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evolution in real time 

 
On Wednesday, November 18th, we were 
entertained and educated on the topic of evolution 
in action at our monthly indoor meeting.  Dr. 
Miriam Richards, a professor from Brock 
University, with strong family ties to the Niagara 
Falls Nature Club, provided a presentation with 
examples and explanations to explain the process 
such that even the children in the audience could 
grasp (at least some) of the concepts.  Evolution, it 
seems, is all around us, happening at various rates, 
and can even be seen in relatively small time 
frames, despite what scientists used to believe. 
Dr. Richards explained that evolution is usually 
thought of  in terms of long time frames.  This 
“macroevolutionary” scale always involves 
genetic changes.  A good example is the gradual 
branching out of the evolutionary tree, from 
simple organisms many millions of years ago to 
the complex and diverse life forms seen 
throughout history and into the present time.  
However, she states, it is a misconception that 
evolution needs those long time periods in order to 
happen.  “Microevolution”, the changes seen in a 
species over shorter time periods, are very 
possible, and happening right now.  They may or 
may not involve actual mutations at the genetic 
level, but genetic expression (which genes are 
“turned on or off”) may change as a result of 
natural selection.  Thus, evolution in real time or 
evolution in action means that we can witness, 
over relatively small time scales, evolution taking 
place.  
What is evolution?  Evolution is the process of 
how living organisms change from one form to 
another.  The main force of this change is natural 
selection.  Natural selection is the disproportional 
choosing of one trait over another such that  

 
 
offspring are more likely to carry the genetic 
material for the chosen trait.  For example, in a 
population of flowering plants, there is natural 
variation in flowering time from one individual to 
the next.  If those plants need pollinators, then 
they have to time their flower production to 
coincide with the pollinators.  Although there may 
be individuals in the plant population that produce 
flowers when pollinators are not present, they will 
not be pollinated, produce seeds and pass on that 
flowering time to their offspring.  In the next or 
subsequent generations there may be fewer plants 
that produce flowers during times when 
pollinators are not present AND there will be more 
individuals that flower when pollinators are 
present.  In this example, pollinators are the force 
of selection.  There are many other types of 
selective forces, such as temperature, competition 
for resources, and predation.  And sometimes the 
selection is caused by human interference, 
whether intentional or not. 
Dr. Richards explained that microevolution 
happens when there is a very strong selection 
pressure, and sufficient natural variation within 
individuals to allow certain traits to be more 
advantageous than others.  She went on to say that 
humans have created selection pressures that cause 
microevolution.  For example, the Peppered Moth 
in Europe is undergoing selection that could 
eventually result in microevolution of different 
populations.  The Peppered Moth has two main 
body colours (like human eye colour has a few 
variants).  Before the Industrial Revolution, the 
main body colour for Peppered Moths was white 
with black speckles, although there were a small 
percentage of black moths.  The white moths did 
well, as they were camouflaged against their 
resting sites, mainly the trunks of trees that were 
similarly coloured, and hidden from predators 



such as birds.  During the Industrial Revolution 
soot covered almost everything, tree trunks 
included.  The white moths were exposed to more 
predation when trying to rest on blackened trees, 
and very quickly those white peppered moths were 
reduced in the population and did not pass on their 
genes.  During this time, black moths had an 
advantage and survived and reproduced more 
successfully, leading to a population dominated by 
black moths.  As technology increased and 
pollution was reduced with the use of scrubbers in 
smokestacks, etc., the tree trunks again became 
whiter and the population of Peppered Moths has 
also returned to its original proportion of mostly 
whitish moths.  This, says Dr. Richards, is how 
selection pressures can change the composition of 
a population.  If, over time, the populations of 
white and black moths had been isolated and 
mutations occurred in their DNA, it is possible 
that they would have eventually become so 
differentiated that they could no longer interbreed 
and would be considered two separate species. 
Humans are exerting other selection pressures on 
plants and animals.  We see examples in the fact 
that insects are becoming resistant to insecticides 
and bacteria are becoming resistant to antibiotics.  
In both of these examples, the insects and bacteria 
that are able to develop resistance have a lot of 
variability in their genes already, such that some 
individuals are not susceptible, even though most 
die upon exposure to the chemicals.  The 
chemicals themselves are the strong selection 
pressure and kill all of the individuals that don’t 
have the resistance, quickly eliminating those 
genes from future generations. 
Another example is the shrinking Atlantic cod 
population.  A few hundred years ago cod were so 
numerous it was thought you could reach into the 
water and pull one out by hand, but due to 
overfishing, cod are now found in extremely low 
numbers.  Humans have traditionally caught the 
largest fishes, which also happened to carry genes 
for large offspring.  This selection pressure 
quickly reduced the number of large fish passing 
on their genes and resulted in remaining fish being 
smaller (even at maturity).  Because large fish 
were also reproducing more, fishing quickly 
reduced the population size of Atlantic cod.  As 
the population slowly recovers it will be 
interesting to see whether genes for large fish 
remain in the population and again become 
dominant, or whether those genes have vanished 
from the population forever.  

After a few more examples, including Longhorn 
Sheep in Alberta and how forest fragmentation is 
changing the shape of bird wings, Dr. Richards 
broached the subject of whether humans are still 
evolving.  The answer:  yes.  One example of how 
we are evolving is the resistance to malaria shown 
by individuals with sickle cell anemia.  In sickle 
cell anemia, red blood cells are sickle shaped 
instead of round.  Although this condition is 
problematic in many other ways, it is a benefit 
when exposed to the malaria parasite, as the 
parasite requires all round blood cells in order to 
thrive.  Thus, in areas where malaria is rampant, 
individuals with sickle cell anemia have more 
children and this gene is more abundant in the 
population.  There are many other examples of 
how humans continue to evolve, including the 
ability some humans have to digest milk and be 
HIV resistant.   
The overall message Dr. Richards passed on is: 
evolve or die!  This is the ultimatum that every 
species, including our own, has been faced with 
throughout history.  Whether the selection 
pressures are weak and impact a species only over 
millions of years or abrupt changes in habitat or 
behaviour require that a species reacts quickly, 
nature is constantly being challenged to survive.  
And in response, our natural world in filled with 
diverse, beautiful creatures that have met those 
challenges and thrived.  Next time you take a stroll 
through the woods think about the challenges 
those plants and animals (and fungi) go through 
every day! 
                       Keira Newman 
 

lake ontario shore outing 
 

  On Nov. 22, 2015, 14 of us met to begin the 
annual North Shore outing.  It was just below 0 
degrees, and remained chilly and overcast all day, 
with the occasional whiff of snow, and an offshore 
wind. 
 Karin and I always look forward to the annual 
trip.  We congregated at Vineland where people 
were wondering why we only had 2 doughnuts.  
Before our first waterfowl stop, we already had 
left 2 vehicles behind.  Oops.  Part of the group 
included 2 ladies who had their first experience 
with the club and most of the species seen.  
Everyone was very helpful in introducing the 
various species to them. 
 We didn't see many species of waterfowl in our 
first few stops in Vineland and Grimsby but did 



see some Red-tailed Hawks, a Rough-legged 
Hawk, American Robins, and a few others along 
the north service road.  There was also an 
enormous flock of blackbirds that was being 
flushed by a Red-tailed Hawk. 
 At Sayers Park things really picked up.  There we 
had a few species which included:  A Common 
Loon, Surf Scoter, White-winged Scoter, and 
Black Scoter along with many others such as 
numerous Long-tailed Ducks.  The feeders next to 
the park produced a Downy Woodpecker, House 
Finch, Black-capped Chickadees, Hairy 
Woodpecker, and a White-breasted Nuthatch. 
 The next stop was lunch at Hutches where 
nourishment and great conversations were enjoyed 
by all. 
Windermere Basin was next and as usual very 
productive.  Some species not yet seen on this 
outing included: American Coot, a number of 
Ruddy Ducks, Green-winged Teal, Northern 
Shoveler, Gadwall, and Greater Scaup,  
The canal stop didn't work out as it was closed for 
construction.  At this point we left for Toronto and 
a few hearty soles continued on to LaSalle Park.  
 Other species seen on the trip included 
Buffleheads, Red-breasted Merganser, Common 
Merganser, Great Black-backed Gull, Ring-billed 
Gull, Herring Gull, Double-crested Cormorant, 
Common Goldeneye, Canada Geese, Mallard, 
Blue Jay, and American Black Duck. 
Thanks for a wonderful day Gisele.  It was so nice 
to see everyone.  We all really did miss Don. 
                Karin & Paul Philp 
 
 

 
Windermere Basin 

 Paul Philp 
 
 
 

members’ night december 2015 
 

Members’ night is a favourite for many as it is 
such a lovely evening of sharing. We were 
lavished with a lovely variety of holiday treats and 
punch prepared by a few of our members.  
 
Our younger members are proving themselves as 
accomplished naturalists and excellent speakers. 
Ten year old Skye Newman Glancy shared a well-
crafted show, about Nature and summer with her 
family, in her show called “Nature”. She 
chronicled her family’s nature adventures while 
camping and in their own backyard with a series 
of lovely (and sometimes funny) pictures. They 
even watched a young owl learn to fly in their own 
driveway. Skye showed us a lot of what she likes 
including outings with the nature club and that she 
“likes to climb trees, because she feels wild up 
there.” We will all be looking forward to hearing 
from Skye again next year.  
 
Owen Darling, 13, and his father Ian, gave us a 
scientific survey of the fish they caught in the 
Welland River this summer. Species they caught 
from the river bank included dog fish, white 
crappie, and white perch. Later in the summer the 
angling duo ventured down the river in their canoe 
which added a variety of other fish to their lists. 
Their river finds included Red Horse suckers, and 
channel cats; they even helped another guy land a 
7 pound Walleye! At the end of the summer that 
had 13 species on their list! They have a list of 7 
more target species for their expeditions next year. 
We are used to birders being listers, but who knew 
that angler’s had their lists, too. 
 
Next came the grown-ups with their adventures 
from near and far.  Dawn Pierrynowski visited 
China in October where she enjoyed the history, 
the scenery and great autumn weather. She took us 
on a virtual tour of the Great Wall, Temple of 
Heaven, and Ming Tombs of Beijing; the Terra 
Cotta Warriors and Jade Factory of Xian; the 
gardens and silk factory of Suzhou; and the 
architecture and markets of Shanghai. The 
highlight of her trip was the 3 Gorges river 
cruises, especially the side trip to the Lesser 3 
Gorges. 
 
Helen Macdonald shared the views and animals of 
Kreuger National Park, South Africa, from the 
back of an open cab truck. She had pictures of 



“really magnificent” giraffes fighting; elephants, 
young lions, termites nests, zebras, hippos, a 
“snoozing cheetah” and wildebeests – “the nastiest 
ones.” She even met a new cousin and his wife 
and ate ostrich for dinner!  
 
Rick gave a report, richly illustrated with lovely 
photos, of the NFNC September weekend outing 
to MacGregor Provincial Park, Port Elgin, 
Southampton Beach, and Oliphant Fen. The nature 
highlights at MacGregor included carnivorous 
Pitcher Plants, Ruby Meadowhawk and Lance-
tipped Dragonflies, and a variety of mushrooms 
and a Great Egret. Oliphant Fen was full of 
botanical delights including Glaucous White 
Lettuce, Fringed Gentian, Grass of Parnassus, Bur 
Marigold, and the lovely Nodding Ladies Tresses 
orchid. The social highlight was the generous 
hospitality shown by club member Kerry Kennedy 
and her husband Sean who hosted a corn roast and 
barbeque at their summer home.  
 
Margaret Pickles took us on a cold and blustery 
July trip around the Avalon Peninsula of 
Newfoundland. She and her husband, Peter, saw 
1000’s of Pitcher Plants, caribou, Gannets and 
other shore birds, and whales all through a veil of 
fog. The highlight of her trip was a visit to Elliston 
where she could visit the magnificent Puffins up 
close. Even in the high winds and 9oC 
temperatures the colourful clown-like birds posed 
for many portraits and group shots.  
 
Win Laar shared this year’s adventures as Kal and 
she continue their ongoing quest to walk the 
complete Bruce Trail. They hiked a section of the 
trail near Devil’s Glen which crosses 5 rivers, 
many hidden gorges filled with glacial till, lots of 
little lakes, and often looked over distant vistas. 
The walking was sometime easy, but often 
challenging as they climbed up and down the river 
valleys. Their sightings included Holly Fern, 
Hart’s Tongue Fern and Red-banded Polypore 
fungus, and at the highest, windiest points a 
“forest of wind turbines.” Win finished her talk 
with a promise that it is “to be continued.”  
 
Members’ night is always a pleasure as our 
adventurous members show us what is near and 
also take us far and wide to see many wonders of 
nature. This year did not disappoint, and left us 
wondering where we will travel in the new year.  
                                Margaret Pickles 
 

black bears of algonquin 
 

 On a cold evening in February, we were 
treated to a presentation by Peter Ferguson, a 
renowned nature photographer from right here in 
the Niagara Region.  Peter recently won a North 
America wide photo contest through the Great 
Backyard Bird Count with a magnificent shot of a 
Red-tailed Hawk preening itself on a snowy 
branch.  The topic of his slideshow for the Niagara 
Falls Nature Club was black bears of Algonquin 
Park (although we did get a bonus look at his 
snowy owl shots).  As a past teacher, current 
Competitions Director of the Welland Camera 
Club and past member of the NFNC, Peter brings 
plenty of experience with nature, photography, 
and story-telling to his presentations and everyone 
in attendance (and it was a full house) enjoyed the 
talk. 
 Peter started taking pictures in Algonquin 
Park in about 2000.  He quickly fell in love with 
the moose, the loons and the park itself.  Since 
starting his photographic journey of the park, he 
has noticed a decline in wolf calls, numbers of 
monarch caterpillars, and increasing numbers of 
black bears, due to the increasing numbers of 
people using the park.  While his photographs 
illustrate the beauty and individuality of each bear 
he has “met,” it was his story-telling that showed 
the bigger picture – the bears with tagged ears that 
were on probation for not leaving people alone.  
The overweight “dump” bears compared to 
healthy “wild” ones, and the yearling bear he 
photographed scaling a tree as it was startled by a 
truck along the highway.  These stories remind us 
of the ever-encroaching presence of humans in the 
natural landscape and how our actions have 
consequences that sometimes mean the lives of 
innocent animals.  His stories also helped to keep 
his photographs in the context of nature and 
reminded us of the patience it took (and should 
take) to capture these special images. 
 Mixed into the story of the bears was 
Peter’s own story of photography – which lens he 
used, the attractiveness of a backdrop, the number 
of clicks needed to get the perfect shot.  It inspired 
us to pick up our own cameras, or invest in a 
better lens, and hunker down outside for a spell to 
see what would drift into view.  He reminded us 
that we have become too used to our cell phones 
as cameras and have begun to disturb nature by 
trying to get too close – back up, invest in a good 
lens, and let nature be nature.  Not only do you get  



 
 
a better shot, and let everyone else enjoy the view, 
it’s safer – especially when you’re photographing 
bears. Peter recommends a lightweight lens that’s 
easy to run with when photographing bears, and 
it’s not a bad idea to take along someone slower 
than yourself! 
 Some of the most incredible black bear 
photos he showed were of a mother and her cubs 
in a blueberry field – their fur wet with morning 
dew, a berry hanging from a cub’s lip, two cubs 
with identical expressions, but different facial 
patterns, in the same frame.  He likened getting a 
shot of a bear in a field to a game of wac-a-mole.  
Remember the one you played at county fairs 
where you didn’t know where the mole was going 
to pop up but had to be ready to wack it with the 
mallet when it did? His experience involved his 
camera, of course, not a mallet, and a group of 
other photographers around a blueberry field filled 
with over a dozen bears.  
 From funny stories to amazing photos, 
Peter even took us on a journey through the eyes 
of a field biologist as he tagged along with a group 
of scientists into the deep snow of winter (without 
snow shoes).  He illustrated how they used radio 
telemetry to track the collared bear to its den 
where it was hibernating.  Once there, they 
tranquilized and gently removed it from the den, 
then took various measurements before returning 
it to its winter home.  It was an educational and 
slightly humorous adventure for us all, although 
probably not so much for Peter at the time with his 
lack of snow shoes, trudging there and back with a 
pack of fast-paced (and snow-shoe clad) scientists. 
 In short, Peter’s presentation highlighted 
the beauty of black bears in their native habitat 
and reminded us that it is our responsibility to 
preserve that habitat for them.  He promoted the 
use of photography in a way that allows everyone 
to have access to great pictures, but that leaves 
bears (and snowy owls) undisturbed.  His love for 
nature and for the art of photography and story-
telling was obvious and contagious – we will all 
look at black bears and nature photography a little 
more closely from now on.  Thanks, Peter! 
                            Keira Newman 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
fiftieth anniversary 
 
This year our club will mark its fiftieth 
anniversary. The catalyst for its founding was a 
letter to the editor from Mary Moses protesting the 
decision by Niagara Falls city council not to 
acquire the Von Mueller property on the Niagara 
escarpment. Several in the community felt that an 
organized, well informed group that knew and  
loved the natural features of their area would be 
better able to advocate for nature.  And so, with 
the backing of the FON, Niagara Falls Nature 
Club was formed in November, 1966, with Gus 
Yaki as President, Roy W. Sheppard as Honourary 
President, and Howard Martin as Secretary-
Treasurer. 
On that first night Gus spoke of the common bond 
of an interest in the natural world that joined 
together people who did not yet know each other. 
How applicable those words are to us still today. 
The Von Mueller property was eventually 
purchased, and is now known as Woodend C. A.  
Mary Moses’s daughter, Rhonda Armstrong, has 
served as club President, and continues as 
Secretary.  Gus Yaki remains a passionate 
naturalist and educator in Alberta. 
A month after its founding, NFNC participated in 
its first Christmas Bird Count. 
Wednesday evening walks began the following 
spring, later led for many years by El Wightman.   
In 1970 member Harold Mitchell offered to sell to 
the club a 13 ha parcel of land on Lake Erie that 
held some of the largest Hemlocks in Southern 
Ontario, purchased years earlier to prevent its 
destruction. The club raised the required $4,600.  
The Harold Mitchell Nature Reserve is now held 
by Ontario Nature, and we are its stewards. 
In 1973 our first Conservation Award was 
presented to Kay and Larry McKeever, for their 
work with The Owl Foundation. 
Back in 1966 single membership cost $3. and 
family $5.  To mail the newsletter cost 3 cents. 
 
Some things have changed. Some things haven’t: 
our common bond of a love for nature, and the 
continued need to advocate for its protection. 
-Win Laar 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 
annual audubon christmas bird 

count 
The Niagara Falls Ontario/New York annual 
Christmas Bird Count was held on Sunday, 
December 27, 2015. Christmas Bird Counts 
started their tradition in North America in 1900. 
Prior to then, a practice known as the Christmas 
Side Hunt was carried out in parts of the United 
States in which teams would compete 
to see which team could shoot the most birds on 
Christmas Day.  With wildlife conservation 
beginning at the turn of the last century Frank 
Chapman, an ornithologist with the Audubon 
Society began the tradition of 
counting birds instead of shooting them on the 
Christmas counts in New York. Today Christmas 
Bird Counts take place between December 14 and 
January 5th. There are approximately 2000 bird 
count circles in Canada and the United States 
combined and conservation biologists use the data 
from these counts to monitor bird populations and 
co-ordinate wildlife management projects across 
North America. The Niagara Falls bird count 
circle is 24 kilometers in diameter (15 Miles), and 
is centered near the Brock Monument at 
Queenston with one half of the count area in 
Ontario and the other half in New York State. 
 
The count this year is the 50th consecutive year 
that a Christmas bird count has been held in 
Niagara Falls. Initiated by Gus Yaki, the founding 
president of the Niagara Falls Nature Club, the 
first count was held on December 26, 1966 with 
only six participants counting birds. That day they 
found 34 different species and counted a total of 
15,040 individuals. This year, morning fog and 
heavy rain that lingered into the afternoon 
hampered counters’ efforts to find birds. These 
challenging conditions reflected in somewhat 
lower totals than most years with 83 species and 
28,009 individuals found on this 50th count by 43 
participants. While this is well above the 50 year 
average of 76 species it falls far short of the 90 
species average found over the past 30 years.  
 
The highlight of this year’s count was the addition 
of one new species. A Ross’s Goose, located on 
the New York side, became the 164th different 
species observed on count day over the 50 year  
 

period. Species that were missed all together this 
year included Ring-necked Duck, Lesser Scaup, 
American Coot, Glaucous Gull, Belted Kingfisher 
and Red-breasted Nuthatch. Bird species observed 
in low numbers were American Wigeon, Greater 
Scaup and American Kestrel. An immature male 
Harlequin Duck was observed in the Niagara 
River during count week but unfortunately was 
not located on count day.   
 
A special thank you is extended to all the 
participants who braved the elements of the day to 
partake in this important bird survey. I also once 
again wish to thank Willie D’Anna for his usual 
help in organizing the counters on the New York 
side of the count. 
 

  Kayo Roy  - Compiler 
 
 

 
NFNC founding president, Gus Yaki, with 

 Ring-billed Gull, Fish Creek Prov. Pk., Alberta 
notices 

annual dinner meeting 
9th April, 2016 

Betty’s Restaurant, Chippewa 
Tickets for sale starting 10th February 

Cost $30 per person 
Your editing team wishes to thank you for your 

contributions that help make your newsletter 
interesting. 

Please send your contributions to 
Carol Horvat  chorvat1@cogeco.ca 
Rick Young rick.y@sympatico.ca 

 
Please note 2016 memberships are now due. 
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