Started Sept. 30, 2003      NATURE   STORIES     from Temple
(last edited 7/23/06)                                         
                                        See INDEX on last page
    [If you enjoy reading this, send me one of YOUR nature stories.  I may add it to this!)]
  This all started when Ray, below, shared a bobcat story with me, and I sent him some:
Hi! Ray & Susan Smith – enjoyed Ray’s bobcat story last week.  It tops my favorite nature stories related to our adjacent Fayette County land off 290, 6 mi. no. of Round Top.  Wellll, perhaps right behind the nursing twin fawns seen with Carol, below.  Your story inspired me to record my nature experiences, mainly near the cabin and to share with family & friends as enticement to see more of God’s creatures at work in the woods.  For those other readers, Ray’s family has owned land between Round Top Road (off HW 290) & our original 24 acres since soon after we bought ours in 1970.  We first met Ray when his 4 wheel vehicle pulled our car out of Violet’s Creek (which runs through both our properties)!  Ray’s family owned a bait & tackle shop at the Galveston causeway until recently.  Nita & I enjoy their friendship.  I will tell your bobcat story last (pg.12, before more are added later.)  We hope you enjoy them. 
                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

About 1971 sons Kevin & Brian and I met the county agent at our place to decide where to dig a pond.  The boys kept yelling:  “A snake has a duck!!!”  I kept saying “later”, to save the agent’s valuable time.  I finally followed them back into the woods - sure enough, there was a six foot black snake with a baby cottontail rabbit in its mouth!  The rabbit’s head was in the snake’s mouth.  With the legs spread wide, it DID look a lot like a duck.  We threw rocks until the snake released the rabbit & slithered off.  (We saw that snake off and on for years but did not kill it, knowing it was not poisonous.)  The rabbit was still ALIVE and we tried to nurse it back to health, but it died by the day’s end.  Too much excitement for poor “Peter Cottontail”.  Since he died anyway, we were sort of sorry we kept the snake from having lunch.
                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

We have surprised several “Road Runners” as we drive back into our woods.  They run really fast (have never seen one fly, but they can.)  Up close they actually have some pretty colors.

                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Early on we built a platform in the woods near the present creek crossing location.  We would pitch a homemade tent on the platform & spend many nights there.  A policeman first owned the land that the Smiths now own.  On an early camping trip the policeman walked down the creek from his place to visit.  He mentioned that a deer had become entangled as it attempted to jump his fence – and the coyotes had eaten the deer!  We did not go see it, but we were really wide awake for a long time that night!! We left the Coleman lantern on until fuel ran out!  We then did not even have the tent, just sleeping on the platform.  The platform later became the floor to the first room of our cabin up on the mound by the pond.

                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

We always enjoyed anything to do with nature.  One night after dark, I took a Coleman lantern & a “have-a-heart” trap (caught animals without hurting them) & walked back into the woods with Carol to set the trap with the hopes we might get to see & release a possum or raccoon or something rare in it the next morning.  The lantern lit the ground where we were going, but it did not really let us see anything in front of us because the lantern shined its light in all directions & blinded us pretty well.  Deep into the woods we heard a LOUD snort, rocks flying everywhere!  My heart just stopped!  I had never experienced walking up on a deer at night & startling it.  (Startling IT!!??)

                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

We were always impressed with the local Game Wardens who would stop by and chat.  Back in the 70’s the locals treated this area as their own hunting area.  Wardens were trying to stop it.  When we first bought the place, I found a big burned out hollow oak tree - assumed a hunter set fire to flush out a coon, fox or something.  One night Kevin & Brian & I sat on top of the mound formed by pond excavation in the dark.  A draught kept the pond empty the first year! We blew a cow horn purchased at the Houston Rodeo – wondering if any wild animals would come up (worrying that they MIGHT come up!)  The next morning the Game Warden drove in, said “someone reported hearing a horn last night.  Did you hear it?”  Yes, it was us!  He said poachers often have a friend drop them off on Round Top Road.  The friend would drive back at preset time & blow his horn.  The illegal hunter comes & they drive off.  No one sees a suspicious car parked during illegal hunting.  The Game Wardens are helpful & very nice.  As of Dec/05 the warden is Erick Nygren.
                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Driving into the property after dark one night, at the site of the old camp site, a big hawk fluttered down out of the trees, blinded by the car lights.  It banged off of the limbs and thumped to the ground.  It sat until his vision cleared up and flew off.

                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

In the ‘70s & ‘80s we often saw & killed copperhead snakes.   We once saw what must have been a non-poisonous king snake because at about three feet I think it was too long for a poisonous coral snake.  They both have red, yellow and black rings.  The little poem: “Red and yellow kill a fellow” tells you that if the red and yellow rings touch each other, it is a coral snake and poisonous. I have heard that coral snakes only reach 15 inches or so and king snakes reach 20 or 36 inches.  One winter I was walking stooped over in deep brush.  I looked up and I was at eye level to a small copperhead curled up in a bush enjoying a warm ray of sunshine.  Scared me but I sent him to snake heaven.   We have not seen a poisonous snake in many years now, but I am sure they are still there, particularly water moccasins.

                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

During Kevin and Brian’s early teen years, we decided to try to kill a deer, skin it and eat it “like the Indians”.  One morning it was Kevin’s turn to take a gun to a tree deer blind, but at 4:00 AM he decided to stay in bed and Brian went to the blind.  He knew to NEVER follow a wounded deer across a fence line, because another hunter might mistake him for a deer and shoot HIM.  (Fences in deer season can be dangerous.  One of my best college friends, David Baggett, died with an accidental gun shot while stooped over at a fence line looking at deer tracks – the grieving hunter on the adjoining property mistook David for a deer!)  Brian also knew to not have the bolt and shell in the gun when he climbed the tree deer blind.   Brian told us this story:  After he got into the tree blind, he placed the bolt in the gun & waited for daylight.  Later, he saw a 6 point buck looking at him!  The buck was on the wrong side and he had to aim left-handed.  He aimed carefully, began to squeeze the trigger and … nothing.  He had forgotten to jack a shell into the chamber!  The buck was still there.  He carefully jacked a shell into the chamber (thinking wrongly that the noise would spook the buck) and again carefully aimed, squeezed and BOOM!  The buck took off like lightning.  Brian was really afraid the deer would jump the fence and he would lose him (Brian was pretty sure he had hit the deer.)   Just as the deer got to the fence, he dropped dead!  Brian HAD hit him.  I was still in my blind near the cabin & saw Brian happily walking back to the cabin. Brian hollered:  “Does anyone want to help a boy drag his deer to the cabin?”  Brian was justifiably proud.  We drug it to the cabin and I hung it in a tree.  I skinned it, my first to skin, and boy, it was a lot harder than I thought it would be!  We cut it up, took it home and put it in the freezer.  We all enjoyed the venison, our first.  
                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Later that year, I killed a 6 point buck also; my first, but in the meantime I had heard how to “skin a deer with a golf ball”.  Sounds strange, but simple.  We lay the deer on a sheet of plastic with his head tied to a tree.  I cut his skin in a ring all around his neck and then cut a slit from the ring down to between the front shoulders (like the front of a shirt.)  I did not have a golf ball, so I slipped a small rock under the corner of skin where the ring and the front slit come together.  I folded the skin over the rock, wrapped a rope tightly around the skin holding the rock tightly in place (the rock was just a lump in the skin and served as a place to attach the rope.)  I then tied the other end of the rope to the car front bumper and very slowly backed up.  The deer popped out of his skin just as if you were slipping off a pair of gloves!  Very quick & neat.  There the deer lay on the plastic with all the skin gone!!  Much easier with this deer number two.  This was also the last deer we shot.  We do not hunt any more; just enjoy seeing them and occasionally taking pictures.  I found that getting into the blind; 20 feet up in a huge oak, while it was still pitch dark kept the animals from even knowing I was there after the sun came up!  What a wonderfully spiritual experience to see the woods come alive as the sun hit the tops of the trees – sort of “one with nature”.  I have had a squirrel cross through my tree a few feet away without even noticing me!  My first sighting of a bird called a tufted tit-mouse was in my deer blind and I got a good picture of it that now hangs in my office.  I could not wait to get home, develop the film, get out my bird book & learn what it was.
                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Our son Rick Barnett came with us once and hunted with me.  Neither one of us saw a deer that day.  Rick is in the building business and gave us some demo cabinets for cabin.

                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Once I was in my deer blind in the middle of the day to take pictures of a hawk family in a nearby tree.  Cute little yellow fuzzy baby hawks getting fed by their mama, perhaps a freshly caught mouse?  I looked down to the ground and was surprised to see a large doe under a nearby tree not 20 feet away!  The kids were playing noisily across the pond.   I was surprised to see the deer so calm, so close and thinking no one knew she was there. 

                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Carol and I went alone to the cabin a number of times.  Once (she was about eight) we were unpacking the car and Carol whispered:  “Dad!  There is a deer behind the cabin!”  Sure enough, not 20 feet away!  Not just a deer, but a mother with twin spotted fawns taking turns nursing!  I had NEVER seen this in the wild (nor since).  We carefully got the camera and took many pictures, but none of them showed both fawns in the same picture.  What a thrilling experience for us to share.  I will never forget this, and cherish an 8”x12” framed picture of this in my office.

                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

About 1975 Kevin & I went alone.  As we approached the front gate on the gravel “Deer Haven” road, we saw a pair of large Bucks with velvet horns about fifty yards back in the trees.  We stopped and took two rolls of film with a telephoto lens before they ran.  I have that picture also, in my office.
                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Brian learned a painful lesson on bug identification in the creek once.  He picked up an interesting bug from under a rock & picked it up – he now knows what a scorpion looks like! 
                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

In the early 70s we occasionally saw a black squirrel - extremely wild.  We only saw them from some distance as they scurried away fast through the tree tops.  We never saw more than one at a time.  We have not seen a black squirrel or any other type of squirrel (other than the next story) since about 1980. 
                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Tales of how squirrels can be destructive to a home roof are prevalent.  Frustration also set in concerning squirrel damage to our yard bird feeders on Kathy Lane.  Soooo, a couple of years ago the little boy in me designed a process to trap them alive and take them to the cabin for release (thirty seven so far!!).  Gets them out of our yard (there are still PLENTY) and adds wild life to the cabin area.  Who knows, in the next great depression we may have to shoot them for food!!?   Son-in-law Jack Kutzer has helped me transfer them & release them a time or two.  (Ray, if they become a nuisance to you or your cabin, (I hope not) let me know and we will help you thin them out.  My aunt used to treat us to fried squirrel, shot by myself and cousins, when I visited their ranch on the Clear Fork of the Brazos. They were delicious.   
                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Another story involved son-in-law Jack Kutzer, grandson Matthew Tucker, me & a chicken.  I had grown tired of my aviary on Kathy Lane – too much work after we got the goats and then the miniature donkeys - & thinking of getting rid of birds.  We have had quail, bantam chickens, dove, (did I mention CHICKEN SNAKES?), etc. in the aviary.  Well, I picked a young pretty bantam chicken and took it on the trip to the cabin with Jack & Matthew.  I explained in route my “pioneer” plan to put the chicken in a safe cage inside a have-a-heart trap that night as bait and see if we would catch something interesting like a coon, possum, bobcat, fox or whatever, to look at.  Then, the next day we would take the chicken out, kill & clean it & cook it for lunch!  What a great way to teach Jack & Matthew some of the basics of how we get our food & how some of my relatives used to live – and at the same time begin to thin out my aviary!  Big mistake!  Jack & Matthew are two of the softest hearted guys in the world.  I could tell they definitely did NOT like the plan. On the way, the helpless chicken did not help at all.  We could hear her in the back of the suburban chortling & “chirping/gerping” softly.  Jack & Matthew had soon named the darn thing “Gerpy-Gerp” with much affection.  We DID put “Gerpy-Gerp” in the trap near the creek – and she even survived a minor rain/flood that night. I think the rising creek & their fear of “how ‘Gerpy-Gerp” was doing had them in a dither the next morning when we went to check on “Gerp.”  Heck, by then, even I was worried about how “Gerp” was doing!! Gerpy-Gerp was fine (no wild animals in trap, however).  Well, you have probably guessed correctly that we did NOT eat “Gerpy-Gerp”- we brought the darn thing home with us!!  So much for my teaching the facts of life – I lost.

                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 (If you are getting tired of these stories, you CAN put this down for a while!)          
                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Later, when I was TOTALLY tired of the aviary, I brought five bantams, two roosters & three hens, to the cabin with Nita.  (No one but Nita & I know this story, I think – don’t report me to SPCA.)  Caged, they spent night on a meadow brush pile to let them get attached to the brush pile & plan strategy of where they will go when I let them out.  Well – when I opened the cage the next morning, one rooster flew straight up about fifteen feet (I did not know he could DO that), flew horizontal about twenty yards and then dropped like a rock at the edge of the creek.  Nowhere to be found!  A miracle – had disappeared like magic!  Finally, I found him scrunched back under a clump of grass on the creek bank – he had become pretty wild just overnight – I guess that can happen if you have some bobcats, fox, coons, etc sniffing his cage all night.  Well I left him alone.  I realized the odds of any of them NOT becoming lunch was pretty slim.  (In my defense, Bantams are pretty quick and can fly well.  I actually thought there was SOME chance they would survive long enough to adapt to roosting in the trees and reproduce around the cabin like bantams and guineas did at Granddad’s ranch.)  After one night, we could only find one white hen.  We have never seen ANY after that.  Do not tell Jack or Matthew about this!  Just think about it as a plan to enhance wildlife.  I finally gave the rest of the bantams to a friend that raised chickens, so the last time I saw THAT crowd, they were in a cage with lots of feed and water.
                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

We have not seen any of the squirrels since a few weeks after we dropped off the last bunch (seven) a month or two ago.  The same day I saw you, Ray, and you told me your bobcat story, I did see one male squirrel make three trips to the pecan tree by the cabin and carry them off into the woods where he either has family or is hiding them for himself.  He may be the only one or one of a precious few remaining.  I may have become a hero to the original wildlife around the cabin.  The bantams and perhaps 35 to 36 of the 37 squirrels have probably become lunch for a mixture of owls, hawks, fox, bobcats, snakes, hogs or mountain lions (did I say mountain lions? – read on).
                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

In addition to seeing several raccoons every night under the deer feeder, we have seen a possum (opossum?) patiently waiting for a young coon to finish eating seed under the bird feeder before foraging for himself.  I assume a possum would not want to confront a coon.  We have placed birdfeeders on poles with eight inch pipes hung near the top which has effectively stopped coons and squirrels from getting into the feeders (or birdhouses for that matter) at the cabin.  Concerning raccoons vs. opossums, coons are pretty feisty.  My Uncle Theron says it takes a big and experienced fighter dog to whip a coon.  He saw his big dog fight a large coon.  They would stop by mutual truce once and a while and rest, eyeing each other.  Then back at the fight!  I guess the dog eventually won (or the coon got away) – the dog was alive at the time.  Uncle Theron said a coon will nearly ALWAYS win if they can get the dog out into water, where the coon is superior. 
                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

What I call a wood rat has been a frequent visitor under & around the cabin (never in it).  Docile, big soft eyes, short nose & look more like a hamster to me that a rat.  When I uncover something under (before we closed in under the cabin with tin) or around the cabin I often see one.  I always kill it if I can because of fleas and attracting snakes who like to eat them.

                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Years after I built the original one room cabin, we began to see mice in the cabin.  Being a “pioneer wanabee”, I thought it was only “interesting – until Kevin and I found a small snake inside a mouse nest in the cabin rafters.  Hmm – mice attract snakes – not good.  Also fleas, etc.  I began to combat the mice.  Then, one night Nita and I were spending the night.  The instant I turned the Coleman lantern out I could hear LOTS of little mice feet scampering on the floor!  Nita said she could see them silhouetted on the rafters.  I jumped up, turned on the flashlight and began trying to stomp a bunch scampering around the floor.  I managed to kill ONE before they all disappeared.  I proudly announced to Nita that I had killed “IT”.  She let me know that SHE knew it was not an “IT” but a “herd”.   I knew then she would never spend the night again unless I did something about the mice.  That is when I began to talk to Craig Cook about adding a room.  “Bear” Carlson helped me decide to add a room rather than building a separate room.  Bear said “unusual” construction of the cabin does not mean tear down and rebuild – but it means “interesting”, so we attached one room and remodeled the old.  The room would also give me a quick & comfortable place to “crash” after a late telescope session, rather than driving back home or getting out a cot, etc. 

                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

When Brian and Kevin were about ten or so, we were at the cabin with one of their friends and one afternoon walked up to within twenty feet of a red fox before we even saw it!!  This is only the second time in my life to see a fox in the wild and I have been out in nature a LOT in my life.  We stopped and just looked at him – he was lying in the sun and looking back at us.  The boys could not stand it and after a while I gave one boy permission to throw a rock at it.  He just jumped up and trotted off.  Very beautiful.  I called the game warden once to ask what a shrill siren type sound (up & down) in the middle of the night might be.  When I made the sound for him, he immediately said it must have been a fox.
                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

One of my early deer hunting experiences (‘70s) was alone, sitting against a tree facing the wind.  My adrenalin pumped when motion was detected in the distant tall grass.  Soon, a coyote appeared coming towards me with his nose in the air, making sweeping movements left and right trying to pick up game scent.  He was not aware of me and still came right towards me!  I finally shot him when at about 25 feet!  He was SO beautiful.  Not mangy like the cartoons – full beautiful coat.  I became uncertain and afraid I might have shot someone’s pet, so I took several pictures and asked my avid hunting buddies what it was.  They confirmed clearly it was a coyote.  The next week Brian, Kevin and one of their friends enjoyed getting to see the carcass.
                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

From the car in front of our place a couple of years ago, Nita & I saw a young coyote trot from land across the road, across the road and into our property.  We were within 50 yards if it but it paid us no attention.  About a year ago I was alone eating in the swing by the cabin and saw a large coyote trot quickly across the meadow from the direction of the Smith’s place & cross the creek & into the woods.  Very often we have heard packs of coyotes singing or howling their eerie songs after dark.

                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Nita and I were eating in the swing under the pavilion one evening and I heard about 12 sounds of “ka ka ka ka ka ka ka ka ka ka ka ka ka” in ascending and then quicker descending tone.  It came from the deep woods across the pond (I have not been back in there in over twenty years).   Later I called an avid hunting friend (Arthur Price) and made the sound on the phone.  He immediately said it was a mother turkey calling her young to some food!  I had not even thought of turkey (even though I have heard them in the wild) because we have never heard of turkey in the area.  I was then convinced it WAS a turkey.  Since then, an area land owner told me there is a company in the area that traps deer and turkey in other areas of Texas and releases them in our area.  I actually left my imitation of the call on the Price’s phone answering machine – his wife, Mary, convulsed in laughter when she heard it.  Oh, well – I am not too proud to be the butt of a little humor. 
                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

We see lots of coons, sometime just before dark, but mostly right after dark.  They work the edge of the pond digging up little 3 inch muscles or clams.  We find the open & empty shells and marvel at God leaving us such beauty, often in the simplest things.  They look like mother-of-pearl with faint rainbow colors.  Sometime I plan to dig some live ones to boil.  My uncle Mike Fincher dug some Clear Fork of the Brazos river clams (about 5 or 6 inches long) at the family ranch above Albany at Ft. Griffin.  Fried, they were quite tasty but a little sandy since river is often muddy.  Back to the coons – often seen under the deer feeder.  There are many coon tracks when the ground is soft.  It is easy to make a plaster of paris cast of tracks.  Just buy the cheap powder at Home Depot, mix 2 parts powder into 1 part water.  Make a ring about 1 inch high (a cross section of a plastic container such as a big yogurt can or a plastic drink bottle is good.)  Place the ring around the track, hold it down by inserting in the ground 2 or 3 pieces of wire, bent over the edge, pour in the plaster & wait 20 minutes – voila!  We have casts of coon, deer (normal as well as when crawling under a fence when back toes point straight down) hogs (look like the “cleft” deer print but the front is rounded instead of pointed), a large buck we called “Muy Grande” that shows the two “dew” claws behind the regular hoof print) and coyote.  Coyote looks like dog track but there are no dogs in our immediate area.  In wet weather they are ALL OVER our new adjacent “south 40”.  Coyote also looks like bobcat (I am told – have never seen what I would think is a bobcat print) except the coyote will always have his claws showing (can not retract them) and a bobcat would always have his claws retracted when he is just walking along.
                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

You MUST need a rest by now!  I’m having great fun with these stories, SURELY I’m about to run out!  The last two will be the best!  Don’t do like Nita does sometime while reading a “not too interesting” book – she turns to the back & sees how things go!   Shame on her.
                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

The most frightening experience Nita and I have had occurred in the old tin shed on the new “south 40” acres.  Nita & I walked over together & peaked in - looking for something stored there.  It was dark and from under an old feeding trough in the corner I heard a sinister loud guttural “hissing” sound.  My first thought was bobcat, or even a mountain lion (did I say mountain lion? – read on) & the hair on my neck stood up- but I was really curious.  I insisted Nita poke her head in - I wanted us both to have had the experience!  She very reluctantly finally poked her head in and heard the escalating sound.  Sort of like a very mad very big cat inside a big cardboard box.  The corrugated tin ceiling and walls gave it a megaphone effect.  I did have a pistol (a .22 – what good would that be with a mountain lion?) & flashlight with me, but we beat a hasty retreat and left the area, glad to be able to!  Later I was in the area alone, again needing something stored there.  I poked my head in - immediately the same ominous hissing!! As my eyes adjusted, I realized I was LOOKING AT the “hisser(s)”.  Two yellow, fuzzy (cute I guess if you were their mother) baby BUZZARDS!!  I have heard the buzzard defense mechanism is to projectile PUKE on you.  I backed out slowly.  “MOM” was sitting on a nearby pole - I left quickly.  Well, now I know what a young buzzard sounds like!!  They do not make much of a nest – usually on the ground and just a bunch of sticks (I have confirmed this with others who have experienced this.  In our area they are called Black Buzzards, with black heads.  Another kind is a Turkey buzzard or Turkey Vulture with a red head.  Both are ugly as sin up close – unless you are another buzzard I guess.  We have seen as many as 100 or so roosting in the cell tower.  Occasionally 6 or 12 will roost in the trees across the pond from the cabin.  Once Nita & I looked up saw huge flocks of gliding black birds VERY high up, all heading south.  With binoculars I saw they were BUZZARDS!  I began counting in groupings of 10 – fairly accurate I believe.  We saw about FIVE HUNDRED before they quit sailing over.  Enough on buzzards for now.  
                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

In the ‘70s we had five nutria living in caves in the banks along the neck of the creek.  Would this cause the walls to slough off & partially fill in the creek?  Kevin asked if he could take the 410 & shoot them.  I agreed. Kevin killed ALL the nutria.  We skinned and tanned the hide of one of them – acting like Indians!!  I will have to ask the kids, I can not remember whether we cooked & ate nutria – I do not think so.  If you do not know what a nutria (Coypu in dictionary, from So. America) looks like, it is about 20 pounds and looks a little like a beaver except with a long rat type tail.  They were brought into the country to eat grass around water & got out of hand (like a LOT of introduced animals.)
                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

We DID definitely kill & cook & eat an armadillo.  You probably have read that, especially during the great depression, rural people killed & ate lots of wildlife including armadillos & coons.  East Texas people called them “Hoover Hogs”, named after the then US president.  This experience of eating one was heavy intrigue.  We were all nervous as heck over the experiment (well, do YOU know anyone who has eaten an armadillo!!).  One of the kids refused to eat any.  They actually tasted pretty good – sort of like chicken breast but a little greasier.  The kids & I had great fun chasing the critters – you could out run one, but they could turn on a dime & lose us, often darting down their hole.  Actually caught one or two.  This practice halted when we read leprosy could theoretically be caught from armadillos!   

                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Several years ago the culvert under the creek crossing was all plugged up with limbs and grass, causing the creek to back up above the crossing.  I cleaned it out.  The next time I was there, it was clogged again.  Looking around, I found small trees cut down with teeth marks.  One tree was 5 inches in diameter!  Must be BEAVER!!  I even fashioned a special tool to unplug the culvert.  Had to clean it out several times – the beaver were trying to make a new pool above the creek crossing?  Up stream, a culvert, you, Ray, had placed in the creek just on your other side of our fence, was also clogged & there was a new pool there!  I noticed you later cleaned out your culvert.  In a few weeks we began to see the beaver, normally just one at a time. Just as it began to be almost too dark to see, we would see a head and a “V” in the water showing a beaver coming out of the neck.  They must have been living in the caves the nutria had dug.  They would eat an interesting mix of grasses, persimmon tree shoots & water lily roots.  They would go down under the lily pads & with great commotion come up with 6-8 inches of root about 3 inches in diameter.  They would sit in shallow water & eat it.  The inside was white, just like an Irish potato.  Sometime they would cut off 4 or 5 lily pads with stems, place them all in their mouth & swim back into the neck - evidently they had babies & they liked lily pads!  Yea! (We hate those lily pads.)   Several others were able to see the beaver, including Carol and Jack, Maxine & Donnie McBee, etc.  We once saw a half grown one in the pond.  After a few years they disappeared and we saw no evidence of them for a couple of years, until this year (see below.)  We have learned, to my surprise, that beaver are common over most of Texas.  I had believed they were more of a northern animal.
                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Around 2001, walking through the high grass in the “Beaver Pond” meadow, something caught my attention out of the corner of my eye.  A tiny spotted fawn the mother had told to lie down & stay until she came back – remarkable how they can do that.  I just kept walking, observing out of the corner of my eye so as to not frighten it to run.  I told Nita but did not take her to see it for fear of disturbing it.  I will forever regret not showing it to Nita – such an unusual, beautiful experience.  That same afternoon I carried something heavy to store in the “back 40” shed.  Walking over a grass covered ridge, trying to not stumble, one of my steps was only 6 inches above the ground when an even SMALLER spotted baby fawn jumped from where my foot would have landed, & wobbled off into the grass.  I got too close & he had to disobey Momma & run.  (Hope she found him later!)  Evidently a new-born, he could not walk or run very well – so wobbly.  I had nearly stepped on him!  Only time in my life I have seen this & here I had seen two in one day.  What a gracious gift God had given me.  I was so grateful for this unusual & precious experience with one of His creatures.
                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

I’m almost out of stories!
                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

In 2002(?) Nita & I brought grandchildren Andrew, Sarah, Carolyn & Benjamin Tucker to the cabin.  They were into bones! – so I gave Sarah some dried and boiled bones from a soft shell turtle I had shot because there were way too many in the pond.  I am told the common “red ear” turtles do not eat many fish but the soft shells DO.  The bones have really strange shapes.  I hung some of the bones from leather lanyards around a cow scull on the porch - makes a really neat Indian looking decoration.  The kids used the corn sheller (like I remember seeing at the Fincher ranch & farm) under the pavilion to shell dried corn.  We picked up lots of buzzard feathers near the cell tower & stuck the shank of two feathers in the soft end of a corn cob.  They became marvelous (& safe) homemade darts.  We called them “buzzard darts”!  We used to make these with chicken feathers at MY Granddad’s.   
                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Aug. of ‘03 Kevin & I spent 3 nights at the cabin – a really great time.  We found a 4 inch black salamander in the water under a rock in the creek near the creek crossing.  Looked like a slick black lizard except for the outside gills that looked like fern..
                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

We placed several “Triploid” sterile grass eating carp in the two old ponds to help control vegetation.  They will grow to 20 pounds or more.  Have already seen two 5-10 pounders.   
                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

One night Nita & I were leaving after dark and as I was closing the front gate & notice something right by my foot, lighted by the car lights.  It was a full grown skunk – black with the white stripe down the body & tail!!  Oops - I moved VERY slowly – I was able to lock gate & get in car without that chemical cannon in her rear end going off!!

                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

April, 2002? the McBees were our cabin guests.  During 9:00 breakfast Donnie said:  “Look at all those crows under the feeder!”  No! They were black feral hogs boiling up out of the creek to feed under our meadow deer feeder.  We later learned that the Smith’s had JUST turned into their property (like us, for Round Top Antique Days) & spooked this herd of hogs in their road over to our place!  They stayed until 2:00 that afternoon.  We tried to be very quiet – I have never heard of them staying around people that long.  We (mostly Donnie) got lots of good pictures. We counted 39 hogs, including 5 or 10 pound young ones up to a huge boar that looked like a Russian Boar.  They were all black except a white one with black spots – some one said that was a “Polenchina”? (sp?)    

                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

In late 2003 I saw 2 squealing Shrews under a rotten stump I was digging up behind the cabin.  They look like tiny mice with pointed noses & an “attitude.”  Fearless, the encyclopedia says they are ounce for ounce the most ferocious of animals.  The only time I have ever seen one – did not even know they were native to this area.

                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

We have learned to identify birds named Painted Buntings.  They have an accurate name – splashes of red, green, yellow and blue!  They are very shy and normally stay in the shade.  During mating season in the spring the male sings a LOT.  Once you learn their song, it is easy to find them with binoculars by looking toward the sound, normally in the tip top of the tallest distant tree.  In spring 2002 we had at least twenty sightings in one day.  No doubt many times we were just seeing the same bird again, but they were in a mating frenzy.  Most of the sightings were near a pecan tree birdfeeder right by the pavilion.  Once a pair of males locked in midair combat ten feet from me & fell to the ground before untangling & flying off.  I have never seen that, nor do I expect to ever experience it again.  A wonderful experience. 
                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

We have seen many interesting birds.  Great Blue Herons & big white herons (they both use a crook in their neck to shoot their heads out like a ling shot to catch small fish/frogs.)  Pretty Kingfisher – with the raucous “clackety” sound while in flight.  They perch & watch a fish to dive on.  A small duck lived on the pond while Gloria & Craig Cook built our second room the winter of ’98-‘99.   Years ago the then owners of our “south 40” had a couple of huge white domestic ducks on their pond.   Early one morning I was fishing from our pier in a very dense fog (could not even see the other side of the pond.)  I was frightened by a swooshing sound I did not recognize – soon the two ducks flew by very close at eye level.  
                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Several winters I have seen a cormorant on the pond - dramatic, large & scary looking water bird (especially through binoculars head on).  His eyes are in front & close together, giving the unusual look.  I have heard that eyes in front mean it is a predator that chases things (like a cat’s eyes are in front.  When the eyes are on the side, like most birds & cows, it means they GET chased, they are the “eatee” - God placed the eyes on the side so they can see behind!  The cormorant could dive & in a few seconds pop up at the other end of the pond – really fast boogers under water – for catching fish.  I have read that they are such good fish catchers that when a colony of them gets established at a lake, they can totally clean out the fish!  People have been known to try to run them off because of this.  (I have not bothered them, I promise.)
                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

We have seen cardinals, chickadees, scissor-tail flycatchers, occasional bat at night, Bull Bats (Night Hawks), LBBs (Little Bitty Brown Birds that I have no idea what are!), Mourning doves, mocking birds, crows, etc.  
                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

In “Beaver Pond” by the cabin, we have bass and sun fish perch as planned, but also yellow belly cat fish, gar, once caught a 2 lb. crappie.  We have shiners that have grown up from accidentally released bait.  Shiners get to about 6 inches and are so fast the bass have a hard time catching them, so they are a nuisance fish, like the catfish mentioned.  

                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Just down Deer Haven Road towards Hwy 290 on the West side (with lots of pretty flowers & the steel fence) Joe Beckett & his wife report losing kittens to coyotes!  Just north of the Becketts, on the East side of Deer Haven Rd., Robert & Kathy Croker & daughter Stephanie say neighbors to their north have seen up to TWENTY FIVE deer at their deer feeder at one time!  Robert is helping me get my Agriculture property tax exemption by managing his 3 huge Brangus heifers, along with 3 Nita & I own in exchange for free pasture lease for him.  All 6 should begin birthing around Feb. ’05.  We think the deer come around less because of the heifers – boo!  They are still around; we just do not see them as often.
                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Only two more stories (for now!)
                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

After the 39 hog experience above, I called the Game Warden to confirm it would be legal if I decided to try to shoot one (not that easy – you do not often see them, mostly just the tilled up ground where they have been eating roots.)  I mentioned my belief that the expansion of nutria made the alligators come back from the endangered species list because the alligators had all those 10 to 20 pounds of meat packages (nutria) running around where the gators lived.  I said the same thing about my belief re: the proliferation of mountain lion stories (even as close as Montgomery, north of Houston!)  Everyone who spends time outdoors has seen or heard stories of increased mountain lion sightings in areas not common for many years.  (IE: the population explosion of feral hogs means lots of meat running around in the woods all over Texas - mountain lions have more to eat than they need!) The Game Warden interrupted me:  “Yes there have been eight or ten mountain lion sightings a year in the area from around La Grange up to … YOUR CABIN AREA!!  Wow!  This puts a whole different slant on a romantic moonlight walk through the woods at the cabin!!  I have never seen a mountain lion in the wild, but our next door neighbors, Bill, Pam, Ronnie & Natalie, Porteous had a pet mountain lion until it died last year.  Our good friend Mary Smith Larue made me jealous recently by telling me she has seen a mother mountain lion with a cub cross the Sabinal River from her home on the Sabinal River near Utopia, Texas.    
                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

About three years ago I had been at the cabin alone & was driving away from the front gate, just before dark, heading south on Deer Haven Road headed home.  I saw an adult bobcat cross the road where Violet’s creek crossed the road!!  I have been in the outdoors a lot in my life & this is the FIRST time I have seen a bobcat outside a zoo.  A lot of wildlife spends much of their lives up & down this creek that runs through both of our places.  Very moving experience for me, but not as moving as YOUR following story. 

                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Last story – I promise (for NOW) 

                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Now, Ray, your story.  You told me (9/03) of  walking upon & surprising a mother bobcat & its half grown baby only 15 feet away!  Always a scary thing to come up to any mother with child unexpectedly, especially a wild 30 or 40 pound bobcat mother!!  You said you began backing up (what’s the matter? Are you “chicken??”) & the mother followed you about ten yards before taking her baby back into the woods.  Goodness, your heart must have been pounding.  My mind would tell me that she probably would not do anything to you (unless you continued crowding her baby), but my belly would be screaming that she is certainly capable of injuring me!!  I hope to have another viewing of a bobcat before long, as long as it does not include scratches!  I assume they live up & down our Violet’s Creek.  Perhaps I will get a plaster of paris mold of a footprint some day.
                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

I hope Ray & Susan Smith (& any one else I share these pages with) get some of the same excitement & wonder of nature - the mystery of God’s creatures - that Nita & I do. 9/30/04
                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

More … e-mail:     From: Temple  To: Bill Arhos Sent: 10/7/2003 Subject: Nature Stories

Hello Billy!    I not only have a rich appreciation for nature, but believe it is wholesome for kids to become curious about how God's creatures live & relate to us - thus I am sharing this with all my family.  Truth be known, you will relate to & enjoy this more than most of my family. The below is what I said in cover letter to various family members.  I hope you enjoy them - perhaps it will spawn another nature story or two from you, similar to what you have shared with me in the past. Let me know if you are not able to read the attachment.  Temple 

 

Carol Kutzer, my daughter, has occasionally encouraged the telling of stories.  Carol Vance, my son Brian’s father-in-law, has taken story telling to an art form.  The attachment to this e-mail explains how this story telling was spawned.  I hope some of the kids & grand kids will enjoy the Nature Stories - primarily associated with the area around our Round Top/Ledbetter area cabin and have an additional peek into nature.  The big excitement at the cabin right now is the soon to begin construction of a one acre pond on the new adjacent "South 40" - there will be a view of it from the cabin.  Any one who would enjoy watching a bulldozer at work is invited to come up.    

 

Please let me know whether you receive the attached 13 pages in a readable form.  Some have said they are unable to open it & asked that I mail a printed copy by "snail mail”, which I gladly did.  I will send printed copy to you if you can not open it.  Share it with each of your family.  Love, Anita & Temple, AT&T, Temple, Grand Ma & Grand Dad Tucker, Dad, Pops, “the old wet blanket”, or whatever the relationship is! 
 (SEND ME YOUR favorite nature stories – I may add them to future prints - like Tom 
Brokow’s 2nd & 3rd books of responses to his “Greatest Generation”!) 
Billy Arhos is a Rice U. classmate, team mate, great baseball pitcher/hitter & friend.  He was General Manager of KLRU, the Austin PBS affiliate.  He developed & was executive producer of “Austin City Limits.”  He knows about every western music person you ever heard of.  Billy once played for me some songs on a guitar Willie Nelson gave him after doing an “Austin City Limits” show with it.  Spare time was hunting/fishing & has had many wildlife experiences plus tons of collected Indian artifacts. This is Billy’s response to receiving my Nature Stories.  I thought you might enjoy his stories: 
It opened & I read it all right away.   It made me realize that one of my never to be written books could be this kind of topic alone.  I can identify with almost all of the stories & have seen mountain lions in the wild.  I almost ran over one right by Mount Bonnell on my way home one night & the TPWD wouldn't believe me until they got a call from Camp Mabry to come catch it.  I was quail hunting one day, walking down a road surrounded by South Texas Brush & a deer whizzed across the road right in front of me with a mountain lion right on its tail.  I killed enough Bobcats to make a jacket but had made a rug out of the biggest one & something ate most of the hair off of it.   I have seen two Coral snakes over 30 inches long & actually booted one of them up out of some leaves.  I was headed through some thick woods towards a pond at the golf course one morning & walked up on a very large Nutria.  You didn't mention their mammary glands are on THEIR BACKS in order to swim & feed their young at the same time.  Anyway, I've spent a lot of time sitting in a tree and really wish I'd bought an expensive camera instead of a rifle because I would have some great pictures.  One morning I saw a three-legged doe being chased by a three-legged coyote and I started to shoot the coyote but I figured it was a fair race.  I think maybe they both had thorns in their feet.
John McPhee wrote a great book called DOR (Dead on the Road) about a young woman naturalist who picked up warm animals from roads, cooked & ate them.  She says all North American animals are edible except for those little shrews.  He's written several great books including one Pulitzer winner.  Latest is called FOUNDING FISH which is about the shad migration from the Atlantic up the Delaware & other rivers.  The fish look just like white bass to me.  George Washington fished for them commercially.  Last Wednesday, Mance & I were standing in my front yard around 5am & one of the biggest bodied white tailed bucks I ever saw walked right by me headed north.  (TT: Billy lives in Austin, near U.T. campus!!)
                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Well, it is 10/22/03 - I will add a few stories that have come to mind:  (Tomorrow I head back to supervise the completion of the new pond at the cabin.)
                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

In 2001, watching the pond from the porch, I saw a snake at the water’s edge on the far side.  His “S” shaped full length floated half above the water!  (Normally a snake has only the tip of his head above of water.)  Further, his head was sticking straight up three inches above the water.  I have seen this “high head” before & it means he is hunting (like approaching a bucket full of minnows), but I have never seen whole length showing above water.  A gentle breeze was blowing from left to right & the SNAKE WAS USING THE ABOVE WATER HALF OF HIS BODY AS A SAIL floating along from left to right as if he were a boat!!  He was perfectly still, watching the bank for a frog.  He had evidently learned to use this effortless, motionless “stealth” to hunt frogs to eat!  I have never seen this before (or since).
                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

The prior Nutria (Coypu in dictionary) & Beaver stories remind me of fishing in a boat with Andrew Tucker in the pond “neck”.  He knew of the nutria & beaver.  With a big flashlight we peered into the caves.  Spooky, we couldn’t see the back of the caves - only our imagination could guess what might be back in there, if anything.  It did not scare Andrew; he caught a one & one half pound bass just a few minutes later!  

                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Gene Norman’s 2002 story confirms a connection between alligator/nutria & mountain lion/feral hogs.  At his family ranch near Weatherford in 2002, Gene heard a fifteen minute fight between a lion & some hogs in the dark.  This pretty well confirms a connection between increased wild hogs & the increase in mountain lions – a lion was trying to eat a hog.  (I bet the hair stood up on his neck for fifteen minutes!)
                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

My brother-in-law Buddy Nunn told me of an unusual lizard he & his son, Casey, saw years ago in White Sands, New Mexico.  When the sand was the hottest, the lizard carried a stick in his mouth when running across sand.  Occasionally he stops, drops the stick & stands on the stick to let his feet cool off!!  In a little while, he gets off the stick, picks it up & runs a bit further!!  Some animals are smarter than we think!!  (Someone look this lizard up in encyclopedia – “trust but verify!” as they say.)
                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Jack Kutzer, do not feel left out - I saw you shoot an Alligator Gar (fish) or two in the “Beaver Pond” with your pistol.  ALSO, we should not forget the night two grown men (Jack and I, Matthew was already in his sleeping bag) danced around half dressed in the camp fire light while Jack shot at wood rat with his blow gun!  No damage to the rat (we caught him later in a trap using leftover steak!) but this is officially the only time a blow gun has been used around the cabin!

                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

New story. E-mail excerpts between Jason Backs & TT: Jason e-mail to TT: … ‘HOPE YOU ARE GETTING UP TO THE CABIN SOME.  TT response: … Yes! I WAS there Nov. 5 & 6, 04).  I saw a beaver Fri. at dusk.  Then, Sat. night, during supper in the pavilion swing, I was treated to a “nature first”.  From 5:30 to 6:45 darkness, I watched a mom & pop beaver with one young one (about 1/3 their size) play & eat in the pond.  We see them often, but have never seen a whole family at once or for so long.  They have certain favorite plants - persimmon shoots, water lily roots & sometime pads, willow shoots (Grrrr – they cut down a yellow willow I had purchased & planted with great effort) & some other grasses at the pond edge which I have not yet identified.  Such a wonderful treat - one of my greatest pleasures is seeing something in nature I have never seen before.  I came home Sat. after dark to be with Nita at special SS “going away party” for one of our teachers, & the special service Sunday.

Jason e-mail response to TT: “I THINK SOME GUY USED TO LIVE OUT BY A POND IN WALDEN & WROTE SOME STUFF LIKE THAT.  NOW, YOU JUST HAVE TO GET IT PRINTED!  YOUR FAMILY MAY HAVE NO IDEA WHAT A TREASURE TROVE OF KNOWLEDGE, EXPERIENCE, & STORIES YOU ARE FULL OF!  THANKS FOR SHARING THEM WITH US.   I WOULD LOVE TO HAVE WITNESSED THE BEAVER FAMILY ACTIVITIES.  YOU KNOW YOU ARE LIVING LIFE THE WAY GOD MEANT IT TO BE WHEN YOU SHARE A FEW MOMENTS WITH HIS CREATIONS LIKE THAT.  I GUESS YOU COULD ALWAYS USE THAT OLD SQUIRREL SHOCK WIRE TO PROTECT THE PRIZED PLANTS FROM THEM. (HA - HA) (TT note: “Will add “Squirrel shock wire story” after this TT reply to Jason.”)
My daughter, Carol, then about 15, & I watched "On Golden Pond" together in 1980(?).  Movie had a profound effect on me, not sure what she remembers about it.  We are very close & that experience is a great memory.  Well – I do not even know if that movie has anything to do with your comment: "SOME GUY USED TO LIVE OUT BY A POND IN WALDEN …", except probably the same pond.   So, I did a web search on "Walden Pond" & it was wonderful.  I suggest you search on "Walden Pond" and click on "Walden Pond & Concord Photography & Walden Pond Photog."  Goodness, the pictures take your breath away.  Now, "Walden" by Thoreau is on my “books to buy” list!  The quotes turned up by the search have me hooked.

 

Jason, since you showed interest in the beaver story, you now have to hear the rest of the beaver story!  We have seen them off & on for 3 or 4 years.  This time they all 3 spent more time out of water than I had ever seen.  The parents often were in grass at water's edge preening. This included lots of wiping downward with fore feet on their then dark, water soaked fur, like we would do after a shower to wipe water off before toweling).  They also rubbed back & forth in some areas, until the fur was light brown & fluffy again!  Then, back into the water or more grass munching.  Their back feet are awesome – leathery black & as large as small woman's hands (probably webbed, but I could not tell).  Their tail starts off about 2-3 inches in diameter for 2 or 3 inches - then tail becomes the flat paddle everyone knows about, but I had never seen it so closely - about 5-6 inches wide & ten (?) inches long.  Paddle has a ridge down the middle & a little point on the end (like the paddle part of an oar).  With my nice Fujinon binoculars, about 35 yards to far side of pond, it was like being next to them.  

 

Just swimming along, they move effortlessly & fairly fast with only the top of their head/eyes/nose showing in front of their wake.  I wondered just HOW fast they COULD go if they really “maxed out” with those hind feet & flapper?  WELLLLL … In the distance I had been hearing a coyote pack singing (far enough away to not make MY neck hair stand up, but surely the beaver were hearing every note.)  The mother was in the edge of the grass & the "pre-schooler" was doing lazy circles in front of Mom - ALL OF A SUDDEN ... the kid EXPLODES toward what we call the "neck" of the pond.  The “neck” is where they always come from & I think they live in caves in the steep bank, out of sight from where I was) - he/she looked like a jet ski, water flying EVERYWHERE.  Man, the kid was MOVING!  This went on for about 10 feet before the kid got under water.  NOW I know what a “maxed out” beaver can do!  I guess the little rascal was just on edge because of the coyote pack & nerves just snapped.  Mom even lunged into the water, but quickly realized the kid had spooked at NOTHING.  They fairly soon were all 3 back having their "family evening out."  The Fujinon allow 95% of light hitting the 50 mm front lenses to get to the eyes.  I kept up with their activity long after my unaided eye was able to see them.

 

Thanks for sounding interested - I was thrilled to death.  Nita loves this stuff too, I am sorry she was not with me.  Tell Laura & the kids hello.  We love you guys, AT&T.

                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

OK, now the above promised “Squirrel shock wire” story:  (hmmmm – I cannot seem to find it! All the people I sent it to cannot find it either.  They probably failed to place it inside the cover of their old school text book, “Great Literature”, for easy finding later.  Perhaps they tossed it because they took the last paragraph seriously!! Perhaps I was “not supposed” to find it - all my other stories are about “unmanaged” nature & this squirrel story definitely involves “over-managed” nature.
[[[[ Yea!  Here on Dec. 5, 2004 I finally found a paper copy in my office!!  Here it is. ]]]]
SQUIRREL FREE ELECTRIC BIRD FEEDER                   April 26, 1998

Well, we have been serious long enough today.  “Search for significance” rings in my ears.   “…gives meaning & purpose to human life …” comes to mind from my old Jr. C.C. days.  I have dreaded dying without doing something important.  Well, I can die tonight, peacefully.  My brother-in-law, Donnie BcBee, gave me a bird feeder with 1”x2” wood frame, a metal screen wire bottom & chains to hang from a hook.  The idea came - I was on my way!  

Two wires were placed around the top edge of the board, insulated from each other & the frame with rubber washers.  One wire was fastened to a stake in the ground (an electric “ground.”)  The other wire was fastened to our existing livestock electric fence power box - it helped keep our goats & dogs where they belonged.  Non-lethal but really gets the attention of whatever touches it (I know, from a couple of mistakes).  Visible from my office next to my home, I managed the device from my office window (sometime I do not get much work done!)  The wire running to the livestock fence power supply was cut & the two ends inserted through a hole drilled in the office wall & connected with an electric switch inside the wall.  Not wanting to frighten birds I am trying to attract, the switch was left “off”.  When I saw a squirrel or blackbird in the feeder, I simply “flipped the switch” & all heck breaks loose!  The first experience involved a squirrel.  It was sitting, glassy eyed, munching out in the middle of the feeder.  I flipped the switch … nothing.  I looked closer … all four feet were setting safely in the seeds and its tail arched OVER the wires!  I flipped the switch off and waited (“He can’t stay that way forever!)  Sure enough, he raised his head, took a step … right onto the wires!  I flipped the switch – he went right straight up.  He came down looking puzzled … but one of his feet was on the wire.  The power is on a two second “on-off” pulse – he had about one second of peace left.  Boom! Right straight back into the air … almost a cartwheel … almost fell off … scrambled down the post & scampered ten feet into the magnolia tree.  He lay on a limb at eye level with the feeder, staring several minutes at the “devilish device”.  I know not what he was thinking, but it was intense.  He finally scrambled to the ground & did what squirrels are supposed to do – dig up pecans he had planted in the yard last fall!  Success!

The rig needed fine tuning, so I spent an evening redesigning it.  Ouch!  I, myself, was “hammered” quite painfully a couple of times.  If you are particularly fond of squirrels & blackbirds, you may take some sick pleasure in this.

The blackbirds seem to be particularly frustrated.  They will fly in, always landing on the wire first.  If I see it, “BAM”.  They go straight up about a foot, but land again … on the wire.  After two seconds of peace they get hammered again & are off in wild flight.  Several million of them are watching all this from a nearby huge oak.  Cardinals, chipping sparrows, tufted titmice, blue jays, chickadees, dove, woodpeckers, etc. are constantly in & out of the feeder with no problem.   The blackbirds see this & finally decide it must be safe now.  They come back. BAM!  Cycle starts again.

After reading this, you perhaps should destroy it – I do not want it to fall into the hands of the SPCA!  Actually, this device is improving conditions for the desirable birds in the neighborhood, but some SPCA members may not understand that.
 (Well, as of Dec. 4, 2004, you may be glad to know I only operated the electric feeder a few weeks & dismantled it.  The squirrels, once again, proved smarter than me. They learned to get in and out of the feeder without touching any wires – & went on emptying my feeder as always.  Thank goodness – I had a lot of work in the office to get caught up on.

                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

The reason for these Nature Stories is to entice family & friends into nature.  Seeing something unusual for the first time is a thrill – drawing me closer to God.  Daughter-in-law Lauren says she doesn’t have time (she IS busy with family activities we are proud of.)  It is easier for Nita & me at our stage in life.  We hope you will want to LOOK for more time.  
                     --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

The above “Squirrel Free electric bird feeder” story strays a bit from the “unmanaged” earlier stories.  Now I stray in another direction.  I greatly enjoyed Shannon Tompkins’ below article from the Sun. 2/12/04 Houston Chronicle Sports section on the Outdoors page.  Boy, this is what I am trying to do with these “Nature Stories”, but Tompkins does it SO much better!  Attached is the article with his permission.  If you can’t go to the woods often enough, you can at least vicariously enjoy nature in Tompkins’ articles in the Houston Chronicle!
          Escaping bright lights can be an eye opener         Dec. 12, 2004
                    Meteor shower offers chance to get a good look at shooting stars 

                            By SHANNON TOMPKINS    Copyright 2004 Houston Chronicle 

If clear sky holds, an open tripod deer stand or even a flat piece of ground on a hill somewhere in rural Texas would be a pleasing place to sit for a couple of hours this evening or any of the next few nights.  That'll be perhaps the most fitting and fine place from which to watch the show.  Sitting there, suspended between heaven & earth, black night will quickly envelop you. The moon is just a day past new, meaning it won't add its light to the mid-December night sky.  (Moon phase may be different but shower is same time annually.)
Out there in the woods and fields and hills, away from the blinding aura of artificial lights that bulges like a massive opaque blister around cities and towns, you can actually see the sky.  It'll be worth watching.  As the stars wink on, the shooting starts.  Early in the evening, the eastern sky will be the place to look. There, streaks of light will flit across the firmament in a steady stream. Shooting stars and lots of them.  Keep eye on sky.
The next half-dozen nights mark the peak of the Geminid meteor shower, an annual natural light show in the December night sky as the earth moves through the field of cosmic debris left in the wake of Phaethon, a burned-out-comet-turned-asteroid.  The Geminid is one of the best of the annual meteor showers. But to truly see it, a person has to get into the country, as far as possible from the sky-stealing influence of artificial light shrouding urban areas.  A person can live an entire life veiled in the shroud of urban life, never stepping beyond the comfortable ring of synthetic light and life and into the unpredictable but unfailingly amazing and enlightening natural world. But I could never recommend it.   And to not spend time in wild or even semi-wild places — would have meant missing this pair of recent experiences:

•A coyote appeared from the yaupon thicket, its tongue lolling and its amber eyes gleaming in the morning sun.  The coyote was sleek and healthy, a reflection of the plenitude provided by months of favorable weather.  The coyote moved with the easy, bouncing grace of its kind, almost like it was walking on a trampoline.  It nosed along the old logging road, stopping to drink in the scent of the squirrels and cottontails and swamp rabbits that had passed earlier in the morning. Then it would stand there, slowly eyeing the surrounding cover.  It was hunting — you could see that by the body language and the eyes. Seen through the binoculars, those canine eyes had a light and purpose any hunter would understand.

The coyote approached a patch of wet earth where a dozen or more butterflies — monarchs and sulphurs — were getting a morning drink, and the insects scattered.

The coyote perked up, its body language changing from purposeful to playful as it chased, bounced and snapped ineffectively at the orange and yellow flutterings It was playing — taking advantage of a chance to simply frolic.  After the butterflies escaped, the coyote went back to the serious business of finding its next meal.

•The hickory tree had been dying, slowly, for the past two years, ever since its top was snapped away by a summer storm.  As the tree slowly lost its strength, insects took advantage of its weakened condition. But insects weren't the only ones finding a table in the moribund hardwood. A pair of pileated woodpeckers regularly visited the hickory.  The big birds with their striking red crests and black stripes across their white faces are the largest woodpeckers in No. America.  They are antsy birds, seldom spending much time in one spot and rarely offering a person a chance to closely observe them.  But these birds were different. The hickory was a bursting larder of chow, and the pileated woodpeckers found it magnetic.

Clinging to the trunk using their well-adapted four-toed feet — two toes forward, two to the rear — the crow-size woodpeckers would use their thick, chisel-like bills to bludgeon, pry and otherwise loosen patches of decaying bark or pieces of spongy, dying wood.

The pileated woodpeckers were impressive beasts. But watching them disassemble the dying hickory and dine on its insect population triggered more than a little melancholy.  A century ago in these woods, hundreds or maybe thousands of large trees stood slowly dying from any number of causes.  That profusion of big trees in various states of decline provided a perfect world for a woodpecker even larger than the pileateds.  - Forgotten woodpeckers -        Ivory-billed woodpeckers were the kings of the woodpeckers. Similar to pileated woodpeckers in form, the ivorybills sported an even larger and more powerful bill.  Ivorybills were the only woodpecker with a bill and muscles strong enough to pry unloosened bark from a tree, exposing the places where the grubs of a particular type of beetle could be found.

But logging of the South's old-growth forests and replacing them with agriculture fields, pasture or stands of pine or even mixed hardwoods doomed the ivorybills.  Pileated woodpeckers are more adaptable than the ivorybills, willing to eat a wider variety of food & able to survive in this new world.  The fate of ivorybills & the survival of pileated woodpeckers illustrate a number of lessons & trigger even more questions — all of them important.  But they aren't ones a person would ponder in traffic on the Katy Freeway. They are, however, the kind of things that can cross your mind while sitting alone in the dark, removed from urban clutter, watching pieces of cosmic debris burn across a cold Dec. night sky.    shannon.tompkins@chron.com  Shannon Tompkins covers the outdoors for the Chronicle.
                --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Fri. 12/17/04.  Customers & friends Leota & Frank Stewart (Stewart Consulting Associates) sent me a wonderful Christmas gift.  “Wonderful America”, spectacular photographs of outdoor America.  We talked of mutual love of the outdoors & I asked Frank if I could e-mail him my Nature Stories to test if the current 22 pages are too large for e-mailing.  His response SO picked up my spirits, and I quote:  “Temple, we received Nature Stories OK ... was in great shape & I have just finished reading them!  I should have been reading something else, but they were so tempting.  I thoroughly enjoyed it.  We are going to make copies for some of our grandchildren so that our kids can read it to them.”
                --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Well, at 5:00 AM Jan. 15, 2005 I am at an interlude.  Shannon Tompkins accepted my offer to send him Nature Stories, so yesterday I finished an editing walk-through before sending it to him & recirculating it to family & friends.  Placing some e-mails in date order to make it easier to follow.  Getting rid of words (as John Graves’ editor often told him: “Fewer words!  Fewer words!”).  I have notes about some more stories, but goodness, both you & I NEED a break here! –before adding more stories. 
                --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Leon Hale’s Houston Chronicle articles got me into John Graves’ books.  I have loved them, perhaps partly because we share connections to West Texas as well as to Rice University.  My first Graves book was “Myself and Strangers”.  It didn’t excite me as much as the other two mentioned below.  It seemed a somewhat sad Hemingwayish wondering through Europe.  That experience seemed to deepen his later books, however.  My friend Derryl York discovered Graves & urged me into “Goodbye to a River” which was terrific. Derryl has acted like he enjoyed several trips to our cabin.  “Goodby …” has some Texas history in it besides nature.  I just finished my third Graves book, “Hard Scrabble: Observations on a Patch of Land”.  When Graves “strums his guitar” in this book, my strings vibrate in a wonderfully harmonious way.  The opening pages are ME talking (if I could write a lot better).  “Hard Scrabble” helps explain to me, & perhaps others, my attachment to our cabin land – adding to, improving, cows, having ponds dug & just being there to enjoy nature.  Reading between the lines in my Graves’ 2nd & 3rd  books, I realized Graves is one of the buddies mentioned in Hale’s articles about an annual river camping & fishing ritual.  Sad though, to see someone I admire go through life without accepting a personal close walk with Jesus.  Graves is an unusual & good person, but appears to have only found gods with a small “g” even in his older age.  My reason for putting down these Nature Stories is sharing what I love ... to point family toward nature & perhaps through enjoying nature make Jesus more real.  Growing up with Mom & Dad was a great blessing.  Two gentle people who loved nature (especially Dad) & the Lord.  One thing Dad did for me was introduce me to Psalms 104 & its use of nature to glorify God.  My greatest joy as I get older is knowing that just about all in my family tree love Jesus.

                --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

To Billy Arhos:  I have added some.  Also edited it once & Nita did her own spell check after Word did it - she is better.  Did I ask you about John Graves?  Have you  read his books I mention?  I think you would enjoy "Hardscrabble".  You do not have to read this now - or ever.  It has become longer! - but I have enjoyed it. 

Before adding Billy’s reply, below, I asked him if I could.  And if yes, should I include the line about Willie & the IRS?  Billie said yes.  “ Wille Nelson doesn't care if you use that story.  Blame it on me.   IT was pretty common knowledge.  Willie doesn't worry about small things & most things, to him, are small.”  Now, Billy’s reply:  
Well, it opened OK.   Willie Nelson borrowed MY GUITAR which is almost exactly like his and made by Martin Guitars a very long time ago.  It is a Classic Guitar and Martin is not known for them but one can always pick Nelson's guitar out on a recording because of the distinctive sound.   Mine has better base than his.  Oddly, my first love's (8th grade) husband called me from Bryan where he owns a pawn shop and wanted me to get Willie to buy it for $1,000.  It, said my local music store, was worth about $375.  So I haggled with him and bought it myself for $500 and added an electric pickup for about $100.  The Martin Executives came to see us one time and estimated mine is worth more like $1,000.  Willie played mine because he was hiding his from the IRS.  His friends tried to buy it from me to give to him.  Everything I ever gave to him, he handed to the next person who passed him or I would have considered giving it to him. 
 

I have a "cedar chopper" friend who still owns 30 acres on Spicewood Springs Road where he has a junk yard in the middle of what is now a pretty sophisticated neighborhood right off of Loop 360.  Frank Boatright.  Frank's big old beautiful wife (6 ft. tall) Pauline was killed by a car walking along Spicewood Springs Rd.  Sad.  Frank spent two years in prison for buying some guns that turned out to be stolen.  My Lakeway land partner is his friend and we spent a lot of time with Frank.  He is about 5 ft. 9 and walks like he has a board across his shoulders, one end higher than the other.  He also has short, thick fingers.  He also has a matched pair of hammered shotguns (engraved) one .12 guage and one .10 guage with which he killed many a deer on Spicewood Springs Rd. using buckshot.....at night.  I wish I'd known you're rock trick for skinning deer but if Frank was along, you only needed him.  He would run the deer up on the frame and chains he used to hoist car engines, cut a ring around their necks and just JERK their skins off.  He was one strong dude.   I could write a few book chapters about Frank.  It is unheard of to send someone to prison, first offense for buying a couple of stolen guns.  He went to a minimum security prison for about 18 months.  
 

Dixie Sick (my class recorder) sent me the names of a bunch of publishers which I've misplaced but she might help you get your stuff published if you want to talk to her about it.  Her name and email address is always at the end of the '57 Class notes in the Rice Owlmanac.
 

I have read John Graves' Goodbye to a River, and I have a great picture of him taken by Billy Wittliff who wrote the Screenplay for Lonesome Dove.   He gave me those pictures of Tommy Lee Jones and Robert Duval on my wall.  My friend Bob Huffaker Jr. who was the CBS announcer standing next to Lee Harvey Oswald when Jack Ruby shot him, gave me a copy.  He will be here tomorrow night at Book People with Wes Wise, Bill Mercer, and George Phenix promoting their new book, "When the news went live.  All were on site when Oswald was killed.  Wise was Mayor of Dallas for a couple of terms later but more imprtantly, was sidekick to "The Old Scotchman" Gordon McClendon when he recreated major league baseball games.
 

I forgot Baggett was killed deer hunting.  I was just lucky and more than once.  I actually heard a bullet whiz by me when I was walking across a field but it was not (I don't think) intended for me.  It sound 20 or 30 ft. high and several feet away.  Sounds like a mad hornet.  I tried to catch some baby javelinas once but had one eye out for their mother.  A short white guy can't outrun a baby javelina nor its mother but I did outrun one that I had slightly wounded with an arrow and it irritated it to no end.    (End of Billy’s reply.)
                --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Ron Mohr, a friend retired from his Wilson-Mohr, Inc. has a place in Burleson County up near Caldwell.  He has lots of Eastern Bluebirds there and several years ago I gave him an article and plans for bluebird houses.  He has built and installed several.  He told me 1/17/05 peregrine falcons catch & eat some of the blue birds, in the tree over his patio!  Ohhhh, I wish he had not told me that.  I shoot sparrows when they try to run bluebirds out of their houses, but I would not be able to bother a peregrine.  I have never seen one at the cabin – but I saw a long chase at the beach in Galveston.  He gave a pigeon a long FAST chase with a lot of 90 degree turns.  The pigeon was still flying when they went out of sight.
                --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

I asked my 9 year older (but, sadly, shorter) brother, Chuck, to write up his skunk stories.  He is a retired LaMarque, TX Jr. High science teacher.  His 1/29/05 reply:

I was asked to relate some of my skunk encounters.  Here are all my skunk encounters.  As a teenager (1940s) working on Granddaddy Fincher's ranch, I was "loaned" to a neighbor farmer/rancher to do some plowing on the night shift.  Someone else plowed all day.  On the way back to granddaddy's, I saw a half grown skunk cross the calechi farm road in front of me.  I thought he was just the right size, & would make a pet.  Probably too small to "stink" yet.  I promptly jumped out of my pick-up (after I stopped it) & followed it 'till it "hid" in a small Mesquite bush.  I cut a branch with a fork at the end.  The plan was to hold down the skunk with the forked end, & work my way down the stick & catch it.  The skunk faced toward me, so I was safe from his business end if in fact he did have his noted weapon in tact.  I secured him with the forked stick & began going down the stick to apprehend him.  The skunk then flipped over backwards (with his head still held at the neck with the stick) & sprayed me in the face (thankfully not in my eyes).  I decided it was time to let him go for now & check out skunks after I had more information on their makeup.  I went on home to Granddaddy's, smelling like the skunk intended me to.  It must have been 8:00 A.M. or a little later.  I was having a little fun with my B.O. when Barbara Jean (my cousin) came in the front door.  She was recently married by some months & promptly ran out the back door & upchucked.  Unwittingly, I caused the disclosure of her first pregnancy a little earlier than she had planned.  Skunk odor & early morning sickness don't mix too well, I learned.

 

Story 2:  Also in the ‘40s, for a couple of years or 3, I worked a summer job in Luling, Texas on an agricultural demonstration farm.  The farm’s purpose was to plant large experimental crop plots to evaluate their commercial possibilities let farmers observe.

One day I was moving aluminum irrigation pipes to a new location in the field.   I discovered 5 quite young skunks in one pipe.  No adult seemed present & I took advantage of the bonanza.  I provided board & room space for them where I was living on the farm.  I built a cage, provided cat food & water.  They are quite a docile animal, normally, so they seemed content in their new location.  They determined that a certain corner of the cage would be the bathroom & all of them used it.  The cage floor was of hardware cloth, so I just cut out that area so the feces would fall out & not build up.  The hole I cut wasn't large enough for them to exit, so all was OK in that department.

 

The next task: learning how to "de-scent" them.  I went around town, asking any "old timers" how that could be accomplished.   Each person had a different story to tell, so I decided since I had 5 skunks I would have to find out on my own - which I did.  I felt a bit sorry for the first one with my inexperience, but I located the scent glands & how to make them accessible for an operation.   The task is quite simple & quick to perform.  The other four fared OK. The first one was OK also but the job wasn't as quick & easy.  

 

Story 3:  In the ‘50s I was farm manager on the Tex-Mex School, 5 miles south of Kingsville, TX.  One year, there were a large number of skunks in the area.  I caught one, deodorized it & made a pet of him.  They are easily handled if you are slow & easy with them.  If you try to do something like grab them or move very quick to do whatever you choose, you will find out that they have already noticed your intentions & have made appropriate defense move before you get a chance to accomplish your mission.  They are very quick, but not fast afoot.  This skunk lived in our apartment & was very clean, didn't even have to be introduced to the "sand box", but knew instinctively what it was for.

 

During this time, Harriett was due to be born & I didn't think I should have a skunk in the house with a new baby.  Therefore, I gave it to the biology teacher at Texas A.& I. University, now Texas A&M University, Kingsville.  This was before November 1952.  The teacher was quite happy to become the owner of the skunk.  Over Christmas holidays, she went to be with her family, taking the skunk with her.  She arrived in Philadelphia, and put the skunk (& traveling cage) out in the back yard for fresh air & sun.  The residence was located on the banks of a small stream passing through that residential area.  The skunk managed to get the cage open & escaped.  A day or two later, a report of a skunk coming into the house in that general neighborhood appeared in the local news paper.  The paper reported the skunk had been ushered out & toward the stream behind the house. The teacher then contacted the family that had found the skunk, & that got into the paper.  For three or four days after the initial skunk episode, several articles appeared concerning the skunk & numerous phone calls concerning it began to come.  However, the skunk was not seen again after its escape.

 

Story 4:  I also taught one of the Tex-Mex students how to handle skunks & he made some pens for them & caught 4 or 5.  However, he handled them easily & didn't even bother to deodorize them.  One day, one of the houses on the Tex-Mex campus (which had a basement) had a skunk that decided to make it a home.  Cool, dark, & just fine for his comfort.  The resident of the house discovered the skunk & sent his German police dog down the outside entrance to the basement for the dog to run the skunk out.  The skunk ran the dog out.  By then several Tex-Mex students had gathered for the show. The resident of the house (owner of the dog) was at a loss of what to do.   One of the student onlookers said "Manual can get him out!"  The house resident said, "If the dog can't get him out no one can.  “Oh yes he can."  Well, go get Manual & we will see."

Manual came & was asked if he needed anything.  He asked for a cloth & was given a single bed spread & in the cellar he went.  He soon came out with the skunk, wrapped in the spread with no fuss.  The trick is to move slow & cover the skunk with a cloth or such & pick him up.

 

Story 5:  My last encounter with a skunk was while attending Texas A&M in College Station.  I was a summer dorm manager for some high ability high school NSF students.  The dorm had an underground air intake, level with the ground, covered with a steel grid. Under the grid, was a concrete room about 15 feet square & 8 feet tall.  The grid had a trap door of the same material as the grid top & a stairway to the floor.  This was at the rear of the dorm & my room was at the front. One row of rooms facing the front & another row facing the rear.  From my room one evening I heard a loud clang & recognized instantly what would cause that type of noise & ran out my room, through a short passageway to the rear & saw two boys (A&M students) running toward a nearby dorm.  I had no chance to find them in a strange dorm, so I looked down into the air intake "room" & saw a skunk walking around, looking for cover or exit or whatever.   I will never know why the skunk didn't spray (the object of the whole affair) & fill the air system with skunk odor.  To decide the next step, I went to the nearby campus security office & told them what had happened & asked what they wanted to do about it.  They knew I was the dorm manager & said: “just get the skunk out somehow.”  I said: “I can”, but asked if they wanted any sort of investigation.   They said no & did I need any thing to use in getting the skunk out?   I asked for a cardboard box to carry him in & a large cloth or rag to pick him up with.  We found a box and a Veterinary student's white lab coat in a “lost & found” pile.  A security man drove me back to the dorm & I went down the stairs.  The skunk hadn't settled down much as yet & wouldn't stop to let me pick him up.  I then closed three flaps of the box & turned it on the side, leaving 1/4-th of the top open.  The skunk saw the dark insides of the box as a safe hiding place & went in very quickly.  I closed the remaining flap, picked up the box & carried the skunk out to the security officer.  The officer then drove the skunk & me out to the A&M farm area & released the skunk.  On the way back to the campus, the officer said "I wouldn't have believed it if I hadn't seen it.  I would have shot him."  From then on, I was the talk of the security force & had great favor with them the rest of the summer.  (End of Chuck Tucker skunk stories.)
                --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

EDITED TO HERE
Skunk stories have a way of spawning more skunk stories!  Upon hearing the above, good friend, Donald Bloom, who lives in Bowie, told me HIS skunk story. (Donald & I are “co-conspirators” in forming a Fellowship of Christian Athletes chapter in Bowie and have become close friends in the process.)  Donald’s Dad worked for Service Pipe Line & as a kid they lived around Texas in small towns like Grayford, Jacksboro, Mineral Wells, etc.   Donald’s main assets were a huge St. Bernard (Princes), a BB gun & a sling shot.  One day the man at the filling station showed him a wonderfully soft and beautiful skunk fur he had just purchased from someone else.  After feeling it & admiring it, Donald asked how much the man paid for it - the price was $3.00!  A lot of money for a kid in the early 1940’ & Donald began thinking how HE could trap a skunk & sell its fur.  He asked the man where someone would FIND a skunk, and was told that they often live in hay stacks. Sooo, Donald heads home, gets his spring trap & heads to a farm with huge twenty foot hay stacks & begins poking around. Aha!  Donald finds a hole that goes way back into the stack.  All excited, he sets his trap at the opening, drives a wooden stake through the steel ring at the end of the chain attached to the trap (to keep the trapped animal from running off with the trap) & heads home.  Next day Donald comes back – no trap!  He looks into the hole.  Sure enough, deep inside he can see the ring on the end of the of the trap chain!  Donald runs home and comes back with a rake.  Stretching way back into the hole he gets a tooth of the rake in the chain ring and hulls.  IT PULLS BACK!  Donald tugs & tugs.  Gradually the chain is coming out of the tunnel - & out in the open – a skunk, sure enough!  But … the skunk sprays Donald really good – ugh.  Donald commences hollering & rolling around.  Princes comes running to protect Donald & grabs the skunk – and in turn gets sprayed – really good.  Princes commences whining and rolling around – real scene of misery.   As the agony decreased some, Donald & Princes run home & blast through the back door & into the house – where Donald’s Mom was entertaining her bridge club!  This results in lots of women blasting out the front door.  By now, Donald & I are laughing pretty good.  I do not remember asking if the bridge club ever met at his home again.  By the way, Donald later became an Eagle Scout, so I guess he smartened up somewhere along the line.  I doubt they gave badges for skunk experiences.        
                --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

ANOTHER skunk story!  Picking up a book in our Metropolitan Baptist library in Feb., ’05, I mentioned the above skunk stories to volunteer librarian Lisa Berry – and she had ANOTHER skunk story.  Their indoor dog wanted back in one day.  Opening the door brought a rush of skunk fumes that “singed” her nose, burned her eyes & left her speechless!  Their dog had lost a skunk battle!  Their vet’s advice? - bathe dog in lather of: one tablespoon detergent, one quart hydrogen peroxide & one cup baking soda!  (Nita remembers using a tomato soup bath after a similar experience – not successful.)    Lisa says it worked pretty well, but not well enough to make the dog welcome in the house that night!  After much dog begging & their son reminded them the dog had NEVER spent a night out of the house – in came the dog.  But - they survived.       

                --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

During a dental checkup 2/24/05, my Rice classmate, friend & lifelong dentist, Don Ruthven, & I discussed Nature Stories.  If I listed acquaintances with the greatest love of nature & the most experience in it, Don would be one of the top two or three.    He shared a story I did not know could HAPPEN in Texas!!)  Don’s son, Chip, is manager of the 28,000 acre Matador Wildlife Management Area at the bottom of the Texas Panhandle, near Childress.  The area used to be part of the old Matador Ranch & is now owned by Texas Parks & Wildlife.  He also manages 2,000 acre Gene Howe Management area on the Canadian River.  Now, the story:  Chip had a lovely family dog that could not keep away from porcupines?!)  (I did not even know there WERE porcupines in Texas!)   Each encounter was painful to the dog & resulted in an $80.00 trip to the vet for quill removal.  After the THIRD encounter, Chip gave his dog to a home not connected to so much open land!  (I wonder how many encounters would have had to occur before that dog would have decided to not mess with porcupines?!)
(Light editing to here for spelling, etc.)

Chip has had a lot of interesting experiences, including studying “horned toads” at an earlier job in South Texas by catching & inserting an information chip.  Later a man, Richard Trazmier (?), invented a postage stamp size radio transmitter which helped them keep track of them & learn their areas.  Prognosis is not good for their future because of destruction of habitat & fire ants.  Fire ants eat forester ants and horned toads do not eat fire ants, so the horned toads food supply is reduced.  Once they were tracking a horned toad radio transmitter and the faint signal was coming from a bush.  They inspected the bush & a road runner ran out.  They could not catch the road runner, & THAT horned toad (eaten by the road runner!) was lost to their study records.  They searched, but evidently the road runner stomach juices destroyed the transmitter.
                --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Well, time for a story from Nita.  She looked out the window one morning and heard me mowing the grass.  She looked up into our huge pine tree and saw a DEER and fawn up on a horizontal limb in a “nest” of a squashed bunch of grass!  With rapt attention, she watched as a buck came up into the “nest” and slowly, with the buck on one side of the fawn and the female on the other, they “squeezed” the fawn between them and slowly helped the fawn to the ground!  You probably have never seen THAT!?  Before you call a psych to analyze Nita, I should tell you that there are some clues here.  The first clue is the reference to my mowing the grass.  I am allergic to Bermuda grass, plus I hate spending a whole weekend doing yard of over two acres.  I gave that up fifteen years ago or so, after our youngest, Rick, left home.  (He did not do yard in full agreement, but we felt it was important to his growing up to help us do the yard.)  Another clue is that we have often lamented that there is no room left for a lot of the urban area animals as development wipes out more and more of the woods around here.  The third clue is that she told me this story over breakfast this morning, Sept. 17, 2005.  We often share stories over breakfast following the statement: “You will not BELIEVE what I dreamed last night!”  The more fanciful dreams seem to occur just as our bladder awakes us.   OK, how did a dream get into my Nature Stories?  Welllll  . . .   it was just a dang good story.  
                --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Our church sings a praise song: “I am a friend of God, He calls me friend.”  October 24, 2005 I met Robert Coil at cabin to discuss shredding, etc.  He pointed to my beautiful pecan tree.  Ouch!  I sprouted this from a pecan over thirty years ago and moved it to this spot inside the fence around cabin, about 10-15 feet from the edge of a pond.  It is like a child!  20 ft. drip line, 10 inch diameter trunk, loaded with pecans (a squirrel claims the pecans – that’s OK).    BEAVER had gnawed over 30% of the bark!   I sprayed wounds with nursery pruning spray and double wrapped one inch chicken wire to 3 ft. height.  Glad I did not get there a few nights later!  They attacked a dozen trees before, felling nice live oaks and an elm.  I have found several damaged trees and gave the above treatment.   Several not attacked trees but near water now have precautionary wrapping.  I never suspected they might come right up to Anita’s and my cabin, over 15 ft. from water to attack!  Somehow the above song popped into my head but morphed into a beaver song:  “I am a friend of Temple, he calls me friend.”  I need to tell the beaver I am now ambivalent about this “friend” thing.  Anita and I still marvel at their dusk swimming and foraging.  We have seen a pair with a juvenile.  Neighbors up stream on our little creek have seen them mating and love them.  For now, I guess I must wrap more of the trees I am NOT willing to lose, even if they are over six feet or so from water.  I know they are protected and will probably never counsel with neighbors about trapping and relocating FAR away.  I really am fascinated with them, but “friends”?
                 --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Dec. 13, 2005 I was enjoying one of those “perfect” days in the woods by the cabin pond - so peaceful - no wind, clear, low humidity and cold. I saw half dozen robins drinking at the edge of the pond - all of a sudden a mocking bird flew in like the "Red Barron" fighter pilot, wildly strafing through and scattered them.  Must be sad for a mocking bird to have all the woods full of ripe yaupon berries all to himself - and then to have hundreds or thousands of robins come in and start stripping the berries!  One of the pleasures of having a huge holly tree in front of our Kathy Lane home is to see the fall berries - then see all the cedar wax wings move in by the hundreds and strip the berries from top to bottom in a few days - with the hapless local mocking bird having a fit and thinking he will be able to run all the wax wings off!

                --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Jan. 14, 2006 I looked out our home bedroom window - the owl house Billy Arhos gave us (in a big oak waiting for a screech owl resident) looked funny through the rain - got binoculars - it was a squirrel sitting in the box opening!  The instructions with the box said the politically correct thing: "If a squirrel or another animal moves in, just put up another box."  I am not that nice.  With sparrows in the blue bird houses, the answer is either the air rifle or a trip to the box after dark with a plastic bag.  With squirrels, I have already introduced thirty nine to the wild life at the cabin via a live trap – at least one is still surviving the bobcats because we see a squirrel once in a while.  It may be time to set the live trap up again - the pecan season (we have 8 pecan trees at home & do not gather the nuts) was very nice to squirrels this year - they are every where in our back yard on Kathy Lane.  (By the way, surprisingly, squirrels no longer can get in our home bird feeder!  Ask me if you are curious.)  I bet the first sight of a fox, coyote, owl, hawk or bobcat to a city squirrel is more exciting than the horror rides at Disney!  
                 --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

My friend, Billy Arhos, sent me a black box specifically to attract SCREECH OWLS.  His friend, Cliff Shackleford, specifically researched, designed and builds the boxes as a hobby.    Cliff, an ornithologist, is a professional biologist in Austin.  I hung it according to instructions at our Cypress, TX home in northwest Houston Jan. 9, 2006.  I had never seen on heard a screech owl.  (Cliff says they do not actually “screech” but have sort of a weird call followed by something like a horse “whinny”).  On March 9, 2006, there was a screech owl sitting in the box opening!  He/she was there all day every day for a month, followed by daily sightings (not up in the opening all day – laying eggs?).  We think eggs hatched about 4/20/06 because Cliff said the babies first appear in box opening during the last week of a 4 week nesting period after hatching.  On 5/12/06 there was a fuzzy baby in the opening! We saw one or two babies exploring the view of the world daily through 5/17/06, fledging day.  The mom (?) would at least come up into the box opening about 15 minutes after sunset and a few minutes later swoop off to begin nightly hunting.)  We found them and BOTH parents 5/18/06 in nearby oak and have not seen any of them since (boo-hoo).  Cliff says they stay in the area but ignore the boxes due to heat until Sept. or Oct. when they again find a box (hopefully ours!)  To help our odds, we have purchased a second box for our big home yard and even installed a third box at our cabin near Round Top.  Anita and I can not wait until we have our “pets” again.  A lovely nature experience.  Sad day when we knew they had gone.

 

Screech owls are only six to eight inches long, about the size of a cardinal, but looks like everyone would expect an owl to look.  My wife, Anita, and I have had a delightful time observing, photographing and learning about our owl.  We named her "Marsh", as in William Marsh Rice.  Billy Arhos has screech owls in his Austin yard boxes – as do lots of his friends in his neighborhood.  They are common to this part of the country and eat mice and roaches (a good thing!)  Yet, being quiet and nocturnal, they are seldom seen if you do not have a box.  I have given several boxes away, several other friends have purchased boxes and I have given away over one hundred prints of my favorite picture (I have taken hundreds, as described below).  Sept./ Oct. should begin another fun time for us and our friends.  For information on the owls, pictures (including my best one), testimonials (with a poem by Anita!) and instructions on how to get your own box, go to Cliff’s web site,  www.owlshack.com.  

Envious of pictures on Cliff’s web site, I thought of my eight inch diameter Meade telescope from my astronomy hobby.  I was able to take good pictures through the telescope by holding my little Nikon “Cool Pix” digital camera against the telescope eyepiece from thirty-five yards away (so as to not "spook" them).  If you get this “Nature Stories” by e-mail, hopefully I attached pictures of the telescope, "Marsh" and one of her babies.  I have many other pictures if you are interested.   

One final thing – (hope you are enjoying this!)  After the amazement of “digiscoping” through my big telescope, I experimented with pictures in the dark or near dark.  After the first week of all day being in the box opening, we would most of the time only see them about sunset when they would come up from inside and sit in the opening for a few minutes before swooping off to hunt for the night.  Often, they would only come up when twilight is well under way (only gets really dark about 45 minutes after sunset).  I began attached the astronomy spotting scope to the telescope.  By looking through the spotting scope (the telescope eye piece was covered by my holding the digital camera against it) I could see the box much better than with my unaided eyes.  I could see whether anything was even in the opening of the box as it got darker.  Some nights the owl had not come up into the opening before it was fully dark.  I not only could not see if anything was sitting in the opening, I could not even see the box!  One night, not wanting to waste the shooting session (perhaps the owl would still come up before I went in to bed?) and still knowing that the telescope was pointed at the opening, I began to slowly click about twenty shots of the digital, hoping the owl would come up during that time.  I then took the digital into my office and downloaded the pictures to my computer.   As expected, all of the twenty “after full dark” pictures were black.  I began editing them one at a time.  As I clicked the “lighten” button, gradually like a slow motion movie, the box would come into view – with nothing in the opening.  I kept doing this and about six shots into the session, the box had an owl in the opening!!  About six of the shots had an owl in the opening and then the rest of them were just empty boxes again (the owl had flown off to begin nightly hunting).    

To help your disbelief of taking pictures in the dark with no flash or spot, I will add this.  (1) We were in a neighborhood where people had house and yard lights on, but these lots are 2-3 acres and we had no lights on at our house.  There was low level glow, but the box was truly not visible to unaided eye at 35 yards.  (2) I did some high school math from geometry.  Look in a mirror. Your pupil is about one eighth of an inch in diameter.  That is what lets light into your brain.  I was using telescope with an eight inch diameter front lens – where the light comes in.  The telescope lens has about 4,000 times the area as your eyes for letting in light.
                 --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

My oldest son, Kevin, called to ask if he & I could go to the cabin after church Sun. 7/2/06, spend the night & go FISHING IN THE TWO YEAR OLD POND.  I dropped everything & said "yes".  

 

Background: We built an additional 1 acre pond 11/'03. We stocked it 2/14/04 with 7 inch channel cat, 3 inch blue gills and a bunch of fathead minnows.  After the blue gill spawned, we added 7 inch hybrid bass in June of '04.  The area has great clay for a water tight pond, but clay in the runoff keeps the water brownish.  County agent Larry Nichol referred me to "muddy pond" article on the A&M and the Tex Parks & Wildlife web sites re: testing with gypsum and lime, etc.  Larry even gave me the phone number of the now retired A&M professor, Don Steinbeck, author of the article.  Don & I spoke by phone Jan. '06.    

 

Don said the pond may clear up on its own with additional plant life and decay.  I asked how the bass and catfish can find food in the brownish water (only about two inches of visibility).  Don’s reply: "Have you put a hook in the water?"  I said no, I have been busy with the irrigation system & other projects and have been saving the "maiden" fishing experience" to be with my son and/or grandson.  He suggested I "put a hook in, you might be surprised!"  

 

After stocking, I installed fish feeder that has been operating ever since. I have seen little top water activity, other than fish coming up to eat the fish food when the feeder goes off. Recently I saw what looked like big mouths coming for the food, but could not tell much.  

 

Back to fishing trip with Kevin.  We fished the small pond by cabin Sun. afternoon and planed to fish the new pond Mon. morning.  Just before dusk Sun., time for the fish feeder to go off, we decided to walk to new pond.  Rather than re-rig our regular rods from bass plugs to hooks for live worms, we each took a crummy and very light rod/reels normally used by younger grandkids in the old pond for perch.  We did not check how tight the drag was set on the reels – nor did we even familiarize ourselves with HOW to loosen the drag.   The grand kids never NEEDED a loose drag when they fished in the old pond.  Kevin immediately got a BIG hit and could not keep it from running the line by the feed apparatus, breaking the line before he could figure out the drag.  All he knew was that it was nice fish.

Soon I had a big strike and it took off - MY drag was totally locked up also.  Just before the line was about to snap, I figured out how to loosen the drag.  It took 10 minutes to get it to the bank.   In our hasty decision to quickly fish the new pond before dark, we only took a wire fish basket, rods and live worms.  It was almost dark and we had no flash light or landing net (we have not needed THAT at the old pond either).  At the waters edge I got a pair of pliers in its mouth and drug it up on the bank.  I was stunned.  It seemed huge, even in the gathering darkness.  We finally wrestled it into the fish basket and headed for the cabin and bed.  

 

Monday morning we get no more big cats (only some uninvited "yellow bellies").  Kevin DID get a small hook straightened out using a plastic worm (trying to get a look at what size the bass might be) so as of 7/23/06, we still have not seen what the bass look like in the new pond.  When we brought the big channel cat back to the cabin for cleaning, it was 24 inches long and six pounds!  Lots of our friends have better fish stories, but considering I had no idea what was in the pond & that I shared this first experience with my son, Kevin, this ranks high on my list of great times!   

I called & thanked Don Steinbeck for encouraging me to "put a hook in the water" – it I was INDEED a surprise.

                 --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Even though I did not witness this event, since it occurred in Fayette County, I am also placing this BUZZARD/RACCOON STORY in my collection of personal "Nature Stories", most of which I witnessed in the area of our Fayette County cabin.  (This story was first prepared and sent to Fred Wernette for inclusion in the Northcentral Fayette County Wildlife Management Newsletter.)
 

First, your stories in the NCFCWMC Newsletter are so interesting.  I always read the newsletter as soon as it arrives (unless, of course, Anita and I are at the time at the cabin creating our own memories).  I believe my last issue was the June '08 issue with the "They're Back" article.  Actually, about three weeks ago I saw a dead boar about half a mile south of HWY 290 on the side of Round Top Road.  There was a lone Caracara sitting on it.  I had to look up the Caracara in a bird book to confirm.  This was the first I have ever seen up close, even though now (because of the white wing/tail markings) I know this is what I have seen a few times flying over my place.  They are sometime called a "Mexican Eagle" and very dramatic head and markings.  I am sure you have seen them. 

 

I would be interested to know if you have ever heard of anything like this story I will now share with you.  My Bible Study friend, Bill Blanton and a partner were bass fishing about sun rise in November, 2007 from their boat in Fayette County Lake.  They noticed a dozen or more buzzards in a tree back from the shore.  They also noticed an adult raccoon at the shore line.  Three buzzards swooped out of the tree and glided low above the raccoon, causing it to move along the edge of the water.  The three buzzards then landed just in front of the raccoon, turned to face the raccoon and spreading their wings with tips touching.  This "wall" caused the raccoon to turn up the slope away from the water into a clearing.  Then two other buzzards swooped down from tree & landed near raccoon.  Just then two other buzzards swooped down & grabbed the raccoon, at which time the original three and the second pair also grabbed the raccoon and the fight was over and the buzzard meal began.   

 

Anything that I hear or witness in the wild is especially exciting to me if it is something I have never seen or heard of before.  This was definitely new information to me.  I have never seen or heard of buzzards eating anything but dead things, as described in dictionaries.  This shows intelligence and cunning not unlike a pack of wolves working together.  

 

It brings new meaning to being near a large number of buzzards.  I actually do not believe there ever will be an account of buzzards subduing and killing a live person.  However, if they are as smart and organized as above, I have no doubt that 50 or more buzzards COULD accomplish it!

 

While we are on the subject of bringing new meaning to a subject ...   I enjoy sharing mountain lion stories.  I have never seen one in the wild, but I have heard many stories of other people seeing them.  I know three or four people that have seen mountain lions in Fayette County, including less than a mile from our cabin in North Fayette County.  Now, back to "new meaning" ...   wouldn't local lion stories bring new meaning to the next romantic hand in hand moon lit walk in the woods with your wife?  Just don't let her read this and it should still be a safe and wonderful experience.

 

Have a great day - I hate it that I have missed all the recent Cooper Farms meetings.  

                 --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

e-mail to Leon Hale re: my response to his 4/27/08 Chronicle article on eating eggs:

 I eat 3 eggs/day. Dr. told me that's WAY too many yolks & to cut back to one yolk/day.

First, tried Egg Beaters - they had onions (I'm allergic to onions) on "contents & other stuff I did not understand.  Plus, Egg Beaters are expensive.  So, just separated out two yolks and worked fine.

We gave the two yolks/day to our Aussie, until vet heard me comment on it.  Vet: "So you are transferring your future heart problem to your DOG?!"

 

OK.  I experimented with feeding yolks to WILDLIFE.  When I am at the cabin (6 miles on other side of Round Top from your place), I learned if I soft scrambled the yolks (leave a little runny), perch go crazy over them, especially if I feed them a couple of days in row at the same place (off of pier).  Now, my grandkids are guaranteed to catch all the perch they want from the pier.  Often a bass will even snatch a big bite.

 

When I am at home in Cypress, TX, we soft scramble and put on shelf we made on tree out our kitchen window.  The squirrels, mocking birds and wood peckers really get after them.  (I let our Aussie lick the plate and spoon - don't tell our vet.)

 

Finally, your article was encouraging – we’d had been told there is no protein in egg whites!  We searched the web - confirmed one egg white has 4g protein, 8% of daily requirement.   I’m 72, don't die before me, I love your articles/books.  

                 --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

9/09 response to Fred Wernette (secretary of  Fayette County Wildlife letter) regarding SCORPIONS AND TARANTULAS: 
Fred, we received the Sept . Newsletter a couple of days ago.  Barbara and I must share some genes.  The “scorpions/black Widow on a rock” is my kind of thing.  It is good for everyone, especially young kids, to know exactly what both look like.  Also, I find it darn interesting myself.  A few months ago I saw a scorpion in the cabin.  I postponed the normal “squash” reaction – picked it up alive with tweezers and placed in a small bottle with screw lid and filled bottle with rubbing alcohol and marked the time.  I was curious of how long such an ancient critter could last under alcohol.  Five minutes, ten minutes, I waited.  Each time I tapped the bottle I recorded whether he moved and how long he had been submersed.  The last time he reacted t my tap was after thirty-five minutes!  No wonder he has existed so many years!  Tough bugger.  I noticed some bubbles came up at the last reaction – perhaps he had held his breath and lasted thirty five minutes on that oxygen before ingesting the alcohol.  I now have several adults and several one fourth inch babies in the alcohol.  The grand children say “ugh” when they see him, but they love it and it starts a good discussion about how they often are under rocks, why to avoid them, etc.   My wife, Anita, and adult children just look at me with that “why?” expression.      

Now, back to your August tarantula story.  We bought the first part of our Fayette County place in the 1970 and only ONCE have I seen a tarantula and that was not even on our property.   Sometime in the ‘70s on the drive back to Houston we saw large groups of tarantulas crossing the highway ahead of us.  They were traveling south, probably around dusk but I cannot remember the month.  The kids were about 8-10 years old and we all were fascinated.  There were perhaps 10-15 visible each time!  I think this occurred somewhere between Carmine and Brenham on Hwy 290.  After driving over several of these (migrating?) groups, the little boy that lives in side of me made me pull off and capture one of them.   The kids were ecstatic - spouse was not.  Back home we placed him in an empty aquarium and fed him insects, etc.  He lived a good while (in the garage!) and we all enjoyed him.  I cannot remember how that pet experience ended, but no one was bitten.  It occurs to me now, after 35 years or so, that this was a most unusual experience.  Have you (or do you know anyone who has) ever seen large groups of them before?  Anita and I love your newsletters.  
              ---------------------------------------------------------------------------------

   BLUE BIRDS in Carolyn’s house in meadow by the cabin on 6/15/11.  We had bought 18 new bluebird houses from Burt’s Birds in Carmine because I did not want to make any more and I wanted side opening boxes for better checking.  I went to old box in meadow with Carolyn Tucker’s name on it to see if empty so I could replace it. I assumed it was empty and removed the bottom and began letting the nesting material down and out (carefully, just in case!).  When the top of the nest became visible, FIVE baby blue birds flew out right in my face!!  All of a sudden about a half dozen blue birds began dive bombing my head, not touching but only inches away!  They were set on running me off and protecting their babies.  I squinted my eyes and crouched as I watched the five babies leave – two could fly pretty well and made it to the trees on edge of meadow.  The other three only managed to go about 10 or 15 feet and drop into the grass.  Obviously they were about old enough to “fledge” (leave the nest) anyway.  I carefully put the nest back in the box and closed the bottom.  I began finding the three in the grass.  As I would be about close enough to reach them in grass, they would fly another 10 feet and drop.  Finally they tired (I was getting tired also!) and I could place my fingers around them in the grass without mashing them and pick them up, one at a time and gently put them back in their round hole.  I succeeded and later noticed a parent sitting on the box, so the family seemed t still be intact.  Blue Birds are the gentlest of birds and so quiet, with a soft little song.  I was so impressed with them (all the parents, aunts and uncles combined) being willing to risk their lives protecting against this tall skinny guy!  I am so glad I am in process of replacing my old boxes with the “easier to inspect” side opening houses.  By the way, Sarah’s house on the other side of the cabin has had baby blue birds all summer also!  Blue Birds must like these two grand children!  

              ---------------------------------------------------------------------------------

AUTOMATIC DIGITAL GAME CAMERA.  We enjoy seeing pictures from our automatic digital battery powered infrared flash game camera.  Checking the chip each trip is a delight and often a surprise!  As of 7/29 2011 we have pix on bob cat, fox, deer (one with beautiful antlers), fawns, Hogs, coons, armadillos, squirrels, coyote, opossum, and wild hogs.  Some are so clear they are frameable.  We know there are mountain lion in the area even though we have never seen one or captured one on film.  I dream of getting a nice lion pix, however (may forever change the idea of a romantic hand-in hand stroll in the moonlight with Nita!!!)   

              ---------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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