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Georgean and Paul Kyle Celebrated
Article by Jean Warneke

“No individual can own land. We can only be the best stewards we
can in the short time we are here, and we have tried to do that.”
– Paul Kyle

Georgean and Paul Kyle • Photo by Brenda Ladd
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On Saturday, October 11, 2014 over 200 attendees honored Georgean and
Paul Kyle, stewards of Travis Audubon’s Chaetura Canyon Sanctuary,
at the 5th Annual Victor Emanuel Conservation Award luncheon.
The Kyles have called Chaetura Canyon home for over 40 years and are well known
as wildlife rehabilitators and Chimney Swift experts. They founded the North
American Chimney Swift Nest Site Research Project and have installed 18 nesting
and roosting towers for the birds on their property. In 2006 they donated the land
and their home to Travis Audubon, so it would forever remain a bird sanctuary,
while maintaining a life estate. Since that time, the sanctuary has grown to ten
acres and continues to expand!
The organization’s annual fundraiser was held at the Hyatt Regency on Lady
Bird Lake and included a live auction and Fund-a-Cause, which brought in a
record $47,600 for the Chaetura Canyon Land Conservation Fund, as well as an
endowment!
Additionally, two lots valued at $70,000 were donated to Chaetura Canyon by
the Driftwood Wildlife Association, represented by Ann and Don Connell. And
the Malcolm C. Damuth Foundation made a $25,000 donation to the TAS land
acquisition endowment. This is the third such installment, for which TAS must
obtain a 50% match with other donations.
Three previous honorees were present: Victor Emanuel, Andy Sansom, and J.
David Bamberger. They assisted in presenting the award, a beautiful photograph
of Chimney Swifts in flight, by Greg Lasley.
Georgean Kyle, in her remarks, said they had been “abducted by the Chimney

from left, Victor Emanuel, Andy Sansom, Valarie Bristol, Paul Kyle, Georgean Kyle, J David Bamberger • Photo by Brenda Ladd
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Swifts.” She thanked the Society for receiving an
award “for doing what we enjoy the most: being
outside on the canyon and restoring habitat with
nature as our guide.”
Paul Kyle said, “No individual can own land. We can
only be the best stewards we can in the short time we
are here, and we have tried to do that. However, an
organization can own and protect property over long
periods of time. Our partnership with Travis Audubon
has made it possible to protect this green jewel known
as Chaetura Canyon and the wildlife that inhabit it in
perpetuity.”

Laurie Foss, Interim Executive Director Gina Donovan,
Stewart Mill, Shelia Hargis • Photo by Brenda Ladd

Travis Audubon and Georgean and Paul Kyle are
humbled by and most appreciative of your tremendous
support of this vitally important conservation work.

Auctioneer Gayle Stallings opens the bidding on custom made centerpieces
of (of course) Chimney Swift Towers • Photo by Brenda Ladd

That’s what we like to see! • Photo by Brenda Ladd

Master of Ceremonies and TAS Board President, Valarie Bristol • Photo by Brenda Ladd

Ann & Don Connell of Driftwood Wildlife Association
donated 2 lots to Chaetura Canyon • Photo by Brenda Ladd
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Monthly Meetings
Please check meeting locations below.
Photography as a Conservation Tool in Texas

Annual Holiday Potluck

Speaker: Jeff Parker
Location: Hyde Park Christian Church, 610 E 45th St., 78751
Date: Thursday, November 20, 2014
Time: Doors at 6:30 PM; meeting at 7:00 PM

Location: Saengerrunde Hall, 1607 San Jacinto Blvd., 78701
Date: Tuesday, December 2, 2014
Time: 5:30 PM – 8:30 PM

Come prepared to enjoy some great wildlife photos
while photographer Jeff Parker talks about the value of
wildlife photography and photo contests in increasing
awareness of our natural heritage.
While there have been some exciting additions
recently to the State Park system, relying on public
land to sustain our wildlife is not enough. We need
private landowners’ help and cooperation. When
most Texas landowners think of wildlife, they think
of deer. Some might even include turkeys, quail and
doves. As conservationists, we know there is a lot more
to wildlife than just game species. Jeff will talk about
how wildlife photography has opened the eyes of some
landowners to other wildlife on their property, giving
them an incentive to protect the native wildlife of our
state.
Jeff is an award-winning naturalist photographer
and certified wildlife guide who has always been
mesmerized by the natural world. He credits
photography with bringing a deeper awareness to
issues of conservation and insists that “it’s especially
important here in Texas where 95% of the state is
privately owned.” Jeff sees his and others’ photographs
as ways to provide an intimacy with nature that most
wouldn’t have otherwise.

This year we will celebrate the holidays on Tuesday,
December 2, from 5:30 - 8:30 p.m. in lieu of the
December monthly meeting. We’ll party at Austin’s
Saengerrunde Hall at 1607 San Jacinto in downtown
Austin, right next door to Scholz Garten.
In addition to a potluck dinner and socializing, this will
give you a chance to meet our new Executive Director,
Joan Marshall. Joan joins the flock November 10, so
please come and make her feel welcome.
TAS will supply plates, cups and serve ware, as well as
beer, wine and soft drinks, but feel free to bring your
favorite beverage. Street parking is free in this area
after 6 pm.
Do you have donations for the Silent Auction? Ask the
people you do business with — restaurants, hotels, hair
salons, gyms, etc. — to donate a service or item. Please
contact Denise Garza Steusloff at denisealexisgarza@
yahoo.com with name of item, donor, and value.

Bird-A-Thon 2014 Sponsors

Jeff’s work has been published in many magazines,
including Audubon, Texas Parks & Wildlife, and
American Profile, as well as the books Borderlands of
Laredo, Texas, Wildlife in Focus IV, and Wildlife in
Focus V. He was an award winner in the 2010 Images of
Conservation Pro-Tour and also had winning images
in the 2007, 2009, and 2011 Coastal Bend Wildlife
contests. Jeff also leads photo tours and conducts
photography workshops in Texas and beyond.
Travis Audubon Society • 3710 Cedar Street, Box 5, Austin, TX 78705 • 512-300-BIRD (2473) • travisaudubon.org

Sanctuary News

Super Moon over Chaetura Canyon • Photo by Marianne Gonta
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Baker Sanctuary

Article by Christopher Murray, Sanctuary Steward

This season, the annual 100-acre survey saw its fourth
year of participation with the City of Austin as a partner
in a five year study to determine Golden-cheeked
Warbler (GCWA) population viability and habitat
suitability in the Balcones Canyonlands Preserve
(BCP). In accordance with the protocol adopted by BCP
partners at the beginning of the viability and habitat
suitability study in 2011, small crews continued to
mist net and band males in addition to spot-mapping
territories and searching for and monitoring nests.
During the 2014 season, three males and one female
were captured and banded for a total of 30 banded
individuals over the last four seasons.
Beginning on March 21 and continuing through May
23, I conducted formal weekly surveys of one half of
the study plot and Cindy Sperry surveyed the other
half. Cindy made additional visits to specifically
search for and monitor nests and fledglings. In total,
241 hours were invested in monitoring the Baker 100acre plot for the 2014 season, a 10% increase from the
234 survey hours logged last year, and still well above
the 60 hours spent surveying annually prior to the
population viability study.
Based on compiled observations, including
patterns of movement, re-sighting of color-banded
individuals, counter-singing, and the presence
of females and fledglings, it is estimated that five
GCWA males established territories primarily within
plot boundaries and seven males occupied territories
partially within the plot, yielding an adjusted total
of 8.5 territories for the 100-acre plot area. While the
presence of color-banded GCWAs has eliminated some
of the guesswork involved with attributing territories
to males, some individuals remain unbanded. In the
instances where males were not banded, territories
were estimated in a conservative fashion to avoid
overstating the number of territories associated with
the plot.
Pairing success for 2014 was similar to that of prior
seasons, with all but one territory-holding male being
observed with a female; 22 fledglings were detected

throughout the breeding season. Prior to 2011 and the
launch of the viability and habitat suitability project,
surveyors documented females and fledglings, but the
focus was on determining the density and distribution
of territorial males. With the addition of the banding
program, more personnel, and a substantial increase
in the time spent in the field, a more accurate picture
of fecundity has begun to emerge.
The map (many thanks to Cindy) displays locations
of all GCWA observations and estimated territory
boundaries for 2014. Polygons surrounding the
observations represent approximate boundaries of
male territories, with each territory identified by color
band combinations or an unbanded designation. The
number of fledglings (f) detected are also indicated
within each territory. In addition to clarifying
territory and fecundity data, the presence of colorbanded individuals also allows recognition of males
returning to the plot from previous seasons. The
2014 survey saw two banded individuals (DB/SI:OR/
YE and MV/SI:DG/DG) return to the 100-acre plot
area from the 2013 season as well as two individuals
banded during the 2012 season (BK/DG:DB/SI and
BL/WH:RD/SI) and two from the 2011 season (RD/
SI:DB/YE and DB/BK:MV/SI).
Baker Sanctuary will be closed to the public from
October 27 through January 18 for the annual Whitetail
Deer hunt.

Golden-cheeked Warbler • Photo by Julia Land
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Chaetura Canyon

Article by Georgean and Paul Kyle, Sanctuary Stewards

Resident Toad after the flood • Photo by Paul Kyle

August and September at Chaetura Canyon saw 47
visitors, with the final Second Saturday Swift Watch
and Mediterranean Feast filled to capacity. The
August Second Saturday coincided with a “Super
Moon” that rose over Little Beaver Hill and was
dramatically captured in a photo by Marianne Gonta
(see page 8). We had a record attendance for this
event, and everyone seemed to have a great time
walking the trails, devouring the snacks and watching
the Chimney Swifts cavort over the deck before going
to roost in the South Tower at the steward’s residence.

completed. While we love having White-tailed
Deer around the sanctuary, excluding them from
some sections has dramatically improved the plant
diversity and understory that in turn creates prime
habitat for our 30 nesting avian species that call the
Canyon “home”. More than 500 feet of high-fence
were completed over the summer, and many feet
of internal fencing were removed. With this work,
essentially all of the property on the sanctuary that
can be fenced has been fenced. However, the lower
canyon is still accessible to the White-tailed Deer.

Mediterranean Feast was a sellout again this year with
attendance by regular supporters and a great group
of first-time visitors to the Canyon. Since this is our
major fall fundraiser for maintenance of the Canyon,
we are indebted to and gratified by all participants!

Weather was a mixed bag over August and September.
In August, just .31 inch of rain fell on the canyon.
Vegetation had become absolutely crispy. We
expended much effort and water to maintain some
of the key areas around the residence. However, we
were inundated with rain in the middle of September
when more than four inches fell in less than one hour.
It came so fast that most ran off, leaving trails with

Maintenance efforts were dramatic over these past
two months with some major high fence installation
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much maintenance required. We received over seven
inches by month’s end. However, because of the
rapid nature of the rainfall, it did little to recharge the
springs. Still, the vegetation had begun to respond
with Zexmania starting to bloom and Bluebonnets
sprouting. Sadly, Travis County lost a senior deputy
who was washed away right across the river from the
sanctuary while checking a particularly dangerous
low water crossing.
Chimney Swifts were massing in a roost numbering
over 200 birds by the end of October. We will know

more about their productivity when we examine the
towers after their departure.
The monthly Point Count discovered a first of season
Ruby-crowned Kinglet on September 27th, so the
winter migrants are obviously on their way for the
seasonal changing of the guard. Winter sparrows,
warblers and Cedar Waxwings cannot be far behind.
The last event of the year will be the West Cave
Christmas Bird count in December. Check the TAS
web site and the Weekly Warbler emails for the 2015
schedule of events.

Juvenile Western Scrub-Jay • Photo by Georgean Kyle

South Fence Line • Photo by Paul Kyle
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Chaetura Canyon Donors

Victor Emanuel Award
Luncheon Sponsors

Mark Wilson
Dana Kuykendall
Caroline Jones
Ed Sones
Nancy Townsend
Andy and Julia Balinsky
Andrea Walsh
Carol Ray
J. David Bamberger
Julia Heskett
Rootin’ Ridge Toymakers
Steve Janda
Laura and David Dow
Joseph Doherty
Laura Leggett
Linda Jarrell
Marianne and Jake Gonta
Laura and Ernie Wood
Julie Martin
Margaret Cathay
Gayle Stallings
Cathy Brigham
Kathy Espinosa
Monica Ramirez
Desiree Lavigne
Alex Brown
Rebecca Bennett
Pat Harding
Kevin Kocher
Gina Donovan

Special thanks to our sponsors who made the
Victor Emanuel Award Luncheon possible.

Travis Audubon Committee Chairs
Habitat Conservation

vacant

512-300-BIRD

Education

Byron Stone
Frances Cerbins

Field Trips

Jeff Patterson
Terry Banks

512-487-2755
512-300-BIRD

Hospitality

Susan Moak

512-925-4590

Latin America

Bob Warneke

512-300-BIRD

Monthly Meeting
Coordinators

Shelia Hargis
Laurie Foss

512-300-BIRD
512-300-BIRD

Sanctuary

Terri Siegenthaler

512-300-BIRD

Speaker’s Bureau

Jane Tillman

512-300-BIRD

Youth Education

vacant

512-300-BIRD

Urban Habitat

Nancy Townsend

512-300-BIRD

512-970-5154
512300-BIRD

J. David Bamberger
Frances and Oskar Cerbins
Christopher Harte
Caroline Jones
Julia Marsden
Nona and Andy Sansom
Carter and Stacy Smith
Jo Wilson
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Classes
We have a fantastic lineup of classes, including:
Sparrow Identification with Byron Stone
Instructor: Byron Stone
Wednesdays, November 12, 19 and December 3, 10, 7-9 PM
Field Trips Saturday mornings, November 15, 22 and December
6 and 13

Byron Stone will teach this popular class again
this fall. Learn why Byron refers to central Texas
as “Sparrow Heaven” as we review the two dozen
species of native sparrows that occur regularly in
the Austin area each year. The class is designed for
intermediate birders, and will be taught on four
separate Wednesday evenings: 7-9 PM, November
12, 19, December 3 and 10 at a north Austin location.
Field trips will be on Saturday mornings: November
15, 22, December 6, and 13. Class fee is $75 for TAS
members and $90 for non-members. To register,
go to: http://travisaudubon.org/education/adultclasses/sparrow-identification-with-byron-stone
If you have any questions, contact Frances Cerbins at
fcerbins@yahoo.com or 512-372-9039.

Christmas Bird Count Training Session
Instructors: Shelia Hargis and Laurie Foss
Saturday, December 13, 7:30 am – 1:00 pm

Each year, thousands of birders from all over the
world gather and count birds at their favorite
Christmas Bird Count (CBC) circle locations. The
Christmas Bird Count is the longest running wildlife
census in the world and provides critical data on bird
population trends and movements. The CBC season
is December 14 through January 5 every year. Austin
area birders are lucky to have quite a few CBC circles
nearby. Many birders are needed to adequately survey
the birds in these Christmas Bird Count locations.
You don’t have to be an expert birder to participate
in a CBC. If you have been actively watching birds for
a while and know most of the birds in your backyard,
CBCs are the perfect way to take your birding to the
next level and to participate in citizen science that

helps the birds! (If you are brand new to birding, we
recommend you go on several of our new birder field
trips before participating in a CBC.) A CBC survey is
not a class. It is an intensive survey of the birds within
a specific area. Teams usually have a lot of ground to
cover on count day and don’t have time to point out
field marks on the majority of the birds, especially not
the common species.
So, if you’re interested in knowing more about CBCs
before signing up to participate, join Shelia Hargis and
Laurie Foss for a CBC training session on December
13. This training session is for birders who are new to
CBCs and for anyone else who would like to warmup your CBC skills before the CBC season starts. The
meet-up location is the La Madeleine restaurant in
Sunset Valley, 5493 Brodie Lane. We’ll gather at 7:30
AM, eat breakfast, discuss how the count works,
split into two groups, survey our assigned areas, and
then re-group for lunch and a countdown. We’ll also
provide information on the numerous CBCs in the
Austin area. By the time this FREE training session is
over, you will be confident and excited to participate in
your first CBC of the 2014-2015 CBC season! Register
online and contact Shelia Hargis at Shelia.hargis@
gmail.com with questions. For the most up-to-date
information, please visit: http://travisaudubon.org/
education/adult-classes/christmas-bird-counttraining-session

Waterfowl Identification Class
Instructor: Jean Martin
Saturdays, January 3, 10 and 24

Begin the new year by learning how to identify those
ducks! If you’ve been walking around Lady Bird Lake
and wondering what kind of ducks you see, this class
will provide you with answers. Travis Audubon is
pleased to announce that Jean Martin will again teach
the Waterfowl Identification Class. Jean taught the
Beginning Birding Class for over 10 years, and has
over 25 years’ birding experience. This course will
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focus on ducks, grebes, geese and other waterfowl
found in Texas, especially during the winter months.
It is well suited for birders who have completed an
introductory class or for those who have ignored
ducks because “all those females look alike.”
The class will consist of two lecture/photo
presentations and three field trips. The lectures will
be on Saturdays, January 3 and 10, from 8 to 10 a.m.,
each followed by a field trip, which will last until
about 2 p.m. Locations will be announced at class

time. A third field trip will be conducted on Saturday,
January 24, outside the Austin area, beginning late
morning and lasting several hours. Tuition is $55 for
TAS members and $65 for nonmembers. The class
will be limited to 14 participants. Register online at
http://travisaudubon.org/education/adult-classes/
waterfowl-identification.
For more information, contact Cindy Cannon at
prsart@yahoo.com

August and September Donors
Travis Audubon gratefully acknowledges donations and hard
work from these individuals and businesses. Thank you!
Bird-A-Thon
Ian & Denise Steusloff
Laurel Vada Henderson
Virginia Rose

Chaetura Bricks

Chaetura Canyon Second
Saturday Swift Watch
Edward Sones
Caroline Jones

General Donation

Joe Doherty
Craig Damuth

Francisca Dodier Lugo
Philip T Bee Charitable Trust
Mark Klym
James Winn
Julia Balinsky

Chaetura Canyon
Mediterranean Feast
Ann and Don Connell
Joe Doherty
David Dow
Mark Wilson
Judith Tasch
Steve Janda
Barbara Anderson
David Bamberger
Patricia Harding
Gina Donovan
Carol Ray
Andrea Walsh
Julia Balinsky
Nancy Townsend
Caroline Jones
Paul and Georgean Kyle

Victor Emanuel
Conservation Award
Luncheon Donation
K.A. Van Winkle, D.V.M.
Terri Siegenthaler
Joan Foster
Sam Fason
Lin Vietti
Cindy Sperry
Olive Forbes
Patrick Oles
Genny Duncan
Mary Blackstock
Charlene Johnston
Timothy L. Stuart

Grace Silcott
Pat Dillon

American Kestrel
Birds & Business Partner
Westgate Pet & Bird Hospital

Painted Bunting
Laura Legett
Betsy Ross
Helen Short

Sustaining
Valerie Dunnam
Toni Herman
Trent Miller & Meta Hunt
Carol Ray
Jo Wilson
Julie Zess
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Field Trips
November – December 2014
Click the class description below for event webpage.
Date/Time

Saturday, November 1
8:00 AM – 10:00 AM
Tuesday, November 4
7:30 AM – 9:30 AM
Saturday, November 8
8:00 AM – 11:00 AM
Saturday, November 8
7:00 AM & 4:00 PM
Sunday, November 9
7:30 AM – 11:30 AM
Tuesday, November 11
7:30 AM – 11:30 AM
Saturday, November 15
7:30 AM – 11:00 AM
Tuesday, November 18
6:30 AM – noon
Friday, November 21
8:00 AM – 11:00 AM
Saturday, November 22
7:30 AM – 11:30 AM
Tuesday, November 25
6:45 AM – noon
Saturday, November 29
8:00 AM – 11:00 AM
Sunday, November 30
7:30 AM – 11:00 AM
Tuesday, December 2
7:00 AM – noon
Saturday, December 6
8:00 AM – 10:00 AM
Sunday, December 7
7:30 AM – 11:00 AM
Saturday, December 13
7:00 AM & 4:00 PM

Location/Description

Registration
Required?

Beginner’s Bird Walk at Lake Creek Trail

No

Two-hour Tuesday at Barkley Meadows
led by Ken Zaslow and Jane Tillman
Indiangrass Wildlife Sanctuary
with Robert Reeves and Rene’ Barrera

Contact

Virginia Rose
virginia.rose@att.net
Ken Zaslow
khz@att.net
Robert Reeves
reeves-robert@att.net
Eric Carpenter
ecarpe@gmail.com

No
Yes

Monthly Bird Count at Hornsby Bend

No

Balcones Canyonlands NWR

Yes (15)

Super Tuesday at Northeast Metropolitan Park
led by Dan Callaway

Yes

Hornsby Bend Monthly Bird Walk

No

Super Tuesday at Pedernales Falls State Park
led by Terry Banks

Yes

Balcones Canyonlands/Water Quality Preserves-Part 3

Yes

Laguna Gloria with Dennis Palafox and Jane Tillman

Yes

Dennis Palafox
dennis_palafox@hotmail.com

Super Tuesday at Tejas Camp
led by Ray and Ginny Steelman

Yes

rgsteel@comcast.net

Copperfield Nature Trails with Ronnie Kramer

Yes (12)

Commons Ford Monthly Walk

Yes (15)

Super Tuesday at Doeskin Ranch
led by Deb and Lee Wallace

Yes

Beginner’s Bird Walk Brushy Creek Lake Park

No

Commons Ford Monthly Walk

Yes (15)

Monthly Bird Count at Hornsby Bend

No

Monday, December 15

Balcones Canyonlands NWR Christmas Bird Count

Yes

Friday, December 19
8:00 AM – 11:00 AM

Balcones Canyonlands/Water Quality Preserves-Part 4

Yes

Saturday, December 20

Austin Christmas Bird Count

Yes

Thursday, January 1, 2015

Bastrop Christmas Bird Count

Yes

apeld@austin.rr.com
Ken Zaslow
khz@att.net
Eric Stager
estager@gmail.com
55bluebirds@att.net

Ronnie Kramer
ronniekramer1964@gmail.com
Diane Sherrill
nativeearthscapes@gmail.com
apeld@austin.rr.com
Virginia Rose
virginia.rose@att.net
Diane Sherrill
nativeearthscapes@gmail.com
Eric Carpenter
ecarpe@gmail.com
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Naturalist’s Calendar
Article by Bill Reiner

As days grow shorter, and temperatures cool, deciduous trees
and shrubs produce less and less chlorophyll. The chlorophyll
still present in the leaves breaks down, gradually revealing other
pigments that have been there all along, but masked by the more
abundant green.

Little Bluestem and King Ranch Bluestem blanket the landscape, Balcones Canyonlands NWR • Photo by Bill Reiner
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Late autumn brings changing colors and patterns
to the central Texas landscape. What was a fairly
monochromatic forest or grassland becomes a mosaic
of differing hues and textures. The changes are not
only a delight to the eye, but also an ecological window
into how plants sort themselves out across the land.
As days grow shorter, and temperatures cool,
deciduous trees and shrubs produce less and less
chlorophyll. The chlorophyll still present in the leaves
breaks down, gradually revealing other pigments
that have been there all along, but masked by the
more abundant green. The newly-revealed pigments
are mostly carotenoids: yellow xanthophylls, and
carotenes that tend toward shades of orange.
At about the same time, growth of cells in the
abscission layer (at the base of the petiole, or leaf stalk)
cuts off water and minerals to the leaf, as the tree
prepares to shed unnecessary foliage for the winter.
Sugars stranded in the leaf tissue convert to the red
pigment anthocyanin. Plants produce more sugars in
wet autumns than in dry years, so the red colors in the
foliage tend to be brighter when we’ve had more rain.
Colors are fairly specific to tree and shrub species,
though there is usually a range of hues among
individuals of the same kind. Pecans, walnuts,
and hickories go gold and brown. Brighter yellow
is more typical of Western Soapberry, Texas Ash,
Red Mulberry, … and the exotic Chinaberry. Black
Cherry can be bright yellow, too, or often a peachy
orange. Our only deciduous conifer, Baldcypress,
turns cinnamon-brown. Sugar Hackberry, American
Beautyberry and Elbowbush leaves fade to light
yellow-green. Shin Oak and Post Oak go tan, as do
Blackjack Oak – though the latter can also be tawny
orange or gold. Rusty Blackhaw leaves turn ruddy or
burgundy-colored. Reds are the mark of Flameleaf
Sumac, Virginia Creeper, Poison-Ivy, and Shumard
and Spanish Oaks.
Timing can distinguish the species, too. Red Buckeye
leaves, for instance, usually drop soon after turning
yellow in mid-summer, long before those of other
deciduous trees. Walnuts are among the first to shed

their leaves in autumn. The earliest red leaves are
usually Flameleaf Sumac, Poison-Ivy, and Virginia
Creeper; while the last to turn are the Shumard and
Spanish Oaks.
Pattern can also be distinctive. The leaves on any
individual tree tend to change color all at once for
most species, though lower and inner leaves may stay
green longer than more exposed foliage. American
Sycamore and Cedar Elm usually defy that pattern:
some leaves staying green while others change to
yellow and then brown – throughout the canopy.
The diminutive leaves of a Cedar Elm can then give
its crown the appearance of a cloud of green, gold,
and tan confetti. The big, maple-shaped leaves of
a sycamore make its canopy a patch-like mosaic to
match the patchwork bark of white, brown, and gray.
But like oaks, sycamores also tend to hold their leaves
long after they go brown, while the leaves of other
trees quickly drop off.
Grasses, too, vary in color as they senesce, though
the palette is not usually as bright nor as varied as
for the trees. However, the structure of the grass
plant (height, leafiness, branching of the seedhead)
combines texture with the color for a sometimes
species-distinctive signature on the landscape.
While all these species can be distinguished by close
inspection throughout the growing season, in late
autumn one can (with apologies to Monty Python)
“recognize different types of trees from quite a long
way away.”
We have none of the Python troupe’s larch in these
parts, but a comparable southern conifer, the
Baldcypress, is a good example. With lacy foliage
and a neatly-symmetrical crown, often shaped like an
inverted cone especially when young, Baldcypresses
are distinctive even in summer. But when that foliage
changes to a uniform rusty color, it is striking. From
the air, or other high vantage point, a line of rufous
Baldcypresses are a sure indication of reliable water,
at least below the surface. To thrive, these trees need
a constant source of water, and plenty of it, and are
even able to live in saturated soil, like few other central
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Texas trees. American Sycamores have similar water
requirements to Baldcypress, and the two are often
found together.
Flameleaf Sumac is one of the earliest and brightest of
the autumn deciduous trees, but being a pioneering
species that needs full sun, its seedlings rarely survive
in mature woodlands. Rather, its presence is usually
a sign of past disturbance – fire, mechanical clearing,
windthrow, over-grazing, or where competing trees
have been killed by drought. It may also sprout in an
area where bedrock or poor soil has been enhanced by
other pioneering plants.
Last to turn, usually reaching full color around
Thanksgiving, are the red oaks. Shumard Oaks,
generally east of town, and Spanish Oaks, more
often to the west, are difficult even for botanists to
distinguish. But both can put on a show of crimson
to deep red to tawny foliage that sometimes lingers
into January. In the hills west of Austin, Spanish Oak
is a co-dominant tree with Ashe Juniper and Plateau
Live Oak, and together they form the best habitat for
the endangered Golden-cheeked Warbler in our area.
The dynamic between the junipers and the Spanish
Oaks is interesting. Junipers are more opportunistic
pioneers than the oaks, quickly colonizing open areas
(though taking a long time to mature – dendrometer
band estimates suggest at least a decade per diameter
inch). Junipers are also apparently better able to
tolerate dry sites and eroded soils, but are not at all
tolerant of the shade of mature trees. Spanish Oaks,
on the other hand, are slower to take advantage of
new opportunities, and are less tolerant of dryer
conditions, but better able to tolerate shade than the
junipers. (This character is readily seen at Chaetura
Canyon, where seedling junipers are scarce under
mature canopy but seedling Spanish Oaks – protected
from the depredations of browsing deer behind the
Kyles’ high fence – grow in profusion.)
So, over time, junipers will reclaim cut-over Hill
Country slopes, and where there is sufficient water
and protection from deer, Spanish Oaks will gradually
grow up through the canopy to become co-dominant
with them. But such natural succession takes many

Bushy Bluestem marks a wetland • Photo by Bill Reiner

decades – a time span that gives the impression of
stasis. In our impatience, we try to hurry it along by
cutting down the junipers, which may actually impede
the oaks’ return.
Some parts of the landscape never do support many
red oaks, but where the geology concentrates water,
they can dominate. North-facing slopes and narrow
canyon heads, less exposed to the desiccating summer
sun, are better sites for them. Seep zones, too, may
provide just enough boost in available water that they
can support a thriving colony of Spanish Oaks even
on south-facing slopes. Such seeps often occur where
a permeable rock layer sits atop an impermeable
stratum. In particular, the lower portion of a cap
of Edwards formation limestone (called the “Walnut
Clay” in some places), just above Glen Rose limestone,
is an area where many seeps and springs emerge.
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A band of Spanish Oaks will often grow up along
such a seep zone, which at this time of year becomes
a horizontal line of red through the evergreen
junipers. (This is visible here in the background of
the photograph with the red oaks in the foreground.
The spot of yellow on the ridgeline is likely a Black
Cherry, also favored by the more plentiful water from
a seep.) Places where the red intermingles with the
green in November and December are generally the
best quality habitat in the spring for Golden-cheeked
Warblers.
Grasses, too, are easier to “read” across a central Texas
vista as they go to seed and their green colors fade.
In particular, the two most dominant grasses in our
landscape – the native Little Bluestem and the nonnative King Ranch Bluestem – can be distinguished
even from a distance. Copper-colored Little Bluestem
indicates little or no grazing, since cattle will
preferentially eat it rather than other grasses. On
the other hand, a uniform field of bleached-blonde

King Ranch Bluestem (KR, for short) suggests at least
moderate grazing. KR, once established, is difficult to
eradicate, so may dominate for decades afterwards.
Many other grasses fade to yellow hues, but most have
leaves going well up the stem, in contrast to the long,
spindly, mostly-naked culms of KR rising high above
the leaves clustered near the base. Few widespread
grasses, however, match the coppery color of Little
Bluestem.
Exceptions are the now-scarce Big
Bluestem, and wetland-indicator Bushy Bluestem,
whose leafy seedheads crowded with long hairs make
the plants look like big paintbrushes standing on end.
If you take a hike or a drive to enjoy autumn’s
palette during these holiday months, see if the colors
and textures help you to decipher patterns in the
landscape.
This article is primarily based upon personal observations gleaned from years
working at Balcones Canyonlands National Wildlife Refuge and Balcones
Canyonlands Preserve.

Red-leaved Spanish Oaks in foreground, and lining seep zone on ridgeline in distance, Balcones Canyonlands NWR • Photo by Bill Reiner
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