Willowbrook Natural History Survey

Summary to Date (January 1999 – April 2004)
General patterns:

The trend has been toward increased diversity of life on the preserve, fostered by the District’s restoration efforts. Brush clearing, controlled burns, weeding, and plantings have been the main management techniques. Woods once dominated by black cherries, box elders and American elms have diversified. The few relict prairie plants have been preserved, and augmented by the creation of a 5-acre prairie. Flowering phenology has varied from year to year by as much as 3 weeks in spring, though by mid-summer there is little variation between years. The loss of the preserve’s large black willows as they age, fall and decompose has had impacts: great horned owls no longer nest on the preserve, raccoons have fewer den choices, and bumblebee mimic robber flies have declined.

Deer visit a few times each year, usually 1 or 2 animals for 1 to a few days. One small group of raccoons (1-2 mothers with young each season) lives in the area around the buildings and cages, another off the northeast corner of the preserve. Opossums (few in number here) mainly den off the preserve and enter it to feed. Usually there is one skunk den on the preserve, though others enter to feed and search for mates. Fox squirrels occur all over the preserve, while small numbers of gray squirrels occur in 3 places: near the office building, south of the Butterfly Garden, and around the north end of the Safari Trail. Muskrats have been present in the marsh most of the time, but there have been gaps when they were removed by coyotes or mink. Muskrats have been an influential species in the marsh, negatively impacting populations and diversity of emergent plants, fish, frogs, clams, and possibly indirectly causing algae to bloom (absence of muskrats allows aquatic vascular plants to grow, these taking nutrients the algae otherwise could use). Rabbits often spend the day hiding from coyotes in drainage culverts, especially in winter. Coyotes have been present throughout the period, though sometimes their visits decline during the summer. They, and great horned owls, are the top carnivores. Coyotes often eat reed canary grass leaves to facilitate hairball release. The owls once nested in the large old willows on the preserve, but as these have fallen the owls have nested off the preserve. Canada geese have attempted to nest each year the island in the marsh was a true island, but only succeeded one year when the coyotes were absent from the preserve during their nesting period.

More than 200 species of vascular plants occur on the preserve (more than 190 showy flowering forbs and woody plants, plus more than 40 species of trees, vines, grasses, sedges, ferns). 

The total number of bird species that have been observed on or above the preserve is 152. Nesting evidence is on record for 24 species of birds: Canada goose, mallard, great horned owl, downy woodpecker, hairy woodpecker, red-bellied woodpecker, flicker, house wren, Carolina wren (cowbird), chickadee, tree swallow, blue jay, crow, robin, bluebird, catbird, red-eyed vireo, scarlet tanager (cowbird), starling, cardinal, indigo bunting, goldfinch, song sparrow, chipping sparrow.

Other animals: 17 mammals, 3 turtles, 2 snakes, a toad, 2 frogs. Insect species observed on the preserve include 4 cicadas, 25 dragonflies, and 30 butterflies.

Monthly patterns through the year:

January the coldest month. When there is deep snow, raccoons refuse to leave den trees, skunks seldom come out except on rare warm nights. Muskrats seldom come onto land, subsist on fish and clams. Cardinals begin to sing late in the month. Robins and waxwings usually present, eating berries. Flocks of juncos and chickadees reside in the preserve. In warmer winters, additional birds such as white-throated and fox sparrows, and yellow-rumped warblers, may be present.

February begins the transition to spring. Early migrants begin to trickle in, winter residents often move on. February is the skunk mating season, and that for raccoons begins end of month. Great horned owl eggs hatch, in years when they breed. Longer sunny days contrasting with cold nights result in a snow crust strong enough to support a coyote or even a person.

March. Migration picks up. Often the first flowers appear in late March. Chipmunks come out. Downy woodpeckers become territorial. Geese attempt to nest. Flocks of sandhill cranes pass over. Prairie burn usually done late in month. 

April: Last snows, usually, early in month. Continued acceleration of migration, with neotropical migrants beginning to appear usually in the last week of the month. Typical April migrants include the first green darner dragonflies, both kinglets, phoebe, brown creeper, flicker. Phoebes hunt insects over the warm, fire-blackened prairie soil. Woodland wildflowers bloom. Raccoon young become noisy. Snapping turtles mate.

May: Trees finish leafing out. Peak songbird migration. Toads sing, lay eggs. Raccoon mothers move young to more spacious dens. 

June: Peak bird nesting month. Peak also for cowbird nest parasitism; cardinals the most common targets. Mulberries ripen, becoming important food for many birds, as well as mammals from mice to coyotes. Coyote pups sometimes seen. Toad tadpoles complete development. Fox snakes mate.

July: Bullfrog eggs hatch. Two species of clearwing hummingbird moths appear. Most birds finish raising young, some with second brood. Raccoon young following mothers at night. Insect activity peaks.

August: Early migrants and late-season wandering birds appear. Dragonflies and butterflies also beginning migration. Peak butterfly diversity. Goldenrods begin flowering. Goldfinches nesting. Cardinals the last singers. Usually the only cardinal young raised on the preserve appear this late (or later) in the season, after the cowbirds have finished parasitizing nests. Chipmunks climbing black cherries for fruit, saving pits.

September: The peak fall songbird migration month. Peak fruiting coincides with peak fall bird migration. Yellow-legged meadowhawk dragonflies lay eggs just above marsh water line after rainstorms. Yellow-rumped warblers eat poison ivy berries. Giant puffballs appear.

October: Asters bring the flowering season to an end. Juncos arrive, and sparrow migration peaks. Plains garter snakes often seen around the marsh as they prepare for hibernation. Fall color peaks.

November: Last cricket songs, early in month. Last trickle of migration, including sandhill cranes passing over. Landscape browns, except for honeysuckle and buckthorn.

December: Birds settle into winter territories and activity patterns. Honeysuckle and buckthorn finally drop leaves.

Memorable instances:

· Naïve young red-tails that have shown up in two different winters.

· The yellow-rumped warbler that remained through the winter of 2003-2004.

· The year (1999) when the great horned owl nest was easily observed from the employee picnic area.

· Possible county first Compton’s tortoise shell butterfly, 2003.

· In 2 successive years, ospreys flew over the preserve carrying fish on nearly the same date (April 16 and April 19). One of the fish was an enormous goldfish or koi.

· Exhibit red fox injured when it tangled with coyote through cage bars.

· Sighting of a beautiful Lawrence’s warbler, the rare recessive hybrid of blue-winged and golden-winged warblers.

· 2001 was a peak year for red admiral butterflies, winter survival possibly helped by deep snow.

· Morels have been found twice on the preserve.

· 3 mature flowering dogwoods grow along the Safari Trail.

· A road-killed mink was found near the preserve entrance.

· Rare appearances by uncommon dragonflies and damselflies: ebony jewelwing, American rubyspot, great blue skimmer, comet darner, swamp darner, shadow darner.

· The only known instances of nesting by scarlet tanagers and Carolina wrens on the preserve produced cowbird young.

· The largest count of crows on the preserve was 90, on 28 April 2002. In June of that year, a crow was found dead with heavy pox growths. That summer ended with the West Nile virus peak, and crows have been infrequently seen, and only in small numbers, since.

· Several 17-year cicadas from the splinter offshoot population sang on the preserve in June 2004.

· Fiery skippers (a southern species) were common in the south part of the prairie, late summer 1999.

· A young green heron dodged an attacking Cooper’s hawk with a surprising aerobatic maneuver.

· 3 red bats foraged over the volleyball area at the Willowbrook picnic in August 2003.

· Appearance of new bird species in response to restoration efforts: pied-billed grebe and American bittern (migrants) at the marsh, hummingbirds and Bell’s vireo (migrants) in the bottomland woods, bluebirds and tree swallows (nesting) in the prairie.

· Many Cape May warblers stayed for weeks, eating berries, in the fall of 2002.

· Huge numbers of painted lady butterflies appeared in September 2003.

· Occasional streams of migrant broad-winged hawks pass over the preserve, most recently in fall 2003.

· Glen Crest Creek rose above its banks only one time in the past 15+ years, in October 2001.

· After several years of service as an easily observed raccoon family den tree, the “bridge willow” fell on a calm day, 10 October 2002; last known raccoon occupancy in that den was August 4.

· 4 young coyotes nosed around the office bird feeder area, mid-afternoon of 18 November 2002.

· On 11 December 2000, a heavy snowfall accumulated to 18 inches. Two young raccoons were caught exposed in a den too small for them, they blew out the side of the rotten cavity by stuffing themselves into it, and appeared to be hanging half out of it, but didn’t leave until January 8, when the snow melted down enough for them to feel comfortable wading through it.

