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—J. F.

For Chris, who, even before this book came along, had me slow down and keep an eye to the forest floor

—K. K.




[image: Decorative image]





Contents



[image: Decorative image]



	Welcome to the Woods

	[image: Decorative image]January



	[image: Decorative image]February


	[image: Decorative image]March


	[image: Decorative image]April


	[image: Decorative image]May


	[image: Decorative image]June



	[image: Decorative image]July


	[image: Decorative image]August


	[image: Decorative image]September


	[image: Decorative image]October


	[image: Decorative image]November


	[image: Decorative image]December


	Tips and Activities for Exploring and Observing Nature Where You Are

	Seeing Nature Through Art

	Species List with Scientific Names

	Acknowledgments

	About the Authors

	Join Our Conversation








Welcome to the Woods


The first time I stepped into the woods behind my house, it was a relatively wet and warm day for February. Phil (my husband), our old dog Daisy, and I stepped out of the farm field and into our little section of forest. It felt kind of magical.

Now that we had settled into our new 224-year-old farm house, we had nine acres of woods to explore. The foggy air made the moss and lichen glow bright green against the white snow and the dark, wet rocks and bark. The snow made it very quiet, too. No birds were singing this time of year, but we knew they were around.

We stopped to admire a huge paper birch, and my eye caught a bright orange cluster of mushrooms at the top of the tree. I’d later identify them as stinking orange oyster mushrooms. A slight movement made me glance over. A well-camouflaged ruffed grouse stared down at us. The woods truly felt like an enchanted world.

Since that day, I’ve spent many hours looking for interesting things in the woods. The interesting things I find are always changing, depending on the seasons, the weather, and what I am curious about. The ground is soft and wet, and frequent windstorms have knocked down a lot of trees. Walking through fallen spruces, cedars, and birches can be like making your way through a jungle gym, but the mess creates an ideal habitat for all the little forest critters.

Tangled branches provide great places to build nests and hide from predators. A fallen tree means a little more sunlight can reach the ground, encouraging seeds to sprout. Rotting wood and decaying stumps enrich the soil. Brightly colored mushrooms and a variety of insects help the breakdown process. The bugs are an essential food source for nearly everything living in these woods.

Many of the things I’ve discovered in the forest behind my house have made it into the paintings in this book—including the wild turkey egg I found on a day in December, frozen and half buried in mud. Did a fox steal it from a nest and drop it months before? How long had it sat there undisturbed?

I created a painting for every month of the year, each centered around the stump of a different species of tree. The stump is surrounded by plants and animals that you might see that month in a forest containing that species of tree. The types of plants and animals that live in a particular area depend a lot on what kinds of trees are around. For instance, many animals rely on the fruit of oak trees (acorns) for food in winter, when other sources of food like insects or fresh greens aren’t available. In forests with lots of oak, you might also find lots of squirrels and blue jays. They love acorns.

So much can change in a month. A bird can lay an egg in May, and the hatched baby bird will have learned to fly by June. In May, the American mountain ash is covered in evenly spaced clusters of small white flowers. By September, after bees have completed their pollination duty and summer has given the fruits time to develop, the blooms have transformed into clusters of red-orange berries—a favorite snack of many birds trying to fatten up before a long flight south.

As I’ve gotten to know my patch of woods, there are things I have noticed and go back to check on often. Every first week of April, I check to see if the winter wrens are back. Their enchanting song echoes through the woods all spring. In June, I go and check the spot where a tightly packed group of five or six pink lady slippers come up every year. I just like knowing they’re still there, and I mark in my nature journal the date they bloom. Even in the winter there’s always something going on. On one January walk the scream of a nearby barred owl nearly made me drop my camera in the snow. I’ll make sure to add the owl to the list of birds I saw that day. All these notes helped inform what plants and animals to include in each painting, and they help me remember when to expect the spring peepers to start their spring chorus again.

I hope this book might inspire you to take a closer look at the way nature is unfolding all around you, too. Anyone can make an interesting nature observation, even if you live in the city. There are plants growing out of sidewalk cracks. If you look closely, there’s likely a bug on that plant. If you watch, perhaps a bird snatches that bug and flies it up to a nest full of hungry baby birds, unnoticed in a nearby tree. One observation leads to another. Everything is so beautifully connected.

Jada Fitch
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January The hushed woods wait
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January wakes us with frigid dawns and salmon sunrises. In the forest, a barred owl, already scoping out nesting sites, spooks and flees on silent wings. Great horned owls will soon be laying eggs. Their low, fluttery hoots pierce cold nights. The owls listen for the sounds of rodents busy under the snow, in their labyrinth of tunnels.

Snow keeps everything warmer, acting as a blanket for grouse, hibernating frogs, the egg cases of spiders, and the forest floor itself. Without snow cover, the freeze will sink deep into the soil, damaging tree roots. Trees will grow much slower, even years later.

During summer, trees form buds for the following spring. Then, before winter sets in, they pull back water to keep their buds from freezing. The buds of red oaks appear in clusters at the ends of their branches. Though winter branches may look lifeless, these buds are only on pause: Ready to burst open, the little green leaves and flowers are all wrapped up inside.


Mammals


	American mink


	Bobcat


	Deer mouse


	White-tailed deer antler





Birds


	American tree sparrow


	Barred owl


	Common redpoll


	Dark-eyed junco


	Downy woodpecker


	Northern shrike


	Tufted titmouse





Insects & Spiders


	Green long-jawed orbweaver


	Oak shothole leafminer damage


	Reddish-brown stag beetle, larva


	Round bullet gall wasp


	Snow fly


	Spongy oak apple gall wasp


	Winter gnat





Plants


	Big-fruit hawthorn


	Boreal oakmoss


	Boulder broom moss


	Brocade moss


	Bug-on-a-stick moss


	Crisped pincushion moss


	Northern red oak acorns


	Northern red oak stump


	Oak haircap moss


	Prickly tree-clubmoss


	Rock polypody


	Sensitive fern


	White meadowsweet





Lichen, Fungi & Slime Molds


	Artist’s bracket


	Common toadskin lichen


	Elegant sunburst lichen


	Frosted rim-lichen


	Oak mazegill


	Pom-pom shadow lichen


	Stinking orange oyster


	Tree jelly
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Green Long-Jawed Orbweaver


Any green long-jawed orbweaver glimpsed in winter is a juvenile—no adults emerge until June. Each jaw, indeed long, folds up like a switchblade but opens to catch and paralyze insect prey—in winter, mostly snow fleas or springtails—with its single fang. With its glassy legs stretched out before and behind it, the spider’s shiny green body blends in among the conifers it prefers. But on snow, it stands out like a jewel.


[image: Green long jawed orbweaver spider and northern red oak acorns]


Northern Red Oak Acorns

The acorns that fall in autumn aren’t ready to germinate until spring—if any are left. Everything is eating them: squirrels, woodpeckers, deer, blue jays. After the retreat of the glaciers 20,000 years ago, blue jays helped oaks spread north, burying acorns far and wide, forgetting some. One researcher discovered that blue jays prefer south-facing slopes, where the snow will melt first, to bury their stashes.


Mosses

The mosses have plumped their cells with sugar to keep from freezing. If the snow is not too thick, the winter sun might shine through and reach their evergreen velvet.

Most mosses can’t transport water up their stems. Instead, they absorb it directly from rain or snowmelt, dew, or humid air. But oak haircap moss has cells in its stem that move water up from soil. It has another trick, too: Its stars will close up if they get too dry. They’ll wait.

You won’t confuse the starbursts of haircap moss with boulder broom moss, which usually clings to rocks. Boulder broom is wispy and slick, like short, green hair swept by wind; windswept moss is another of its names.


[image: oak haircap moss]


Northern Shrike

If you scan every fence post and bare treetop in every brushy field all winter long, you might get lucky once and find a northern shrike. With its flashy black-gray-and-white, a shrike could remind you of a mockingbird. Its song, too, may mimic others, harsh or sweet. But if you find a mouse or small bird impaled on a thorn, a piece of barbed wire, or a sharp twig, there’s no doubt a shrike has been there.


[image: boulder broom moss]

Lacking the talons of a hawk, the songbird nicknamed “butcher bird” uses its notched bill to snap the necks of rodents. It uses thorns to help hold its prey for eating, or to save it for later when the weather turns poor and hunting difficult. Also, a male wants to advertise his success. A potential female mate who sees a bush plastered with tiny bodies will know she is in good hands; the male will provide for her when she sits on her nest all summer long.


[image: Northern shrike, with big fruit hawthorn and a deer mouse impaled on a thorn]


Deer Mouse

The deer mouse is food for many, including the shrike. Winter is the time when survival is hardest. During these hungry months, it gnaws on seeds it has stashed away. Before dawn, its body switches from burning carbohydrates to burning fat, and all day it huddles with others in tree holes. As twilight


Mink
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Elegant Sunburst Lichen
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Sensitive Fern
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Snow Fly
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