
Random Observations on a Sunny Early Spring Day 

It was an unusually warm day in the first week of Spring and as I was out dong a few 

“gardening” chores I took advantage of the day to spend some time watching nature. It 

started out with me sitting on a box under the big live oak cutting back rough-leaf 

dogwood sprouts.  We planted this native dogwood under the live oak a few years ago 

because we knew it would make a thicket and give cover to birds and other critters 

below about 8 feet.   

Well it did that alright, and then some.  It finally spread so much and grew so big that we 

decided it might be doing more harm to the live oak than good for the habitat, so we cut 

it all down (we have another, smaller thicket in a more appropriate place).  But sprouts 

keep coming back from the roots under the live oak, so I was out in the shade of the 

tree cutting these sprouts—eventually the roots will die if we keep the sprouts cut back. 

Sitting in the shade watching Spring develop is a fun thing to do, and soon I spotted a 

scrub-jay perched on the lower limb of a cedar outside the fence—he was in the shade 

too.  He probably stayed on the branch for a full 3 or 4 minutes (was he watching me?) 

and then eventually began hopping/flapping up the cedar from one branch to another 

until he reached the very top, and then after a short time, he flew off.  I have noticed this 

strange hopping/flapping mode of climbing up the limbs of a tree before with jays, but 

not with any other birds. 

Another interesting observation about jays: Out where we live, we have scrub-jays 

(technically, I think, an inland version of a western scrub-jay), but I have never seen a 

blue jay.  In town, I have seen blue jays, but not scrub-jays.  This is an interesting 

example of different species preferring different habitats—grackles and starlings seem 

to prefer city habitats to country living, which is one of the advantages to living in the 

country.   

While I was sitting under the live oak, I noticed that with every gust of wind, a bunch of 

leaves would fall out of the live oak trees.  At any other time of year, seeing bunches of 

leaves falling in wind gusts would be a strong indicator of oak wilt, enough to strike fear 

in the heart of anyone with live oaks.  But this is the beginning of leaf-exchange, when 

our so-called “evergreen” live oaks lose their leaves and grow new ones.  The fact that 

they begin to grow new leaves at the same time they are losing their old leaves makes 

them appear to never be without their leaves like deciduous trees are, and thus appear 

“evergreen”. 

Oaks produce their flowers at about the same time as they are beginning to grow new 

leaves.  So for live oaks this is a busy time, losing old leaves, growing new leaves, and 

making male and female flowers.  The female flowers are tiny, green and essentially 

invisible at the place (axil) where the leaves are attached to the stem.  The male flowers 



are on dangling groups of strings hanging down from the stem that are called catkins.  

The pollen produced by these catkins is the cause of the high oak pollen count we are 

experiencing these days.  All oaks are wind-pollinated, so there is no need to attract 

bees or butterflies. 

On these last days of March, the list of those species not yet showing new leaves is 

shorter than the list of those that are. The list of those still bare include, bald cypress, 

prairie flameleaf sumac, desert willow, retama, bigtooth maple, lantana, mesquite and 

shin oak.  Location and the genes of the individual plants help determine when a plant 

breaks buds and begins to show leaves, so if your list would be different, I wouldn’t be 

surprised. 

We have two six-foot tall blackjack oaks that came up in the yard only about five feet 

apart in at the same time about six years ago.  One leafs out one to two weeks before 

the other every year, and also it always drops its dead leaves in the fall while the other 

one keeps its dead leaves until spring.  Trees are individuals too. 

Until next time… 
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