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Eastern gray squirrel: not just gray
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dismissed the long, slender, jet-black Squirrel—in order of size—with the
Y animal dashing across my back yard ~fox squirrel the largest of the four.
as a mink on the hunt. A few months The all-black squirrel that showed up
earlier, I had in my yard was not a
s witnessed a mink in new species, but rather
hot pursuit of an it was a melanistic
eastern cottontail. form or morph of the
The terrified rabbit common Eastern Gray
was well ahead of Squirrel. It is estimated
the mink as it, and that normally only one
then the mink on the @ in 10,000 Eastern Gray
rabbit’s scent trail, 8 Squirrels is melanistic.

raced across my Melanism is an

Robert McCance back yard before c . | abnormal genetic
ﬁf,epvf Taft disappearing out of Photo by Guy Denny mutation that causes
Dr. David Todt sight. an abundant

But then, with a Eastern Gray Squirrel production of the

second closer look, something just ~ pigment “melanin” that results in the
didn’t seem quite right with the mink black coloration of these squirrels.

INSIDE THIS ISSUE | -sized critter now sprinting across Melanistic Eastern Gray Squirrels,
Gray squirrels 13 my yard. Its black slender body although extremely rare, occur
terminated in a tail seemingly too sparingly throughout the entire range

Dodder 4-5

bushy for a mink. What in the world ~of this species. However, these black
was I seeing? As it reached a nearby squirrels tend to have the highest
tree it became immediately clear, this frequency in the northern part of
was no mink at all as it scampered up their range, particularly around the

(B the side of the tree with lightning Great Lakes Region and especially
Speed. Much to my great surprise and within Ontario, Canada and northern
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Assistants delight, this new visitor was an Michigan.
Membership exceptionally rare, all-black squirrel. As their name implies, Eastern
ol 8 A melanistic Eastern Gray Squirrel ~ Gray Squirrels (Sciurus carolinensis)
to be precise. normally tend to be an overall silver-
The four species of tree squirrels grayish color. They, and the slightly

native to Ohio are the Eastern Fox Continued on page 2
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Photos by Tom Fishburn

Black gray squirrel (above) and
fox squirrel (at right)

Continued from page 1

Not always gray

larger Eastern Fox Squirrels (Sciurus niger), are the
two most common species of squirrels Ohioans are
most likely to encounter in yards throughout our
state. Generally, fox squirrels tend to be more
numerous within the open woodlands of agriculture
western Ohio as compared to gray squirrels that
show a marked preference for the extensive, dense
woodlands in the unglaciated eastern part of our
state where they tend to be more abundant than fox
squirrels. The surest way to distinguish one from
the other is by looking at their bellies and the bushy
tails of each. The overall normal color of fox
squirrels, at least in Ohio, is a tawny reddish-
brown. The underside is a light reddish-yellow
while the slightly darker tail is bordered with light,
orangish-yellow tipped hairs. In comparison, the
underside of gray squirrels are conspicuously white
while their bushy dark gray colored tail is
distinctively bordered with a band of white-tipped
hairs.

Normal colored Eastern Gray Squirrels have
two copies of the gray pigment genes while black
squirrels have either one or two copies of the black
pigment gene. If a mated pair of squirrels are both
melanistic, their babies will be black. On the other

hand, if a black squirrel mates with a normal
colored gray squirrel, litters of mixed colored
offspring can be produced including a brownish-
black colored morph. Black morphs appear to be
more commonly found in populations of gray
squirrels than other species of melanistic animals,
but they are not the only color variant in Eastern
Gray Squirrel populations. Even significantly less
common are albino and all-white leucistic Eastern
Gray Squirrels.

Melanism is the opposite of albinism. Albinism
is the result of the absence of the pigment melanin
causing animals, including gray squirrels to be pure
white with pink eyes. Leucism or leucistic animals,
on the other hand, have partial amounts of pigment
loss resulting in all-white individuals to animals
with varying patchy coloration having white
intermixed with their normal color. Notably, the
eyes of leucistic animals are dark, not pink. These
partially white-colored animals are often referred to
as being “piebalds.”

Melanistic, albino, and leucistic Eastern Gray
Squirrel morphs tend to be more commonly
encountered in urban settings where they are are
exposed to fewer predators and the absence of
hunting pressures as opposed to rural forested areas
well away from intense human activities. Several
urban and suburban populations of melanistic

Continued on page 3
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Photo by Ll arey
This all-white Gray Squirrel was
photographed in Westerville, Ohio.

Eastern Gray Squirrels are the result of reintroduc-
tions in various communities throughout the United
States. Perhaps the best example in Ohio occurred at
Kent State University where black squirrels now
have become the unofficial mascot of the university.

In the 1960s, Kent State University grounds
Superintendent Larry Woodell saw his very first
black squirrels while traveling through Chardon,
Ohio and became quickly fascinated with them. Do-
ing his research, Woodell learned that those rare na-
tive black squirrels were slowly dying off due to
predation, so he and a friend, “Biff” Staples decided
to do something to help recover the population of
black squirrels in Ohio. It took about six months of
negotiating with wildlife authorities in Ohio as well
as officials in Canada for permission to capture
black squirrels in Canada, where black squirrels are
fairly numerous, for relocation on the campus of
Kent State University.

In 1961, Woodell and Staples drove to London,
Ontario to bring back 10 black squirrels captured by
Canadian wildlife officials to be released in Kent
where, after being released, they thrived and inter-
mingled with their indigenous native gray-colored
counter parts. By 1964, there were more than 150
black squirrels reported from in and around Kent,
Ohio, a number that has continued to grow as popu-
lations spread out. Localized black squirrel popula-
tions also occur now on the campus of the College
of Wooster along with a few other campuses and
towns in the state.

Kent, and other communities around Ohio and
the United States that now have black squirrel popu-

lations established are very proud of their local
black squirrel colonies. Although much rarer, some
other communities proudly host small localized pop-
ulations of albino and all-white leucistic variations
of Easter Gray Squirrels as well. Unlike the more
numerous black squirrels that can better camouflage
themselves to avoid predators, all-white squirrels do
not have much of an ability to camouflage them-
selves—making them much more vulnerable to pre-
dation. Albino gray squirrels are at a further disad-
vantage in that their pink eyes are often visually im-
paired. Nevertheless, there are localized populations
of white squirrels scattered around the United States
in urban and suburban communities where human
activities discourage predators. Olney, Illinois, re-
portedly has the world’s largest known white squir-
rel colony. Nevertheless, numerous towns in a num-
ber of other states—including Ohio—also proudly
boast about their localized white squirrel popula-
tions while other towns are equally proud of their
small colonies of black squirrels.

Legend has it that in some cultures black squir-
rels are recognized as symbols of good luck and
prosperity. Well, I don’ t know about that. But what I
do know is that | ' : )
personally feel very
lucky to have rare
black squirrels fre-
quenting my yard
and entertaining me
with their incredible |
treetop acrobatic dis-
plays. I certainly
wish you the same
good luck if you
have gray squirrels
established in your
neighborhood.

Perhaps you ‘
will be lucky enough |
to have all-black
squirrels show up
around your house
as well.

Keep an eye out
for them. ‘
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Photo by Jeff Fi rlshkorn
Eastern Gray Squirrel
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/New plant seems
entangled with
spaghetti

Story and photos by Guy Denny

Some time ago, I received a phone call from a
dear friend and ONAPA member Sally Howarth
from the community of Buckeye Lake. Sally ex-
plained how she had encountered a plant growing
along the shoreline of Cranberry Bog State Nature
Preserve that looked as if it had strands of orangish-
yellow cooked spaghetti growing out of and entan-
gling it. Sally was curious if I could help her identi-
fy this strange-looking plant.

With that description, believe it or not, I immedi-
ately knew the name of the strange-looking plant
Sally had encountered; it was Common Dodder
(Cuscuta gronovii). Dodders are fascinating parasit-
ic viny plants. Common dodder is the most com-
mon of the 9-10 species of dodder native to Ohio.
Of these species, 4 are rare enough to currently be
listed as State Endangered. Species of dodder are
challenging to identify even for professional bota-
nists. Species in this genus all share a few slight
floral differences including such details as sepals,
corolla lobes, and bracts with only minor differ-
ences that make it challenging to differentiate
among species without using a good hand lens or
microscope and most importantly, knowing what
you are looking for and at.

Dodders are members of the Morning-glory Fami-
ly (Convolvulaceae), although some botanists, be-
cause these plants are so different from other mem-
bers of this family, place dodders in its own family,
the Dodder Family (Cuscutaceae). The Latin genus
Cuscuta, is thought to be of Arabic origin for the
word “dodder” which reportedly originates from an
Old English word meaning “todder”. All members
of the genus Cuscuta are parasitic annual vines that
prey on a variety of host plants. They all have a
very unusual life cycle. The seeds that are dispersed
from a seed capsule in fall germinate the following
spring. Upon germination, these seedlings start out
life like most other plants, but if the rooted seed-
lings can’t quickly find a suitable host plant, they
simply die. Those seedlings fortunate enough to
find a host plant rapidly twine up the stem of the
host plant. Once secured around the host plant, dod-
ders attach themselves by sending out numerous

@ucker-like structures called “haustoria” which

Common Dodder

penetrate the host’s stem tissues. As soon as the
dodder is able to secure water and nutrients from its
host through the haustoria, the dodder’s roots with-
er and die leaving the dodder no longer connected
to the ground and now connected to and completely
dependent upon its host species for securing nutri-
ents and providing structural stability. Except for
limited quantities in their earliest development
stage, Dodders lack chlorophyll needed to produce
their own food. Even though they rob nutrients
from their host plants that in and by itself generally
does not result in the death of the host plant.

With most species of dodder, once attached to
their host, growth is rapid with smooth orangish-
yellow stems forming an extensive tangled mass of
what looks somewhat like thin strands of cooked
spaghetti growing on and sprawling over surround-
ing low-growing vegetation. As summer progresses,
the viney stems continue growing and attaching to
more stems of their host plant. They may even cross
over and attach to other nearby hoist plants. Small,
white, waxy, five-petaled, bell-shaped flowers form
in various clusters along the stem.

Common Dodder, is the most common species of

Continued on pagy
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Field trips remaining for 2026 season

Saturday, July 25 —

Tour of Denny’s Tallgrass Prairie

10:00 a.m. Prairie experts will be on hand to guide partici-
pants around the native flora of this prairie situated in Knox
County. Location is 6021 Mt. Gilead Road, Fredericktown.
No registration required.

*Wednesday, July 29 —
Who Are the Native Bees in Your Backyard?
This field trip has been cancelled.

*Saturday, August 15 —

Glacial Geology Auto Tour

10:00 a.m. Leader Tim Snyder, naturalist and ONAPA Board
Member will conduct a driving auto tour across the landscape
of west central Ohio.

*Saturday, August 29 —
Thompson Ledges Township Park
10:30 a.m., Leader, retired Chief Naturalist for the Geauga

Dodder, cont’d.

dodder encountered throughout most of Ohio. It
typically is found growing on wet soils such as in
marshes, floodplains, along lakes and stream banks
and in open bottomlands. Common Dodder is also
known as Swamp Dodder. The specific epithet,
gronovii honors Dutch botanist, physician, and Uni-
versity lecturer, Jan Fredrik Gronovius (1690-
1762). Gronovius was a patron of Swedish botanist
Carolus Linnaeus as well as author of Flora Virgin-
ica published in 1739 and based on plants collected
in Virginia and supplied to Gronovius by American
botanist John Clayton. Although Gronovius never
visited Virginia, he used Clayton’s specimens as
the basis for his publication which he then pub-
lished without Clayton’s knowledge.

Many, but not all species of dodders have
sprawling spaghetti- like stems. One that lacks the
very conspicuous tangled mass of viny spaghetti-
like stems, so helpful for identifying common dod-
der, is the state endangered Rope Dodder (C. glom-
erata). Rope Dodder is a species of the west-
central tallgrass prairie region of North America. It
is reported from moist-soil prairie and prairie fen
remnants in just 5 counties in central Ohio where it
is at the eastern border of its range. Although quite
rare, this is perhaps the easiest of Ohio’s dodders to
identify by its distinctive, densely compacted, rope-
like stem coils of tiny, stalkless, white flowers spi-

@up and around the main stem of its host. Its

County Park District Dan Best. Dan will focus on the unusual
ecology and geology of the Sharon Conglomerate cliffs and
caverns of Thompson Ledges in Geauga County.

Saturday October 3 —

Annual Prairie Seed Collecting Event

10:00 a.m., Once again we will open Denny’s Tallgrass Prai-
rie for participants to collect prairie seeds for planting their
own prairie gardens. Meet in Knox County at 6021 Mt. Gile-
ad Road, Fredericktown. No registration required.

Starred* field trips require registration - email
guy.denny7@gmail.com to register and receive meeting
location and items to bring, as well as notification if the
event is cancelled.

Dress for the weather, bring insect repellent, water and
lunch or snack on all field trips.

Visit onapa.org/2026-onapa-field-trips for more details.

hosts are primarily species of prairie sunflowers
and goldenrods. The specific epithet glomerata is
in reference to these “glomerate” or compact clus-
ters of flowers surrounding the host stem.

Rope Dodder is well established in Denny’s
Prairie, so if you are planning on participating in
the ONAPA tour of Denny’s Prairie July 25, you
will easily be able to see and photograph this state
endangered species for yourself. Make sure you tell
your fieldtrip leader to show you the Rope Dodder
during your visit.

Rope Dodder

/
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na burns (top two) - photos by Annalora Nguyen. HoneyRun and
Shallenberger projects - photos by Jennifer Windus.

Projects, prescribed burns and
surveys fill stewardship work

ONAPA’s stewardship team was busy February Sand Barrens, and Kitty Todd
through May with stewardship projects, prescribed e March — Daughmer Savanna, Wolf Run Park,

burns and Lakeside daisy surveys. Our volunteers Zimmerman Prairie, and Honey Run High-
continue to be involved with our stewardship pro- lands Park
jects—despite the high gas prices. o April — Shallenberger, Brinkhaven Oak Bar-
We worked with a variety of partners— rens, Christmas Rocks, Knox Woods, Salem
primarily in central Ohio—to conduct nine pre- Prairie. Burns — Daughmer Savanna, Honey
scribed burns. Partners included Crawford County Run Highlands Park, Wolf Run Park, Gorman
Park District, Knox County Park District, Ashland Nature Center, North Kingsville Sand Barrens,
County Park District, Richland County Park District, Blackfork Bottoms Park, Salem Prairie, Crall
Cleveland Museum of Natural History and Hope Woods, and Taft Prairie
Taft. This spring we worked with the Division of o May - Lakeside daisy surveys & seed collecting
Natural Areas and Preserves and the U.S.Fish and in Amrize Quarry & the Preserve, Clifton
Wildlife Service to conduct intensive surveys of the Gorge, and Fowler Woods ‘
Lakeside daisy population within the active Amrize Our June-July schedule is equally busy. Project

Quarry on Marblehead and the state nature preserve. descriptions are posted on our website, as well as
This is part of the USFWS five-year status review of Facebook and Instagram. We are modifying our
the species to document the extent and health of the ~stewardship project schedule to have projects in the
remaining populations in Ohio, Michigan, and Illi-  areas of the state where we have active volunteers

nois. and to decrease travel time. We will take a break
Projects completed over the four months were: ~ from some of the longer drives this summer to re-
o February — Bonnett Pond Bog, Daughmer duce our travel time and ensure we have volunteer

Savanna, Pearl King Savanna, North Kingsville participation. We hope you can join us!

OHIO NATURAL AREAS AND PRESERVES ASSOCIATION
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Board News: two switch roles, new members
welcomed and the Annual Meeting is Sept. 19

Recently, ONAPA officers Jennifer Windus and
Guy Denny switched roles—1Jennifer is now president
and Guy is vice president. The change took place at the
May board meeting and the two will continue to work
together closely to guide ONAPA’s priorities and activi-
ties in the coming year. Jennifer will continue to head up
the stewardship program for ONAPA.

David Heithaus joined the ONAPA Board last year.
He is currently the director of the Knox County Park Dis-
trict. After graduating from Kenyon College, Dave
worked in documentary film production and acting, and
later pursued graduate studies at Duke University in Con-
servation Biology and Policy, and at Simon Fraser Uni-
versity in Conservation-oriented Behavioral Ecology.
During this course of study, an ecosystem research pro-
ject took him to Shark Bay, Western Australia, where he
later worked as a Marine Biological Technical Consult-
ant. Dave then served for two years as a wilderness spe-
cialist with the Bureau of Land Management.

Dave joined Kenyon College as the Director of Fa-
cilities for the Brown Family Environmental Center, then
Kenyon's first Director of Green Initiatives. In 2023, he
left Kenyon College to become the new Knox County
Park District Director. Dave completed his Master’s the-
sis in Natural Resource Management in 2024.

Stewardship assistant
team grows to three

By Jennifer Windus

This season we are fortunate to have three steward-
ship assistants—Annalora Nguyen returning for a second
season and two new faces—Carson Gibbons and Owen
Ingraham. Both Carson and Owen just completed their
junior years in college, so they will be returning to col-
lege in late August. Carson will be a senior at Mount
Vernon Nazarene College (MVNU), and Owen at the
University of Akron (UA).

Carson is studying Environmental Biology at
MVNU. He previously worked with the NGO Coastwatch
Ireland, assisting with environmental surveys along the
Irish coast. He also served as a member of the Great
Lakes division of the US Naval Sea Cadet Corps, where
he completed research dives across the Great Lakes. He
is very passionate about the environment and looking for-
ward to a productive summer with ONAPA.

Owen is majoring in Biology at UA. He is particu-
larly interested in wetland ecology and has conducted
specific wetland studies at the Cuyahoga Valley National
Park and River Stix Park. He has assisted with exhibits
for the Creation of Natural History Museum at UA, where
he created an exhibit based on his research of Northeast
Ohio birds and feather pigmentation. He also has a

ONAPA’s newest board member Judy Semroc—
from Uniontown in northeastern Ohio—joined in May. In
addition to being a consummate field naturalist, Judy is a
conservation specialist, author and outstanding nature
photographer. As a former petroleum geologist and mid-
dle school science teacher, Judy loves to share her pas-
sion for the natural world through nature hikes, interpre-
tive programs and photography. She has given countless
exploration-based learning programs to conservation and
educational groups statewide for more than 35 years.

For over 20 years, Judy was a Conservation Special-
ist in the Natural Areas Division of the Cleveland Muse-
um of Natural History. She is the founder of Chrysalis in
Time, the first Ohio chapter of the North American But-
terfly Association. As an accomplished birder, she has
served on the board of the Ohio Bluebird Society & Ohio
Ornithological Society. She co-authored two natural his-
tory guides: Dragonflies & Damselflies of Northeastern
Ohio and Goldenrods of Northeastern Ohio: A Field
Guide to identification & Natural History.

SAVE THE DATE: The ONAPA Annual Meeting
will be held Saturday, September 19, at the Dawes Abo-
retum, Newark. The program will feature two speakers
and field trips are being finalized. Check ONAPA.org for
updated details and registration information.
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Photo by Jennifer Wmus ‘

Owen Ingraham (left) and Carson Gibbons
(right) during a Lakeside daisy survey.

strong interest in metalsmithing and is obtaining a minor
in this subject. He is excited about the opportunity to
support ONAPA in monitoring and managing natural
areas, while continuing to build his skills in land steward-
ship.

Please join us in welcoming Carson and Owen to the
ONAPA stewardship team. They will be with us through
August - so be sure to meet them on an upcoming
stewardship project or other ONAPA event.
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YOUR MEMBERSHIP
NEW MEMBERSHIP OR RENEWAL HAS EXPIRED

___$50 - Conservation Partner Organization __ $100 - Business
__$100 - Patron __$500 - Benefactor __ $1,000 - Lifetime

__$40-Family __ $35 - Individual __ $15 - Student (Under 22 yrsold) __ $15 - Senior (Over 60 yrs old)

DONATION AMOUNT: TOTAL ENCLOSED:
NAME:
ADDRESS:
CITY: STATE: ______ ZIP CODE:
COUNTY: PHONE:
EMAIL:
/ Make check payable to ONAPA and mail to: ONAPA, PO Box 415, Johnstown, OH 43031

/
ONAPA is an all volunteer 501 (c) (3) non-profit organization. Your dues and donations support critical
land stewardship and restoration work in highest-quality nature preserves throughout Ohio.

Thank you for making this work possible.
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