
Yellow Woolly Bear 

STILLMAN NEWSLETTER 

'WINTER 2003 
WOOLLY BEARS & GUEST GNATS 

-- Mark Spreyer 

Every year, usually around mid-October, one of the stu-
dents visiting the Stillman Nature Center turns up a woolly 
bear caterpillar. This always brings a smile to my face 
because this is the first bug I can remember keeping in a jar. 
In fact, my sister recently reminded me of an old family film 
where I (a 3-year-old larva) am mesmerized by a woolly bear 
crawling on a twig. 

As I grew up and learned more about 
butterflies and moths, the more I realized 
how curious it is to find a caterpillar so late 
in the season. 

You see, some butterflies and moths 
spend the winters in cocoons or chrysalids, 
others as an egg, but the woolly bear spends 
the winter as a woolly bear curled up under a 
rock or log. It's a good thing they're wearing 
such a nice fur coat. 

For those who may not have seen this famil-
iar larva, it is black at both ends and brownish 
red in the middle. In October, the inch-and-a-
half long caterpillar can often be seen scurrying 
across roads and paths searching for a rock, flower 
pot, or a log to crawl under for the winter. 

Winter Forecaster? 
One of the popular myths about how severe a winter 

will be relates to the woolly bear. Allegedly, the wider 
the red band, the worse winter will be. In fact, the 
wider the red band, the older the caterpillar. It's 
kind of like gray hair. 

In the first three to four weeks of their 
lives, they undergo six molts, shedding their 
outer skin and hair as they grow larger. After 
each molt, the red band increases in size. 

This classic black-and-red model is the 
'arva of the Isabella Tiger Moth. They  

feed on common plantain, dandelion, aster, clover, burdock 
and other common plants. 

The caterpillar spotters among you (both of you) might 
be thinking, "Wait a second, I've seen ones that look more 
like a blonde than a redhead or a brunette." 

These are different species of tiger moths, such as the 
yellow woolly bear or the dogbane tiger moth. The larva of 
the latter, as its name suggests, dines on dogbane. Yellow 
woolly bears can be found chewing on a variety of tree 
leaves, from cherries and maples to walnuts and willows. 

When disturbed, all of these furry caterpillars curl into a 
ball and can be remarkably slip-
pery when you try to pick one up. 

Other Winter Bugs 
So, now that the woolly bears are 

under a board or a piece of bark, 
where are some of our other bugs 

this winter? 
Some butterflies, such as the 

mourning cloak, actually spend the win-
ter as a butterfly. They seek out a secluded 

spot such as a tree hollow. I remember seeing 
one at the peak of a lean-to located along a 

cross-country ski trail in central Minnesota. I was 
skiing at the time and just shook my head at this 

tough little critter ... no gore tex, polypropolene or 
anything. 

As long as we're looking at the hollow, check the 
tree's sunny side for soldier beetles, they resemble large 
fireflies. Of course, if the woodpeckers have been there, 

the beetle army will be in retreat. 
While at the tree's sunny side, look at the ground near 

its base. At such a spot, you might notice something that 
looks like fine coffee grounds hopping around on the snow. 
These are snow fleas. No, they are not true fleas like you 
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might find on a pet, but rather, belong to a group of tiny 
insects called springtails. Millions of these miniature vege-
tarians can be found on a single acre. 

Other tiny winter bugs are living inside a custom-built 
house, known as gall, grown by a plant. A gall is 
caused when an insect secretes a chemical 
that causes a plant to grow in an aberrant 
manner. Insect galls can be found on a 
variety of plants. 

Here at Stillman, some of my favorites galls, which look 
like pine cones, are found at the tips of willows branches. 
The occupant is the larva of a small gnat, also called a 
midge, which is just two tenths of an inch long. 

Although the midge triggered the gall to grow, others 
bugs will share the accommodations. For example, species 
of "guest gnats" will move in. (I bet you've had some guest 
gnats over at your house this holiday season.) 

Your Only Young Once 	• 
While writing this article and looking for six-legged 

ideas, one of Stillman's Board members brought me a woolly 
bear from her window well. I wanted to get this little guy 
back in his winter dormitory as soon as possible so I dropped 
by the Barrington Courier-Review office to have his picture 
taken for the newspaper. 

Coincidentally, it was my birthday. While driving back 
to the nature center, I thought about the family movie my 
sister described. I put the woolly bear in a small pile of logs. 
With any luck, at least one of us will mature. 

One secret of success in observing nature is capacity to 
take a hint; a hair may show where a lion is hid. One 
must put this and that together, and value bits and shreds. 
Much alloy exists with the truth. The gold of nature does 
not look like gold at the frst glance. It must be smelted 
and refined in the mind of the observer. And one must 
crush mountains of quartz and wash hills of sand to get to 
it. To know the indications is the main matter. 

--John Burroughs 

Renewal Reminder 
If you see a 2 after your name, this will be your last 
newsletter until you renew. If you didn't receive our 
annual membership letter, just use the form on the 
back of this newsletter. Please remember, in order to 
keep Stillman a viable and diverse natural area, we 
need your support. Thank you. 

PROGRAMS 

Program Basics: PLEASE CALL OR FAX US AT 428- 
OWLS(6957), OR EMAIL STILLMAN AT: 
stillnc@flash.net  TO MAKE RESERVATIONS for pro-
grams. Remember to include your name, phone number, 
and the number of people that will be attending. 

If less than 5 - 10 people (varying with the activity) have 
called two days prior to a program, the program could well 
be cancelled. So, don't forget to call the nature center in 
advance. If you discover that you are unable to attend, 
please call to cancel your reservations. This courtesy will be 
greatly appreciated. 

SNOWSHOE SUNDAYS 

Fresh snow can add a peaceful hush to the landscape 
and a surface that glitters in the bright winter 
sun. In order to help you sample the winter 
scenery in a novel way, we have 20 pairs of 
snowshoes. So, bring your own snowshoes or 
use ours and join us on a winter walk. Please, 
don't forget to call 428-OWLS to make reser-
vations. If there isn't a thick layer of snow, the 
activity will be cancelled. 

Date: Sundays, Jan. 5, 19 & Feb. 9 
Time: 2:00PM 
Fee: None 

MAKING TRACKS 

Join Susan Allman as she shows you how to recognize 
the different types of tracks made by winter's active 
animals. After an indoor introduction, explore 
Stillman's trails for signs of rabbit, squirrel, deer and 
fox. If there is no snow on the 12th, we'll try again on 
Jan. 26th. Snowshoes are also an option on these days. 
Either bring your own snowshoes or borrow ours. 
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Date: 	Sunday, Jan. 12 & 26 
Time: 2:00PM 
Fee: 	None 



OWL MOON WALK 

Native Americans called January's full moon the "owl 
moon." In honor of the owl moon, Mark Spreyer will 
present an indoor presentation on owls. Afterwards, 
with the help of the almost full moon, we will walk the 
trails in search of Stillman's Great Horned Owls. Space 
is limited so call 428-OWLS to make reservations. 

Date: 	Saturday, Jan. 18 
Time: 6:00PM 
Age 	10 years and up 
Member's Fee: Free 
Non-member's Fee: $2.00 

NAME THAT TREE 
Or 

THIS BUD'S FOR YOU! 

Unlike groundhogs, trees don't need a special day to 
check for their shadows. With the help of Stillman's 
naturalist, you'll learn how to identify cherry, maple, 
ash and other midwestern trees. Easy to remember tips 
and simple hand-outs will keep you from barking up the 
wrong tree! Come prepared for the weather and bring 
your questions. 

Date: 	Sunday, Feb. 2 
Time: 2:00PM 
Age: 	10 years and up 
Fee: 	None 

Please note that the Stillman Nature Center is also available 
during the week, by reservation, to school classes. For a 
brochure that describes the programs and fees, just call or email 
us at stillnc@flash.net  and we'll be happy to send you one. 

THE TRIBUTE TREES 
Tribute trees are planted to honor or celebrate 

persons or events that have touched our lives. Call 
or email us for the list of tribute trees currently 
available. Tree prices (which includes purchase, 
delivery, and planting) range from $500 - $700. 

In addition to the tree, most of which will be 
2" in diameter at breast height, the nonoree's 
name will appear on a small plaque which will be 
located on the white brick wall that parallels the 
entrance drive. 

C 

NEW BIRD-BLIND AMOST DONE 
The Dec. 1 Daily Herald featured a marvelous story 

and photographs about our new wetland observation sta-
tion (aka bird-blind). 

Stillman bought the materials but the design and the 
labor was provided by Dave Wietrzak's manufacturing 
class from Hersey High School. The walls, floor, and 
trusses were built at the school. 

Over one weekend, Dave along with yours truly and 
Board member Jim Kaltsas, unloaded these preassembled 
pieces. On Monday, Nov. 18, Dave returned with his class, 
an ATV, and a trailer. 

Thanks to volunteers Roger Laegeler and Nancy 
Hallquist, the trail was widened and the class was able to 
move and build the most of the structure in one day. 

Jim and Dave returned later, generator in tow, and fin-
ished the roof as the sun was setting. 

A few things, such as a bench to sit on, have yet to be 
built, but all in all, much was accomplished thanks to the 
enthusiastic help of the students and a gifted teacher from 
Hersey High School. 

A special thank you goes to Jim Kaltsas who, as the 
Herald put it, was the glue that brought Hersey and 
Stillman together. 

SEASONAL SCIENCE - WINTER 
A Class for Educators • 1 Hour Graduate Credit 

Course Description 
This course will provide participants with the opportunity 
to experience a variety of science activities which explore 
winter. Topics include: tree identification, animal tracking, 
snowshoeing, owls, bird feeders, and seasonal environmen-
tal changes. These activities will be appropriate to a vari-
ety of grade levels and will emphasize content background, 
concept development, and process skills. 

Friday evening activities will be conducted in both the 
classroom and on the grounds at the District 54 Nature 
Center in Schaumburg. Much of Saturday will be spent in 
the field at the Stillman Nature Center and will take 
place rain or shine. 
Days 	Dates 	Times 
Friday 	 1/24 	4:00 - 9:30 PM 
Saturday 	1/25 	8:30 AM - 5:00 PM 
Instructors: Susan Allman, 4th grade teacher, Fox School; 
Mark Spreyer, Director, Stillman Nature Center 
Fees: $35.00 materials fee which includes meals (dinner, 
breakfast, lunch). $60.00, 1 hr. graduate credit from 
Aurora University. 
Materials: To be provided. Outdoor dress required. 
Min/Max: 10 Minimum/20 Maximum 
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ALEXANDER STILLMAN AUDUBON NATURE CENTER 
BOARD MEMBERS 

Susan Allman, President • Jim Kaltsas, Vice President • John Albanese, Treasurer 
Rita Mueller, Secretary • Eva Combs, Legal Advisor • William Brough • Joy Sweet • Bill Mueller 

Barbara Day • Roger Laegeler • Mary Bates • George Sawicki 
BOARD MEMBER EMERITUS: 

Frank Spreyer 

Mark Spreyer, Director & Newsletter Editor 
Jill Kohler, Newsletter Illustrator 

If you aren't already a member, please consider joining us. 

❑ Yes, I'd like to become a member of the Stillman Nature Center. I enclose my tax deductible contribution of $ 	 

❑ I'd like to help as a volunteer with programs or land management at the Stillman Nature Center, please call me. 

❑ Please send a gift membership from 	 to the name and address listed below. 

Name 	  
Student 	  $10.00 
Member 	 25.00 

Address 	Supporting Member 	50.00 
Contributing Member 	 100.00 
Sustaining Member 	500.00 

Telephone 	 Partner 	  1000.00 

Please mail with your check to: 

ALEXANDER STILLMAN AUDUBON NATURE CENTER, 33 West Penny Road, South Barrington, IL 60010 
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