  How fortunate that 
with species and numbers of birds in decline, we still 
have the confident call of the Cardinal and the mellow 
notes of the Robin. There are not always remarkable 
birds at Thickson’s. There are wet and stormy days when 
walking in Thickson’s is not so much fun.  On most days, 
however, Thickson’s has something to give me if I am 
attentive.  And it is within reach in every season.

Trillium  (Mike McEvoy)



  by Phill Holder

News from the 
Matt Holder Environmental Research Fund

Moths
We had a late start to the mothing year due to the 
Pandemic lockdown, but it was quite easy to social dis-
tance, when mothing at Thickson’s Woods during June, 
and restrictions on travel were lifted.This was a much 
better year for moths than the previous couple.  We 
were able to add several new moths to the checklist 
including Canadian petrophila,  American Bird’s-wing, 
Black-tailed Diver, and Clover Hayworm.
 We also added two new species of sphinx 
moths, the Five-spotted Hawkmoth, and another really 
interesting discovery.

 Several Carolina Sphinx caterpillars were 
bought to our attention by Thickson’s Point residents 
Karen Schilling and Tina Killough, discovered in their 
garden tomato patch on September 18. Unfortunately, 
they were all covered in braconid wasp cocoons, prob-
ably Cotesia congregata. These are parasitic wasps that 
deposit eggs into the caterpillar. As the larvae develop, 
they feed inside the caterpillar’s body. When they are 
ready to pupate, they eat their way out and spin silk 
cocoons attached to the caterpillar, before becoming 
adult wasps. The caterpillars do not survive but die 
slowly.
 Carolina Sphinx is added to our moth checklist 
although we have not yet caught an adult moth, but 
our hopes of catching one next year increased when 
Karen sent me a photograph of a cocoon that had 
evaded the deadly braconid wasps.

American Bird’s-wing Moth (Phill Holder) Carolina Sphinx caterpillar covered in braconid wasp cocoons 
(Phill Holder)



Birds
The bird of the spring was a Worm-eating Warbler that 
visited the woods on May 4.
 Great Horned Owls successfully raised one 
young this year, which unfortunately resulted in trail 
damage as many birders/photographers left the trails 
to find the often hidden young.
 An adult Bald Eagle was seen “hanging” around 
the woods during the late summer.
 Resident expert birder Glenn Coady added 
three new species to the checklist. On September 
1 he photographed a Magnificent Frigatebird flying 
from west to east along the Thickson’s Woods lake-
shore.   This incredible record will be number 324 on 
the bird checklist. Then on September 24 Glenn found 
a first basic Harris’s Sparrow with a flock of migrating 
White-throated Sparrows- number 325.  During the in-
tense wind storm in the late afternoon of November 
15, Glenn recorded an adult Slaty-backed Gull flying 
west along the shore of Thickson Bay– number 326.

Snakes
We have had several reports of Milk Snakes and Garter 
Snakes in the Reserve this year. The very small popu-
lation seems to be surviving, despite the losses every 
year on Thickson Road and the Waterfront Trail, caused 
by irresponsible idiots some of whom deliberately run 
over basking snakes with their bikes. 
 A healthy-looking adult Milk Snake was pho-
tographed this Spring by Ed McAskill in the northwest 
part of the woods. The head pattern looked very simi-
lar to a young snake photographed by Nigel Parr three 
years ago - a very good sign.

Butterflies
Red-spotted Purple
The White Admiral butterfly is a common summer 
sight around the Thickson’s Woods Nature Reserve, es-
pecially near the residents’ garden flowers. Less seen 
and considered rare there is the Red-spotted Purple.  
These very different looking butterflies are in fact the 
same species, Limenitis arthemis. 
 The White Admiral, L. arthemis arthemis, has a 
white band which the Red-spotted Purple subspecies, 
L. arthemis astyanax, lacks. It has evolved to mimic the 
poisonous Pipevine Swallowtail.
 Because of the differences, these butterflies 
were once considered separate species. The Red-spot-
ted Purple is a more southerly butterfly and is replaced 
by the White Admiral moving progressively north 
of Lake Erie, although in recent years numbers of 
Red-spotted Purples have been increasing in our area.
Thickson’s Woods residents reported several nectaring 
among their flowers this summer. Worm-eating Warbler May 4th 2020 (Ed McAskill)

Milk Snake Spring 2020 (Ed McAskill)



Mourning Cloak
Dennis Barry and Margaret Carney saw a very large 
butterfly in their garden and by its size suspected it was 
the first Giant Swallowtail of the year.  It then perched 
head-down on a fencepost a few feet away, and turned 
out to be a Mourning Cloak, by far the largest individual 
they had ever seen. It was quite fresh, a dark, satiny 
brown in colour with a beautiful ornate lace border.
 Consulting The ROM Field Guide to Butterflies 
of Ontario, Dennis noticed a comment referring to a 
larger southern form of the Mourning Cloak, Nymph-
alis antiopa lintnerii, that sometimes appears in south-
ern Ontario.
  This Mourning Cloak sighting occurred after 
an extended period of warm, sunny weather with per-
sistent southerly winds. He believed it’s possible that 
this individual could have been of the lintnerii race.
 On the morning of September 12, when open-
ing a moth trap at the Reserve, I was surprised to find a 
Mourning Cloak towards the bottom. It was a cool 100C 
and the butterfly was very still, allowing me to take it 
from the trap and place it on a branch. The trap was 
located overnight on the lakeshore, where we often 
catch vagrant moths. I was struck by the large size and 
dark colour. Aware of the previous sighting, I suspect 
this butterfly was possibly also of the southern litnerii 
subspecies.

Publications
The lockdown gave David Beadle, Michael King and I 
the opportunity to complete a long-planned Checklist 
to the Moths of Ontario, which is available for purchase 
on our website.
 In very limited supply, our annual Thickson’s 
Woods 2021 Calendar is available for $20; pick up only.

Call Dennis Barry 905-725-2116 or email nature@
thicksonswoods.com.

Sue and I are planning a publication, with a working 
title Reflections of Thickson’s Woods. We are in the 
planning stages, but hope to include stories, quotes, 
anecdotes and photographs from as many TW lovers 
as possible, including “old-timers” from Pickering Nat-
uralists and Durham Region Field Naturalists. 
 With that in mind we would welcome contri-
butions from everyone.  Please contact me if you have 
stories, experiences, or photographs taken within the 
reserve. 

Red-spotted Purple (Mike King) White Admiral (Phill Holder)
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TREASURER’S 
CORNER XVI
By Brian Steele
Due to the changing times and spurred by a request 
from a supporter, Thickson’s Woods can now accept 
donations on-line.  By transferring money electronical-
ly there is no need to write out a cheque and mail it.  
 I am pleased to offer the choice to those who 
donate as to whether they wish to take advantage of 
transferring money electronically or continue to pro-
vide cheques.  If you wish to donate on-line then you 
must be able to access your bank via the internet.  The 
steps to make a donation are as follows:

(1) Donors must sign on with their bank and select 
Interac e-transfer. Next pick the account the money will 
come out of and then enter the amount.

(2) For recipient select “add new” and enter our 
e-mail address (nature@thicksonswoods.com)

(3)  You will then have to enter a security question 
and the answer.

(4) Under Message you could put your name and 
address so that I will be able to send a charitable re-
ceipt.

(5) The next screen is a summary where the infor-
mation can be double-checked.  If okay then click Send.

(6) Finally, you must send an e-mail to our e-mail 
address (nature@thicksonswoods.com) setting out the 
security question and the answer.  Without this infor-
mation I would be unable to make the deposit.  If you 
did not include your name and address under step 5 
above then you should include it in this e-mail if you 
want a charitable receipt.

I bank with TD but I am sure the steps would be very 
similar for every bank.  There may be a charge from 
your bank to make an e-transfer.  I sent a test donation 
of $25.00 and was charged $0.25 for the transaction.
 At our end, we should receive two e-mails.  The 
first from your financial institution will say we have re-
ceived an e-transfer.  The second will be from you and 
have the security question and answer.  Once I have 
completed the transaction, an e-mail will then be au-
tomatically sent to you informing you that the deposit 
was accepted.
 Charitable receipts will be prepared as usual 
and sent out with our personal handwritten thank-you 
note.
 We are offering e-transfer as an alternative way 
to make a donation, but I expect for the near future the 
majority will still be made by cheque as before.

Yes, I want to help protect Thickson’s Woods Nature Reserve.   It’s a very special place!
We need spaces where plants and animals can thrive and people can relax in nature.

                                  Here is my tax-deductible contribution of  $                Date                        
      
 Name                                             Address                                                                                                            
                                                                     
 City                                Prov/State                        Postal Code                          Tel.                             
                       
 e-mail                                                                                                                                                                       
                                         
 Cheques can be payable to Thickson’s Woods Land Trust.

Mail to:  Box 541  Whitby, ON  L1N 5V3       (Charitable Registration # 0674382-52-13)
Donations can also be made by e-transfer. See above for details.

Thank you so much for helping to support 
Thickson’s Woods Nature Reserve, this precious corner of nature.


