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As this picture illustrates, it is raining leaves at Big 

Trees.  The trees are dropping an incredible mix of 

red, yellow and brown fall color everywhere.  

Come out and enjoy both the sight and the smell of 

an urban forest.  It is worth the drive! 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Pink Lady's-slipper (Pink Moccasin-flower) 
Cypripedium acaule 
Å Family: Orchid (Orchidaceae) 
Å Habitat: acid woods, sphagnum fens 

Docents For Big Trees 
 

 
From left to right: 
Kathy Kennedy, Rebecca Pinckney, Tom Redmon,  
Sarah McKenney, Carol Jean Wheeler, Mary Woehrel 
Steve Nelson, Cindy Cotter, Bill Light  
Missing from picture: Debbie Brennan, Marylou Holmes 
 

Big Trees is very fortunate to have the commitment of 

this extremely knowledgeable and dedicated group of 

individuals to act as Docents. The majority of our 
Docents are North Fulton Master Gardeners with two 

exceptions: Mary Woehrel is a leading authority of the 

mushrooms of Georgia and is the President of the 

Mushroom Club of Georgia and Bill Light is a well-
known biologist affiliated with the California Academy 

of Sciences. This group is busy learning the history of 

Big Trees and the correct identification of the plants, 
fungi, and animals of Big Trees. Their training will 

continue throughout the winter months to prepare the 

docents so they can offer free nature walks to the 
public beginning in the spring. 

 

By Patricia Thernell 

Executive Director 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

Comments from our Guest Book: 

 
If you have ever been a visitor to Big Trees you 

will know that we have an information box at the 

front entrance where we ask everyone to write 

down their comments about Big Trees.  We 

always see some very interesting and moving 

remarks and we would like to share some of these 

each month in our newsletter. We have included 

some of these below: 

 

I love this place.  I just moved from Miami and I 

have been looking for trees and streams.  I will be 

here every Sunday with my dog.  She has gotten 

fat and needs the exercise.   

 

Itôs an easy and convenient place to commune 

with nature and hold hands with someone you 

love.  

 

Spectacular!  A jewel in the City.   

 

A beautiful place to see and be.  We all need these 

spaces for ourselves and our children. 

 

Beautiful, awesome and wonderful.  Thanks to all 

who work hard to maintain it! 

 

An oasis in the city.  It restores mind and soul!  

This is lovely ï thank you and your volunteers for 

the obvious work of love. 

 

I really enjoy walking here and so does my 

Grandpa Paul.  Katie my dog likes it too! 

 

Day after day, season after season, sunshine or 

rain - this is our most favorite walk! 

 

I truly enjoyed the beautiful trails.  It brings peace 

and tranquility into a noise crowded life.  Thank 

you so much, Iôm very appreciative.  

 

Thank you for preserving the trees here.  It is a 

rarity these days. 

 

Dear Big Trees People - 

Big Trees is sooo beautiful!  I think I could live 

here forever!  Its awesome!  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Special Events Planned For Next Month: 

 
New and exciting changes are coming to Big 

Trees.  We are planning free outdoor lectures 

each month to help educate the public about 

plants and animals that reside in Big Trees.  

These lectures will take place on Saturdays 

throughout the month. Notices will be posted on 

the outdoor bulletin board as a reminder.  

Listed below are the speakers for the month of 

December. 

 

 

 

Nick Philp ï Bartlett Tree Expert  

 
 Nick is a Horticulturist, an ISA Certified 

Arborist, and a GA. Certified Plant Professional 

who will lecture on tree ID in the wintertime on 

December 13
th

 at 10:00 AM. He will provide 

techniques on how to identify trees from the 

branching structures, the bark, the buds, etc.  

He will also give interesting anecdotal 

information to help with the learning process.  

Nick has given several lectures to UGA, and 

the Chattahoochee Nature Center and we are 

very fortunate to have him here at Big Trees.  

 

 

 

Dr. William Light ï Biologist 

 
 Dr. Light will give a talk at Big Trees 

Forest Preserve on December 20th at 2:00 PM 

on the "warm-blooded" critters, i.e., the 

mammals and birds, found here. Because we 

are heading into winter, these will be the only 

animals you are likely to see here this time of 

year: our two species of foxes, raccoons, our 

two squirrels (the Eastern gray Squirrel and the 

Eastern Chipmunk), skunks, shrews, and a few 

other furry wonders, and a host of resident and 

overwintering birds that make Big Trees their 

permanent or temporary home.  

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 



 

The Venomous Mammals of Big Trees Forest Preserve 
 

by William H. Light, Ph.D.  

A savage and potently venomous mammal forages ceaselessly through the undergrowth 
searching for victims, which it attacks viciously and without pity. This desperate and 
remorseless hunter is more common than you might think, but it is rarely seen. However, 
individuals are not infrequently found lying dead on the ground with no apparent injuries and 
for no obvious cause. I am discussing the mouse-sized Northern Short-tailed Shrew, Blarina 
brevicauda (Say, 1823), the largest shrew in North America ñ95ð127 mm (3¾ð5 inches) in total 
lengthñ and a common resident in Big Trees Forest Preserve. One of four species in the genus 
Blarina Gray, 1838, which is confined to North America, these ferocious little predators 
produce a highly potent venom in their submaxillary salivary glands that is released from ducts 
just below the two greatly enlarged lower incisors (Fig. 1C) and injected into their prey. This 
enables them to kill mice and other prey larger than themselves and  to paralyze invertebrates 
such as snails and earthworms and store them alive for later consumption. All four species are 
venomous and have red- or chestnut -stained teeth.  

Venomous mammals are highly unusual. The only other living venomous mammals known are 
the Eurasian Water Shrew, Neomys fodiens (Pennant, 1771), the strange Cuban and Haitian 
solenodons, Atopogale cubana (Peters, 1861) and Solenodon paradoxus Brandt, 1833, 
respectivelyñall  three , like the short -tailed shrews, members of the Order Insectivo ra, the 
three species of slow lorises of the genus Nyctecebus Geoffrey, 1812 (Order Primata), and the 
very primitive egg-laying Platypus, Ornithorhyncus anatinus  (Shaw, 1799) of Australia (Subclass 
Prototheria, Order Monotremata). 1 Fossil short -tailed shrews are known from the Late Pliocene 
Epoch some 2 million years ago, and likely originated somewhat earlier . The fossil jaws of 
Bisonalveus browni Gazin, 1956ña shrew-like mammal probably related to the modern 
pangolins (genus Manis Linnaeus, 1758 in the Order Pholidota) of Africañbearing grooved, 
venom-delivering canine teeth are known from 60 million year -old Paleocene deposits in 
Alberta, Canada. Euchambersia mirabilis (Broom, 1931) was a therocephalian therapsid (a 
protomammalian group formerly referred to as òmammal-like reptilesó close to the cynodont 
line that gave rise to the mammals) which lived during the Late Permian Period some 250 
million years ago. It appears to have had venom -producing glands in a recess behind its grooved 
canine teeth for deli vering venom into its prey.  

The main toxic component of the venom, blarinatoxin (BLTX) is a tissue kallikrein -like 
protease, an enzyme that cleaves active bradykinins from inactive precursor proteins called 
kininogens. Bradykinin dilates blood vessels, contracts smooth muscle, and causes increased 
vascular permeability and severe pain. In mice, BLTX causes rapid and irregular respiration, 
hypotension, hind limb paralysis, and convulsions; death generally occur s 3ð5 hours following 
envenomation. BLTX acts in a very similar fashion to the venoms of the Gila Monster and 

                                                
1 The insectivores all produce venomous saliva from their submaxillary glands for subduing their prey . The 
slow lorises, which be long to the same order as humans, secrete a toxin from the insides of their elbows, 
which they lick up and mix with their saliva and deliver it in a bite as protection against enemies. This 
toxin is not fatal to humans, but caus es painful swelling. Male platypuses can deliver a potent venom from 
a crural gland through a hollow calcaneus spur (not present in females) on each hind foot that causes 
excruciating  pain and massive swelling in humans. The spurs normally lie flat against  the leg, but can be 
erected at right angles when necessary by an attached articulating bone (Temple -Smith, 1973). The crural 
gland secretes its venom only during the breeding season. The first clinical report ( enner et al., 1992 ñall 
other accounts have been anecdotal) of human envenomatyion by a platypus described a patient  
envenomated in the hand . The victim suffered massive swelling and extreme and prolonged pain that did 
not respond to morphine and was only alleviated by a wrist block. Laboratory blood tests indicated 
possible coagualopathy and the pain persisted for several months and substantially impaired use of the 
affected limb. Male echidnas of the three living species of long -beaked echidnas (genus Zaglossus Gill, 
1977, endemic to New Guinea) and the Short-beaked Echidna, Tachyglossus aculeatus (Shaw, 1792), of 
Australia and New Guinea have spurs associated with nonfunctional venom glands.  



Beaded Lizard, Heloderma suspectum Cope, 1869 and H. horridum  Wiegmann, 1829, 
respectively.  Death occurs in mice and cats at an intravenous LD 50 (the dose that kills 50% of 
the animals challenged) of  2.5 milligrams  per kilogram of body mass; similar i.v. LD 50s are 
reported from the venoms of Heloderma suspectum and H. horridum . BLTX is thus somewhat 
more potent against mammals than the venoms of the Western Diamondback Rattlesnake, 
Crotalus atrox  Baird & Girard, 1853, the very dangerous central and South American Common 
Lancehead, or barba amarilla , Bothrops atrox Linnaeus, 1758 (which kills more people than any 
other snake in the Americas), and the extremely dangerous Old World Banded Krait, Bungarus 
fasciatus Schenider, 1801, and Saw-scaled Viper, Echis carinatus (Schneider, 1801). It is 
important to note that these are i.v. LD 50s, which are substantially more potent than the same 
venoms delivered intramuscularly or subcutaneously as in a typical  bite. Nevertheless, it is an 
indication of potency of this mammals' venom compared to those of some very dangerous 
reptiles. The very tiny amounts injected into humans by these mouse -sized insectivores 
probably prevents more serious effects.   

Figure 1. N orthern Short -tailed Shrew, Blarina brevicauda  (Say, 1823). A, photo by Gilles Gonthier, 
Province de Québec, Canada; B, photo by Roger W. Barbour, Smithsonian Institution; C, skull and 
lower jaw by Alicia V. Linzey, Smithsonian Institution: 
http://www.mnh.si.edu/mna/image_info.cfm?species_id=25 ; bottom right , r ight lower jaw from 
Charles and Elizabeth Schwartz, The Wild Mammals of Missouri : Second Revised Edition, University 
of Missouri  Press, 2002. .   

Short-tailed shrews are active both day and night throughout the year, although they are more 
nocturnal than diurnal . These shrews tunnel through leaves, plant debris, and snow with their 
strong fore -feet and cartilaginous snouts to  construct elaborate runways and nests . However, 
they also use the tunnels of mice and moles. Their  sense of smell and vision  is poor and they 
can perhaps only distinguish between light and dark. They use a form of echolocation to detect 
and distinguish objects i n the environment by emitting ultrasonic (to humans) clicks and 
listenin g for the returning echoes  (Tomasi, 1979). Northern Short -tailed Shrews, especially 
males, exude a foul -tasting and smelly musky secretion from  scent glands on their  flanks, 
which may serve to deter predators. They are commonly killed by predators, but often not 
eaten because of their offensive taste and smell. Nevertheless, m any diurnal and nocturnal 
birds of prey, particularly owls, do eat these shrews, and they are also taken by a va riety of 
mammalian carnivores, including weasels, Striped Skunks, Red Foxes, and several snake 
species.  

Northern Short-tailed Shrews are distributed throughout the north -central and northeastern 
United States and adjacent Canada south to Georgia and Alabama in the Appalachian 
Mountains. It reaches its southernmost extension here in Big Trees Forest Preserve and nearby 
areas. Three other closely related species are found to the south and in Florida. Earthworms 
are their most important food item, but a wide variety of snails, slugs, millipedes, centipedes, 
insect  larvae, and even mice and voles larger than themselves are killed and eaten. They also 
consume roots, nuts, berries, and fungi of the genus Endogone. They employ limited food 
storage, and although th eir venom is quickly lethal to their mammalian victims, it paralyzes 
invertebrate prey and maintains them alive and in an undecomposed condition for up to 5 days 
or so. 
 

http://www.mnh.si.edu/mna/image_info.cfm?species_id=25


 

Dr. Light is an internationally recognized scientist and writer with extensive 
teaching experience at the university, community college, and high school levels. 
He has been a consultant for federal, state, and local public agencies and is the 
author of five published scientific textbooks.   We are honored to have his work 
presented in our newsletter each month.  
 
 

 

 

       

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rigby Tree Service has been in business  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

VOLUNTEERS FROM NOVEMBER  

 

Big Trees is very fortunate to have 

volunteers come out to help maintain the 

trail system and to clean up our 

surrounding property.  

 
In the month of November we had five Girl 
Scouts and four Scout Leaders with Troop 
3442 from Alpharetta/Roswell here working to 
pick-up trash from our surrounding property 
and our parking lot.  They worked for over two 
hours picking up items from hub-caps to 
normal paper trash filling up over eight large 
bags with trash.   
A Big thank you to these hard-working 
volunteers! 
 
Another group that worked hard at Big Trees 
was the North Fulton Master Gardeners who 
were headed up by Steve Nelson.  These brave 
individuals came out on the coldest day of the 
year to date, to plant over 150 bare-root plants.   

 

 
The North Fulton Master Gardeners 

FRIENDS OF BIG TREES 

 
This is a new section for our newsletter.  Big Trees 
is grateful to many individuals and companies who 
give their time and services to help maintain this 
site. This month we want to give a Special Thank 
You to: 
 

Steve Nelson, North Fulton Master Gardener 

 
 Steve has been a dedicated volunteer here at Big 
Trees since 2005.  During this timeframe Steve has 
worked hard on improving our wildflower meadow 
which is maintained entirely through the efforts of 
the North Fulton Master Gardeners under Steveôs 
direction.  Each fall Steve mows down the old 
plant growth and plants new seeds and/or bare-root 
native plants to increase the plant diversity in the 
meadow.  Throughout the year, at least once a 
month, Steve schedules a Master Gardener 
workday to pull weeds or add additional plants.  
This fall Steve is adding over 150 bare-root native 
plants and 16 ounces of native plant seeds.  The 
bare-root plants include varieties of Culverôs Root, 
Obedient Plant, Wild Sweet William, Celadine 
Poppy, and Blue Wild Indigo.   Some of the seeds 
include Cloriosa Daisy, Plains Coreopsis, and 
Purple Coneflower.  Big Trees is very grateful to 
our Master Gardeners and especially to Steve 
Nelson for his many years of service. 

 

 
Steve Nelson 


