
!ree Observations from a Morning Walk
I roll over in bed and adjust my eyes to see the alarm clock. It’s 4 a.m. Time to get up and start my day. A!er a brief 

morning routine and a light breakfast, it’s o" to school. I could sleep in a bit longer, but a few years ago I added a walk 
to my morning routine. I stop about halfway to school and walk for about 20 minutes at the West Su#eld Wildlife 
Management Area, right on the Connecticut-Massachusetts state line. $is is a relaxing time which gives me a few minutes 
to prepare my thoughts for the energetic onslaught of middle school children. Besides the mindfulness aspect, my hikes 
have taught me a few things I would like to share with you.

First, Earth is tilted on its axis. Of course, we know this, at least intellectually. But have you seen the proof? I have. 
$e walk I take is almost exactly along an east-west line, so in late September the sun rises straight ahead of me. On my 
walks in October and November, the sun rises a bit further and further to my right each morning as I walk eastward. $e 
sun is moving across the sky from day to day. . .which of course we know is not correct. It is Earth’s tilt that is causing 
the apparent change in the sun’s location. Right around Christmas time, the sun’s southern motion slows to a halt and 
eventually shi!s northward. At %rst the change is slow, but it picks up speed, and by March the sun is again rising straight 
in front of me as I take my morning walk. Now it rises a bit to my le! every day as it moves to its northern extent in late 
June, when my morning walks end for the season. Now, some sharp-eyed reader might be thinking, “If he sees the sun 
rise in September, he cannot be seeing a sunrise in December.” You are absolutely right, but I can see some of my favorite 
planets. $e planets follow the same path as the sun and can therefore be used to locate the morning sunrise point.  

My second lesson is that cold air sinks. Again, you might know this intellectually, and perhaps if you happen to own an 
apple orchard you know this practically, but have you experienced the phenomenon? I have. $is trail at the West Su#eld 
Wildlife Management Area, a road really, undulates across a large open %eld. $e parking lot is on a small rise and so I 
begin my stroll by dropping down into a small gulley. In the fall and again in the spring, the temperature change as I drop 
20 feet downslope is very pronounced. During the night the air cools and becomes just slightly denser. $is “heavier” air 
then settles into the low spots. In fall and spring, the sun is just coming up as I walk the trail and so the air has not had 
time to absorb the sun’s energy; it remains cool, trapped in the hollow of the land. Interestingly, cold air can hold very little 
moisture, so on many mornings I walk from the parking lot into a bank of fog. $e fog layer sits above this cooler area, so 
from the bottom of the hollow, I look up to see the layer of fog above me. As I climb out of the hole I cross through that 
layer, and later, when the trail dips again, I drop back through it and into another cold sink before eventually reaching the 
turnaround point of my hike. Again, I go in and out of the fog as I return to my car.

My third observation occurs only in the spring, as the birds return from the south. Di"erent species of birds sing from 
perches of di"erent heights. As winter breaks and the snow melts away from the trail, I look forward to the return of the 
songbirds. Sparrows always seem to be the %rst to return. $e %elds are barren and so they have few perches from which 
to sing. $ey tend to sit low to the ground and belt out their songs. At %rst, I thought that this was a result of a dearth of 
opportunity. Surely if there were tall plants, the sparrow would alight at the top and sing, but in the case of the chipping 
and white-throated sparrows this does not seem to be the case. $roughout the season, the sparrows always seem to sing 
from a low perch, o!en hidden from view when the grasses grow tall. Not the case for the meadowlark. I only %nd these 
birds singing from the highest, most open perches. $e West Su#eld property was an old farm and is being managed for 
upland game birds. $ere are a number of tall posts, 20 or more feet in height, scattered across the landscape. It is from 
these posts, and these alone, that the meadowlarks sing. $ey like to be up high before sharing their song. But the species 
that really got me to recognize this trend was the common yellowthroat. Like the sparrows, when they return the %elds are 
barren, but yellowthroats %nd a perch 15 to 20 inches high from which to sing. As the grasses and forbs grow, they keep 
to that same height. In the early spring I have no trouble spotting these little warblers, but as the season progresses, they 
disappear below the growing grassland. $ey keep on singing even if now they cannot be seen. I should acknowledge that 
some birds, like the American robin and the tu!ed titmouse, do not seem to prefer any particular height for their singing. 
$ey might sing from the ground, from a short stump, or from a branch high in the trees.  
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My school year has just started again, and I look forward to my renewed walks. I have been walking this trail nearly 
every day during the school year, rain or shine. It never ceases to amaze me, how this simple little trail can change so 
much from day to day and season to season. I encourage you to %nd a trail that you can call your own and explore its 
moods and secrets over time.                 

            ~ Tom Condon

2021 OCTOBER to DECEMBER

Hawkwatch Atop Shatterack Mountain, Russell  
Sunday, October 3, from noon to 2 p.m.
Leaders: Nancy Condon (413-297-0778) and Tom Swochak
Registration: Not required. 
Meeting Place: Russell Post O#ce, Main Street, Russell
Raptors are still heading south for the winter. Shatterack 
Mountain provides a great vantage point from which to see 
them. Join Tom Swochak atop Shattarack to look for and 
learn about the hawks and their behavior. Tom has been 
hawkwatching for 30 years, %rst from Mt. Tekoa, then from 
Blueberry Hill in Granville, and now – since 2005 – from 
Shattarack. 
We will carpool from the post o#ce, then drive most of the 
way up the mountain. $e remaining quarter-mile hike up 
to the ridge is rocky in a few places, so wear sturdy hiking 
boots. Bring your binoculars and spotting scope if you have 
one, and a chair if you wish. Two scopes will be available for 
group use.

Fall Walk in Bear Hole, West Spring!eld 
Saturday, October 9, from 10 a.m. to noon
Leader: Dietrich Schlobohm
Registration: Call Dietrich at (413-788-4125)
Meeting Place: Intersection of Prospect Ave. and Morgan 
Road, in W. Spring%eld., known as “4 Corners”.
$is walk is a celebration of the eight-year struggle by 
the West Spring%eld Environmental Committee to gain 
a Conservation Restriction for the 1500-acre Bear Hole 
watershed. $is goal was achieved this past July with the 
help of many people. Now this property will be protected in 
perpetuity. $e land can never be developed, and can only 
be used for passive recreation.
We will begin our walk by going west on Prospect Avenue, 
observing fall colors at Prospect Pond. $en we will head 
north on Millville Road, past Heron Pond and Lost Pond, 
ultimately arriving at an old mill site.
To reach 4 Corners, take Morgan Road just opposite the 
Riverdale Shopping Plaza, on Rte. 5 in W. Spring%eld, until 
it turns into a dirt road, passes under the Mass Pike, and 
meets Prospect Avenue. Call  Dietrich for any additional 
information.

Quabbin Hike, New Salem 
Sunday, October 10, starting at 10 a.m.
Leaders: Dave and Suzy Gallup (413-525-4697) 
Registration: Please call Dave and Suzy. 
Meeting Place: CVS Plaza near the junction of Routes 9 and 
202, Belchertown
Join us for a wonderful October hike at the northwestern 
side of Quabbin (Gates 25-26), one of the area’s most 
beautiful locations. From this vantage point, one can look 
across the calm water and spot a string of small islands. 
We will make a loop along an old road through mixed 
hardwood forest with wonderful October foliage. Bring 
a lunch or snack. $e hike is about three miles. A!er the 
hike, we can go into the Town of New Salem, a wonderful 
little village that looks just as it did in the 19th century. 
From town, we will have the option to take a second, brief 
hike to some beautiful vistas that you will love! $en we 
will visit a farm and orchard in town for some wonderful 
hot apple cider. Rain cancels.

Hawkwatch in the Mount Holyoke Range, Hadley  
Saturday, October 16, from 10 a.m. to noon
Leaders: Dan Russell (413-527-7323) and Dietrich 
Schlobohm (413-788-4125)
Meeting Place: Summit House parking lot, Skinner State 
Park, Mt. Holyoke Range
October is a great time for viewing fall hawk migration. 
We will have potential to see a variety of birds: red-tailed, 
sharp-shinned and Cooper’s hawks. Osprey, kestrel, 
peregrine, some less common hawks and bald eagles are all  
possibilities, too. Summit House provides a broad view of 
the valley and access to a major migratory route for hawks.
Dan and Dietrich will help participants recognize the 
primary characteristics of the di"erent species. Pack a 
snack, and dress warmly because the wind at the summit 
can be chilling at times. Don’t forget to bring binoculars. 
Call Dan or Dietrich for more details, or directions to 
Summit House.

The wind is rising, and the air is wild with leaves.  
We have had our summer evenings; now for  
October eves! ~ Humbert Wolfe
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