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(our local species, the American
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New Year's Hike in Wilks Woods

January 1

Snowshoes were unnecessary for the
first time in three years as about 20
Nats headed out into Wilks Woods to
celebrate the start of 2019. A
shallow, consolidated snowpack
provided good footing throughout the
tour.

wolf lichen on old stump

Ascending the open slopes in the Ponderosa Pine Zone,
(driest forested zone in BC), we noticed clues which hinted
at the relatively recent fire history. Blackened stumps and
scars suggested that, about 100 years ago, a significant
burn had occurred. Axe and cross-cut sawn stumps
indicated that some hand logging had taken place, and
several trees in moister spots had survived and partially
healed.

Dry grass poked through the snow;
two species, pinegrass and
cheatgrass, prevailed. The third
species usually present in this zone,
bluebunch wheatgrass, was almost
nonexistent.
Perennial pinegrass, reaching
60-100 cm tall, growing from long
rhizomes, has reddish stem bases
and usually forms extensive cover.
Pinegrass (Calamagrostis rubescens)
and other similar grass and sedge
species were called “timbergrass”
by interior native peoples. It was
used for lining cache pits and pitcooking ovens. Also, it was woven

getting our fire going
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into socks and
moccasin insoles.
Except for several
weeks of spring
growth, pinegrass is
not very palatable
to grazing animals.
Downy brome
(Bromus tectorum),
known as
cheatgrass, with its
nodding seedheads,
is widespread on
dry, disturbed sites.
This tufted annual,
20–60 cm tall, is an
introduced, weedy
grass that can be
very prolific, rapidly
covering disturbed
sites and adjacent

cooking, eating and drinking

the view towards The Buttes and Purcell Range

grasslands and
forest
openings. The
common
name,
cheatgrass,
suggests that it
has little
nutrient value.
Unwittingly
imported from
the
Mediterranean,
it dries out very
quickly,
becoming
extremely
flammable.
These plants,
germinating in
the fall, are
able to utilize
spring moisture
earlier than
most other
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plants, giving them a competitive advantage. As a result,
cheatgrass interrupts the natural regeneration of disturbed
sites. On arid grasslands, it initially provides an important
source of spring forage. However, plants mature and dry
quickly, becoming hazardous to consume. Long, slender awns
in the seed head can irritate and puncture soft tissues in the
mouths of grazing animals. Awns may become lodged in the
paws and ears of domestic pets, often causing infection.
Dry grasses increase the occurrence and intensity of fires in
sagebrush areas. They can serve as the kindling necessary to
ignite hotter-burning plants, creating more intense, sprawling
wildfires. The healthier the natural plant community, the less
susceptible it will be to cheatgrass invasion.

the log book on Whisky Jack
Summit

Upon reaching the top of the “thighmaster” portion of the
hike, it was time to get our own little fire going. Soon
enough, smokies browned, while a little something to drink
was served.
According to Dan, “Smokies are delicious when prepared
so primitively. Those of us who felt chilled were simply too
far from the fire and had not eaten any smokies. The
consumption of smokies on the trail gives adventurers a
significant energy boost.”
cairn on top of Whisky Jack

The main trail, traversing a series of little groves and
meadows, led to the bench at the summit of Whisky Jack
Hill. A quiet spot, with grey sky, calm wind and fairly mild
temperature, was a fine place to rest a bit. Several minutes
later, down, around and up a bit, the top of Sunflower Hill
offered an expansive view of the trench and lower slopes of
the familiar Rockies.

looking at the view
Balsamroot carpets these southeast facing
slopes; a few seed heads and dry leaves
poked through the snow. The complete name
is arrowleaf balsamroot (Balsamorhiza
sagittata). It is a member of the sunflower
tribe of the Asteraceae, or sunflower family.
On large mature plants, the branching, barky
root of this taprooted perennial can achieve

resting on the bench
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a diameter of up to 10 cm
and extend over 2 m in
depth. All of the plant can
be eaten. Bitter and pinelike in taste, the seeds
were particularly valuable
to native peoples as food
or when used for oil.
Often in the company of
sagebrush (Artemesia
spp.) and ponderosa pine,
balsamroot defines many
southerly exposed slopes
and open ridges. In the
spring, it produces
gorgeous displays of
yellow flowers. This
coarse, conspicuous plant
is shunned by cattle and
looking down the St. Mary Valley towards the Rockies from Sunflower Hill
horses, and therefore
tends to increase on
overgrazed land.
After the hike, most of
the happy group
stopped in at Marianne
and Daryl’s home for
tea, snacks and
socializing. It was an
appropriate way to start
the new year.
Daryl Calder
Stewart Wilson photos

St. Eugene Mission building with St. Mary River in background,
seen from Sunflower Hill
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Mother’s Day Hill Hike

January 19

With one last step to the top of Mother’s Day Hill, the Lower St. Mary Valley and the Wycliffe area
popped into view for our group of
five Naturalists. It is easy to locate
landmarks such as waterways and
buttes from this vantage point. Just
below the summit we were
fortunate to hear and then observe a
somewhat common woodpecker
feeding on a drought stricken
Douglas-fir tree. The Black-backed
Woodpecker is a year-round
resident, eating mainly the larvae of
wood-boring insects.

woodpecker holes in a Douglas-fir trunk

Our route took us through dry
mixed ponderosa pine, interior
Douglas-fir and western larch
forest. Some of the tree trunks had
distinctive patterning and an
attractive orangey colour. Snags
had lots of cavities, with some

providing good nesting and sheltering sites.
Several varieties of lichen decorated tree
branches. Wolf lichen (Letharia vulpina) is bright,
greenish sulphur yellow lichen found on
coniferous trees in somewhat exposed sites. The

ponderosa pine

Black-backed Woodpecker
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Latin, letharia, means deadly.
Northern Europeans added
Letharia vulpina to their bait
mixtures, which killed wolves.
Interior First Nations peoples
used this lichen to dye
clothing material and as a face
and body paint.
Turning to smaller organisms,
sharp-eyed Stewart discovered
winter crane flies on top of the
snow along the lower trail.
These flies live under leaf
litter, in caves and in animal
burrows. They feed on
decaying fungi, scat and
carrion. The dark brown,
short-lived adults can
sometimes be observed on top
of the snow.

winter crane fly

Mother’s Day Hill is a short hike, close to town and
attractive in all seasons.
Marianne Nahm and Daryl Calder
Stewart Wilson photos

wolf lichen on tree trunks
.

view from Mother's Day Hill - down the St. Mary Valley
to the Rockies
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Monitoring and Cleaning Duck Boxes

February 7

It was time to inspect and clean out the duck boxes
that the Rocky Mountain Naturalists had placed
around Elizabeth Lake three years ago. This year Rob
Roulston had volunteered to GPS the coordinates and
make a permanent map.

Stewart Wilson

duck box interior
Katrin Powell

Greg Ross

We showed up with an extension ladder,
tools, sawdust and a sleigh. We had five
naturalists out to help on the beautiful sunny
spring-like day: Rob, Katrin, Jane, Lyle and
myself. We opened all eight of the original
RMNat boxes as well as two more that had
been placed a few years before by a high
school group. Ten duck nesting boxes have
now been mapped and cleaned, ready for
use by this year's possible users. Wood
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Katrin Powell
ducks, Barrow’s
goldeneyes, common
goldeneyes, common
mergansers and
buffleheads are all cavity
nesting birds and could
use these boxes if they
decide to nest at
Elizabeth Lake.
Greg Ross

Katrin
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RM Nats Winter Social

February 10

February 10, 2019, appeared with frigid temperatures and blowing snow.
It was the perfect day for inside sports. Twenty Naturalists converged on
the Juniper Bowling Lanes in downtown Cranbrook. After being divided
into five teams, they donned bowling shoes and limbered up prior to their
two rousing games of bowling. The best team score was held by Rob W.,
Rob R., George and Greg. Second best team score was held by Daryl,
Gerry, Lyle and Nigel. Third best team score was held by Ron W., Patty,
Dan and Paula. The best individual score was held by Greg, second best
by George and third best tied between Dan and Paula. The most
improved team was Marianne, Leslia, Caroline and Jim. Way to go teams!
Afterward, a delicious pot luck dinner was hosted by Nancy and Rob,
with 30 Naturalists in attendance. As usual, we had heaps of food, and I
think everyone ate too much. Thank you very much to Nancy and Rob for
hosting!
Paula Rogers
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Beacon Hill Goat Dip Slope Trail

February 15
Twisting, turning,
our snowshoe trail
climbed steadily
through variable
woods, meadows,
gullies and rocky
outcrops. Bedrock
was never very far,
thanks to several
glaciations in the
most recent,
relatively short, era
of geologic time.
Here, an
opportunity
presented itself to
observe and
discuss two key
geologic terms –
strike and dip.
Lyle Grisedale

A great thickness
of ocean floor
sediment beds has tilted downward toward the north and east sometime in the dim and distant
past. The slope, or ‘dip’, of about 20 to
30 degrees, could easily be seen where
small, snow free rock faces occurred.
Glaciers had whittled away at the base of
the sloping beds, allowing great slabs to
break loose, slide down and be eroded
away. In contrast, the upper edges of the
beds were exposed, and massive slides
could not occur as easily. Erosion was
slower, enabling southwest facing cliffs to
resist erosion and stand tall.
On a geologic map, strike and dip are
indicated by a little ‘T’ symbol. The short
‘stem’ indicates the direction of the dip; a
numeral shows the degree of slope. The
longer segment is perpendicular,
symbolizing the compass direction of the
strike, or axis, of the formation at that particular point.

courses.lumenlearning.com/
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Thanks to the packed snow of the trail, we easily
contoured across steep, smooth slabs of bare rock.
Moss and lichen cling to cracks in the rock; trees
cannot survive due to the lack of soil and moisture.
If the dip had been steeper, the risk of snow
avalanche would have been greater. Mule deer
tracks threaded their way among steep ledges with
apparent confidence.

Lyle

Soon enough seven of us stood on top of Beacon
Hill. A lack of wind allowed us to relax, snack and
enjoy the winter scene. Here, a native shrub of the

hydrangea family has established a small patch.
Lewis’ mock orange, Philadelphus lewisii, is the state
flower of Idaho. Several clumps of the 1-3 meter tall
deciduous shrub thrive on the rocky slopes at the
forest edge of this relatively harsh environment. The
species name honors Captain Meriwether Lewis, the
first to collect scientific samples, in northern Idaho.
The common name is derived from the sweet orange
blossom aroma of the flowers.
Also called syringa (bridal wreath), mock orange was
Lyle
utilized by first nations people. The stiff, hard wood
could be used to make combs, knitting needles, rims
for birch bark baskets and cradle hoods. The wood was burned and the resulting charcoal ground
and mixed with pitch or bear grease, creating salves for treating sores and swellings. The leaves,
bruised, boiled or mashed, were used in several ways for healthful benefit.
The blossoms are out in profusion during June and can hardly be confused with those of any
other shrub. Usually four oblong, white petals, large
and showy, are borne in clusters of 3-15 flowers at
branch ends. The delicate fragrance invariably
arouses curiosity in June; a good time for us to
again explore the rocky attributes of the Goat Dip
Slope and Beacon Hill.
Back at Marianne and Daryl’s base camp, clam
chowder and bread were served. Naturalists are
fortunate to be able to explore and appreciate
relatively wild country near Cranbrook in all
seasons.
mock orange in summer
wacdpmc.org

Daryl Calder
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Beeline Trail
Nine
naturalists
came out on a
brisk morning
to hike the
new Beeline
Trail. The trail
is less than 5
km long and is
designed to be
used on
snowshoes or
packed winter
conditions.
The trailhead
is a few
kilometers east
of Cranbrook,
starting from

March 2

on the trail

Gretchen Whetham
the pullout on the
south side of
HWY 3 where the
highway goes to
two lanes
eastbound. The
trail was well
packed from
previous
snowshoers so we
were able to use
just boots and
poles.
The trail crosses
the Isadore
Canyon Trail
before heading
into the trees and
up to the hilltop,
gaining 265
George Rogers meters before
looping back
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down to the start. The loop around the top affords
great views in all directions. The wind was chilly,
so we didn’t linger very long!
Some naturalists observed a Spruce Grouse while
others had an excellent view of a Goldencrowned Kinglet. Blowing snow obliterated the
numerous tracks we spotted on the pre-walk.
The
looking south
Gretchen
naturalists
had lunch
on a sheltered south facing slope. Dave rewarded the
hikers with his chewy chocolate, cranberry, chocolate chip
cookies!

from the eastern viewpoint
Dave Floer

This trail is destined to become a good winter option as it
is close to town and nicely supplements other trails in the
valley.
Jo Ellen Floer

looking east

Bob Whetham
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Internet Links
The website for Rocky Mountain Naturalists can be found at:
http://www.rockymountainnaturalists.org/
It has a calendar of events, a blog with photographs, archived newsletters, and more.
Make sure you are up to date on the latest techniques for keeping yourselves safe in the wild. Visit
this site now and then to see how the science has given us new information.
www.wildsafebc.com
BC Big Tree Registry http://bcbigtree.ca This site lists the BC champions of various species, among
other information.
Botanical names http://www.winternet.com/%7Echuckg/dictionary.html

Curlew locations http://birdscanada.org/research/speciesatrisk/index.jsp?targetpg=lbcu
Cranbrook Community Forest https://www.cranbrookcommunityforest.com/

Mystery Photo from winter issue

slate strata formation at Marble Canyon, Kootenay National Park

Rob Woods
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Field Trips
Leader responsibilities:
Radios and first aid kits are available from Paula.
Find a replacement leader if necessary.
Keep the group together.
All leaders must have trip waiver forms [available from Paula] in case any nonmembers come along on the trip. Non-members must sign, and forms must
be returned to Paula. Non-member insurance costs $2.00.
Make sure everybody leaves the parking area safely.
Get someone to write an account of the field trip for the newsletter. Send it in to
rmnatskestrel@gmail.com, along with pictures, as soon as possible.
Carpoolers: Please offer to chip in for gas. On a round trip with a driving time of under an
hour the compensation should be $5.00 and on a round trip with a driving time of
an hour or more the compensation should be $10.00.
No dogs on field trips, please
Upcoming Events These are events planned at the present time. Watch your inbox for more
details, possible changes and additional events.

Thursday
2
May
Turtle Day
Sunday
19
May
Big Tree Hike
Sunday
26
May
Little Big Day
Tuesday-Friday 28-31
May
Club Camp
Saturday
15
June
Cactus Mountain Hike
RMNats meetings - every two months, on the third Wednesday of odd-numbered months
Next meetings Wednesday
May 15
Wednesday
July 17
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