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Bird walks are currently being 
conducted at the Acton Nature Center 
(ANC) on the first Saturday of each 
month.  Walks are led by Rio Brazos 
Master Naturalist (RBMN), Billy Teels 
and everyone is invited, regardless of 
age or expertise. Participants are 
encouraged to bring their binoculars and 
field guides and join in the fun. 
 
In addition to providing an interactive 
experience with fellow “birders,” the 
walks are designed to generate data for 
a “living bird list” for the ANC.  The 
monthly walks have been going on for 
nearly 2 years with 84 species 
inventoried thus far.  The fewest number 
of species counted on any one occasion 
was 8 in February 2008, and the largest 
number was 24 observed in April 2008.  
Generally, the monthly counts tally 

between 15 and 20 species.   
 
The most unusual species seen thus far 
is a yellow rail, which was observed 
probing through the cattails in the small 
windmill pond in October, 2008.  Not 
only is this species considered rare for 
north Texas, it is often difficult to 
observe because of its secretive 
behavior.  Far more yellow rails are 
heard than seen.   
 
For those interested, walks start shortly 
after dawn (time varies) at the Acton 
Nature Center parking lot on every first 
Saturday.  Time of the walks is posted 
on the RBMN and ANC websites.  We 
look forward to seeing you! 

 

September, 2009 ANC birdwalk 
participants 
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Project FeederWatch begins November 
14 and runs through April 9, 2010.  You 
can join in anytime before February.  If 
you have to be out of town during the 
reporting period, you simply do not 
report during those weeks.  This is a 
program managed and monitored by the 
Cornell Lab of Ornithology.  Citizen 
scientists (i.e., master naturalists and 
others) keep a log of observed species 
and their numbers at their birdfeeders 
during two time frames per week.  
Weather conditions are also reported.  
You can do this at your own pace, 
although you must use the same two 
days throughout the project.  You will 
need birdfeeder(s), watering station(s), 
feed and an outdoor thermometer.  Also, 

a computer is helpful by which to send 
your findings to Cornell each week.  The 
Lab extrapolates the raw data from all 
over our country and Canada to 
determine counts, species viability and 
migration, disease vectors, etc... At the 
end of the reporting season, these 
findings are shared with lab members, 
contributors and the international 
ornithological and environmental 
communities.  There is a project fee of 
$15.00 that is used to support the 
program.  Contact information:  Cornell 
Lab of Ornitholgy, Project FeederWatch, 
159 Sapsucker Woods road, Ithaca, NY 
14850, (607)254-2427;(800)843-2473; 
feederwatch@cornell.edu; 
http://birds.cornell.edu/pdfw. 
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Texas Master Naturalist, Rio Brazos C hapter  

Christmas mistletoe (Phoradendron 
tomentosum), our common mistletoe, is 
a fascinating plant not only because of 
its interesting biology but for its rich 
history and tradition that date back 
centuries.  Although the plant is capable 
of photosynthesis, it gets its water and 
nutrients from trees and is thus 
considered a hemi- parasite (partial 
parasite).  After colonizing trees as a 
seed, mistletoe germinates on the 
outside of a branch or twig, and then 
develops specialized root structures 
which penetrate the bark to begin living 
off of the host’s internal tissues.  
 
Mistletoe is evergreen and is particularly 
noticeable in winter when the leaves 
have disappeared from its deciduous 
host trees.  Although it is capable of 
parasitizing many different species of 
shrubs and trees, some of the most 
common in Texas are oaks, elms, 
mesquite, and hackberries.  The plant’s 
common name is derived from early 
observations that mistletoe would often 
appear in places where birds left their 
droppings.  “Mistel” is the Anglo-Saxon 
word for “dung,” and “tan” is the word for 
“twig.”   Thus, mistletoe means “dung on 
a twig”.  In north central Texas we have 
but one species, Christmas mistletoe 
(Phoradendron tomentosum)—the one 
with leathery leaves and white berries 
that is famous for the Christmas tradition 
of “kissing under the mistletoe.”   That 
custom is truly ancient, surviving from 
Druid and other pre-Christian cultures 
that gathered European mistletoe for 
“fertility” ceremonies at the mid-winter 
solstice.  Various versions of the fertility 
belief were handed down to later 
European cultures, which were then 
transferred to the Americas through 
European immigration and settlement.     
 

Although mistletoe is often viewed as a 
pest, it is ecologically important in a 
number of ways.  It provides essential 
food, cover, and nesting sites for a 
number of animals in the United States 
and elsewhere.  Many mammals, such 
as squirrels, chipmunks, and porcupines 
eat both the leaves and seed, and elk, 
deer, and even cattle eat mistletoe in 
the winter when fresh green foliage is 
rare.  Also, three kinds of butterflies in 
the United States completely depend 
upon mistletoe for their survival; the 
great purple hairstreak, the thicket 
hairstreak, and the Johnson’s 
hairstreak.  Mistletoe berries are 
especially attractive to birds, and the 
plant uses this bird relationship as its 
primary means of seed dispersal.       
 
Even though it is palatable to most 
species of wildlife, mistletoe can be 
poisonous to domestic animals and 
humans.  All parts of the plant contain 
toxins that can be fatal if swallowed; 
thus, great care should be taken to keep 
the plant from being ingested, 
particularly by pets or children.  Severe 
infestations of mistletoe can also be 
detrimental to trees.  In fact, many 
foresters regard mistletoe as a disease 
to commercial trees.  However, 
ecologists point out that mistletoe is not 
a disease but a native plant that has 
evolved with the trees and is generally 
not a problem in forests with more than 
one species and with multiple use 
objectives. 

 
 

Christmas mistletoe (Phoradendron 
tomentosum) 
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"A Guide to Freshwater Ecology", 
published and distributed by the TCEQ 
(htpp://:www.tceq.state.tx.us/publication) 
  
This is absolutely a handy- dandy 
beginner's manual on the freshwater 
ecosystems of Texas streams and lakes 
(and, therefore, backyard ponds and 
stock tanks).  For those of you in the 
know, TPWD's Mark Luedke, and 
TCEQ's Christine Kolbe, co-authored 
this guide a few short years ago.  
Current editions may be ordered from 
the above website for five dollars. 
  
There are about 130 pages of 
fundamental, but sufficiently detailed, 
information on water, water quality, 
freshwater ecosystems, 
macroinvertebrates, freshwater fishes 
and common aquatic plants.  Reptiles, 
amphibians and birds get somewhat 
short shrift, however.  Taxonomy and 
basic dichotomous keys are dealt with 
just far enough to give the average 
reader a generous helping hand in 
getting started at identification. 
  
At the back of the book, especially note 
the excellent internet resources pages 
and a very good bibiliography for those 
who hunger for increasing knowledge of 
a more technical nature.  There is a 
glossary that serves well the non-
scientist amateur naturalist.  The line 
drawings and tables throughout the 
manual have enough detail to satisfy the 
most discerning in the field, and while 
the paperback book's size is about 
8x12, the paper is glossy and tolerant of 
water (I so attest).   
  
A really good resource that most 
excellently fleshes out everyone's 
training class session on aquatics--- and 
is useful as a field guide as well.  Two 
thumbs up!  

It was balmy and bright and the wind 
was steady with gusts averaging 45mph 
on November 17.  But a small 
contingent of us persevered throughout 
the day at the pocket prairie site above 
the Naval Air Station with John 
Snowden of Bluestem Nursery 
(1grassman@att.net).  The small 
acreage will be bulldozed for a nursing 
home soon.  Our primary purpose was 
to collect seed for the USDA National 
Germplasm Genebank at OSU, the 
Buffalo Creek Riparian Development 
project in Johnson County and the 
Acton Nature Center in Hood County.  
We achieved that goal with 21 varieties 
of grass and wildflower seed that is 
being processed and catalogued 
now.  The team also dug about two 
dozen plants to bring back to nurse 
for spring planting on the west branch of 
Buffalo Creek.  Our carefully pressed 
plants that were diligently preserved 
blew away near the end, so we have 
nothing to share in that category.  And 
we especially appreciated John being 
present to educate us about seed 
harvesting and plant species and 
transplanting and a host of other topics 
throughout the day for those of us 
wanting a little more than physical 
labor.   He shared with us his discovery 
of an unknown variety of Missouri 
Primrose and an almost gaudy newly 
discovered gayfeather subspecies 
indigenous to the site that John will 
nurture for the ornamental horticulture 
trade.  Which brings to mind the 
following:  NO MATTER HOW MUCH 
YOU THINK YOU KNOW YOUR SITE, 
and no matter how many times you 
have been over the ground, always 
leave open the possibility of a new 
discovery.  While there, and while 
answering volunteer questions 
regarding a grass, John saw the hairy 
grama for the first time in spite 
of previously spending countless days 
over the last several months collecting 
from this location.  Which brings to mind 
another piece of wisdom:  NEVER BE 
AFRAID TO ASK QUESTIONS.  
Inquiring minds want to know.  Asking 
questions resulted in this grass being 
saved from the bulldozer by a 
knowledgeable collector.  And the 
answer to the query also educated 
others who were nearby.  It was a good 
day. 
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December 17 th seed collection in Ft. 
Worth 
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The last training class was made up of 
very interested students with diverse 
backgrounds, just like the majority of 
Master Naturalists. Although their life 
stories were different all of them 
shared a love for nature and the desire 
to learn and become involved. The 
class was 21 students and all of them 
completed the training with at least 40 
hours of instruction. Of this group eight 
have already become certified and an 
additional six are well on their way to 
becoming Certified Master Naturalists, 
CONGRATULATIONS. 
 
The class studied the basics and 
absorbed the information so that they 
could then apply this knowledge to the 
integrated studies of the ecosystems. 
We participated in varied activities like 
stream assessment and plant 
identification to get hands on 
experience in what is going on in the 
natural world.  The class then applied 
this knowledge and enthusiasm to the 
class project. Some helped with 
photography, some with species 
identification, and some with building 
and installing a kiosk at the trailhead at 
the Acton Nature Center. 
 
The Rio Brazos Chapter is very proud 
and happy to welcome the students 
into the interesting and sometimes 
busy world of the Master Naturalist 
Program. 
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Spring 2009 field trips and 
classroom setting. 

Eleven days until Christmas, 2009, and, 
typically Texas, there was a bright blue sky 
and balmy shirtsleeve weather just three 
days after a two-day blitz of icy rain and 
below-freezing temperatures under dark 
gray clouds, for the groundbreaking 
ceremony at the new Botanical Research 
Institute of Texas (BRIT) complex.  The 
mood was light and joyful and the three-
piece musical ensemble expressed very 
well the delight supporters of BRIT felt at 
the long-awaited beginning of their new 
and permanent home.  There were a host 
of stellar speakers, donors, board 
members, BRIT staff, dignitaries and 
volunteers on hand under a huge white tent 
amid the rubble of the nascent construction 
site.  Carefully selected, autumnally- 
colored and evergreen trees all around, 
large and small, were encircled and 
protected from soil compaction and trunk 
damage and stood as silent witnesses to 
this historic event. 
  
BRIT has a twenty-year history in Fort 
Worth.  It is highly regarded as one of the 
top five herbariums in the United States.  
The collection and botanical library, along 
with staff, has been housed in a 
succession of cramped rental facilities.  But 
regardless of the challenges, BRIT has 
excelled in its mission:  the discovery of 
plant life worldwide, the documentation of 
herbarium specimens carefully preserved 
and catalogued, and the dissemination of 
botanical research to the scientific 
communities across the globe and across a 
multitude of disciplines.  
  
Especially exciting to the local folks is the 
location of the new facility on the far 
northeast corner of the award-winning Fort 
Worth Botanic Garden grounds.  As Ed 
Bass, Jr. stated, "It will extend and 
contribute to the Fort Worth Botanic 
Garden."  One institution will naturally 
segue into the other in a virtually seamless 
fusion of form and function--- a fruitful 
venture for us all, be we gardeners, 
botanists, naturalists, researchers, or 
families carrying babes in arms. 
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The current staff numbers about two dozen and 
the present square footage is approximately 
20,000.  Upon moving into the new complex, 
eagerly anticipated to be in about 15 months, the 
square footage will blossom to 70,000 and the 
staff will increase exponentially.  Six offices will 
be reserved for forcibly retired botanists from 
other institutions, who Sy Sohmer, President and 
Director of BRIT, claims "have long lives".  They 
will continue their work gratis in exchange for the 
opportunity and for the research facility 
amenities. 
  
Hugh Hardy, architect for at least two decades to 
the New York Botanical Garden, is doing the 
honors for BRIT.  His innovative green roof 
system has been researched by the Texas 
Christian University's Environmental Science 
Program for the last two years to determine what 
plants will be viable in our unique weather 
matrices.  John Snowden, of Bluestem Nursery, 
whom we all know, has contributed significantly 
to their success in plant selection.  Balmori is the 
landscape architect and has wrought an 
attractive and sustainable design for the grounds 
that includes state-of-the-art permeable surfaces 
in the parking lots to stow water on site as well as 
rainwater gardens and rainwater research sites in 
the parking lot swales.  The parking lot will be a 
financial collaboration between BRIT and the City 
of Fort Worth.   
  
It is anticipated that, due to the genius of these 
two architect professionals and the vision of BRIT 
supporters, the BRIT facility will be awarded 
platinum status by LEED (Leadership in Energy 
and Environmental Design).  The US Green 
Building Council developed the LEED rating 
system to encourage a standard for measuring 
building sustainability.  Credits are earned in five 
areas:  Sustainable site, water efficiency, energy 
and atmosphere, materials and resources, and 
indoor environmental quality.  Platinum is the 
highest award.  BRIT will be the first project in 
Tarrant County to receive this designation and 
one of only six in Texas.  It is hoped to be a 
model for others in the area. 
  
The "ground breaking" itself was by golden 
trowels in facsimile trays of roofing material and 
with the symbolic planting, by Board of Trustee 
officers, of native Texas plants in the medium. 

BRIT has four focal areas within its 
community, as outlined by Tim McKinney, 
Chairman of the BRIT's Board of Trustees:  
1-  stewardship and management of the 
collection; 2-  education;  3-  research and 
science; and 4-  cultural life of Fort Worth.  
It is with this in mind that the educational 
center of the new complex will be named in 
honor of the long-time enthusiast-of-all-
things- natural and torch-bearer for 
children's education, Suzy Peacock, now 
deceased.  Mrs. Peacock was faithfully 
associated with Richard Rainwater's 
Foundation and BRIT's educational mission 
for many years.  The Rainwater Foundation 
has contributed most significantly to the 
financial success of this building project as 
well as creatively propounded its REAL 
(Rainwater Environmental Alternative for 
Learning) Schools Gardens program.  The 
Peacock Center will house BRIT's distance 
learning program and "brown bag lunches" 
venue, as well as continuing to provide 
opportunities for local student education. 
  
The Rio Brazos Master Naturalist Chapter 
was well and enthusiastically represented 
in attendance and applause by BRIT 
volunteers Carrie McLaughlin, Gary Hinds, 
Diane Cutler and Elaine Bell. 
  
BRIT, we salute you and your mission and 
we all wish you the best!  We encourage 
every member of our chapter to avail 
themselves of the opportunity to assist in 
BRIT's venture.  For information on 
how you can expand and enhance the 
mission of BRIT, contact Tiana Franklin, at 
817-337-4441 or tfranklin@brit.org.  
  
  

Brit Groundbreaking, c ontinued from page 4  


