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President’s Message 
By Brian Meyerriecks 
We kick off 2016 with lots of new and exciting 
things, not to mention the blizzard of 2016. I am 
pleased to report that our Communications 
Committee has been energized by new and 
exciting talent. They have been working hard on 
the newsletter and our website. It is amazing 
what gets accomplished with such talented 
chapter members.  I think our chapter will be as 
excited as I am with the updated website, a new 
look, easily navigable and current.  I feel it will be 
the site to go to for all our latest information.  
Our focus is on the three pillars of our charter -- 
education, citizen science and stewardship.  So 
keep a look out for the date of our unveiling, 
review it, use it and let us know what you think. 
  
The revitalized BRNP Visitor Center is going to 
be reopened.  This is a great way to build 
volunteer hours and introduce visitors to all that 
BRNP has to offer.  
 
The state has announced the Virginia Master 
Naturalist 2016 Conference.  This year it is 
taking place August 26-28 at the W.E. Skelton 4-
H Educational Conference Center on the shores 
of Smith Mountain Lake. If you have not attended 
one of our statewide conferences, you need to.  
It’s filled with excellent educational sessions and 
exciting field trips and is a great way to network 
with fellow statewide naturalists.  Registration 
opens in June and we will get the word out.  
 
Finally, this weekend February 12-15 is the 
GBBC, the great backyard bird count. Visit 
BirdCount.org to learn how to participate and log 
volunteer hours from the comfort of your home. 
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American Coot 
By Brian Meyerriecks 
The American Coot (Fulica Americana) or Mud 
Hen, is a fascinating and unique bird.  A 

 
American Coot (Fulica Americana) 

http://www.vmnbansheereeks.org/
mailto:vmnbansheereeks@gmail.com
http://gbbc.birdcount.org/


BUG BYTES  Page 2 

migratory bird inhabiting most of North 
America, the coot is a winter non-breeding 
resident to our area.   

 
This time of year, I always look for coots and 
usually spot them easily while they are walking 
chicken-like on the ice rather than waddling like 
a duck.  Unlike web feet of ducks, coots have 
broad lobed scales on their lower legs and toes 
that fold back with each step. To me they look 
like oversized chicken feet which gives the coot a 
chicken-like gate and supports the bird on 
muddy ground. An awkward flier, they require 
long takeoff runs and look like they are trying to 
walk on water while flapping their wings 
furiously.  The coot is seen in the company of 
ducks but doesn’t sound like a duck.  Its call is a 
single reedy noted KRRRP. The coot is a plump 
dark bodied bird that is easily identified due to 
its sloping head with white wedge-shaped bill, 
red eyes and sometimes, a small red patch on its 
forehead. Their closest relatives are the Sandhill 
Crane and Rails. 
 

Coots eat mainly aquatic plants including algae, 
duckweed, eelgrass, wild rice, sedges, hydrilla, 
wild celery, waterlilies, cattails, water milfoil; 
when on land they also pick at terrestrial plants. 
You may also see them eating insects (beetles, 
dragonflies, and others), crustaceans, snails, and 
small vertebrates such as tadpoles and 
salamanders.  In our area, which is out of the 
breeding season, coots fall prey to great horned 
owls, northern harriers, bald eagles and bobcats. 

In fact, coots may locally comprise 80% of a bald 
eagle’s diet. 
 

One aspect of coots I find interesting is that 
during the breeding season, they display 
“conspecific brood parasitism”.  That is, it will lay 
eggs in other coots’ nests. Unlike the brown 
headed cow bird who will use the nests of any 
bird species for their eggs, coots stick to their 
own species. Brood parasitism is usually done by 
females that either do not have a territory (coots 
are monogomous) or whose clutch has been 
destroyed, and is most common among females 
trying to increase their total number of offspring. 
The American coot, unlike other parasitized 
species, has the ability to recognize and reject 
conspecific parasitic chicks from their brood. 
They learn to recognize their own chicks’ 
“ornamental plumage” by imprinting on cues 
from the first chick that hatches. The first 
evidence for parental selection of exaggerated, 
ornamental traits in offspring was found in 
American coots. American coot chicks have 
conspicuously orange-tipped ornamental plumes 
covering the front half of their body that are 
known as “chick ornaments”, which eventually 
bleach out after six days. This brightly colored, 
exaggerated trait allows coot chicks to be 
selected by parental choice.  
 

American Coot are common and widespread, and 
populations appear to be stable, according to the 
North American Breeding Bird Survey.  Because 
they live in wetlands, coots can accumulate 

 
Range Map of the American Coot 

 
Coot Feet! 

https://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/American_Coot/sounds


BUG BYTES  Page 3 

toxins from pollution sources including 
agricultural runoff, industrial waste and nuclear 
facilities. Because coots are so common and 
widespread, scientists sometimes monitor them 
as a way of evaluating these problems in the 
environment at large. 
 
Why is it called a “coot”? The American coot’s 
genus name, Fulica, is a direct borrowing of the 
Latin word for coot.  Go figure.  So if you see a 
duck that looks like a duck, but doesn’t walk or 
quack like a duck, it’s probably a coot. 

Fishers at Banshee Reeks? 
By Sheila Montalvan 
Banshee Reeks Nature Preserve is beginning a 
project on fishers (Martes pennanti) with the 
assistance of two Master Naturalists (Kathy Neal 
and Mike Manning), Ashley Greer (an intern 
from the Smithsonian Conservation Biology 
Institute), and biologists from the Virginia 
Department of Game and Inland Fisheries. There 
have been two unconfirmed sightings over the 
past two years by hunters in the area.  Fishers 
are considered an extirpated species in Virginia.  
Ron Circé, BNRP Manager, states, “We will be 
conducting a camera trapping survey using 15 
new cameras.  Project plans have already begun 
and it is hoped that the preliminary site 
selections will be done within two weeks and 
cameras set in one to two weeks.” 
 
According to the Virginia Department of Game 
and Inland Fisheries website, “habitat 
destruction, excessive trapping and shooting” 
have all but eliminated fishers from Virginia. 
“Wanderers from West Virginia are now 
appearing along Virginia border areas, 
(Highland, Rockingham, and Rappahannock 
counties), but there is no evidence of 
reproductive populations in Virginia.” The 
website also states that fishers were “probably 
formerly widespread in the mountains of 
Virginia”, and that “it survives best in extensive 

forest and wilderness areas for its home range is 
large - 15 to 35 square km.” 
 
An article in the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette from 
2007 states that the West Virginia Division of 
Wildlife Resources released 23 fishers from New 
Hampshire in 1969.  In just three years, “the 
population had grown large enough to support a 
legal trapping season.”  Currently, fishers are 
frequently seen in forested areas of the state. If 
verified that fishers are at BRNP, biologists from 
various state agencies, e.g., the Department of 
Game and Inland Fisheries, the Department of 
Conservation and Recreation, and the 
Department of Environmental Quality will be 
notified and sent copies of the data.  Several 
federal agencies, including the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service and the U.S. Geological Survey, 
will also be notified and sent copies of the data. 
The confirmed presence of fishers here will re-
write the current natural history of fishers due to 
their range expansion and coming back as an 

 Fisher (Martes pennanti) 

 
An innovative launching platform to inspire and empower 
Loudoun homeowners associations, their managers and 
landscapers to adopt environmentally and economically 

sustainable landscaping practices for healthier communities. 

ALGONKIAN REGIONAL PARK, WOODLANDS CONFERENCE CENTER 
47001 FAIRWAY DR, STERLING, VA 

 

Hosted by Piedmont Environmental Council in partnership 
with Loudoun County.  For more information (and how to 
help), contact Leslie Ashman @ lashman1@verizon.net. 

 

http://www.mnh.si.edu/mna/image_info.cfm?species_id=152
mailto:lashman1@verizon.net
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extirpated species.  The data will be published in 
a scientific journal. 
 
Evidently fishers are populous in other states:  
Pennsylvania, Massachusetts, Minnesota and 
Wisconsin even have a fisher trapping season in 
the late fall every year.  
 
David Cazenas and Ron Circé contributed to this 
report. 
 

Spring Butterflies 
By Bryan Henson 
As spring starts, I look forward to the first 
butterflies of the year.  In our area, butterflies 
typically start flying sometime in March.  We can 
typically expect to start seeing Mourning Cloaks 
(Nymphalis antiopa),  Eastern Commas 
(Polygonia comma),  Question Marks (Polygonia 
interro-gationis), Spring/Summer Azures 
(Celastrina sp.), and Cabbage Whites (Pieris 
rapae) starting in March.    
 

The Mourning Cloak, the Question Mark and the 
Eastern Comma butterflies actually overwinter 
as adults.  It’s amazing how these adults will live 
through the winter in this hibernation state.  The 
adults will hide in tree bark cracks, rock crevices 
or under roof shingles on buildings.  So if it gets 
warm during the winter, you may suddenly see a 
butterfly flying!  When it gets warm enough, 
these butterflies will seek out a mate and lay 
eggs in the early spring.  Look for them at the 
forest edge where they can get to the spring 
sunshine. 
 

The Question Mark and Eastern Comma are part 
of what are commonly called the Angle-wings 
(the taxonomic genus is Polygonia).  When you 
see them, it’s obvious why they are called that.  
Their wings are a cool looking scalloped shape.  
They can be a little difficult to distinguish 
between one another – one of the keys to 
identification is to count the number of black 
dots on the forewing (3 for the Comma and 4 for 
the Question Mark).  You can also look for their 

namesake punctuation on their hindwings.  
These two butterflies get nourishment from 
puddles, scat, sap and rotting fruit.  Their host 
plants are commonly elms and hackberry trees. 
 

Mourning Cloaks are large butterflies with dark 
brown wings bordered by beige edging and blue 
spots.  Like the Polygonia, they like puddles, scat 
and sap.  Their host plants are commonly 
willows and elms.  Interestingly, Mourning 
Cloaks can also be found in Europe and Asia. 
 
Summer Azures are a tiny blue butterfly.  These 
tiny creatures overwinter as pupae that hatches 
early in the spring.  They get nutrients from 
“puddling”, but they also take nectar from the 
early spring flowers like spring beauty, dogwood 
blooms and clovers. 
 

The butterfly that is often easiest to spot in the 
spring is actually the Cabbage White.  As its 
name suggests, it is white and it likes cabbage!  It 
is believed to have been introduced to the US in 
the 1860s.  The host plants are members of the 
mustard families – in particular broccoli and 
cabbage plants.  Since their introduction, the 
Cabbage White has thrived and is generally 
considered invasive.  Because of their numbers 
and their coloring, you’ll often notice Cabbage 
Whites more easily than other butterflies in our 
area. 
 

When you see those white butterflies in March 
and April, start looking for one of my favorite 
butterflies – the Falcate Orangetip (Anthocharis 
midea).  Like the Cabbage White, this butterfly is 

 
Eastern Comma butterfly 

http://www.butterfliesandmoths.org/species/Nymphalis-antiopa
http://www.butterfliesandmoths.org/species/Polygonia-interrogationis
http://www.butterfliesandmoths.org/species/Polygonia-comma
http://www.butterfliesandmoths.org/species/Celastrina-neglecta
http://www.butterfliesandmoths.org/species/Pieris-rapae
http://www.butterfliesandmoths.org/species/Anthocharis-midea
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mostly white, but this one lives up to its name 
too! It has beautiful orange tips on its forewings.  
There is really only one flight of these wonderful 
winged creatures.  Sadly, unlike the Cabbage 
White, the Falcate Orangetip is believed to be in 
decline because of invasive plants, including 
garlic mustard.  Look for the Falcate Orangetip in 
open swamps and wet woodlands.  It likes to 
nectar on Virginia Bluebells and violets.  Rock 
cress, winter cress and bitter cress are host 
plants in addition to members of the mustard 
family. 

Woodcocks In Spring 
By Bryan Henson 
I really enjoy the amazing variety of different 
birdcalls and songs.  But of all the bird calls I 
recognize, the one that brings a smile to my face 
the quickest is that of the Amercian Woodcock 
(Scolopax minor).  Peent!   Peent!    
 
And the wonder of the Woodcock certainly 
doesn’t stop there.  They have a bill that defies 
proportionality.  They walk in a wonderful way – 
look up ‘Dancing Woodcock’ – I’ll wait; it’s 
definitely worth it.  One of the wonderful birding 
traditions of Spring is to try and witness the 
American Woodcock performing its mating 
dance.   At dusk, the male takes off from a 

meadow and flies in spiraling circles.  And while 
it flies these circles higher and higher, the air 
rushing past its wings makes a unique twittering 
sound. 
 
If you want to see these wonderful creatures, 
there are a number of birding groups that host 
walks to see the mating display.  Northern 
Virginia Bird Club (NVBC) hosts a walk at 
6:30pm on March 6th, 2016 at Huntley Meadows 
Park (the Hike/Bike trail).   Fairfax County hosts 
a walk at 6pm on March 4th, 2016 at Ellanor C. 
Lawrence Park in Chantilly. Loudoun Wildlife 
Conservancy will host a Woodcock watch to see 
the wonderful display on March 10th, 2016 at the 
Institute Farm in Aldie.  

Member Spotlight- Frank McLaughlin 
By Sheila Montalvan 
A familiar face to many at Banshee Reeks, Frank 
McLaughlin has been a VMN for longer than most of us, 
and was kind enough to offer his thoughts on the 
program, and other things too:  
 
I first heard about the Virginia Master Naturalist 
Program in 2006 from Ron Circé. Our brief conversation 
caught my interest, as well as the opportunity to become 
certified in a program that had the backing of the 
Commonwealth of Virginia through the Virginia Tech 

 
American Woodcock 

By guizmo_68 [ CC BY 2.0 
via Wikimedia Commons 

Frank McLaughlin 

https://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/American_Woodcock/id
http://www.nvabc.org/trips.htm
http://www.nvabc.org/trips.htm
http://www.loudounwildlife.org/Calendar_March.htm
http://www.loudounwildlife.org/Calendar_March.htm


BUG BYTES  Page 6 

Extension Office. I was lucky enough to be in the first class that graduated in December 2006.  Early in 2007, 
our chapter was founded, and I volunteered to be Treasurer. Our Board of Directors decided to incorporate 
as a non-profit, non-stock corporation. Application was made to the IRS and we soon became officially 
recognized as a 501(c)(3) non-profit corporation. We are also sales tax exempt in Virginia. After serving two 
years as Treasurer, I became the vice-president for another two-year term, then Treasurer again. I have 
served on the Board of Directors since the chapter began. Not only have I enjoyed being involved in the 
operation of the chapter, but I have remained active in volunteer service and have maintained my 
certification status throughout the years. My projects have been numerous, as I have volunteered in the 
areas of riparian restoration at Phillips Farm and Tuscarora Creek in Leesburg; and stream monitoring at 
Banshee Reeks, Catoctin Creek, Tuscarora Creek, Limestone Branch and Clarks Run. I am involved with 
Bluebird monitoring at Temple Hall Farm and am team leader of a Bluebird Trail in my home community of 
River Creek. I joined the Weed Battalion and have participated in their program of invasive removal at 
Banshee Reeks. Other projects I have worked on have been the Deer Management Project, the Deer Exclosure 
Project and the Bird Atlas Project. To top it off, I am also Chair of the Membership Committee and have 
served on the Training, Outreach, Nominating and various Ad-hoc Committees. 
 
Do you have a wife and children, grandchildren?  Pets?  What is your background besides the VMN 
program?  When did your interest in nature begin? 
 
My immediate family consists of my wife, Patty, three adult children (two daughters and a son) and seven 
grandchildren.  As a family growing up, we had pets from a barn cat, two dogs to three horses. Needless to 
say, Patty and I like to travel now so there are no more pets around the house. 
 
After graduating from VA Tech as a Mechanical Engineer, I went to work for Government contractors for a 
period of 15 years. After having enough of working for someone else, I became an independent consultant to 
the government contractor community and established a career in the fields of Reliability, Maintainability, 
Availability and Logistics Engineering for weapon system programs. As a Certified Professional Engineer, I 
dabbled in the Expert Witness field, but decided that wasn’t for me. I incorporated myself as a Subchapter S 
Professional Corporation in 1987.  The last 10 years of my career were spent helping industrial contractors 
win contracts with government agencies by managing and contributing written content for their proposal 
efforts. 
 
What aspects of being a naturalist are your favorite?  Is there a particular area that you enjoy (or 
are more knowledgeable about) than another, i.e., geology, birds, insects, etc.? 
 
There was no defining moment when I became interested in nature.  This sort of thing grew on me over time, 
but probably started in the Explorer Scout Program as a teenager.   Like most of us, I love the outdoors and 
all it contributes to the fulfillment of life as a visitor on this planet.  I love outdoorsy things and currently 
enjoy hiking, biking, fishing and hunting. In my younger days, I was a serious skier, and played at tennis and 
golf. As a naturalist, I prefer hands-on projects such as those described above.  Becoming a naturalist was an 
eye-opener for me as I had no particular knowledge in any of the disciplines that make up our training 
curriculum. If I had to name a particular area of interest, it would be biodiversity. 
 
 
 
 



BUG BYTES  Page 7 

Feel free to philosophize about a favorite aspect of your profession if you like. 
 
If I were to philosophize on an aspect of my profession as an independent consultant, I would say the 
following.  With the assumption that you have graduated from an accredited academic institution with a 
marketable degree, go to work for others for a period of 10 to 15 years to gain experience in your chosen 
field, working for both small and large firms to gain the experience of what they can offer and how they do 
business.  I would then highly recommend that you go independent and seek work from the same companies 
you have been working for to get a start. Again, assuming you now have a marketable skill with senior level 
experience, you should be able to fulfill your wildest dreams of success, independence and wealth (this is 
assuming you know how to save for retirement).  Of course, this is assuming a perfect world….and we all 
know this is not… a… perfect… world, so be willing to adjust to those bumps and obstacles when they appear 
(and they will appear). 
 
Any words of encouragement for the new VMN students completing this year’s class? 
  
To the newest students, as well as those before them, in becoming a Master Naturalist, you have chosen 
another career, whether you realize it or not.  Only you know how much and for how long you will pursue it. 
The lectures, volunteer service and continued education components of the program serve as a foundation 
upon which you will be able to work to achieve your personal goals.  I hope that some aspect of your training 
and field experience will influence you to dedicate a portion of your leisure time to this meaningful program. 
 
 

 

Committee Updates 
One of the new sections to the newsletter is an 
area to cover updates from the Chapter’s 
Standing Committees.  We look forward to 
feedback on this new feature. 

Membership Committee 
Chair:  Frank McLaughlin 
The overall role of the Membership Committee is 
to ensure that the Banshee Reeks VMN Chapter 
attracts, grows and retains a robust number of 
active members - both qualified and in-training 
VMNers. 
 
As we approach the Graduation date for this 
year's Class, the next significant activity for the 
Committee will be to prepare Retention and 
Mentoring plans. 

Volunteer Service Projects Committee 
Chair:  Britta Hart  
The VSP Committee's job is to ensure that 
individuals' Volunteer Hours are properly tallied 

in each period as an essential part of the process 
of Certification and Re-certification to be a VMN. 
Volunteer hours against approved projects are 
approved by the Committee Chair, while 
proposals for new Projects are submitted to the 
whole VSP Committee for approval, with four 
new projects having been submitted and 
approved by this year's Training Class members: 

1. Izaak Walton Pond Stewardship ~ Paul 
Kreingold 

2. The Fairfax County Park Authority Nature 
Center Volunteer on Duty ~ Karen 
Hutchison 

3. Building discovery boxes for Banshee 
Reeks to have available to visitors.  It was 
approved but then decided the E/O 
Teaching Toolkits option was sufficient to 
use ~ Karen Hutchison 

4. Kestrel and Barn Owl Box Construction, 
Installation, and Monitoring ~ Liz 
Dennison 
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Communications/Newsletter Committee 
Chair:  Sheila Montalvan 
As Brian mentioned, we are in the process of 
reworking our website with a focus on making it 
more current and active, and a resource for our 
community.  If you have thoughts, suggestions 
and ideas, please share them with us! 

Host Committee 
The Banshee Reeks chapter would like to thank 
Anne Owen and David Wheeler for opening up 
their beautiful home for our annual holiday 
party.   Special thanks go out to the Hostess 
Committee members for the fun, welcoming vibe 
and their logistical support. 

Training Committee 
Chair:  Jane Yocom 
If you see a need…fill it.  I like to think of that as 
the Training Committee Motto.  Over the past 
years, we have noticed that some new class 
members have difficulties entering their hours in 
the VMS. They are not sure what counts as 
volunteer or CE hours, or, are unsure of how to 
add in the mileage and travel hours. So this year, 
we added a new class to the training schedule – 
A VMS Lab. This past Saturday, Jane Yocom, the 
training committee chair, teamed with Britta 
Hart, Volunteer Service Project Committee Chair, 
to co-teach a class on entering hours into the 
VMS. Wanting to provide a hands-on experience, 
the class was held in the Computer Training 
Room at Rust Library.  Class members were 
walked step-by-step through entering volunteer, 
CE and travel hours and mileage. They were also 
given the opportunity to add hours and/or make 
any corrections needed in their records. 

Outreach Committee 
Chair:  Zoe Irwin 
This spring, the Outreach Committee has 
committed to setting up a booth with 
information about invasive species and the 
benefits of planting natives at the Loudoun 
Wildlife Conservancy's Native Plant Sale at 
Morven Park on Sunday, April 24th.  We will also 

be assisting with an event at Banshee Reeks in 
May, more details to come.  Earth Day @ 
Loudoun is taking a 2016 hiatus, so we will not 
have our usual display during that event. 
 

Continuing Education Committee 
Chair:  Bill Cour 
The Continuing Education (CE) Committee 
works to identify and provide opportunities for 
chapter members to earn the CE hours they need 
to achieve/maintain certification.  The most 
frequent activity is monitoring the websites of 
organizations that offer activities that could be 
counted towards CE hours; LWC lectures, ANS 
classes, VNPS presentations, etc.  We post these 
in the chapter calendar.  Follow the link under 
"Check it out" on the chapter home page.  If 
anyone spots something that isn't on the 
calendar that they think might be a good 
candidate, they can email: 
 Bill Cour (wmkcour@gmail.com) or 
 Ron (ron.circe@loudoun.gov).   
 
The CE Committee also coordinates our own CE 
classes, either as extensions of the Basic Training 
sessions or as independent events.  Again, if you 
either have a class you would consider offering 
or a topic on which you would like to see us offer 
training, contact Bill or Ron. 

Staffing the BRNP Visitor Center 
The beautiful, revitalized Banshee Reeks visitor 
center is going to reopen on the third Saturday 
and Sunday of the month beginning in March 
(19th and 20th).  FOBR needs help staffing it.  
They need two volunteers for each shift (8am to 
12pm and 12pm to 4pm). This is a great way to 
build up your volunteer hours while introducing 
visitors to this beautiful location.  There will be a 
short Orientation session on Thursday, February 
25 at 7PM.  If you are interested in volunteering, 
it is recommended that you attend this session, 
but it is not a prerequisite.  There is also a great 

http://www.vmnbansheereeks.org/index.html
mailto:wmkcour@gmail.com
mailto:ron.circe@loudoun.gov
http://www.vmnbansheereeks.org/index.html
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volunteer handbook that provides all the details 
that you need for this job.   
  
Email jillhjohnson@gmail.com if you would like to 

sign up for March (19 and 20), April (16 and 17) or 

future dates. 

About Banshee Reeks VMN 
The Banshee Reeks chapter of the Virginia 
Master Naturalist program is a volunteer corps 
focused on education, outreach, conservation, 
and management of the natural resources in 
Virginia.  The chapter was founded in 2006 and 
focuses on Loudoun County and hosts many 
events at Banshee Reeks Nature Preserve.  We 
are always looking for new members and like-
minded organizations.   Visit our website at 
http://www.vmnbansheereeks.org/ to find out 
more or email us at 
vmnbansheereeks@gmail.com.   
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:jillhjohnson@gmail.com
http://www.vmnbansheereeks.org/
mailto:vmnbansheereeks@gmail.com
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