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Squirrels, squirrels and more squirrels 
By Alma Beals, Vermont Master Gardener and Naturalist 

     When I first started thinking about the gray squirrel explosion, I began to wonder where the 
black squirrels come from that we occasionally see at our bird feeders.  According to Wikipedia, 
some areas have large natural populations and other areas have introduced populations. 
     Large natural populations can be found in Ohio, Maryland, Michigan, Indiana, Virginia, 
Washington, D.C., Iowa, Wisconsin, Minnesota and Pennsylvania with smaller populations in 
Missouri, New Jersey, New York, Illinois, California and Connecticut. 
    Many were introduced because they are attractive and different.  They were introduced in 
Battle Creek, Michigan to help destroy the red squirrel population.  Some escaped from a circus 
or a zoo. Some were introduced in Westfield, Massachusetts and the story is that our occasional 
black squirrel originated there. 
    Wikipedia says, “a rare mutation of both the eastern gray and fox squirrel, individual black 
squirrels can exist wherever gray or fox squirrels live.  Among eastern squirrels, gray mating 
pairs can’t produce black offspring.  Gray squirrels have two copies of a normal pigment gene 
and black squirrels have either one or two copies of a mutant pigment gene.  If a black squirrel 
has two copies of the mutant gene, it will be jet black.  If it has one copy of a mutant gene and 
one normal gene, it will be brown-black.  In areas with high concentrations of black squirrels, 
litters of mixed-color individuals are common.” 
     This brought me to another question, “what is a fox squirrel?”  A fox squirrel is the largest 
species of tree squirrel native to North America.  Even though they are large, they can be 
mistaken for red or gray squirrels.  Their upper body is brown-gray to brown-yellow with a 
brownish-orange underside.  They are absent except for vagrants (drifters) in New England, New 
Jersey, most of New York as well as northern and eastern Pennsylvania. 
     Now, onto the gray squirrel explosion.  Have you ever seen such an explosion of squirrels in 
our area as we are seeing right now?  We are told that a bumper crop of nuts and last year’s mild 
winter led to this explosion.  We see them everywhere squashed in the road. 
     Last week a friend told me he had counted a hundred dead on the interstate on his way from 
one town to the next.  This struck me as amazing, so for the next couple days, I counted dead 
squirrels.  After a couple days, my first thought was that he was right and my second thought was, 
“boy do I need to get a life if I’m counting dead squirrels in the road.” 
     Since there are so many of them and they are hungry, they are eating crops that they normally 
leave alone.  Blueberries, apples, corn, pumpkins and squash, nothing is safe from them.  Farmers 
are taking a big hit in the apple orchards because the squirrels wait until the apples are almost ripe 
and then will swarm into the trees and can eat half a tree’s fruit in a couple hours.  Sometimes 
they take only one bite but the teeth marks ruin the apples to sell.  How well I remember many 
years ago how a large amount of our cash crop of turnips was ruined by deer taking one bite out 
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FOND MEMORIES OF GINNY 
Virginia Freeman of Chester, a long time AMAS 
supporter, passed away on September 10, 2018.  
Ginny was an avid  bird watcher and enjoyed 
our birding trips.  We could always count on her 
to record the birds at her feeders for the annual 
Christmas Bird Count.  In August and 
September, 2002 she had a Rufous 
Hummingbird at her feeders.  Ginny invited all 
of us to see this hummingbird that should have 
been in the western  part of the country. 
When I was president of AMAS, I joined Ginny 
and 2 of her Chester friends to do the Harbinger 
mailings for several years, always with a plate of 
cookies by our side.  One of the ladies was Pete 
Heald but I can't recall the other lady's name.  I 
do remember her telling with glee, how she 
watched an out of stater taking rocks off her 
wall.  When he had the trunk full, she told him 
to put the rocks back which he did. 
Several donations have been made in her 
memory.  We will miss her. 
alma 

CHRISTMAS BIRD COUNTS FOR 2018 

SPRINGFIELD Dec. 16, 2018 - field 
participants 14; feeder counters 4; participants 
both in field and at feeders is low, the need for 
new counters is growing and a count compiler is 
needed.  Loss of counters is limiting the amount 
of this count area that can be covered.   
Count totals:  
• 5221 individuals, 2nd lowest count in 10 

years.  10 year average is 7465 
• 46 species, down from last years’ total of 

56; 10 year average 49 
• Specie high lights:  
• Lows - Am. Goldfinch at 81, below 10 

year average of 355; Chickadees 1088 
up from last year of 598 but slightly 
down form 10 year average of 1123 

• Highs - Wild Turkeys  at 493, over a 
hundred more than last year; Pileated 
woodpeckers at 17, previous high record 
was 14 in 2014; Barred Owls at 9 tied 
with 2014 

• Unusual - Northern Shrike 1; Flicker 2; 
Bohemian Waxwings 100 

Data summarized from this year’s report.  
                  Submitted by Hugh Putnam 
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CALENDAR OF EVENTS FOR AMAS 

May 5, Sunday - 20th Herricks Cove Wildlife Festival 
 This is our 20th year for the Festival.  We are excited to haver our popular programs and exhibitors coming 

back as well as some new ones. This years festival is May 5th 10:00 AM to 4:00 PM with the early morning bird 
walk at 7:00 AM. We will have Ben Kilham coming to talk about his bear project on Friday evening the 3rd as part 
of the 20 year celebration. Check the website for more details as the festival gets closer. 

May 7, Tuesday - “The Wonders of Woodland Warblers”  
  This is a UVM OLLI lecture followed by a free walk 
 On May 7, Bird Diva Bridget Butler will present “The Wonders of Woodland 
Warblers” at 2 pm at the Nolin Murray Center, next to St Mary’s Catholic Church, 40 
Pleasant St., in Springfield.  This is a UVM OLLI lecture and there is an $8 charge. 
 Who are the Wood Warblers and why do birders lose their minds over them 
each spring?  Discover that these small songbirds are not only incredibly colorful 
with necklaces and eye-rings, but beautiful songsters  as well.  And, they’re 
maddening!  They’re quick, sometimes elusive and everyone’s in a rush to get a 
glimpse of a little warbler eye-candy before all the trees leaf out for the summer. 
There’s a lot to be on the lookout for!  Join the Bird Diva to learn more about the 41 
documented species of warblers in Vermont, how to find them and get tips on how to 
look and listen for these winged jewels. 
After the program, Bridget will lead a free warbler walk, sponsored by Ascutney Mountain Audubon Society, in 
Paradise Park in Windsor. 
 Meet at McDonalds in Springfield at 5:30 to carpool or meet across from Price Chopper on Route 5 in 
Windsor at 6:15.  For more information, contact Alma Beals at almabeals@gmail.com or (802) 722-3355. 

May 25, Saturday (rain date May 26) - Bird Walks at Up On the Hill Conservation Area in Charlestown, NH 
      Up On the Hill Conservation Area is a new acquisition of the Upper Valley Land Trust(UVLT) located at the end 
of Morningside Lane off of Route 12 in the North Charlestown area, It offers multiple habitats including forest, 
fields and wetlands. The UVLT folks are eager to meet area birders, and will be co-hosting the walks with AMAS.  
The first walk will begin at 5:30 AM and the second walk will begin at 8:30 AM.  We hope you will come and join 
us for this introductory program on this exciting new property. 

Green Mountain Conservation Camp Scholarships 
 Do you know a student that is interested in attending the 2019 VT Fish and Wildlife’s Green Mountain 
Conservation Camp but needs financial help?  If so, have that student contact Ellen Allman at 
ellenallman@gmail.com and request a “Sponsorship Agreement” form.  Fill out this form and return it to Ascutney 
Mountain Audubon to be considered for one of our camp scholarships.  For camp information visit 
www.vtfishandwildlife.com. 

Changes to the Harbinger Schedule 
 The AMAS Board has decided to go back to all printed newsletters. We have been doing two by print and 
the other two on the website. We will be trying this year for three all print newsletters. They will also be posted on 
the website, along with additional details that are not available when the newsletter goes out. This is an experiment 
and we welcome your feedback. Deadlines for the newsletters will be February 1st, June 1st and October 1st. 

Squirrels cont. from page 1 
of almost every turnip.  Since we couldn’t sell a turnip with one bite out of it, we had to eat the turnips ourselves.  
How many ways can you prepare a meal of turnips before you can’t stand the sight of them? 
     As we get closer to putting out our bird feeders for the winter, we have to think about the squirrels.  Some people 
will set out corn cobs to keep them away from the bird seed but this year I suspect that will only bring more in. 
     If you have ever watched a squirrel determined to get to a feeder, you have to admire them for their persistence.  
I’ve watched a squirrel climb down the chain to my feeder, jump onto the cone protecting the seed, slide off onto the 
ground, glance around to see if there is another route, go back up and try again, and again and again. 

CBC cont. from page 2 
 SAXTONS RIVER Dec. 15, 2018 - field participants 21; feeder counters 1;  
Total # of individuals birds 6854; total # of species 59; total # of count hours on foot 20; total # of miles 21; total # 
of count hours in car 36; total # of miles 380; species that required a rare bird report - Common Yellowthroat 
[Geothlypis trichas].  Summary numbers extracted from the final report that was submitted by Don Clark. 
 For the full reports go to AMAS web site click on Chapter Projects, then birding, then Christmas Bird 
counts, go to Audubon web site and enter the location code, VTSR for Saxtons River and VTSP for Springfield.

    Photo courtesy of Bird Diva
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