
A Nature Walk to Observe Seasonal Changes Around Us 

A few months ago a friend gave me a book she thought I would like, “The Forest 

Unseen:  A Year’s Watch in Nature” by David George Haskell.  The author is a biologist, 

and he embarked on a year-long project to observe a small patch of forest in 

southeastern Tennessee every week or so for a year and record whatever he saw that 

interested him. 

Sometimes he would just sit silently for an hour or so and watch and listen to whatever 

there was to see and hear.  Sometimes he would lie flat on his stomach and observe 

tiny animals and plants in the leaf litter with his magnifying glass.  Sometimes it was 

bright and sunny, sometimes it was raining, and sometimes it was snowing. 

I find the whole idea fascinating and would like to do something similar.  But Haskell had 

two advantages that I don’t have and was obviously willing to work harder at the project 

than I can see myself doing.  He lives in an area near mature eastern forests that 

inherently have a much greater biodiversity of plants and animals than our part of the 

Hill Country, and he is a well-trained professor of biology, much more knowledgeable 

about both plants and animals than I am: he could identify just about everything he saw.  

He also had access to an area that has been very little affected by man, whereas the 

area most easily accessible to me has been significantly overgrazed by cattle and 

blackbuck antelope and overbrowsed by too many white-tailed deer for a long time. 

Rather than concentrate on a small area and everything I could see, hear, smell or feel 

from that one location, I am going to attempt to establish a nature walk that begins and 

ends at our driveway and attempt to take that walk every ten to fourteen days, making 

note of everything I see of interest and any changes noted.  The area in question is best 

described as a somewhat heavily-wooded savanna located on a relatively flat (by Hill 

Country standards) upland site.  

My study area is a rather irregular oblong-shaped route covering about a third of a mile.  

There are wooded areas, there are open grasslands, there are dead trees, there are 

rocky areas, and there are patches of cedar. The entire area is active rangeland with 

cattle grazing several months every year, several blackbuck grazing constantly, and 

many white-tailed deer as permanent residents.  

Native trees include live oaks, post oaks, blackjack oaks, Spanish oaks, shin oaks and 

cedar.  There is a severe browseline on all of the oaks and some of the cedar.  The only 

unprotected vegetation below the browseline is agarita, prickly pear and cedar. 

Grass cover varies with soil type and tree cover.  In open areas, short native grasses 

such as Texas grama, curly mesquite, buffalograss and oldfield threeawn can be found 

as well as introduced King Ranch bluestem.  Also, purple threeawn patches are 



common.  The prominence of these grasses is usually an indication of overgrazed 

pastures.  On the positive side, there is relatively little bare ground. 

In more shaded areas and areas of better soil, some populations of better grasses can 

be found.  Specifically two cool season grasses; Texas wintergrass is common and 

occasional Canada wildrye can be seen. In addition, plains lovegrass, Hall panicum and 

meadow dropseed can sometimes be found.  Occasionally, a few less-than-robust little 

bluestem plants can be observed. 

There are occasional prickly pear plants along the path, both Texas prickly pear 

(Opuntia engelmannii) and the smaller plains prickly pear (Opuntia macrorhiza) and in a 

rocky place some lace cactus.  I also noticed one small mammillaria cactus. 

Unlike Haskell’s patch of undisturbed native habitat, my nature walk is certainly not a 

representative sample of undisturbed native Hill Country habitat, but it is, unfortunately, 

not an uncommon sample either.  The most striking thing missing from this area is 

vegetation diversity below the browseline, which is not only the natural food source for 

many animals including white-tailed deer, but is the preferred habitat for many of our 

small native animals. 

But maybe by closely observing things in this kind of area I can learn something about 

how nature is coping with these man-made disruptions.  Our native creatures are, if 

nothing else, resourceful.  I will let you know what I see. 

Until next time… 
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