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Elijah, at Tandy Hills Natural Area

Some Things to Do During
the Great Stay-At-Home
We are now about three weeks into the Great Stay-At-Home
of 2020, and all of us hope that the virus goes away and takes
all the worry and loss with it. I hope that you and your family
are safe and well, making the best of a difficult time. People
often wonder, “when is this going to be over?” Kids may worry, or they may just be annoyed about places they cannot go
and people they cannot get together with. What can you do?
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The state parks are now closed, but only temporarily while we
need to avoid close contact with each other. Some local parks
are closed, too. This primarily applies to places where lots of
people gather to bicycle, run, or just take a walk. It is a problem when a lot of people want to do it all at once, and they’re
not spread out far enough from each other. The most important thing is for people to stop catching this new virus, and
so for now a lot of us are stuck at home. I still have a few ideas
for things we can do.
1. Watching birds, butterflies, or other wildlife from your window or sitting in your yard. Over the past few years, I’ve
really tried to learn more about birds, even though my first
love is amphibians and reptiles. Here’s the deal: if you
want to find a salamander, you have to go to where the
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Some Things to Do During the Great-Stay-At-Home, continued
salamander lives. But many of the birds will
come to you, singing from a nearby tree or stopping on a fence before flying off. The Great StayAt-Home of 2020 gives me more time to watch
the birds in my yard or at my feeder, and I can
recognize more of them and learn about them.
The same goes for insects. If dragonflies visit
your yard, notice how they fly, sometimes seeming to float on the air as if by magic, and then
with a flick of the wings they move. There are
many different kinds of dragonflies, and the patterns on their wings give some clues to what
kinds they are. One of my favorites is the Halloween Pennant, with alternating orange and dark
bands on its wings. Others have names like
“Pondhawk” and “Widow Skimmer” – it’s great

mer” (each has wings with black and white patches, and the males of each can have white abdomens), you might look in Eric Eaton’s fine field
guide and see which one it is. The book is the
“Kaufman Field Guide to Insects of North America” by Eric Eaton and Kenn Kaufman. You could
also visit websites like www.bugguide.net to
learn about dragonflies and other insects, spiders, millipedes, and so on.

A Halloween Pennant

fun to learn their names. And if you don’t see
dragonflies, watch for butterflies and moths (like
the Common Buckeye in the “Meet Your Neighbors” section of this issue).
2. Read books and use them to learn more about
what you are seeing. For example, if you are seeing dragonflies and you aren’t sure if one of
them is a “Common Whitetail” or a “Widow Skim-

Field guides are great, but there are other books
about nature that can be lots of fun. A book that
I mentioned in a previous issue is “The Lost
Words,” by Robert MacFarlane and illustrated by
Jackie Morris. The first page opens with “Once
upon a time, words began to vanish from the language of children.” What he means is that as we
lived more and more in the cities and spent less
time in nature, we began forgetting the words
for many of the plants and animals. He goes on
to say, “You hold in your hands a spellbook for
conjuring back these lost words.” The magic
happens when you read the poems and look at
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Some Things to Do During the Great-Stay-At-Home, continued
rain comes in to water the trees and moss. Finally, as his imagination has completely changed
his room, his mother asks where he will sleep. He
answers, “I will sleep on a bed under the stars,
with the moon shining through the green leaves
of the trees; … and next to me, on the boulder
with its head resting on soft moss, the salamander will sleep.” It reminds me of how a love of
nature can expand your world and, little bit at a
time, change how you see everything around
you.

the beautiful paintings and start to remember
(maybe for the first time) things that we no longer see and talk about very often. The poems include such titles as Bramble, Heron, Newt, Raven, and Willow, and the aim is to capture some3. If you can, get out to a preserve or park that is
thing about the essence of these things, rather
away from people. As of April 8, there are places
than to teach a set of facts about them.
like Parkhill Prairie in Collin County, River Legacy
Speaking of capturing the essence of something,
Parks (with some trail closures because of recent
I want to mention a delightful book to read to
rain) in Arlington, Tandy Hills Natural Area (see
younger kids. “The Salamander Room” is the stothe last issue of Treefrog Times) in Fort Worth,
ry of Brian, who found a salamander in the
LBJ National Grasslands near Decatur (though
woods and said “come live with me.” His mother
camping and other gathering areas are closed)
asks him a series of questions: “where will he
where you can walk and hike. If you go to one of
sleep?” and “how will you feed them?” Each
these places, please remember that you should
time, Brian’s answers build a little more of a fannot gather in a group and you should stay six
tasy habitat, right there in his room, boulders
feet or more from others you might encounter. If
with little pools of water, insects to eat, and birds
we do not follow these guidelines, places like
and bullfrogs to control the excess of insects. As
this will likely be closed. One day it will all rehe imagines how to provide for the needs of his
open, but for now, check before you go to make
growing list of plants and animals, the ceiling
sure your destination is open.
comes off his room so that the birds can fly, and
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Meet Your Neighbors:

The Common
Buckeye
A butterfly with “eyespots”
to fool predators
What are they?

These are butterflies with a wingspan from just under
two inches to nearly 3 inches. There are two small
orange bars and a white band on each forewing.
Along the trailing (back) edges of the wings are a series of spots edged in a lighter color and outlined in
black. These are “eyespots.”

female

Eyespots help the butterfly survive by fooling other animals into thinking that it is some different, bigger
animal. The eyespots also might make the predator confused about which part of the butterfly it is seeing.
Where are they found?

They are found mostly in the southern U.S. and down to Mexico,
but seasonally they may fly as far north as Canada. They like open,
sunny areas.
What do they eat?
Adults feed on nectar from flowers such as asters and tickseed
sunflowers. However, the caterpillars eat leaves from such plants
as snapdragon and toadflax.
What is their behavior like?
Common buckeyes often perch on low vegetation but take off for

short flights if we approach them.
How do they reproduce?
Females lay eggs on leaves, choosing plants that the caterpillars
like to eat. After the caterpillar is grown it transforms into a pupa
A book about field herping in Texas, with stories
of travels to the Big Bend, Rio Grande Valley,
Big Thicket, and other places, finding many of
the reptiles and amphibians in each region.
Available at Amazon, Barnes & Noble, and at
bookstores. (Texas A&M University Press, 2018)

for a time, finally emerging as an adult butterfly.
See https://www.butterfliesandmoths.org/species/Junonia-coenia
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Places to Go:

LBJ National Grasslands
Near Decatur, Texas | https://www.fs.usda.gov/detail/texas/about-forest/districts/?cid=fswdev3_008440
The Lyndon Baines Johnson (LBJ) Grasslands are

as wildflowers. Other plants such as sumac and

federally protected lands managed by the U.S. For-

plums are continually trying to take over, and in

est Service. Altogether, over 20,000 acres of land

places there are thickets of these shrubs and small

fall within the LBJ National Grasslands, but they are

trees.

spread out in a patchwork of smaller sections. Be-

tween the sections is ranchland and some private
homes. The bigger sections have extensive trails
that are used for riding horses but can also be

There are so many species of wildlife that it’s hard to
know what to mention. There are various kinds of
birds, many reptiles and amphibians (including a

hiked.

few venomous snakes, so watch your step and leave

Although it is “grasslands,” the region is part of the

and tons of invertebrates—butterflies, wasps, drag-

Western Cross Timbers, an area of oak woodlands

onflies, spiders, and so on.

them alone!), armadillos and other small mammals,

mixed with patches of prairie. As you hike through
LBJ National Grasslands, you typically see areas of
woodland (oaks mixed with other trees) and then
the forest opens up into an area of grassland (Little

The trails are primitive and can get muddy after
rains. Some areas are outside cell phone range.
Bring a map and lots of water!

Bluestem, some Indiangrass, other grasses as well

A meadow within the LBJ National Grasslands
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LBJ National Grasslands, continued

Plain-bellied Watersnake (harmless)

Map courtesy of the U.S. Forest Service

Michael Smith is a naturalist who has lived most of his life in North Texas. He has given talks on herpetology, led
nature walks, and served as an officer in herpetological societies. He has written for Texas Parks & Wildlife Magazine, co-authored the book Herping Texas, and has a second book expected in spring, 2020. He also works with
children and young people as a licensed Psychological Associate. He blogs at www.livesinnature.com and can be
reached at livesinnature@outlook.com.

