
The Blackjack Oak and the Squirrel Family 

When we built our house, we had a lone Blackjack oak growing at the south end of our 

house in a small clearing between several post oaks and a couple of small cedars.  We 

soon noticed it was showing signs of hypoxylon with the bark sloughing off the upper 

branches.  Then one night about 6 or 7 years ago, the entire top broke off in a 

windstorm about 12 feet up the one-foot diameter trunk. 

This left the tree with only one very small branch about half way up.  It was obvious that 

the top of the tree was hollow.  Many folks would have cut it down. But we are much 

more into letting Nature take its course, so we let it stand so if it died it could harbor 

insects that would make the woodpeckers happy. 

Well, it didn’t die. The lone small branch, now having at its disposal the large root 

system of a much larger tree began vigorous new growth which in a couple of years 

totally encircled the trunk with new branches. We did water it a bit occasionally. 

Hollows in trees are not often overlooked by our native cavity nesting birds or by our 

resident Eastern fox squirrels.  So for the last two or three years, a momma squirrel has 

found the Blackjack much to her liking (No, I really don’t know if it is the same momma 

squirrel, and given their lifespan, it probably is not). 

This year, we watched a bit more carefully and were entertained by the antics of this 

year’s brood.  We had seen Momma a few times earlier, but in mid-March we first saw 

the babies--triplets. 

At first the little ones would just come up to the top of their cavity and look over the edge 

to view the world they had so recently entered.  Then they would crawl out on the dead 

limb at the top.  Then they would timidly crawl down the trunk a few feet only to quickly 

return to the safety of their hollow tree.  

As they became ever more agile, they would crawl over each other, jump short 

distances and race up and down the trunk, but never quite reaching the ground.  Then 

they learned to climb through the branches and go out onto the smaller limbs.  

Occasionally, early in the morning, I would see one hang from his back feet and stretch 

his body and his forearms as far out as possible as if it felt good after a night curled up 

with his siblings. 

Eventually, as the tree was budding and leafing out, we could see them tasting a few of 

the buds, and they even explored the grape vine that was growing up the trunk. 

Finally, in less than a month, the triplets had learned to jump from the branches of the 

Blackjack to the small cedar and from there to climb onto the top of the wire fence, 

balancing on the wire by flipping their tail from one side to another. And in a couple of 



more weeks they appeared to be on their own, mostly going their separate ways. But at 

least once recently all three came together and piled on top of a small bird house 

attached to a fence post. 

Momma might use the same nest again this year.  But for now, the wrens, titmice and 

cardinals, all feeding young, are searching the leaves for insects. 

It is amazing, if you just let Nature do its thing, how much you can learn and how much 

fun it is to watch. 

Readers, this is the 52nd column I have written on various nature-related topics.  I hope 

you have found these columns interesting and informative and that it has caused you to 

take more interest in our natural world.  I have thoroughly enjoyed writing these articles 

and talking with many of you about these topics, and I hope to be able to continue to do 

so for some time. 

If these topics have been of interest to you, you may be interested in learning about 

many of these things in much more detail.  If so, you might consider becoming a Texas 

Master Naturalist volunteer by joining the next Master Naturalist class which starts 

August 24 and meets every Wednesday through November 16. 

For more information, go to our chapter website http://txmn.org/hillcountry/. If you are 

interested, contact Koy Coffer at kcoffer@texas-wildlife.org. 

Hope to see you in the class.  Until next time… 

Jim Stanley is a Texas Master Naturalist and the author of the book “Hill Country Landowner’s Guide”. He 

can be reached at jstmn@ktc.com. Previous columns can be seen at www.hillcountrynaturalist.org. 

 

 


