Life in the Sky

Amanda Martin
M.S. Biological Sciences

Penn Dixie has many different kinds of organisms that make up a unique ecosystem.
The wetlands support diverse wildlife and the
woodlands are an excellent habitat for invertebrates, amphibians, reptiles, birds, and
mammals. We have put up artificial homes for
bats to make it safer and to help increase their
population.
Of all the mammals, bats are the only ones
that can fly. They can vary in size: Kitti’s
hog-nose bat is only ~1.3 inches in length
and 2 grams in weight, while the giant golden-crowned flying fox has a wingspan of ~5
ft. and can weigh 2.6 lbs. Here in New York
we have nine different species of bats: northern bat, little brown bat, Indiana bat, eastern
pipistrelle, big brown bat, and small-footed bat
(cave dwellers in winter); red bat, hoary bat,
and silver-haired bat (live year round in trees).
Bats are nocturnal creatures which means they
feed at night and sleep during the day.
Bats are extremely important to the environment. Not only are they vital to healthy ecosystems, but humans benefit from their presence.
They help pollinate many valuable plants such
as fruits, which support local economies and
are seed dispersers. Bats are a “keystone species,” which are essential to the ecosystem and
without them the ecosystem falls apart. This
makes it difficult to spot them. With special
equipment researchers can record bat vocalizations (too high pitched for humans to hear)
at night and identify the species by its unique
call! These auditory calls are made to locate
prey, a process called echolocation.
There are several factors contributing to declining bat populations. Wind turbines can be
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mistaken as large trees,
which bats try to rest
on. The loud noise and
blades can severely injure the incoming bats,
even kill them. Climate
change affects the environmental conditions
that bats face; the changing patterns can cause
bats to emerge from hibernation early, when
their food source is not available. Bats become
highly susceptible when their homes are destroyed or decreased. Cutting down trees not
only destroys available habitat for multiple
species, but the loose bark is removed which
prevents bats from gaining safe shelter.
All of these factors are deadly on their own,
however when they are combined, bat populations barely stand a chance. On top of these
factors, bats have been fighting another problem, a disease called white-nose syndrome. It is
an invasive fungus that kills over a million bats
each year. Hibernating bats with white-nose
are forced to continuously wake up, which
makes the infected bats use up their fat stores,
finally starving them. The fungus grows on
their noses, wings, and ears during hibernation
and it causes extensive damage to these areas.
Luckily, in 2015 scientists found a way to combat this disease (Rhodococcus rhodochrous, a
bacterium) and we may be able to save America’s bats from extinction.
If you are interested in helping out your bat
community, here is an in-depth guide to making your own bat house! http://
www.batcon.org/pdfs/BHBuildersHdbk13_Online.pdf

SPRING 2016 CAL

Saturday April 9, 2 pm: Care for Creation. In light of Pope Francis’ encyclical,

Laudato Si: Care for Our Common Home, in solidarity with the people of Flint, Michigan and all those who
suffer with polluted water, the Franciscan Religious Communities of WNY invite you to a pray and celebrate.
Co-sponsored by the Diocesan Care for Creation Committee, this program is ecumenical and open to all. FREE
program.

Saturday April 9, 7:30 pm: Jupiter, Orion, and the Big Dipper.

Telescopes will focus on Jupiter in the east, a thin waxing crescent moon in the west, Orion’s Nebula M42 near
the moon and the Bee Hive cluster M44. Penn Dixie astronomers will trace out the Big Dipper and use its pointer stars Dubhe & Merak to locate the North Star Polaris and other constellations. $4 per person; Penn Dixie
Members are FREE.

Wednesday April 20, 6:30 pm or 7:15pm: From Earth to the Universe Come and learn about what the Penn Dixie site has to offer at Williamsville North and enjoy a planetarium program produced by the European Southern Observatory. The audience will learn about the history
of astronomy, the invention of the telescope, and today’s giant telescopes that allow us continue to probe ever
deeper into the Universe. Penn Dixie members are FREE.

Thursday April 21, 7 pm: Geology of the National Parks. By Phil Stokes,
Penn Dixie Executive Director. An illustrated presentation in the auditorium of the Gateway Executive Office
Building: 3556 Lake Shore Rd. Blasdell, NY. $5/person, Penn Dixie Members: FREE.

Saturday April 23, 9 am: Earth Day at Penn Dixie. Wild Birds Unlimited

will support the expansion of our butterfly garden through the purchase of new pollinating plants from the Erie
County Conservation Tree and Shrub program. We will also be repairing our site structures and performing site
cleanup during the day. Volunteers are needed and admission is FREE to all who help.

Saturday/Sunday April 23/24: Penn Dixie opens to public:weekends
Saturdays, 9am - 5pm & Sundays, 10am - 5 pm. Adults: $9, Children 3-12: $7, Children 2 & Under and Penn
Dixie Members: FREE. Collectors may keep all the fossils they find.

Sunday May 1, 9 am: Spring Bird Walk. Led by Marilyn O’Connell, Wild Birds Unlimited. This is a FREE Program. Children welcome. Bring binoculars, cameras and wear boots.

Monday May 9, 7 am – 3 pm: Transit of Mercury. This is the big astronomy

event of 2016! Telescopes will focus on Venus rising in the east. Around 7:12am, Mercury will start its transit
across the surface of the sun, which ends at 2:42pm. We’ll also search for sunspots. Then around 10am, we’ll try
to catch the waxing crescent moon rising in the east. This event is $4 per person and Penn Dixie members are
FREE!

Saturday May 14, 7:30 pm: Mars, Jupiter, and Leo the Lion. Tele-

scopes will focus on Jupiter overhead near the constellation Leo the Lion, a 77% full Waxing Gibbous Moon and
the Bee Hive cluster M44. Penn Dixie astronomers will locate and trace out the famous Sickle (forms the head
of Leo the Lion), the famous globular star cluster M13 in Hercules (will be in the east around 9pm).
Mars will rise in the east around 9:14pm and we will look for other constellations as well. This event is
$4 per person and Penn Dixie members are FREE.

LENDAR OF EVENTS

Friday May 20, 7 pm: Fossil Fish of the Lost Lake, Wyoming. 50

Million Years ago an ancient Lost Lake existed in what is now Southwestern Wyoming. The fish of Lost Lake as
well as other fossilized creatures make this area the world’s best Paleogene record of a freshwater lake ecosystem.
Since it’s discovery in the 1870’s more that one million perfectly preserved fish have been recovered. Preserved
with the fish in laminated limestone is a complete aquatic ecosystem including plants, insects, crustaceans
(shrimp and crayfish) amphibians (frogs and a primitive salamander) Some of the more recent and spectacular
discoveries include a fossil horse, fossil snakes, and fossil alligators. There has even been a bat found preserved
in the remnants of the Lost Lake. Come see actual fossil fish from PaleoJoe’s collection, and hear the story of the
Lost Fossil Lake.Presented by Joe ‘PaleoJoe’ Kchodl, of Midland, MI. An illustrated presentation with specimens,
in the auditorium of the Gateway Executive Office Building: 3556 Lake Shore Rd. Blasdell, NY. $5/person, Penn
Dixie Members: FREE.

Saturday May 21, 9 am: Penn Dixie’s 12th Annual ‘Dig with the
Experts.’ Join us for our signature event — Penn Dixie’s Dig with the Experts! This is our very popular

and yearly opportunity to unearth the best, most complete, and most unexpected fossils at Penn Dixie. We’ll have
equipment on-site to do the heavy lifting and scientific experts on site to help with locating and identifying the
best fossils. You’ll have to do your share of splitting and digging, of course, but you’re guaranteed to find something cool and interesting. Members $25; non-members $30. Register online or by calling 716-627-4560.

Saturday May 28, 9 am - 4 pm: Scouting Rocks! Penn Dixie is excited to partner
with the Greater Niagara Frontier Council of Boy Scouts and the Girl Scouts of Western New York to announce
this new program. We’ll be digging for fossils, viewing sunspots, taking nature walks, and learning about rocket
science from our friends at Moog. Any scout in uniform is welcome to attend for FREE. Pre-registration by May
14 is requested.

Sunday June 5, 1 pm – 4 pm: Children’s Day. Celebrate Children’s Day at Penn

Dixie! Special fun events for children and their families, prizes for children’s contests, viewing sunspots and other
astronomy activities, fossil identification and more! Adults: $9, Children 3-12: $7, Children 2 and Under & Penn
Dixie Members: FREE.

Saturday June 11, 7:30 pm: The Great Globular Cluster. Telescopes will
focus on the planets Jupiter, Mars, and Saturn (rising in the east around 8pm). The Great Globular Cluster in
Hercules, M13 and M57 (Ring Nebula) will rise in the east and other constellations will be visible. This event is
$4 per person and Penn Dixie members are FREE.

Sunday June 12, 8:30 am – 1:30 pm: Miss Buffalo Nature Cruise.

Penn Dixie invites you to a spring cruise aboard the Miss Buffalo II! You’ll gain a first-hand view of Lake Erie
and the Upper Niagara River while our expert guides in geology, fisheries, aquatic biology and birding provide
interesting and informative commentary. During the three-hour cruise, you’ll learn about the environmental
concerns surrounding Lake Erie and the Niagara River while gaining a better understanding and appreciation
for our unique local aquatic environment and resources. Register online or by calling 716-627-4560 to request a
form. Member adults $27, children $24; non-member adults $30, children $27.

For more event information please visit penndixie.org

Note from the
Education Director

Happy Spring! I
hope everyone is
just as excited as
I am about spring
finally arriving and
being able to do
more activities outside while enjoying
the fresh air. The
change in the season
indicates the start of
the busy season at
Penn Dixie! From educational programming
to fossil collecting, there is so much to do! We
have planned new daily environmental programs for this year that I am really excited to
share with our members and visitors.
I would also like to encourage all of you to
join us on April 23rd at the Penn Dixie site for

By: Sarah Einhouse
Earth Day. In recognition of this day, we will
be having shrub and flower planting to further
develop our butterfly garden and other bird
and pollinator habitats. This year we will be repairing our site structures and performing site
cleanup during the day.
A friendly reminder to any school, scout
group or home school group: please book your
summer field trip or in-school program now!
In addition to our standard fossil program we
are also offering short nature programs that
would turn your half day field trip into an all
around great adventure! Students would get
the opportunity to explore the life presently
living at Penn Dixie and compare them to the
creatures that once lived here 380 million years
ago. For more information call
(716) 627-4560 or email me at
sepenndixie@gmail.com.

Spring Has Sprung!
Well, this winter was certainly not what I
expected when I moved back to Buffalo from
Tucson, Arizona! It’s been warm and sunny
here, and it’s almost time for me to unpack the
shorts and sandals.
This newsletter is packed with info about our
spring programs, including some new offerings. On April 9, we’re partnering with the
Franciscan Sisters of St. Joseph and the Felician
Sisters to host an Earth Day celebration honoring Mother Earth and Sister Water.
Penn Dixie will host Earth Day on Saturday
April 23. Join us at the site for tree and shrub
planting, which will double the size of our butterfly garden, courtesy of our friends at Wild
Birds Unlimited in Blasdell.
Ernie Jacobs has done a wonderful job putting together our 2016 astronomy programs.
Among some incredible viewing opportunities,
the highlight will certainly be the Transit of
Mercury during the morning of Monday May
9.
And on May 21, we’re partnering with the
Boy Scouts, Girl Scouts, and Moog to deliver
Scouting Rocks!: a free program for all scouts
in western New York. We will be merging the
former Big Toys program into Children’s Day
on Sunday June 5. This will give us the best of
both programs in a single day. I hope to see
you there! Registration is now open for Penn
Dixi’es summer day camps- please see our website for the full schedule.
We have a new website! There’s an up-to-date
event calendar, event ticketing, summer camp
info, a blog, and many more new features. For
instance, our members can now use a convenient web form to let us know when they will
visit the site during non-public days.
Don’t forget to follow us on Twitter and Facebook for the latest news, updates, and promo-

tions. Trivia Night was a
tremendous success and
we thank our generous
attendees and prize
donors for their support, Quizmaster Dennis George for putting
on an excellent show,
and HNHS director Jim
Eiseman for his hard
work organizing the event.
With deep condolences we report that Penn
Dixie life member Kathleen F. Carr passed
away on February 13, 2016. We send our
thoughts and prayers to Kathleen’s family and
friends.
Penn Dixie acknowledges the Town of Hamburg and Supervisor Steven Walters for providing a $5,000 grant in support of Penn Dixie.
We thank Jerry Bastedo for his help securing
these funds.
Unfortunately, we had to postpone our members-only field trip to Cincinnati. There is no
rescheduled date at this time, but you can be
sure that Penn Dixie will continue to offer field
trips in the future.
I look to a great year!
Phil

Earth Day on April 23 will be presented by Wild Birds Unlimited of
Blasdell.

Constellation Hercules “The Strongman”
					

By Rich Switzer

Myths

Hercules had twelve difficult tasks given to him by the King of Tiryns. On one of these adventures, Hercules was sent to kill the Hydra, a monster with nine heads, eight of which were mortal
and one immortal. Every time Hercules struck off a mortal head, two more grew in its place.
Iolaus then helped Hercules by burning the severed necks when Hercules cut off their heads. Doing this prevented new heads from growing back in thier place. Hercules then knew that when
he cut off a head, and no new ones replaced it, that he had cut off the immortal head, and bury it
under a rock to defeat the monster. By now Hercules became a favorite with the gods, who like
Apollo made him his bow and arrows; Athene gave him a magnificent robe; Herms provided
him with a sword, and Castor (the greatest warrior) taught him how to use it. Hephaestus, the
smithy of the gods, made a golden breast plate for protection.

What to View
The outstanding feature of Hercules is the great globular Cluster M-13, the finest visible cluster
in the Northern latitudes. On dark nights it is barely visible to the naked eye, but easily seen in
field glasses. In a large telescope it is a wonder to behold. It is about 28,000 light years away and
has over a million stars. The left foot of the kneeling Hercules, appears to rest directly on the
head of Draco, the dragon. Also M-92, another globular cluster is very striking and worthy of
consideration, even if considerably overshadowed by M-13.

A Brief Guide to Plate Tectonics: Part 2
By: Richard Frieman

As our collective understanding of plate tectonics expands and evolves, we gain the ability
to make sense of the landforms and subsurface
geology that surrounds us. Tectonism is in part
to blame for everything from building mountain
ranges to causing mass extinctions. As part two
of the series on plate tectonics, the goal of this
season’s article is to discuss how tectonic interactions mold many of the landscape features that
exist on the Earth’s surface.
Tectonic plates interact with each other in a
number of ways. A simple image search on the
web will display hundreds of cartoon models of a
tectonic setting involving oceanic crust subducting beneath another plate in a purely collisional
scheme. Although these convergent boundaries
are responsible for forming mountain ranges,
volcanoes and large earthquakes, plates can also
diverge and slide past each other. For now, let’s
focus on the former. I’ve saved you the thirty
seconds it would have taken to perform a web
search and have supplied my preferred model.
As one might imagine, the enormous amount
of energy accompanying tectonic collisions has
the potential to completely transform a landscape. In order to understand the changes that
occur when oceanic crust subducts beneath
continental crust, let’s take a look at that simplified model of a subduction zone. The subducting
plate applies lateral stress on the overlying plate,
which results in a detachment fault to develop
beneath local strata. As the collision progresses, the strata are thrust upward and folded to
accommodate lateral compression. When the
vertical stress of the thickened strata exceeds
the lateral stress, the detachment fault forms a
new conduit that extends farther inland and the
thrusting continues. These “fold and thrust belts”
are subsequently eroded and form long mountain ranges.
As shortening of overlying strata occurs, the
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subducting oceanic crust delves beneath the
overriding plate, bringing with it pelagic sediments and water. At extreme temperatures and
pressures, the subducting slab dewaters, which
causes partial melting of the continental lithosphere. Being less dense than the solid crust, the
silica-rich magma ascends to the surface, which
erupts explosively and often results in regional
ash falls.
There is modern geophysical evidence (which
will be discussed in the next article) that suggests
the subducting slab does not melt in the upper
mantle, but may remain intact until it reaches the core-mantle boundary, deep within the
Earth. As the slab dives into the upper mantle
beneath the overlying plate, it undergoes chemical transformation in the presence of extreme
heat and temperature. In rare scenarios, subduction may seize and the partially subducted plate
may return to the Earth’s surface, where these
metamorphic changes can be observed.
In the next article in this tectonic series, we’ll
take a look at some recent studies that I subtly alluded to. Geophysicists have been able to
detect and view subducted plates within the
mantle, and others suggest that there may be a
“plate graveyard” where ancient plates rest at
the mantle-core boundary, waiting to be melted.
Additionally, advances in the understanding of
how the chemistry of the Earth has evolved over
the last four billion years show that
tectonism may have been active earlier
on in the Earth’s life than previously
assumed.
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