Myers: Crickets and frogs and hawks oh, my! 

Because Myers Parcels has all of it….water (seeps, pools, a stream and temporary pools), wooded slopes and sunny, open grassland, it can and does have the species pictured here. They are not likely to be found in your back yard or the neighborhood playground. It’s definitely a food chain that should not be broken. 

The vacant lots you and I explored as kids are becoming few and far between in the new, ‘dense’ Seattle. And, as you know, kids are no longer allowed to just ‘go out and play’. But a supervised natural area could be a source of adventure for this generation of kids--a way for them to experience the sights, sounds and smells of the wild. The chirping of crickets, the night time chorus of frogs, the plaintive cry of a killdeer, the yips of a coyote--these are sounds of natural world. 

Some families can’t afford to send their kids to camp, and they are too busy working two jobs to make ends meet to go for a Sunday drive. We can give them a taste of wild world by preserving Myers Parcels right here in the City limits. 

After the photos below (gleaned from the internet) are the naturalist’s reports to which they were keyed. –Cass Turnbull
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Myer's Parcels Report-from Stewart Wechsler, Nature guide and educator

The Myer's Parcels, as a 38 acre former sand and / or gravel mine within the Seattle city limits, is actually more special than it might seem without closer analysis.  First of all there are few, if any other 38 acre or larger parcels within the city that are already owned by the city that are not designated “natural areas” that could be, and relatively few such natural land tracts already exist.  Then, of any tracts of un-built, undeveloped land owned by the city, that may not have some kind of designation to protect their natural character, few, if any, are now being proposed for sale for commercial development.  

While this land has been referred to as having “nothing there” by one city authority, this kind of perspective is all too often the result of a forestry school view of wild lands that seems to measure its value in board-feet of timber, rather than a degree to which the land does and could contribute to a richer local biodiversity for the larger area, with opportunities to engage the local community in learning about this, enjoying its different ecological offerings than a currently forested one, and possibilities for the community to be a part of directing the development of the natural community towards a native community type that might have existed before European contact.  Some of the animal species already evident on an initial visit that prefer open or semi-open habitats to forested ones are both crickets and Pacific Chorus Frogs (Tree Frogs), whose songs are loved by many, native voles (mouse-like rodents), whose grass tunnels were evident, that feed both our Red-tailed hawks that frequent the general area and coyotes whose scat was evident on that initial visit.  

This is also prime habitat for 2 local, native grasshopper species, that wouldn't be evident until later in the season than the survey was conducted.  Countless other open to semi-open habitat adapted species, from bird to butterfly species, would surely be evident to careful observers at different times throughout the year.  If the area were again surveyed between May and September on a sunny day, one might find garter snakes, adapted to this habitat type, and increasingly rare in the city of Seattle, and even possibly Northern Alligator Lizards, now even rarer within the city than the garter snakes.

What the sand / gravel mine has done is created one of the earliest types of successional communities, where the cover of the earlier plant community, the topsoil and even the earlier bank of seeds in the soil from earlier plant communities had been removed.  This would be like a flood, a glacier or a land-slide might produce.  This allows a new natural community to start from scratch, demonstrating one of the earliest natural successional community types.   

There are 3 main habitat areas within the site, with smaller micro-habitats within these.  First, there is the larger flat area west of Myer's Wy SW.  This includes areas with different seasonal moisture levels, including a seep, where water flows out of the soil, but may dry out before the end of the dry season.  It also includes areas where water forms small shallow pools, that we call “vernal pools” that will dry out before the end of the dry season, that certain plants and animals are specifically adapted to, but are rarely understood for their ecological value. One of these native plant species, Montia fontana – Annual Water Miners-lettuce, uncommon in Seattle, and adapted to areas wetter in winter, that become drier than most before the end of the dry season, was already evident,  Second, there is the east facing steep slope, with a narrow, flat terrace about 2/3 the way up, on the west side of the tract.   Then, third, on the south end of the tract is the now wooded, north facing slope with a now wooded flat area to the north of this.  This area is largely covered by younger Red Alders, our locally dominant early successional tree.  

These early successional micro-habitats also have special potential for engaging the community in the selective seeding of small patches of local, wild gene stock of native species not currently at the site, and letting them spread where they will with some assistance.  The assistance would be having those community groups who are interested weeding non-natives from a small radius around the patches of natives that were seeded or planted.

While the early successional species now at the site are dominated by non-natives, this weeding around the seeded or planted native “mother plants” could allow these early successional natives a chance to spread, replacing the existing non-natives.  

While the Seattle Parks Department may have indicated that there is less of a need for a park at this site because they already have Westcrest Park in the vicinity, from an ecological perspective, having two natural areas close together gives greater potential for greater ecological diversity.  This greater ecological diversity would give a greater enrichment to the lives of the residents of the area.  Larger connected, or close together patches of natural area will support a greater diversity of species, just as a larger human community will support a greater diversity of professions.  There will also be some species that are adapted to using both the sunny, early successional habitat Myer's Tract and the mostly forested Westcrest Park that benefit from having the two natural areas close to each other.  Such species might include a hawk that would nest in the forest, but hunt for voles, currently common in the grass in the flat part of the open, sunny Myer's Tract.  

This is a brief summary of why this tract of wild land is more valuable, both to the ecological community and to our human community, than it might appear to some. 

The following is a naturalist’s report on Myers parcels that cites the area being characterized as being not ecologically significant. The boldface is from me, Cass.  I thought you might find it interesting 

Cass

206-783-9093

From: Stewart Wechsler [mailto:ecostewart@gmail.com] 
Sent: Monday, April 27, 2015 6:47 PM
To: Dean Peloquin
Cc: Cass Turnbull
Subject: Re: Possible peak migration visit to Myer's Tracts today

First Dean, while I'm thinking of it, I just looked up that Mustard Family plant I had in my hand and it is "Field Pepperweed" - Lepidium campestre, a non-native I hadn't found in the earlier survey work.  And Cass, while Dean will be sending me a list of things he recorded for us, I thought I'd give a quick report, confirming much of what I had hoped we'd find in a visit today.  

The native butterflies that have been migrating in were indeed flying at the Myer's Parcels. We probably saw about 4 or 5 native butterflies of the genus Vanessa, all but one flying too quick to determine which species, the one of which slowed down enough to confirm what species it was, was a Red Admiral - Vanessa atalanta, others would have been either Red Admirals or Painted Ladies, Vanessa cardui, a species that is just arriving to Washington State in the biggest numbers in years (they have big numbers when the desert SW has extra water and produces a bumper crop of butterfly food plants, and a bumper crop of Painted Lady butterflies with it.)  

Among birds, while we didn't find the Yellowthroats (warblers) that I hoped we might, we found large numbers of Goldfinches, which I had hoped and expected, and which love that semi-open habitat with intermittent trees, shrubs or taller herbaceous plants to perch on and sing from.  We also saw and heard a Killdeer, another one that loves the open spaces, especially those with some extra moisture, as we are still finding in the wetter spots there.  One more bird I had hoped to find there, that I had just suggested above that we might see, and that we indeed found just as we were headed out of the SW corner, was a Savannah Sparrow, a species that needs more open, relatively wild, grassy areas, which we don't see in large numbers in Seattle, because of the limited larger tracts of more open, relatively wild grassy habitat.  Also in my earlier report I mentioned that Red-tailed Hawks would love to hunt there, but would prefer an older wooded area to nest in.  Sure enough we saw a Red-tailed Hawk that was hunting over the site!

And Cass, I had mentioned that some of what we would observe would be by smell and Dean could tell you that we indeed smell a couple of the plants whose smell is distinctive, one of which, the Common Tansy, Tanecetum vulgare, would release its odor as we walked through it disturbing the leaves.  Another one that we only found a plant or two of, but that I had missed on the earlier survey, and had a lovely smell, was Coastal Wormwood - Artemisea suksdorfii, a less common native, that would also provide food for the Painted Lady butterfly caterpillars if one of the mothers stops to lay some eggs.

-Stewart

On Mon, Apr 27, 2015 at 9:43 AM, Stewart Wechsler <ecostewart@gmail.com> wrote:
Dean, (and Cass)

It is now peak bird migration season, not to mention migration / arrival time for 2 migrant butterfly species, and flight time for a couple of non-migratory butterflies that had spent the winter and early spring in their pupae transforming into the winged adult butterfly stage and have started to fly!  At the Myer's tract, among new arrival birds, I hope I might now see Yellowthroats - a Warbler, not very common in Seattle, that likes that kind of semi-open habitat with intermittent shrub / sapling tree patches, and I'd be looking for Savannah Sparrows, that like the open habitat, but don't need as many shrubs as the Yellowthroats do.  The Painted Lady butterflies have started to arrive from the south in the largest numbers in many years, and we would quite likely see one on a warm, sunny, relatively calm day like today is forecast to be.  Other plants and animals, not readily evident earlier, are sure to make themselves known by their colored blooms or wings, their songs or their smells!

I will be heading from my coffee shop, where I am now, to my apartment shortly (where I don't have internet access), and likely headed out again not a lot later.  If you are lucky enough to get this e-mail before I have come and gone from my apartment, or before I possibly leave a second time, but before I possibly head to the Myers Tracts (maybe sometime between 11am and 4pm), and you are lucky enough to be free today you could call me and then join me.  As you may remember I am still a luddite without a cell phone, so I'll be relatively limited as to when you can reach me. but you can always leave a message.

206 932-7225 (land)
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