NOTES FROM THE FIELD
8/30/04 ~ Lake LU Nature Trail

It turned out to be a pretty successful walk through the woods, even though Dr. McCall thought our group was too big to make any good sightings.  We came across a few milkweed bugs that couldn’t be identified, so we collected one to take back to the lab.  Walking further, Lewis lifted a board and a white-footed field mouse ran out.  He and Mark tried to catch it but it got away.  We also found a wood rat under another board; it’s a native species of the Neotoma family.  Dr. Mac spent a little time trying to get a male green anole to show us his dew lap by “stroking” him under the chin (it’s a sexual display).  We were lucky enough to catch an Eastern narrow-mouthed toad* and take it back with us.


Other animals seen included:

leaf hoppers

a horsefly

green clearwings

green darners

tent caterpillars

fire ants

harvestmen

grass spiders

Micrathena

beetle larvae

a luna moth caterpillar

crickets

a gladiator katydid

an American bird grasshopper

a Gulf fritillary

a green lynx spider

jagged-edged saddlebacks

water striders

an American egret

a belted kingfisher

a green heron

a ground skink

bessy bugs


Before it was over, we also came across a wolf spider carrying juveniles on her back.  We got a peek at a snake, believed to be a speckled kingsnake, but it disappeared before we could actually identify it. I almost snagged a small water snake too, but it was a little too quick.  Maybe next time…


*Unfortunately, the toad couldn’t survive a night in the lab with no water and he was found dead the next day. (Dr. Mac blames the toad for not being big enough to efficiently utilize whatever moisture he already had in his body.)

9/13/04 ~ Alamuchee Creek

Before we got started in the water, Dr. McCall pointed out a few species under the bridge:

Fowler’s toad

an ant lion (larval)

mud daubers

a Southern toad

sulfur butterflies


When we got down to the creek, we waded out to set up a gill net.  Of course, only Dr. McCall knew how deep it actually was.  All of the girls learned quickly what not to wear in the field.  Back in the shallow water we spotted many fish and also insect larvae:

rock darters

hellgrammites

stonefly larvae

whirligig beetles

blacktail shiners

madtom catfish (tadpole)


Walking downstream, Sandra wasn’t very happy.  We saw a ruby-spot damselfly, and Dr. McCall pointed out the Catalpa trees that are home to the Catalpa worm.  We strolled back through the woods, and to make the whole trip worthwhile, Mark almost stepped on a cottonmouth, which Dr. Mac promptly scooped up and carried back to be bagged.  When we went to check our net, we found a pretty nice sized threadfin* shad.


Before calling it a day, we stopped at a beaver pond a little further up the road and came across a few different species:

bluegill

croppies

grass shrimp

water scorpions

cricket frogs

fishing spiders

large-mouth bass

golden shiners

diving waterbugs

 warmouth 

banded pygmy sunfish


Although we only had one student fall in the water (Tasha, I will leave you anonymous), I would say it wasn’t a bad day at all…


*After further review, it was decided that the fish was a gizzard shad, not a threadfin.

9/27/04 ~ Night Walking


To get us in the mood for animal hunting, Amanda delighted us with a skunk story that was pretty hard to beat (no pun intended ~ you had to be there).  We got out on a bridge on County Road 12 just to look around for a minute. Although we heard a beaver splashing in the creek, we never actually saw it.  Just before going back to the van, JoAnn spotted the tiniest snake I’ve ever seen.  Dr. McCall said it was a brown snake, which was fitting since it was actually a brown snake.  


Further up the road, at what is locally known as the Ghost Bridge, we almost walked into a spider web that almost blocked the entire crossing.  It was home to an Araneus species, a member of the orb weaver family.  We actually saw 2 or 3 more of these impressive webs and their spiders as we walked along the trail.  The most exciting moment of the night came when two armadillos* came sauntering across the path.  They were paying us absolutely no attention (we believe they were making an attempt at mating), but when the first one ran off into the woods, the second one decided to take out his frustrations on Lewis and JoAnn who happened to be in his way; it was a sight to see.  On the way back out, Tamara noticed a small fence lizard hiding in the leaf litter.  There was also a tiger beetle scurrying out of the way as we checked out the lizard.


On the way to the Southern Sportsman Lodge Road (down Co. Rd. 28), talk turned to zoos.  Tamara posed the question “Do gorillas understand what we say?” then went on to tell us about an encounter she had with one.  Apparently, the gorilla was sitting alone in his cage looking very down so Tamara goes over and asks him if he’s sad.  Wouldn’t you know, the gorilla nodded “yes” a few times before returning to his glum state.  Even though we were all a little tickled, I think we felt inclined to agree with Dr. Mac that it was a pretty sad story.  Lewis the snake hunter was desperately in search of a rattler on this trip, but we found absolutely nothing except a Fowler’s toad and various animal tracks.  


Going along further, we stopped on a back road in the Demopolis Wildlife Management Area and heard the call of a great blue heron. The stop at Belmont Park yielded only a bunch of black vultures sitting on an electrical pole across the lake.  The most amazing thing was that, on such a quiet night, we didn’t see one deer.  Overall, the journey didn’t deliver as much as we wanted; but the beautiful full moon, warm gentle breeze, and harmonious melody of the nocturnal creatures made it a trip worth enjoying, or at least remembering…


*To make this a true learning experience, Dr. Mac gave us a little bit of info about armadillos that most people wouldn’t know.  They are the only animals (besides humans) known to carry the bacteria that causes Hanson’s disease, otherwise known as leprosy.
10/11/04 ~ Belmont Lake

On the way to Belmont, which is a fairly long ride, we spent time playing “name that bird”.  We saw plenty of them flying overhead and across the road in front of us:

brown thrashers
black vultures

cardinals

blue jays

mockingbirds

little brown birds* 

As soon as we got to the lake, we saw a great blue heron taking off from the water’s edge.  It was quite beautiful in my opinion.  
Since the weekend had been pretty wet (Hurricane Ivan had left his mark so there were quite a number of uprooted trees), Dr. McCall figured we would have a productive day looking for amphibians.  While walking we came across a centipede and a millipede, which has a smell very similar to almonds.  We saw lots of field crickets and Joseph found a small inchworm for us to inspect.  Someone asked about all of the stump-like protrusions we were walking through, and Dr. Mac informed us that they were commonly referred to as Cypress knees.  They are pneumatophores, which are upward extensions of the Cypress tree’s root system that grow out of the soil and serve in gas exchange.  Of course, someone almost ran into the large web of a garden spider stretched across the space between two trees; those seemed to be everywhere.  I had a time trying to catch a green tree frog, but he finally got trapped in some leaves and I snatched him up.  Soon after that, someone else found a cricket frog and that was the extent of our amphibian hunting.  It started raining again so we called it a day, and on the way back we passed a few crane flies.  Maybe next time we’ll have more luck…

*Just so you don’t think we were making stuff up, that’s actually what they are called; they are also commonly known as sparrows.
10/24/04 ~ New Orleans, Louisiana

A few of us from the class (Rebecca, Joseph, Amanda, JoAnn, and I) along with some other students (Jessica McFelia, Paul Washington, and Molly McCall) went with Dr. McCall to the Audubon Aquarium of the Americas and the Audubon Zoo.  Of course, I’m not going to list all of the animals we saw there (basically because we can’t use them on our lists) mostly because there are entirely too many to remember.  On the way there we saw snowy egrets and mallard ducks in ponds along the road.  The great American egrets were just standing beside the highway as if that’s where they belonged.


We went to the aquarium first, and Rebecca and I took our own version of the last test, and of course we were able to name almost all of the species that we missed in class; we also recognized the frog calls.  We say next time the test should be taken there.  At the zoo, Dr. Mac really wanted to see the Komodo dragon because he knew we would probably never see one again.  Apparently, there were two at one time but now there’s only one, so there’s speculation that one may have eaten the other after killing it.  It was a hot day with a lot of walking, but I’m really glad I didn’t miss it…
11/01/04 ~ Bluffport

The ride to Bluffport was probably the most adventurous this semester; those of us in the back of the van were in danger of being propelled through the roof.  We saw a couple of yellowhammers*.  We also spotted a pileated woodpecker, which is fairly impressive if you get close enough to take a good look at one.


As we began the journey, Dr. Mac made a point to let us know that it was a “good snake day” so we should be careful where we walked.  I’ll let you know now that in the two hours we were out there, NOT ONE SNAKE.  We got a brief lesson on the history of the area, and spent a little time walking around the limestone looking at the fossils.  There, Tamara and I tried to identify an orange and black jumping spider, but neither of us could.  

Walking further into the woods, we came across a site that was known as the Glory Hole.  The story is there was assumed to be some buried treasure in that location at one time, but nothing was ever found and a large hole was left after much digging.  We also came to a spot dug into the side of the cliff called the Milk Cave (we couldn’t go down and look in ‘cause Dr. M thought someone might go tumbling all the way down).  It was an area that was used for storage.


Once we made it to the bottom of the bluff via the trail through the woods, we tried to see if we could find anything of interest.  Lewis went about rolling logs and did find a couple of different species of centipedes, millipedes (one was huge and released some kind of dye on Dr. Mac’s fingers), and salamanders.  The three-lined salamander ended up getting his tail broken off because he kept trying to get away.  We also saw a pretty big slimy salamander.  There were many anoles running around, and we captured a marbled orb weaver to bring back to the lab.

Now I must say that the trip back to the top of the bluff was pretty exciting.  Walking along the edge of the bank got a little tricky for some of us because the clay was so slippery.  Tanisha probably had the most trouble because once she started falling it seemed impossible for her to stop; she even took Dr. McCall down with her a couple of times.  I believe the award for giving us the biggest scare of the day has to go to Amanda though, and not because we were so worried about her.  We got to a place where we had to jump across a small crossing, but it was at an upward angle.  Dr. Mac was on one side to give people a hand up, and Nic was on the other side to help get them started across.  When Amanda got halfway into her jump, she pulled Dr. M so hard that he went sliding down the hill and we were sure he was a goner.  I know he was one person who was thrilled to finally make it back to the van.  We did stop to rest once we got to the top, and the view was rather nice.  Since that was probably the last of our warm field days, snake hunting is no longer an option.  If we catch one now it will be pure serendipity…

*This is apparently the state bird of Alabama; I’ve been here for thirteen years now and I think that’s the first time I’ve ever heard of one.  The other name for them is yellow-shafted flicker, but I’ve never heard of that one either.
11/08/04 ~ Campus Bird Watching


Today we spent some time walking the campus and looking for birds.  We heard an awful lot of them, but weren’t too successful at spotting them.  We did see quite a few, but many were the same species.  Our expedition started from Bibb Graves, across behind Wallace Hall, past the duck pond and covered bridge, along the area by the baseball field, and ended at the lake.  Instead of trying to remember what was seen where, I will just make a list of the birds that were identified:

cardinal
mockingbirds

turkey vultures

rock doves (pigeons)

blue jays

bluebirds

red-winged blackbird

eastern kingbird

ducks

chipping sparrow

loggerhead shrikes

European starlings

mourning doves

double-crested cormorant

pied-billed grebes


As we walked behind Wallace, Lewis found a southern toad.  I figured since we haven’t had a whole lot of luck finding what we actually look for when we go out that we would come across something we weren’t looking for; I guess the toad counts…
