
NATURALIST NOTES 
 JANUARY 2024 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  

Dues are Due! 

Annual Gulf Coast chapter dues 
are due.  Everyone who wants to 
remain active in the program 
needs to pay $21/year.   

On our website 
https://txmn.org/gulfcoast/ 
select the Current Members tab, 
and "Pay Dues" button and 
follow the prompts.  You do not 
need to have a PayPal account to 
pay online. 

For help with paying dues, please 
contact Sheryl Mills. 

Thanks, Irmi Willcockson 

Looks Like A Snake! 

In some parts of the 
country, the caterpillar 
of the spicebush 
swallowtail (Papilio 
troilus) is green. 

Not in my yard. This 
yellow specimen was 
the brightest thing in 
the neighborhood in 
gloomy late November 
and produced a lot of 
smiles. 

Joy Mullett 

The day much longer than it was before, 

The cold not lessened, but augmented more. 

Anne Bradstreet,1650 

“Winter” Check our our website 

https://txmn.org/gulfcoast
/ 
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Native Prairie Found in Precinct 1 – If You Stop Mowing….. 

Almeda School Road Nature Preserve, located in Harris County Precinct 1, is home to a 
newly discovered treasure.  Forty-five acres of high-quality prairie grew up after 
mowing stopped in March 2023.  Although the land appears to have been disturbed at 
some point, the seed bank contained many prairie species.  Maintenance work needed 
includes thinning of tree mottes, and controlling Chinese Tallow, Vasey grass and 
Macartney rose. 

What’s perhaps even more exciting is that there are other parks in Precinct 1 that may 
have prairie just waiting for a break in mowing.  Tom Bass Parks I-III, Blue Ridge Park, 
El Franco Lee Park and Adair Park are additional candidates for prairie restoration.  

Diane Cowen, Houston Chronicle and Rodney Ellis, Precinct 1 Commissioner 

Chapter Leadership – 2024 

President – Irmi Willcockson 

Vice President – Ilya Martinalbo 

Treasurer – Teresa Holbrook 

Secretary – Marianne Smith 

Training Director – Spencer Simons 

State Representative – Carol Oeller 

Advanced Training Director – Mary 
Spolyar 

Volunteer Services Director -Richard 
Solberg 

Class Representative – Lisa Morano 

Membership Director – Mary Horn 

Communications Director – David Gwin 

IT Director – TBD 

Webmaster – Shannon Morrison 

Past President – Rebecca Lloyd 

February Chapter Meeting – Thu, Feb 1st at the Houston Arboretum 

Elise Nishikawa from the Harris County Mosquito Control District will present on 
monitoring birds for West Nile Virus.  During the chapter business portion, Dr. Ann 
Cheek from the University of Houston will introduce us to a camera monitoring program 
looking for volunteers. 
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Blue Green Tree Frog 

This green tree frog (Hyla cinerea) 
displays rare coloration.  Parts of the 
dorsal skin lack yellow pigment, 
making the frog appear blue.  A study 
of frog colors in the genus Rana found 
a frequency of 33-36 blue frogs per 
one million collected!   

Thanks to Katy Emde for this find 
from October 2010. 

Sources: Berns & Uhler 1966, Herpetologica  

Environmental DNA Can Identify Species and Microbiome 

Most of the time, where there are bobcats, there are only footprints of bobcats.  The 
actual animals are rarely seen, and difficult to study without disturbing their natural 
behavior. 

A new study used DNA collected from the soil of a bobcat’s paw prints to develop and 
validate a method for confirming the identity of the paw print.  The data included not 
only the species, but also the geographic region the animal came from, in the case of a 
confiscated pet bobcat living in a zoo.  Furthermore, DNA from the many microbes that 
live in and on a bobcat was also identified. 

Unlike other techniques such as camera trapping, acoustic recordings, or visual surveys, 
environmental DNA (eDNA) requires less effort to collect and less processing.  This 
promises to improve management of endangered species along with a better 
understanding of their health status through the microbiome. 

Source: Koda et al (2023). https://doi.org/10.1016/j.biocon.2023.110315 
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TAMU Insect Collection Annual Open House – January 6, 2024 

When it’s the middle of winter and you love insects, there’s nothing better to do than 
visit the annual TAMU Insect Collection Open House.  Meeting new people, seeing 
friends, the high-resolution photography lab, learning something new, gaining new 
resources, The Quest.  These are some of the experiences enjoyed by chapter members 
making the trip--Michael Eckenfels, Alex Smith, Rich Sommer, Katy Emde, Carol Oeller, 
Maddie Johnson and myself. 

When you arrive, you’re offered a short tour by a staff member or grad student.  We were 
lucky to have River Martinez, a Technical Assistant, as our guide, and he took us to see 
the high-resolution photography lab where he works.  He explained how stacking works 
and we watched as the camera and software worked together to produce an intricately 
detailed photo of a small bee.  Some of the photos in large format (about 12” x 18”) are 
hung on the wall, including an amazing one of a lavender-colored bee only 0.5mm long, 
with perfect focus on each tiny hair and vein.  River shared a link to Global Biotic 
Interactions (GLOBI) with whom TAMU is collaborating on parasitic insects and their 
hosts and where many of his photos go:  Global Biotic Interactions.  Another link to 
high-res insect photos is here at Scan Bugs.   

https://www.globalbioticinteractions.org/
https://scan-bugs.org/portal/index.php
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Rich and Michael enjoyed meeting and talking to Lacey Restemyer from Houston 
Museum of Natural Science.  Maybe some volunteer service at HMNS can be arranged?  
Michael also visited with the new Assistant Curator, Dr. Cupello, who showed his 
doctoral work on the revision of a dung beetle genus.   

The Quest – Last year Sam Kieschnick couldn’t make it to the open house, but gave 
Shannon Westveer and me the challenge of finding Toad Bugs Gelastocoridae.  We 
eventually found them--not where expected, filed in Family name order in “the stacks” 
but in the scorpion and spider room.  They are weird cool bugs!  Our Quest from Sam this 
year was Velvety Shore Bugs Octeridae.  Dr. Jeff Back of Baylor U. in Waco helped our 
group in the hunt and also taught us how to catch them.  Mysteriously, these were also 
eventually found in the scorpion and spider room, along with a gigantic centipede from 
Tamaulipas, Mexico. 

I have to admit I was pretty excited to visit “my” specimens.  Last September while 
mothing in my backyard, a new insect appeared.  Mike Quinn, aka ‘entomike’ on iNat, 
identified it as Cerobates, a genus found in India, Southeast Asia and Australia.  How on 
earth did it arrive in Texas?  My observation was only the third in iNaturalist for the 
Western Hemisphere, after two others in Montgomery County.  Mike thinks they 
probably arrived in wooden shipping pallets and asked me to collect.  Shortly afterward 
three more showed up, paid a short visit to my freezer, then traveled via USPS to TAMU.  
Dr. Ed Riley led me to their drawer and told me TAMU is very happy to have them as they 
are the first of their genus in the collection.  High-res photos will be taken so an expert 
in Paris can identify them to species.  Here’s the first one I collected:  iNaturalist (Have I 
mentioned that mothing is fun?) 

https://www.inaturalist.org/observations/185988681
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In the lab, Moth Posse member John Schneider prepped specimens he had brought from 
his own freezer.  Others viewed specimens under microscopes.  The day ended with a 
presentation by Mike Quinn about biodiversity in Texas, which included a lot of data 
from iNaturalist. 

The day passed so quickly.  We left for home tired yet energized and inspired.  And ready 
to come back next year. 

By Mary Spolyar 

Poem written in Inprint’s Poetry Intensive with Anthony Sutton 


