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.... CDrresl!.Dn~enLs·· 
Dear MassWildlife: Issue No.3, 2012, illustrates an amusing 
dichotomy. On the one hand, we have two poachers who 
shot a black bear while baiting; an illegal practice in Mas
sachusetts. I have no sympathy for these individuals. In my 
opinion they got off easy. The plea deal was too lenient, and 
even the strictness of the judge was too lenient. But the rest 
of issue No.3 suggests that the Massachusetts policy of not 
allowing bear baiting is misguided and in need of revisiting. 
In the Wildlife CSI article, the following statement is made, 
apparently in an attempt to justify the current ban on bear 
baiting:"lt makes the hunt that much more challenging, a 
true test of fair chase; and marks the successful hunter 
as a master of the sport (or, on occasion, simply an excep
tionally lucky individual)." Speaking as a hunter who took 
a bear once without baiting, I can attest that any success 
is almost exclusively luck. The problem is that the entire 
editorial by Director MacCallum in the same issue reads as 
if it is diametrically opposed to the above quote. I believe the 
following quotes and paraphrased statements will illustrate 
for the readers the nature of the editorial: 
1. In 1990, there were about 1,000 black bears, mostly west 
of the Connecticut River. Today, there are over 4,000. 
2. "OccaSionally a young male bear will wander east of 1-495. 
These young males are the front-runners of the continuing 
eastward expansion of the black bear, and female black 
bears are not far behind." 
3. [it is futile] "moving bears back to western Massachu
setts ... " 
4. " ... bears are coming into eastern Massachusetts because 
there isn't room for them in western Massachusetts." 
5. "The growing bear population is ... [an example] of the 
management challenges .. .in our increasingly urbanized 
society." 
It is clear to me, as I'm sure it is to anyone else reading this, 
that we should employ ALL reasonable methods to effec
tively control the black bear population in Massachusetts. 
This includes baiting. Creating a baiting season for black 
bear would be an effective way to address the out-of-control 
population growth we are experiencing. I personally envision 
a system where hunters apply for permits; permits that will 
generate additional revenue for Massachusetts. Each hunter 
will give the location of their baiting set-ups to MassWildlife 
to enable easy monitoring, and MassWildlife will regulate 
where baiting may be set up so as to control the bear popula
tion in an optimal way. Programs similar to this have worked 
VERY well in states like New Hampshire. A baiting program 
generates revenue, whereas every-time we have to forcibly 
remove bears from eastern Massachusetts, we are paying 
for something we should not have to pay for. To reiterate and 
clarify: 1) I HAVE NO RESPECT FOR POACHERS, 2) Hunting 
bear without baiting is challenging, and 3) Sometimes we 
must consider additional means of harvesting wildlife so 
that we may coexist with them. 

Albert G. Prescott 
Westford, MA 

Thank you for an excellent letter that raises multiple issues 
the sporting and general public need to examine·. Bear baiting 
(hunting over bait) is a management tool utilized in many 
other states, and this management option may be brought 
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FEATURES 
WATERFOWL RULES 4 

- H W Heusmann 
Waterfowl hunting regulations are set by the states 
within federal frameworks that have roots in the 
conservation initiatives of the early 20th century. .. 
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- Bruce Beckmann 13 

Modern technology makes it easy for anyone to avoid 
getting lost, but when the batteries fail or you drop 
your GPS unit, you can always rely on a compass .. . 
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- Chris Buelow 18 

A wet spring this year provided unusual opportunities 
to observe, photograph, and learn about some of our 
rarest and most secretive native birds ... 
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- John Lebica 30 

Giving a youngster the freedom to pursue the most 
ancient art of hunting has lifetime benefits ... 

BY DAWN'S EARLY LIGHT 
- Robert L. Christensen 32 

Pheasant hunting on a Wildlife Management Area 50 
years ago was just as exciting, fun, and productive as it 
is today. .. 
Director's Editorial, 2 
Correspondents, Inside Front Cover 

On the Cover: Common Eiders (Somateria mollissima) 
launch into flight using webbed foot strides and powerful 
wing thrusts to get airborne. The splashing sound and sight 
of a flock of these impressive, 4-pound sea ducks taking off 
is loud and breathtaking, as was the cold , March dawn on 
Buzzards Bay. The plumage of adult and subadult males is 
distinctly different than that of the females , as shown here. 
This is our dominant resident and wintering eider species, 
although King Eiders are occasional visitors. This pair was 
photographed at 1/ 2000 of a sec. & f:5 .6 with a Nikon 0300 
camera and a 400mm lens + TC 1.4. Photo © Bill Byrne 
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Editorial 

G 
Wild pigs (sometimes referred to as 

"feral swine") are causing significant 
environmental and agricultural damage 
throughout much of the United States. 
Although they have been here for a 
long time, their growing populations 
apparently reached some sort of 
threshold level about 20-25 years 
ago, and they exploded into a serious 
problem in just the past couple of 
decades. 

The U.S. Department of Agriculture's 
Animal and Plant Health Inspection 
Services (USDA-APHIS) has proposed 
implementing a nationally coordinated 
feral swine damage management pro
gram and is in the process of completing 
an Environmental Impact Statement on 
the options/alternatives for reducing 
wild pig damage in the United States 
and its territories. Awareness of the 
problem has become nationwide since a 
picture of a giant, 12-foot-long, 800-plus
pound wild pig dubbed "Hogzilla" went 
viral on the Internet and National 
Geographic subsequently produced a 
CSI-style investigation of the incident 
for its Explorer Channel. 

Pigs are not native to the continent. 
They were first introduced into the 
Americas by Christopher Columbus on 
his second voyage to the New World 
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in 1493, and were first brought to what 
would become the United States by 
Spanish explorer Hernando de Soto 
when he landed in Florida in 1539. Over 
the next 3 years , de Soto explored much 
of the southeastern U.S. , maintaining 
a herd of pigs to provide food for his 
expedition. Escapees from this herd 
were able to survive in the wild and were 
the ancestors of the wild pigs (think: 
razorbacks) that are now wreaking 
ecological havoc in the Southeast. 

Today's wild pigs are highly adaptive 
and are having tremendous negative 
impacts on indigenous plants, wild
life, crops, livestock, and humans. 
Specifically, wild pigs are voracious 
omnivores, readily eating the eggs 
of ground-nesting birds; fawns , 
calves, and other newborn animals; 
agricultural crops; reptiles , amphibians, 
and innumerable soil invertebrates; 
wild plants ; fruits, nuts, and other 
mast. Large expanses of ground are 
torn up by foraging wild pigs rooting 
for invertebrates, bulbs, and other 
foods , resulting in erosion and runoff 
sedimentation of streams when heavy 
rains occur. In short, wild pigs are in 
direct conflict or competition with many 
native wildlife resources , from forests 
and streams to individual endangered 
species. 



The . economic cost of the damage 
r~sul~Ing from the foraging of wild 
pigs IS reported by the USDA to be 
$1.5 billion per year. Wild pigs are 
also highly mobile disease reservoirs 
carrying at least 30 serious viral and 
bacterial diseases and a minimum of 
~7 parasites that affect people, pets, 
livestock, and wildlife. The risk of 
potential zoonoses (diseases that can 
transmit from animals to humans) 
posed by wild pigs is a very real concern. 
Some of the specific diseases carried 
by wild pigs that can infect humans 
include ~rucellosis, leptospirosis, sal
monellosIs, and toxoplasmosis. 
T~e sury~val ability of wild pigs 

- In addition to their exceptional 
adaptability, high reproductive rate 
(females can produce two litters per 
year, up to 8 piglets per litter), and lack 
of natural predators as adults - is due 
in no small part to their extraordinary 
sensory abilities. Researchers at Clem
son University's Department of Wildlife 
Ecology have determined that wild 
pigs have an incredible sense of smell 
capable of detecting odors at a distanc~ 
of 5 miles or more, and can see and 
respond to a potential threat that is up 
to a mile away. 

The Southeastern Cooperative Wild
life Di~ease Study at the University of 
Georgia has been monitoring wild pig 
populations since 1982. They report 
that the range of wild pigs has been 
expandi~g rap~dly and that these highly 
destructive ammals now occur in at least 
~6 states. The largest populations are 
In the South, but northern populations 
a.re growing. The northeastward expan
sIOn of wild pigs is literally on our 
doorstep, having reached New York and 
New Jersey. Both states, working with 
APHIS, are supporting efforts to stop 
the northward expansion of the wild 
pig through the implementation of an 
eradication program. 
~o our north, in Croydon, New Hamp

shire, there is a privately owned 
hunting'pres~rve that has had a wild pig 
population SInce 20 Russian Boars were 
released on the property in the 1890s. 
The 26,000-acre property is completely 
encompassed by 12-foot-high fencing. 
There have, however, been instances of 
some of these wild hogs escaping the 
property (particularly during the 1938 

Hurricane), and a small number of free
ranging, wild pigs are known to occur in 
southwestern New Hampshire. 
~n recent years (2009 and 2011), two 

wild boars (male pigs) have been struck 
and killed on roads in Massachusetts 
near the New Hampshire border. 
These animals appear to have been 
escapees, and we do not believe there 
is as yet an established population in 
the Commonwealth. We certainly don't 
want one. 

The wild pig is a destructive invasive 
species that is negatively ' affecting 
natural and agricultural resources 
and is a potential reservoir of diseases 
to ~~ich humans are susceptible. In 
additIOn to the physical damage they 
cause, the disease risks and the role 
they I?ay play in the emergence of 
new viruses that can potentially affect 
hUf!1an health warrant aggressive 
actIOn to prevent them from invading 
Ma~sachusetts or further expanding 
their range. Hopefully, the eradication 
efforts being undertaken by New York 
and New Jersey, combined with the 
implementation of a national swine 
contn;>l program by APHIS, will be 
ef!ectIve, and a wild pig population 
will not become established in Massa
chusetts. 

#~-7~~ 
Wayne F. MacCallum, Director 
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by H W Heusmann 

Challenging to develop and implement, and by necessity requiring 
national oversight, state waterfowl regulations may sometimes 
appear illogical, arbitrary, even mystifying. MassWildlife's 

veteran waterfowl biologist explains why. 

Waterfowl hunters often ask why certain 
things are illegal when it comes to hunting 
ducks and geese. Sometimes the restric
tions are set by an individual state, but 
most often the restrictions are federal , 
applying to all states. Unlike deer, rabbits, 
or other local game species, waterfowl 
are considered migratory, and because 
they cross not only state lines during 
their biannual migrations, but also inter
national boundaries, their management 
must necessarily fall primarily under the 
jurisdiction of the U. S. government. Uncle 
Sam addresses waterfowl conservation 
through migratory bird treaties with 
various other countries, most notably 
Canada, and assigns the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service (USFWS) to set harvest 
regulations that support the goals of 
those treaties. While states can be more 
restrictive in their waterfowl harvest 
regulations than those presented by the 
USFWS each year, states cannot be more 
liberal in their harvest regulations. 
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One of the most common questions 
I am asked is why the black duck bag 
is restricted to one bird a day when 
hunters report seeing more black ducks. 
It is because the USFWS imposed the 
limit. In 1983, in response to declining 
numbers of black ducks, state biologists 
agreed among themselves to reduce 
the harvest of the species by 25% in the 
U.S. During 1983 and 1984, states were 
allowed to achieve the desired harvest 
reduction for black ducks on their own. 
In Massachusetts , we looked at the data 
and calculated that if we went to a one
bird bag in our inland zones , we could 
maintain a 2-bird black duck bag in the 
Coastal Zone (where most of our black 
ducks are found in the fall) by opening 
after the start of the upland game season, 
opening the Central and Coastal zones on 
the same day, and by closing the Coastal 
Zone season on black ducks for 10 days 
in early December when migrant black 
ducks first arrive and are most vulnerable 
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to gunning. We were successful in meet
ing the 25% harvest reduction goal, but 
most states simply reduced their black 
duck bag from 2 to 1 and ended up with 
an average 40% reduction in harvest. In 
1985, the USFWS decreed that all states 
had to reduce their bag to 1 bird. 

Because our country has a much higher 
population of hunters than Canada, over 
90% of North American waterfowl are 
harvested in the U.S. Historically, the 
black duck harvest was unique in that 
the harvest was about equally shared 
between the two countries. Currently, 
the USFWS and the Canadian Wildlife 
Service have agreed to split the black 
duck harvest 50-50 between the two 
countries. Because there are fewer duck 
hunters in eastern Canada than in the 
U.S., and because black ducks migrate 
south (meaning they are not available for 
harvest for as long) , Canada can afford 
to have higher bag limits because it will 
still take less than half the total North 
American harvest of black ducks. 

Eider 
One example of a state being more 

restrictive than the USFWS is in our bag 
limit on eider ducks. The USFWS allows 
a bag limit of 7 sea ducks, but no more 
than 4 of any combination of scoter 
species. However, in the Northeast there 
was also concern about low age ratios 
in eider populations and an increasing 
harvest. NovaScotia voluntarily cut their 
bag limit on eiders from 10 to 5 in 1998. 
Rhode Island , at the terminus of the eider 
wintering range, reduced its bag from 7 to 
4. In 1999, Maine reduced its bag limit for 
eiders from 7 to 5. In Massachusetts we 
reduced our eider bag to 4 and restricted 
the hen bag limit to l. 

Common eider, normally a north
ern-nesting species , were observed 
nesting in Massachusetts in 1976 after 
Philip Stanton, a wildlife professor at 
Framingham State College, transplanted 
birds from Casco Bay, Maine, to Penikese 
Island in Buzzards Bay between 1973 
and 1975. Phil, a specialist in oiled bird 
rehabilitation, became convinced that 
large scale oiled bird rehabilitation was 
impractical. He theorized that one way to 
make the common eider less vulnerable to 
catastrophic oil spills was to establish the 
species over a broader nesting range. By 
1988, Stanton estimated that the Massa-

chusetts eider population had increased 
to 200 pairs nesting among the Elizabeth 
Islands, although the subsequent arrival 
of coyotes on the islands decimated 
many of those nests. By 1994, however, 
13 eider nests were confirmed on four 
different islands in Boston Harbor and 
one was documented on a small island 
off Cape Ann. 

In order to protect this budding pop
ulation, we felt it necessary to protect 
the females. 

Unlike black ducks, where the sexes 
look alike, it is easy for hunters to dis
tinguish a brown female eider from the 
mostly white and black drake, making it 
practical to implement a different bag 
limit for females. So we allowed only 1 
female in the bag. Data suggests the plan 
is working: Carol Lynn Trocki, working for 
the U.S. National Park Service, estimat
ed there were 278 nests on the Boston 
Harbor Islands after surveying for them 
in 2008. Nests were also reported on is
lands off Cape Ann and in Buzzards Bay. 
While the bag limit on eiders is 4 as set 
by Massachusetts, and 4 on scoters as set 
by the USFWS, the total sea duck bag re
mains at 7. (Incidentally, Massachusetts 
also holds the bag limit on long-tailed 
[formerly called Oldsquaw] ducks at 4 
just to simplify things .) 

Sunset Closure 
Probably the second most common 

question I get from waterfowlers is : "Why 
do we have to stop hunting at sunset? " 
Again, this is a federal rule. But there is 
a good reason for it. Hunting begins at a 
half hour before sunrise. While light con
ditions can be poor then, especially on 
cloudy or foggy days, conditions improve 
quickly as the sun rises. Hunters have all 
day to find ducks they have downed. On 
the other hand, at sunset, light is dimin
ishing, leaving the hunter less time to 
find a bird that has been downed before 
dark. While a waterfowler hunting black 
ducks in a coastal salt marsh may think 
it is still plenty light out after sunset, 
a hunter going after wood ducks in a 
forested beaver flowage will find it too 
dark to identify birds , much less find 
downed birds even a few minutes after 
sunset. Because it is not possible to set 
shooting hours based on where you are 
hunting, the USFWS must be cautious 
and set the most reasonable time. Con-

S 



The only exception the USFWS allows to the sunset closure rule is for the September 
resident goose season. There are several reasons for this, but they remain moot, 
as Massachusetts has never adopted this liberalization. 

sidering cloudy days and stormy weather, 
I support the sunset closure. Based on 
40 + years of field experience, I know that 
the ability to accurately identify ducks 
diminishes rapidly in failing light. 

The USFWS has made one exception to 
the sunset closure. They allow hunting 
to J..2 hour after sunset for Canada geese 
during the September resident goose 
season. This rationale is based on: 1) 
Canada geese are not going to be mis
identified as anything else based on size, 
looks, and sound; 2) they are large birds 
and easier to find when down than, say, 
a Wood Duck; 3) they tend to frequent 
more open areas where light conditions 
after sunset remain favorable ; and 4) 
they are considered an overabundant 
species in need of extra control through 
additional hunting opportunity. To date, 
however, Massachusetts has not adopted 
this liberalization, which would apply 
only to resident goose hunting during 
the September season. 

Anchored in History 
Many of the regulations and restrictions 

on waterfowl hunting date back to 1935 
and were imposed in response to dras
tically reduced duck populations in the 
Midwest due to the drought of the Dust 
Bowl era. The ban on live decoys and 
the use of electronic calls, sink boats , 
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shotguns larger than 10 gauge, etc. , were 
all designed to reduce the harvest and 
allow waterfowl populations to recover. 

The effectiveness of live decoys can be 
illustrated in a couple of ways. Prior to 
1935, many Canada geese were kept as 
live decoys in Massachusetts. Based on 
records that indicate 8,500 geese were 
registered as live decoys in Massachu
setts in 1930, it was clearly a popular 
practice. The average Canada goose 
harvest between 1930 and 1935 was 
about 5,000 geese a year. After the use 
of live decoys was outlawed, the goose 
harvest in the Commonwealth dropped 
to only about 500 birds a year for the 
next 5 years. 

My own personal experience with live 
decoys occurred when I was working 
on a spring mallard-banding project in 
Alberta. We used hen mallards in decoy 
traps to capture wild mallards for band
ing. While we were quite successful in 
catching ducks in the traps, just how 
effective the decoy birds were became 
apparent when we drove from one trap 
site to another with the mallards in 
cages in the truck bed. Drake mallards 
would be following our truck, flying in 
circles overhead in response to the hens 
quacking in the back! 

The rule is that no person may hunt 
migratory game birds with the use of 
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live decoys or domesticated fowl. Fur
ther, such fowl must be removed for 10 
consecutive days prior to the season 
opening, and confined in an enclosure 
that reduces the audibility of their calls 
and conceals them from the sight of 
migratory waterfowl. So, no hunting on 
the farm pond where your pet Pekins are 
swimming about. 

While the use of artificial decoys dates 
back to prehistoric times (archeologists 
have found decoys made out of rushes 
that look like Canvasbacks) and many old 
wooden decoys are considered works of 
art, modern plastic decoys are very life
like and sometimes used by the hundreds. 
More recently, mechanical decoys or 
"robo-ducks" have been invented. De
coys equipped with spinning wings are 
becoming more popular, as are others 
designed to splash about like feeding 
birds. Some question the ethics of using 
such devices, but test results on the 
effectiveness of these battery-operated 
robots to lure in ducks have been mixed. 
Some studies show their use increases 
the vulnerability of waterfowl, others 
indicate they only reduce crippling loss 
(because the birds came in closer), and 

some report no difference from standard 
decoys. While some states have outlawed 
such mechanical devices, here in Mas
sachusetts we have set no restrictions 
on their use. 

Electronic Calls 
Electronic calls are outlawed for the 

same reason as live decoys : They are 
just too effective. While calling ducks and 
geese probably dates back to caveman 
days when hunters just tried to "quack 
like a duck" to lure birds within a stone's 
throw, over the centuries countless inven
tors have devised various wood, metal, 
and plastic reeds and tubes hunters can 
blow through to create sounds designed 
to convince ducks and geese that those 
things floating motionless in the water 
really are ducks like them. Check out any 
sportsman's catalog and you will find a 
seemingly endless array of duck and 
goose calls. (One I just looked at had 15 
pages of them.) Calling waterfowl is part 
of the art of waterfowling. However, using 
recorded or electronic calls and playing 
them to attract waterfowl within gunning 
range is not considered Fair Chase, and 

is therefore not part of 
that art. 

Electronic calls can be 
used in one situation, 
however. Snow geese, 
an arctic nesting species 
on which the season was 
closed in 1931 because 

. only a few thousand 
remained, gradually 
increased in numbers. 
There were no problems 
with this increase until 
the 1970s, when "eat
outs" were first noted 
on the coastal marshes 
where they wintered, 
and farmers nearby 
started experiencing 
crop damage. In re
sponse to the burgeon
ing population, the snow 

Hunting with live 
decoys was so effective 
that it was outlawed 
in 1935 to reduce the 
harvest. 
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Harvest limits vary from species to species, year to year, and, when color pattern 
differences are obvious, may even vary between males and females. 
goose season was reopened in 1975 with 
a 30-day season and a 2-bird daily bag. 

Biologists expected that after being 
protected for 55 years, the geese would 
be very vulnerable to hunting. However, 
this proved not to be the case. As snow 
goose numbers continued to increase, 
the season was increased to 60, then 70 
days. The population increase continued 
due in large part to changing farming 
practices that provided snow geese with 
better winter forage , and eventually the 
population grew to exceed a million birds. 
Eat-outs were also documented on the 
species' fragile arctic nesting grounds, 
destroying important habitat for other 
arctic nesting birds as well. In 1990, the 
season was increased to the maximum 
107 days allowed under the Migratory 
Bird Treaty Act. The bag limit was in
creased to 15 by 1998 with no possession 
limit. But even this was not enough to 
reverse the population growth. 

Quebec began a spring harvest season 
in 1998, increasing the bag limit to 20and 
possession to 60 birds. It also allowed 
baiting and the use of electronic calls. In 
2008, the USFWS issued a Conservation 
Order allowing for the spring take of snow 
geese. The Conservation Order allowed 
additional days of harvest because it 
was not considered a hunting season 
under the Migratory Bird Treaty Act. 
This meant other restrictions could be 
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lifted, and they were, including bag and 
possession limits, the ban on electronic 
calls, and the requirement that a shotgun 
not be capable of firing more than three 
shells. It didn't make sense to limit hunt
ers to just three shots before reloading 
when there was no bag limit and while 
managers were trying anything they 
could to reduce snow goose numbers. 
All of this is pretty much a moot point in 
Massachusetts because snow geese are 
uncommon in the state, but it does go to 
show that regulations can be liberalized 
if there is a genuine environmental need. 

Equipment Restrictions 
Speaking of the three-shot limit, this 

was originally designed as a conservation 
measure. Most shotguns are capable of 
holding more than three shells. A plug, 
often a simple wooden dowel , can be 
inserted in the gun's magazine to reduce 
total capacity to no more than three 
shells. Back in 1935, when there was 
need to limit the harvest on what were 
then low duck populations , the idea was 
that hunters should be restricted in their 
ability to blast away at waterfowl. The 
obvious way was to reduce firepower. 

Back in the days of market gunning, 
some blunderbusses were so big they 
couldn't be fired from the shoulder. Their 
weight and heavy recoil required that 



they be mounted on a swivel or tripod ; 
they were "punt guns" when mounted 
in boats. With barrels up to 2 inches in 
diameter and capable of firing as much 
as a pound of shot at one time, they were 
designed to kill as many ducks or geese 
as possible, usually while the birds were 
still resting on the water. Market gunning 
was banned in 1918 by passage of the 
Migratory Bird Treaty Act, but the guns 
themselves were not outlawed by federal 
decree until 1935. 

Today, you cannot use a shotgun larger 
than 10 gauge; nor one that holds more 
than three shells ; nor any trap, 
snare, net, rifle, air gun, ma
chine gun, fish hook, poison, 
drug, explosive or stupefying 
substance to harvest water
fowl. But, starting in 1939, 
the USFWS allowed archery 
(bow and arrow only) to take 
waterfowl. Using a crossbow 
was prohibited by the USF
WS until 1984, when it came 
off the prohibited methods 
list. However, crossbows for 
hunting were still prohibited 
in Massachusetts at that time. 
In the past decade, however, 
the Massachusetts statutory 
restriction on crossbows was 
changed to allow their use for 
hunting by any person with a 
permanent disability that pre
vents them from using conven
tional archery equipment. A 
doctor's note attesting to such 
a disability must be provided. 

Archery hunting for water
fowl can be extremely chal
lenging. One advantage with 
archery is that it is quiet: No 
gun shots to frighten away 
other incoming waterfowl. 
While there are no federal 
restrictions on the type of 
bow or arrows used, you can 
not use poisoned arrows or 
ones with explosive tips and, 
in Massachusetts, bows can
not be drawn by mechanical 

Market hunters used guns 
with bore diameters of up to 
2 inches that were capable 
of shooting as much as a 
pound of lead per shot! 

means, though mechanical releases are 
permitted. Target arrows and those with 
field points, while technically not illegal, 
are poor choices for waterfowl hunting. 
Broadhead arrows are more effective at 
dropping waterfowl, though blunt-head
ed arrows may provide enough shock 
power to drop a bird. Some archers use 
flu-flu fletching to keep the arrows from 
going too far when they miss, but if you 
are pass or jump shooting, you need all 
the speed you can get. Archery is most 
effective in taking ducks and geese as 
they are braking to land in your decoy 
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Should licensed hunters be allowed to use nets or entanglement devices to legally 
take resident geese in urban areas where shooting is prohibited? 
spread. There is nothing illegal about well). The problem was, since birds don't 
shooting birds on land or water, whether have teeth to chew up food, they have to 
with shotgun or bow and arrow. While rely on sand and gravel stored in their 
shooting a sitting duckmaybe considered gizzards to grind up the seeds, shellfish, 
unethical, at least with a gun, I see little and other foods they ingest before it 
difference between taking a turkey on enters their stomachs. If they pick up 
the ground by archery and harvesting a spent lead shot, either inadvertently, or 
duck or goose the by the same procedure. selectively thinking it is gravel, the lead 

I personally think some of the restric- pellets, which are relatively soft, also 
tions on taking waterfowl should be get ground up, leading to lead poisoning. 
relaxed . While shooting at flying ducks Depending upon the dosage, diet, and 
with a rifle would be a dangerous practice, stress factors, a duck that ingests lead 
and the banning of machine guns and shot may recover, but more often it dies. 
explosives is obvious and in violation of The USFWS estimated that between 1.6 
laws regarding the possession of these and 2.4 million ducks were lost each year 
devices, allowing licensed hunters to use to lead poisoning. 
nets or entanglement devices to legally The reason lead was a desired shot 
take resident Canada geese in urban ar- material was because its weight and 
eas during the special September goose shock power made it effective in downing 
season should be given consideration. birds. The first non-toxic shot used was 

Getting 
the Lead Out 

A few decades ago, a regulation to 
require non-toxic shot for waterfowl 
hunting was controversial. Historically, 
lead shot was used for duck and goose 
hunting (and for most other game as 
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made from steel. Steel was lighter and 
harder than lead. This meant two things: 
Because it was lighter, it didn't pack as 
much punch at the same distance as lead, 
and because it was harder, there were 
concerns that it would damage shotgun 
barrels. One of the greater concerns of 
sportsman, however, was that steel was 
believed to increase crippling loss (Le. , 



wounded birds that could not be recov
ered). Sportsmen had to compensate by 
using larger shot sizes than had been 
customary; had to adjust their lead (how 
far in front of a flying duck one must aim 
to get shot and bird to converge); and 
had to avoid "sky busting" (shooting at 
birds beyond 40 yards or so). 

Steel was only the first non-toxic shot 
to be developed, and nowadays there 
are a wide variety of shot types avail
able with many equaling or exceeding 
the performance of lead shot. Most are 
more expensive than lead, but the price 
of steel-shot shells is now commensurate 
with lead-shot shells. Since nontoxic shot 
for waterfowl hunting became mandatory 
nationwide in 1978, waterfowlers who 
began hunting after that have never 
used anything else. InCidentally, if by any 
chance you are using a muzzle loader 
shotgun to hunt waterfowl, you still must 
use nontoxic shot. 

State and Federal 
While most waterfowl hunting regula

tion originated with the federal govern
ment, some aspects of waterfowl hunting 
are strictly state controlled. There are no 
federal rules regarding the use of dogs, 
either for or against. In Massachusetts, 
however, dogs cannot be used to hunt 
or retrieve waterfowl during the shotgun 
deer season except on coastal waters. 
This law dates back to the days when 
Massachusetts' deer population was 
small and in need of special protection. 
The concern was that unscrupulous 
shooters would use dogs to chase 
down deer under the guise of waterfowl 
hunting. Originally, there was a ban on 
other forms of hunting during the deer 
shotgun season, but a careful reading 
of the rules revealed it only applied to 
upland game. Thus, waterfowl could be 
hunted during the deer shotgun season, 
but the ban on the use of dogs remained 
in effect. For the most part, the Fisheries 
and Wildlife Board has chosen to keep 
the waterfowl season closed during the 
shotgun portion of deer season (when the 
use of hunter orange for jump shooting 
or going to and from your blind or boat 
is also mandatory), making the dog ban 
a moot point. 

Most laws regarding waterfowl hunting, 
however, are federal, and include all of 
the following: 

No 'Baiting: Using corn or any other 
food or simulated food to lure waterfowl 
is illegal and hunting over a bait site up to 
10 days after the bait has been removed is 
also illegal. It isn't even necessary for the 
hunter to know that the area was baited 
previously. That may seem unfair, but you 
better have an understanding judge. The 
reason for the baiting prohibition should 
be obvious. However, in cases where 
hunters are gunning over waste grain 
left in agricultural fields, things can get 
a bit murky. Grain spillage (or missing 
a row or two of corn with the combine) 
during harvest is inevitable, but farmers 
(especially those who have a financial in
terest in leasing hunting rights) can easily 
increase that spillage deliberately. How 
an enforcement officer defines "resulting 
from normal agricultural activities" can 
determine whether an area is considered 
baited or not. 

No Wanton Waste: A hunter must make 
a reasonable attempt to retrieve killed or 
crippled waterfowl, and retain them as 
part of the daily bag, or may potentially 
be charged with wanton waste. The ques
tion of what is a "reasonable" attempt is 
not defined. The purpose of the rule is 
to keep a hunter from over-harvesting 
waterfowl by not including birds shot in 
the daily bag limit. In some states, hunt
ers must count birds knocked down, but 
not retrieved, as part of their daily bag. 
This makes sense to me. It makes hunters 
responsible for their actions. 

No Driving: A person shall not hunt 
migratory birds from or in connection 
with any motor-driven land, air, or water 
conveyance, including a sailboat under 
way. Normaysuch things be used to drive, 
concentrate, or rally birds for others. 
If you picked a bad spot to set up, you 
must get the birds to come to you. You 
can't try to chase the birds over to your 
boat or blind or that of your buddy. You 
can pick up or retrieve dead or crippled 
waterfowl from a craft under power and 
shoot injured birds from powered craft 
on coastal waters seaward of the first up
stream bridge, but not on inland waters. 
The coastal waters exemption is allowed 
because of the difficulty in retrieving 
birds in tidal situations. 

Tagging and Transport: If you have 
someone else's birds, they must be tagged 
with that hunter's signature, address, 
total number of birds by species, and the 
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dates such birds were killed. Otherwise 
you may find yourself charged with ex
ceeding your possession limit. Further, 
both their birds and yours must still retain 
a head and at least one fully feathered 
wing when being transported to your 
home or a preservation facility. Since bag 
limits vary from species to species , law 
enforcement must be able to identify what 
a bird is, something not possible if they 
are presented with a plucked carcass or 
a bag of breast fillets . 

One final item involves just what con
stitutes a possession limit. Beginning in 
2013, the possession limit , which had 
been twice the daily bag for decades, 
was increased to 3 times the daily bag. 
The change was made in recognition that 
some hunters take extended vacations 
to hunt waterfowl and are away from 
home. Increasing the possession limit 
may also reduce waste by encouraging 
hunters not to discard any birds in order 
to hunt the following day. Of course if 
you're caught with a possession limit 
and it's only opening day, you will most 
assuredly have a visit to the courthouse 
in your near future . 
12 

But when does a possession limit end? 
While some in law enforcement would 
argue that a bird is in your possession 
until you eat it or give it away, the 
general consensus is that once a bird 
reaches your home or a butcher and 
is processed (plucked, wrapped , and 
frozen , or breasted out, or rendered into 
sausage), it is no longer considered part 
of your possession limit. Thus, you can 
accumulate a whole season's worth of 
game to consume at your leisure over the 
upcoming months. And you won't hear 
"What, duck again!? " as you serve the 
umpteenth meal of waterfowl that week. 

Of course, for the average water fowler 
who shoots about six ducks a year, that's 
really not an issue .... 

H W Heusmann has been MassWildlife 's 
Waterfowl Research Project Leader since 
1970. He has earned an international 
reputation within the professional wildlife 
community for his decades of innovative 
waterfowl research, journal articles, and 
waterfowl management plans. 



Rely on Old Reliable: 
fAILSAFE TECHNfOLOOY 

THAT ALWAYS POINTS 

N{ORTH 
by Bruce Beckmann 

If you put all your faith in the latest navigational technology, what do 
you do when you're deep in the woods and it fails to work properly - or 
does not work at all? A simple compass is as reliable a backup tool as 
you can get, but it's important to know how to use it and to keep it in 
your pack at all times. 

Whenever I'm on a hike or a hunt in 
the woods, I carry a handheld GPS unit. 
I also pack along the latest smart phone 
as my back up. Armed with these modern 
gadgets it's just impossible to get lost , so 
all is good, right? 

Maybe not. 
In today's world of technology, e.g. , 

handheld GPS units and smart phones 
with Google Maps and electronic com
passes, people become dependent on 
technology telling them where to go. 
They are entirely reliant on that "thing" 
working, every time. Turn the GPS off and 
they are lost. Sadly, it is the world we 
live in. Even when I ask my own daughter, 
standing in her yard, where north is, she 
looks to her phone. 

There was a time when most adults 
(at least those that lived in rural areas 
who grew up on the land) could easily 
determine the direction of north just by 
looking at the sky (day or night) or at 
various natural signposts (like where 
the moss grows on treetrunks) around 
them. Unfortunately, thanks to cultural 
changes and the advent of modern tech
nology, such basic woodlore and survival 
lessons are rarely learned in childhood 
these days. The obvious solution is to 
carry an old-fashioned compass. But why 
should you carry one when all these other 
modern navigational tools are available? 
The short answer is , things break. 

I listen to folks all the time talk about 
their fancy GPS units . As with texting 
and cell phones, they become addicted 
to the technology, and they often miss 
gorgeous scenes and, in the case of 
hunters , sightings of game, because they 
have their face buried in the screen the 
whole time. For full disclosure, yes, I too 
own a handheld GPS, a Garmin Oregon 
550, and a smart phone. I often ask folks , 
"What would you do if your GPS fails?" 
The common response is , "I have my 
[smart] cell phone." 

So let's assume all of your technology 
fails . Batteries lose power over time, 
contacts get corroded and don't work, 
phones get wet or drop and break, and 
reception may be limited to nonexistent 
in some locations and at certain times. 
Then what are you going to do? Could 
you find your way out of the woods? Can 
you travel a straight path in the rain or 
snow, or at night, in hilly terrain, to the 
nearest road? Would you even know, for 
sure, in what direction you should travel? 
A compass can help you do that. 

A smart friend of mine, Mr. Murphy, 
says: "If something can go wrong, it will." 
And to that I would add: "Things will al
ways fail at the worst time." So imagine 
it's pouring rain or blowing snow, cold 
and dark, and you are already 5 hours 
overdue; guess when things will fail. 
Having a Plan B, a compass and map, will 
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be comforting, maybe even lifesaving, in 
such a situation. 

Learning how to get into and out of the 
woods using a handheld GPS unit requires 
a bit of time to master. Understandably, 
as with any tool, you expect to spend 
some time practicing how to use it and 
learning its advantages and limitations. 
Remember the old adage: Practice, prac
tice, practice. Once you have mastered 
Plan A - the use of your $400 GPS unit 
that weighs some 10 to 12 ounces - what 
about practice with Plan B, a $25 compass 
that weighs less than 2 ounces? 

No Batteries Required 
Each year, before you go into the field , 

you should spend time practicing the use 
of a compass. I have spent decades in the 
high country of the Rockies of Colorado 
and Wyoming for both enjoyment and 
search-and-rescue. In all my years of 
experience, I can say I have never gotten 
myself into a situation where I was truly 
lost. However, I will admit there have 
14 

been a number of times when I have 
been a bit disoriented or temporarily 
confused. Call it "lost" if you want, it's 
all semantics, but the fact is I was not 
sure which way to go to get back to the 
trailhead and my truck. My compass, a 
map, and a positive attitude helped me 
figure out which way to go. 

I have gleaned many of the hints , tips, 
and instructions that follow through long 
participation in various wilderness activ
ities and my experience as a volunteer 
instructor with MassWildlife's Hunter Ed
ucation Program. The great thing about a 
compass is that it always works. It doesn't 
take batteries, doesn't need satellites, and 
can sit in your pack for years without any 
maintenance. (Just don't store it next to 
iron or a magnet; let's be reasonable here.) 
When you're deep in the woods and your 
GPS malfunctions, your cell phone can't 
find a tower, and the you-know-what hits 
the fan , you can always be confident that 
when you pull out a compass, it will always 
point reliably to magnetic north. 



Learning how to navigate 
precisely over a complicated BASIC PARTS OF A BASEPLATE COMPASS 
route with a map and compass 
takes time and practice, but 
using a compass to keep your
self heading along a straight 
line in one direction - the 
only basic skill you need to 
get yourself out of a "lost" 
situation and out to the near
est road - is an easy skill to 
master. 

Start with a good, standard 
compass. The most popular 
model, usually referred to 
as a "baseplate compass," 
has a rotatable housing 
about 2 inches in diameter 
set off-center on a plastic 
base about 3 inches long 
(see illustration at right). 
Simply explained, when the 
compass' red floating Mag
netic Needle (which many 
orienteering instructors and 
manuals call "Red Fred") sits 
in the red Orienting Arrow 
inside the compass housing 
(again, often referred to as "the Shed" 
because it looks like a small shed with 
a pOinted roof) the direction of travel is 
now at the Index Line, a short white line 
on the baseplate that alligns with a big 
Direction of Travel Arrow that points 
away from the compass housing. The 
number (from 0 to 360) on the dial at 
that Index Line (when "Red Fred is in the 
Shed") tells you your direction of travel. 
For example, if you rotate the housing 
to place 90° (or east) at the Index Line, 
then align "Red Fred in the Shed" and 
follow the Direction of Travel Arrow, you 
will travel east. 

Plan and Practice 
Successful adventures into the back

country start with proper planning. 
This begins with carrying some basics 
such as extra clothes, water bottle, food , 
map and compass, and fire starters (cig
arette lighters and a candle work great , 
or even cotton balls soaked in Vaseline 
are good fire starters) . Do some initial 
scouting of your area on a map, learning 
the general contours, hills , valleys, and 
natural boundaries such as cliffs, roads, 
lakes, streams, power lines, etc. Many 

Compass Housing 
with Degree Dial 

of these things and more are displayed 
on standard topographical maps, and 
a Google hybrid map, found online, 
will also display some of them. I highly 
recommend that you carry a compass 
and a hard copy of a topographical map 
with you at all times. Know what lies to 
the north, east, west and south of your 
intended hunting or hiking area, as well 
as the general distances from one side 
of it to the other. 

Next, perform a field exploratory 
scouting trip. Before going in the field , 
create a visual map of the area and 
mentally monitor your progress as you 
"move" through the area. As you travel 
through the woods, note on the map 
key features, compass bearings, and 
estimated distances from your truck or 
key features. These points of reference 
may be helpful later. 

Lastly, following a successful scouting 
trip, review your notes and make it a point 
to remember any important findings, 
likely hunting areas, and key features. 
Then make a Trip Plan that includes the 
crucial 3 W's: Where you will be, When 
you will get out, and Who you are hiking 
with. Leave this with a responsible adult. 
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One good thing about most of New En
gland is that you are generally not too far 
from a road or other familiar manmade 
feature that can lead you to safety. As 
a result , if you are a bit mindful of your 
surroundings, know where you entered 
the woods , and know your general direc
tion of travel, the distance covered, and 
the natural boundaries surrounding your 
hunting area, a compass can help lead you 
to the nearest safe point in an emergency. 

Let's assume you go into an area and 
are heading west. If you hike a half mile 
in and want to go back to your car, it 
doesn't take any genius to understand 
that if you reverse that direction and 
head east, you should come out reason
ably close to where you started. If you 
need to get out quickly and know your 

approximate current location, it may be 
that by heading north (or in some other 
specific direction) you will reach that 
paved road bordering your hunting area 
faster than you can retrace your original 
route. Knowing the right direction to 
travel and having the ability to maintain 
a straight heading is extremely helpful 
and comforting. Confusion is scary and 
can be dangerous, if not deadly. 

Unlike the 14,000-foot mountain peaks 
in the Rockies, there are few tall , distin
guishing landmarks in many parts of New 
England to help keep yourself oriented. 
Being in the thick of the backcountry, es
pecially in late summer or early fall before 
the leaves have fallen , makes it difficult at 
times to orient yourself: There are simply 
no visual landmarks available. I have been 

It takes time and practice to learn how to plot and accurately follow a course on 
a map. While it is well worth the effort to learn this skill, even if you only know 
the very basics of how to use it and in which direction the nearest road (or your 
vehicle) is located, a compass can always guide you on a straight line in the 
direction you need to go. 
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in some forested areas where visibility 
seemed to be less than 200 feet. Finding 
yourself in a location where you are unable 
to see a long distance and it is impossible 
to discern distinguishing hills or objects 
can make you feel like you are in a hole. 
This can play on your mind, attitude, and 
natural sense of direction. Having a simple 
compass in your pack at such times can be 
reassuring; I recommend that you carry 
at least two. Once you know how to use 
a compass, you gain complete assurance 
that it will always get you headed in the 
right direction. That knowledge is a confi
dence builder of the highest order. 

STOP and STAY PUT 
The manufacturer's instruction sheet in

cluded with the purchase of any compass 
describes in simple terms how to use it, 
but taking a good course on the subject 
makes for a better introduction. Mass
Wildlife's Hunter Education Program is a 
public education program that provides 
instruction in the safe handling of firearms 
and other outdoor activities related to 
hunting. It also offers several "advanced 
skills" courses free to the public, including 
a I-day course on "Map, Compass, and Sur
vival" that teaches students how to read 
a map and use a compass for land naviga
tion, as well as basic wilderness survival 
techniques. Visit www.mass.gov/eea/ 
agencies/ dfg/ dfw /education-events/ 
hed/hunter-education-program.html for 
further information. 

An online search will offer up many sim
ilar map-and-compass and orienteering 
courses provided by various organiza
tions and private entites (see box). Most 
charge some sort of fee. Taking a course 
provides an excellent opportunity to talk 
to experts, ask questions, and actually 
plot a course on a map. Best of all, you 
navigate your course in the New England 
woods in a controlled environment. 

Even after taking a course, if you should 
ever think you are, or may be, lost, one 
thing most of these courses teach is STOP: 

Stop, hydrate, eat, and relax; 
Think about where you are and where 

you have been, and look at your map; 
Observe your surroundings and what 

resources are available; and 
Plan, figure out next steps, and follow 

that plan. 

Other Sources of 
Map/Compass and 

Orienteering Courses 
Many outdoor-oriented organizations 
and retailers offer courses that promote 
outdoor orientation and will help you 
avoid getting lost in the woods. Many 
encourage orienteering as a sport. Here 

are a few suggestions: 
New England Orienteering Club 
www.newengiandorienteering.org 

Appalachian Mountain Club 
www.outdoors.org/ 
MassGeocachers 

www.massgeocachers.org/ 

Retailers such as REI, Eastern Mountain 
Sports, and LL Bean also offer clinics on 
using a map and compass. Others may 
as well. Inquire at your favorite outdoor 

sporting goods store. 

Maybe the most important advice 
you will get in any course is, when you 
don't know what else to do, or you are 
injured, STOP and STAY PUT. Build a 
good-sized fire (for heat and for rescu
ers to see), construct a quick shelter, 
and secure food and water, etc. Use 
your signal whistle (blasts of three) 
and wait for help. You did leave that trip 
plan with a responsible adult, correct? 
If help doesn't arrive promptly, enjoy 
the evening: It can be a great adventure, 
and if you stay calm and have a positive 
attitude, it can be a night you can laugh 
about for years to come. Things always 
look different and better in the morning. 
Enjoy and be safe. r-
Bruce Beckmann is an experienced wil
derness hiker who has served as a senior 
member on two elite alpine search-and
rescue organizations in the mountains of 
Colorado and Washington state. He is a 
former EMT/Paramedic trained in wilder
ness medicine. Bruce is also a qualified 
volunteer instructor who now teaches Basic 
Hunter Education, Bowhunter Education, 
and Map, Compass & Survival courses for 
Mass Wildlife's Hunter Education Program. 
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The cattail-dominated impoundments 
at Great Meadows National Wildlife Ref
uge in Concord provide key breeding hab
itat and a critical migratory stopover for 
a wide variety of birdlife. The exception
ally high waters in these impoundments 
during the month of June 2013, provided 
birdwatchers with a remarkable and quite 
unusual opportunity to intimately view 
one of Massachusetts' most enigmatic 
avian groups: the marshbirds. 

As the name implies, "marshbirds" are a 
group, or suite, of birds that are directly 
dependent on emergent marshes for the 
majority of their life history. In Massachu
setts, this marshbird suite typically refers 
to a group of eight species: pied-billed 
grebe, common moorhen, American 
bittern, least bittern, the rails (Virginia, 
king and sora), and marsh wren. Together 
these birds are often referred to as the 
"secretive marshbirds," primarily be
cause they are only very seldom seen in 
their habitat of dense wetland vegetation 
(usually large cattail stands with intersti
tial pools of water) . Instead, the fortunate 
observer who is near their habitat during 
the crepuscular hours in spring and early 
summer more often detects these seretive 
species by their calls. 

To further compound the difficulty 
of actually observing members of this 
marshbird suite, not only are they typi
cally hidden by dense wetland vegetation, 
but most of the species are also quite 
rare in the Commonwealth. In fact, five of 
the eight members of the suite are listed 
under the Massachusetts Endangered 
Species Act (pied-billed grebe, American 
and least bitterns, common moorhen 



An adult Virginia Rail can 
stride confidently across 
soft mud and r."".r. 
etation 

and king rail), and two others (sora and 
marsh wren) are being closely tracked by 
MassWildlife's Natural Heritage &Endan
gered Species Program (NHESP) due to 
their sparse, declining populations (sora) 
and potentially vulnerable distribution 
(marsh wren). Only the Virginia rail is 
considered common across the state. 

Great Meadows NWR - along with the 
Quaboag Marshes, the Lynnfield Marsh, 
and the North Pool at Plum Island - has 
long been known as one of the most im
portant breeding sites for marsh birds in 
southern New England. Many birdwatch
ers make it an annual ritual to get out 
before sunrise on a morning in early May 
and sit beside the impoundments at Great 
Meadows or North Pool, or drift quietly 
down the Quaboag or Concord rivers, 
to listen for the calls of these species. It 
can take years of patient observation to 
be able to confidently identify members 
of this suite by their calls, and if an ob
server is fortunate enough to actually see 
an individual, it is typically a scurrying 
flash at the wetland's edge. 

With this in mind, it is no wonder why 
birdwatchers from across southern New 
England turned their focus upon Great 
Meadows this summer. Heavy rains early 
in the season resulted in extremely high 
water in the Concord impoundments, 
and as a result, the usually furtive mar
shbirds that breed there were pushed 



Least Bittern, above, and American 
Bittern (caught in the uncommon act of 
swimming, below) are among the eight 
species in Massachusetts commonly 
lumped in the secretive marshbird suite. 
These two species are actually small 
herons, but unlike their more common 
and familiar relatives, they specifically 
require dense, emergent marsh habitat 
for the majority of their life history. 

20 

out to the wetland's edges and beyond: 
out in plain sight for what ended up for 
many to be a once-in-a-lifetime opportu
nity to casually view these birds as they 
foraged, preened, and, in some cases, 
raised chicks. 

The rails put on a show at Great Mead
ows through the month of June that 
will not soon be forgotten. Sora were 
especially visible; an extra bonus since 
this species has become increaSingly 
difficult to find anywhere in the state due 
to its continually declining population. 
Birdwatchers were treated to leisurely 
views of soras walking out on the dikes, 
and there were instances of several so
ras at once foraging amongst the feet of 
stunned groups of birdwatchers. At one 
point it was reported that an unheard of 
six soras were seen up close in one view! 
As word spread, birders began to flock to 
Great Meadows, and with the high water, 
it was not unusual to see dozens of people 
standing waist-deep on submerged trails 
with binoculars and cameras trained on 
soras and Virginia rails. Many birdwatch
ers were able to add these rails to their 
life list, and many photographers left with 
hundreds of up-close images. 

In reality, the term "secretive" is some
what of a misnomer when attached to 
rails. Though seldom seen, rails can 
actually be rather tame. Their secretive 
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The Marsh Wren is the smallest 
member of the secretive marshbird 
suite. Because it typically builds its 

nest in cattails well above the water, 
its nesting success was probably 

unaffected by last spring's high water 
levels. The same cannot be said for 

most other members of the suite. 

reputation is not so much a result of 
any particular shyness, but instead is a 
symptom of their environment. These 
birds are seldom seen because of the 
dense, often inaccessible nature of their 
wetland homes. In fact, rails can be quite 
inquisitive and even bold: they have been 
known to approach people sitting on the 
wetland edge, and will occasionally walk 
over the shoes of a standing observer. 

Interestingly, it's not only humans that 
have a hard time seeing these birds: Rails 
themselves presumably have difficulty 
maintaining visual contact within their 
dense cattail beds, and hence rely primar- ~ 
ily on their calls to communicate. Vocal ~ 
communication is a major part of a rail's f 
daily life. Theyuseseveral diagnostic calls, ~ 
each appropriate for specific situations. ~ 
(Most can be heard at www.allaboutbirds. 0 o 
org.) The most recognizable and important c: 
calls are described as follows: 

Virginia Rail "grunt": a series of 
loud, descending grunts used as both a 
contact call (communication with mate) 
and a territorial call (to keep other rails 
away). These calls are often given to 
locate a nearby mate, or another rail on 
a neighboring territory, with a return 
grunt call often given by the other bird 
in response. Tandem calling, or a duet, 
is a regular behavior and occurs when 
two rails purposely give the grunt call 
simultaneously. Tandem calling can 
occur as pair bonding between mates, 
or as defensive behavior between rival 
rails along the border of their territories. 
When given to rivals, the grunt call can 
be a prelude to aggressive actions. Rival 
males often jump into the air while peck
ing and clawing at each other's chests. 

Virginia Rail "tick-it" and "kicker" 
calls: During spring, listen for loud click
ing calls, the first used by males to attract 
a mate, the second by unpaired females, 
presumably to attract nearby males. 

Virginia Rail "squawk": a high-pitched 
alarm call, often heard when the bird is 
startled. 

Sora "whinny": a high-pitched, sputter
ing call that begins as a rapid, ascending 
tremolo that decreases in speed and 
pitch. Situational use, both singularly 
and in tandem calling, is similar to the 
Virginia rail grunt call. 

Sora "kee-up": a high-pitched, two-syl
lable call resembling the sound of a spring 
peeper, this is a call to attract a mate. 

Sora "keer": A high-pitched alarm call, 
often heard when the bird is startled. 

It seems that replacing sight for sound 
as the primary form of communication 
has resulted in rails being "hypervocal" 
at times. I've observed Virginia rails 
respond with grunt calls to such things 
as a wild turkey's gobble, a barred owl's 
hooting, the call of a northern flicker, a 
passing freight train, a clap of thunder, 
and even the whinny of a sora. 

A diverse assemblage of calls is not the 
only thing these birds have developed 
as adaptations to live in this vegeta
tion-dense environment. The bodies of 
rails have evolved to be laterally com
pressed to slip between the vegetation; 
the expression "thin as a rail" actually 
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originated in reference to the marshbird. 
Rails also have extremely long toes that 
act like snowshoes to displace weight and 
enable the birds to walk easily upon float
ing vegetation. They also have strong legs 
and the highest leg-to-wing muscle ratio 
of any avian group. Although rails have 
poorly developed flight capabilities, both 
sora and Virginia rail are able to swim and 
climb up marsh vegetation. The Virginia 
actually has a tiny claw on each wingtip to 
facilitate climbing. Additionally, Virginia 
rails have specially adapted, exception
ally stiff forehead feathers to withstand 
the constant pushing aside of dense 
vegetation, and long, thin, decurved bills 
that enable them to pick through floating 
vegetation for snails, insects, and small 
fish. The bill of the sora is quite different 
from that of the Virginia rail ; it is short 
and rounded due to the more important 
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Even 
marsh birds 

need to bathe. 
Here an adult 

female Virginia 
Rail (the same 
bird pictured 
on page 26) 

enjoys a 
refreshing 
dunk and 
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role of seeds in the sora's diet, especially 
annual wild rice during migration. 

While the spring excitement at Great 
Meadows provided a lot of fun and learn
ing opportunities for everyone, unfortu
nately, what is good for birdwatchers is 
not always good for birds. In this case, the 
high water likely came at the price of a poor 
nesting season for most of the marsh birds 
at Great Meadows. Many nests , built of 
vegetation and suspended from cattails 
just above the water's surface, likely were 
overtopped by floodwater and destroyed. 

Great Meadows is one of the few places 
in southern New England where the entire 
marshbird suite can be found breeding, 
and it's possible that pied-billed grebe, 
American and least bitterns, common 
moorhen, and king rail were also im
pacted by the high water. The 50+ pairs 
of marsh wrens that nest there may have 



escaped the flooding, as their nests are 
often built higher in the cattails, and at 
least one brood ofYirginia rail chicks was 
observed. On the longer view, it will be 
interesting to see how the cattails them
selves respond to the flooding: Extended 
high water events can be detrimental to 
cattail beds and may result in poor hab
itat quality for several years afterward. 

Maintaining Habitat 
A high water year underlines the impor

tance of maintaining healthy ecosystems 
across the landscape, instead of relying 
on just one or two large sites to sustain the 
majority of our marshbird populations 
statewide. While marshbird populations 
normally have the ability to absorb the 
reproductive losses caused by a regional 
weather event, their population resilience 
is increasingly stressed because the 
number and quality of suitable breeding 
sites has been decreasing. With a limited 
number of high quality breeding sites 

available, there are few neighboring 
populations to supplement reproductive 
losses due to flooding during the nesting 
season, and few sites that can provide al
ternative nesting locations while habitats 
like Great Meadows recover. 

Most of our marsh birds are somewhat 
specialized in their habitat preferences, a 
fact that is partially responsible for their 
generally rare status. While the cattail 
component of a marsh provides many 
of these species with nesting habitat, 
what makes a marsh suitable as breeding 
habitat for most of our species is deep 
pools of standing water interspersed 
within, or at least immediately adjacent 
to, large cattail beds. This combination 
of standing water and dense cattail beds 
is surprisingly unusual in southern New 
England, and is often associated with 
riparian marshes and impoundments 
(including beaver impoundments) . 

The population status of sora in Massa
chusetts seems to reflect their affinity for 

The expression "skinny as a rail" is apt: rails have laterally-compressed 
bodies that aid them in moving through high-stem-density cattail marshes. 
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Soras are much less common than 
Virginia rails in Massachusetts, 

apparently because their habitat 
needs are more specific, and their 

specific habitats are scarce. 

the specialized habitat of dense cattail 
beds adjacent to deep standing water. 
A standardized, statewide survey of 
seemingly suitable marshbird habitat 
conducted by Steve Crowley in 1991-93 
revealed that soras were present in only 
26 of the 177 sites surveyed (15 %). Based 
on this finding, it was estimated that the 
breeding population of sora in Massa
chusetts was fewer than 100 pairs. More 
recently, in 2008-09, NHESP undertook a 
comprehensive inventory and evaluation 



of marsh bird status in southern Berkshire 
County, surveying nearly every suitable 
wetland. The results were even less en
couraging, with only five of the 99 sites 
surveyed supporting breeding sora. Not 
surprisingly, all of these sites occurred 
on sections of slow mQving, moderate
sized streams that were lined with mats 
of dense cattails at their edge. 

In comparison, both of these survey 
efforts revealed a stable and widespread 
Virginia rail population in Massachusetts. 
Crowley found breeding Virginia rails 
at 61 % of his sites during his 1991-93 
work, compared to a nearly identical 
62% during the 2008-09 NHESP work. 
Habitat preference seems to be at least 
a major part of this story. While all sora 
sites observed during the NHESP surveys 
were very similar and specific in their 
composition, Virginia rails displayed a 
much more generalist approach in their 
habitat preferences. Only 63 % of Virginia 
rail sites were in situations dominated by 
cattails. Shrub marsh (17%) and Tussock 
Marsh (10%) accounted for the majority 
of the remainder of habitat, with such 
habitats as wet meadows and emergent 
sedges rounding out the field. 

In an extreme example of Virginia rail 
adaptability, there is a small, permanent 
(nonmigratory) population of Virginia 
rails breeding on Penikese Island, a 
treeless 70-acre island at the end of the 
Elizabeth Islands chain. While it is unusu
al for Virginia rails not to migrate from 
Massachusetts forthe cold months, what 
is really remarkable about this situation 
is that there are virtually no wetlands on 
the island. Yet there are multiple breed
ing pairs of Virginia rails in the uplands, 
nesting within the native bunch grasses 
and blackberry patches. Since at least 
2004, Virginia rails have been seen at all 
times of the year, including annually in 
thewinter months , and chicks have been 
observed during the summer. I have had 
the unusual opportunity on Penikese to 
watch Virginia rails walk in front of an 
upland prescribed fire line in early spring, 
grunt-call during a February snowfall, 

Phragmites is the primary threat to 
marshbird habitats in Massachusetts 
because it replaces native wetland 

plant communities with its own 
dense monoculture. 

and give the kicker call just feet from 
my hilltop tent during summer nights. 
Penikese is certainly the exception, but 
it provides a good example of just how 
flexible in behavior this species can be. 

As is the case with many of our declining 
species, the loss or degradation of quality 
habitat is a leading factor in the precari
ous status of most of the Commonwealth's 
more specialized marshbirds. It has been 
estimated that the United States has lost 
approximately 50% of its wetlands since 
initial European colonization, with a peak 
of unmitigated wetland destruction oc
curring in the mid-20th century. Though 
this outright destruction has significantly 
declined, suitable marsh bird habitat con
tinues to decrease due to degradation. Of 
the many current negative impacts on 
marshbird habitat, perhaps none is more 
of a threat to Massachusetts marshbird 
populations than invasive plants. And of 
all the invasive species in Massachusetts, 
none is currently more threatening than 
nonnative common reed (Phragmites 
australis australis) , generally referred to 
simply as "Phragmites" [see "Hunting the 
Invaders" in issue No.3, 2004]. 

The primary threat posed to marsh
birds by Phragmites is that it replaces 
native wetland vegetation with a Phrag-



mites-dominated system. Phragmites is 
spread from site to site by seed or the 
movement/transport of plant fragments. 
Phragmites can res prout from just a tiny 
root fragment , and once established, it 
quickly expands through a wetland by 
way of a massive system of rhizomes 
(modified underground stems that, as 
they spread , send out new roots and 
traditional aboveground stems) . As 
Phragmites spreads up to 30 feet a year 
in all directions through a wetland, it 
forms extremely dense stands that ex
clude nearly all native vegetation. These 
Phragmites monocultures, often referred 
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to as "clonal stands" because they are 
essentially all one plant due to the rhi
zome spread, are not useable as nesting 
habit for our marshbirds, offer extremely 
poor foraging opportunities because so 
few invertebrates themselves actually 
feed upon nonnative Phragmites, and can 
alter a wetland's hydrology due to the 
massive rhizome mat, up to 6 feet thick, 
that builds below the spreading plant. 

Nonnative Phragmites is now well 
established in every Massachusetts 
county and likely occurs in every town. 
I've noticed that nearly every town's 
Highway Department building sits at the 



Photo © Bill Byrne 

Adult Virginia Rails spend their summers leading their dark chicks on hunts for 
nutritious invertebrates. As with many animals, young rails must learn how to 

survive by observing the behavior of their parents. 

edge of a wetland, and that wetland has 
invariably been invaded by Phragmites 
(as well as Japanese Knotweed) because 
the department has stockpiled soil con
taminated with rhizomes. A drive along 
any Massachusetts interstate, or along 
any section of our coast, will reveal the 
current ubiquity of Phragmites and hints 
at a possible future to come. 

There are many known instances where 
excellent marshbird habitat has been 

lost due to recent Phragmites invasion. 
In one shocking example, NHESP surveys 
in 2008 of the 300-acre Konkapot Marsh 
on Route 7 in Stockbridge, revealed this 
marsh to be perhaps the most important 
Massachusetts marsh bird site west of the 
Connecticut River. This effort also re
sulted in the development of a long-term 
management plan for the wetland due to 
the described presence of Phragmites as 
"a primary future concern." In prepara-
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Photo © Bill Byrne 
Virginia Rail chicks are surprisingly sociable, and are often observed preening 

one another. Right, this chick mashed a squirming nightcrawler until it was 
lifeless, flattened, and empty of dirt, then swallowed its well-subdued meal. 

tion for the implementation of this plan, a 
resurvey of the area in 2012 revealed that 
the Phragmites had expanded to cover 
the vast majority of the site, rendering 
Phragmites control efforts practically 
infeasible across much of the wetland and 
severely reducing the key significance of 
this site for marshbird conservation. All 
in just four growing seasons. 

Unfortunately, the Konkapot scenario 
has played out in several important wet
lands across the state and is poised to 
occur at many more. However, we are not 
helpless against this trend. Phragmites 
control can be achieved with great effec
tiveness, and there are many examples of 
key wetlands being restored across the 
state. The Nature Conservancy has com
pleted a well-documented restoration of 
the ecologically rich wetlands associated 
with Sandy Neck in Barnstable; the Great 
Marsh Revitalization Taskforce has been 
successfully taking on the Phragmites 
issue in the vast salt marshes of the North 
Shore; and NHESP has initiated resto
ration projects in such key sites as the 
Quaboag Marshes in Brookfield, the Hop 
Brook meadows in Lee and Tyringham, 
and across the street from Konkapot at 
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Agawam Lake in Stockbridge, to name 
just a few. 

The excitement at Great Meadows this 
past spring provides a good reminder of 
just how important the marsh bird species 
are to our community, as well as how 
important good habitat stewardship is 
to perpetuate these vulnerable popula
tions. If we can mitigate the threats to 
these populations and ensure that key 
sites such a Great Meadows, North Pool, 
Quaboag Marshes, and Lynnfield Marsh 
continue to function properly as ecosys
tems, and if we can protect and manage 
the smaller but still critical wetlands 
that support this suite across the state, 
we can hopefully enjoy another "Great 
Meadows moment" in 50 years. 

Chris Buelow is a Restoration Ecologist 
with MassWildlife 's Natural Heritage and 
Endangered Species Program. His work 
is focused on the restoration and mainte
nance of rare species habitat and natural 
communities in Massachusetts. He lives 
in Hardwick with his wife, fenna, and 
daughter Vladia, who, at 4 years old, "can 
already do a pretty convincing imitation 
of the American bittern's call." 





by John Lebica 

A firsthand account of how a responsible, outdoor life was 
engendered by a few old traps, family history, and parents who 

understood that a child allowed to sample some freedom and risk is 
likely to develop into a well-balanced teenager and adult. 

The summer I turned twelve, my dad's 
dad came out to visit from Wisconsin 
loaded down with adventure stories of 
my father hunting, fishing, and trapping 
his way up the Wisconsin River. These 
were important stories, the kind that at 
the age of twelve make it hard to sleep. 
They included an Indian chief friend of my 
dad's , Evergreen Tree, of the Winnebago 
people; blizzards; temps to 60-below; 
and always the River. The night before 
he boarded the train home he recalled 
that there might still be a couple of my 
dad's traps hanging in the basement, and 
promised that he'd check. Three weeks 
later a box arrived wrapped in twine that 
jingled and clanked when you picked it 
up. It held the four most wonderful items 
I would ever own at that time: my Dad's 
very worn copy of A Trappers Compan
ion and three Victor long spring, Number 
1 traps that still had my dad's tags on 
them, and even more importantly, had 
the magic of family history in them. 

That November, I was a trapper. With 
my partner, Johnny Alvino, we set out to 
make history of our own in the pursuit of 
a muskrat. We had scouted a ditch along 
the Charles River with just enough flow to 
make it a little dangerous to cross. Don't 
forget, a little danger is healthy for kids ; 
helps them know real danger when they 
see it. And it was good for my mom, who 
was not at all an outdoors person, but who 
respected the trapper's code that I must 
check those traps every day, regardless 
of weather, family commitments, and 
home work. That kind of responsibility 
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is good for a kid and the trust that builds 
between that kid and a parent comes in 
handy during the teen years ; you know, 
real danger. 

We trapped our hearts out and loved 
every freezing-cold , muddy, soaking- wet 
moment of it all. This was true adven
ture, our adventure. We each caught one 
muskrat that year, both on the same day, 
and the story of that triumph would take 
10 pages to share. Over 40 years later, 
I see in my mind's eye that afternoon 
unfolding in all its grandeur through 
my pride and the pouring rain. My folks 
had my muskrat stuffed for Christmas. 
A very natural mount, it sits in my son's 
room today; its hair, as mine, having lost 
much of its original color. 

It 's amazing how those three traps 
connected me to the Wisconsin River, my 
granddad, my dad's woodsman's heart, 
my mom's trust, and an opportunity to 
intensely study wildlife behavior in a way 
no book could match. The following years 
of running a trap line may have been 
much more successful in numbers, and 
there were great fish to catch at Quabbin 
and deer to be shot at the Rocky Gutter 
WMA, but nothing I've done since rivals 
the intensity of November 1968 for mak
ing me the outdoors person I am today 
and for ensuring I appreciate fully the 
importance of sharing the outdoors and 
just a little danger with my kids . 

I had the wonderful opportunity to 
meet Evergreen Tree a few years later 
in Wisconsin on a road trip with my dad. 
In full regalia for a cultural event, he 



appeared just as I had always imagined 
in deer skin and eagle feathers . I almost 
fainted. He told me about how my dad, 
the now U.S. postal carrier in Dedham, 
had been quite a trapper in his youth, 
and a heck of a hunter; high praise and 
a proud moment for us both. 

The trail I followed each day through 
the woods, across two meadows, and 
down into that gully with a backpack on 
my back, set me on the adventure of my 

lifetime. Though box traps are now the 
equipment of the day, the adventure is 
still there to be had by a young person 
who has participated in the Division's 
Trapper Education program. Details are 
available on the MassWildlife website. 

I still love rainy days and the smell of 
dead grass and mud in November, as do so 
many of you, and I do still love watching 
those muskrats. 
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By Dawn's Early L~ht 
by Robert L. Christensen 

A nostalgic account of a enjoyable and productive morning 
in the field indicates that pheasant hunting in Massachusetts 
hasn't changed all that much in the last half century ... 

The telephone rang. Dana answered . 
"It's for you, Daddy." 

When I took the receiver, the voice on 
the other end said, "Can you be ready at 
5:30 tomorrow morning?" I recognized 
Warren's voice and mentally bid a sad 
farewell to the thought of sleeping in on 
Saturday morning. 

"Does it have to be that early? " I asked 
with a slight whiny tone to my voice. 

"Well ," he said, "It's all over in an hour 
after sunrise." ReSignedly, I agreed, but 
added a mental footnote that we should 
both have our heads examined. 

Warren is the local school principal, 
but horticulture, hunting, and fishing vie 
for his spare time. I met him through my 
wife, who was on the school board at the 
time, and discovered we had common 
interests in hunting and the product's 
of viticulture. He grew grapes for the 
fresh market, but always had some fruit 
that had not sold or was slightly past 
its prime. We struck a deal in which he 
supplied the grapes and we turned them 
into a fermented product of some repute 
among our family and friends . In terms 
of the hunting interest, I learned that he 
and his two boys owned between them 
three Parker shotguns, that Warren had 
a wire-haired pointer named Red , and 
that they only hunted birds . 

My shooting prowess had declined from 
lack of practice in recent years, and I al
most felt too ashamed to go hunting with 
friends. What can your excuse be when 
a pheasant looking as big as a Thanks
giving turkey lumbers into the air like an 
overloaded helicopter, and you miss it 
with both barrels of Number 6 shot? My 
newest excuse for my poor marksman
ship was that I had discovered that my 
"master eye" had changed from right to 
left. Being a right-handed person who 
had always shot a side-by-side double 
with both eyes open, this suggested the 
32 

reason why I was missing the birds. In an 
effort to remedy the situation, I bought 
an old pump gun that had a top-tang 
safety like my side-by-side double to see 
if a single barrel would force me to use 
only my right eye when wingshooting. 
This hunting outing would be the grand 
experiment to see if the theory worked. 

At five o'clock in the morning the alarm 
buzzes and my wife groans and shuts it 
off. I struggle out of bed, visit the facility, 
and morbidly consider the fact that no 
other house on our street has a light on 
except ours. No breakfast; just enough 
time to get on my hunting clothes and 
get the gun and ammunition out of the 
closet. At almost exactly 5:30, a car pulls 
in the driveway. The horn toots once. 
I'm sure the neighbors wonder what the 
fool in my house was up to at that hour. 

Red gives me his usual overly enthusi
astic greeting by exchanging bad breath 
with me and uttering happy whines. War
ren is worried that we are running late. 

"Hope we can pick up Dave [his older 
son] and get over to Conway before all 
the good spots are taken." 

"Is it that crowded?" I ask. 
"Only if they stocked the pheasants 

last night ," Warren replies. "Otherwise, 
there won't be too many hunters there." It 
seemed that the under-cover-of-darkness 
stocking activities of Fish and Game in 
the Conway Wildlife Management Area 
were well known to local hunters. As a 
migrant from the Midwest , where all the 
pheasants were wild rather than stocked, 
I wondered about shooting semi-tame 
birds reared on a game farm. I also began 
to wonder about the wisdom of hunting 
in the company of a pack of hunters of 
unknown experience and knowledge of 
sportsmanship. 

Shortly, we pulled into Dave's yard. All 
was dark. "I hope he didn't forget ," Warren 
said. He fidgeted a minute, then got out 





of the car and went to the house. Dave 
is Warren's oldest son and, if possible, is 
an even more avid hunter that Warren. 
Red and I sat for a few minutes fogging up 
the windshield as it chilled down. While I 
shivered from the cold, Red shivered from 
excitement. Warren returned. "If he can't 
get up, he can't go with us," he grumped. 
Off we went without Dave. 

After a 20 minute drive I wondered if we 
were in the right place when we parked 
at the edge of a road and there were no 
other cars to be seen. Perhaps this could 
be explained by the fact that it was still 
pitch black outside the car. Warren shut 
off the engine and we sat and listened to 
it ticking as it cooled. In about 15 minutes 
car lights began to show on some of the 
other roads in the management area, as 
well as behind us. A glow began in the 
eastern sky and the surroundings began 
to be visible. The topography was quite 
rolling. with heavy grass and weed cover 
in the fields on each side of the road. The 
field edges led up to mixed poplar and 
pine woods. In all, the upland cover was 
probably about 15 or 20 acres. 

Gradually it became lighter outside 
and men began to get out of their cars 
and engage in low-voiced conversation. 
Plumes of breath in the chill air were 
visible. Dogs whined and occasionally 
barked. Warren gave me the rules for 
hunting in these crowded conditions to 
avoid being shot or shooting someone 
else. I considered sitting this one out 
while watching the mayhem from the 
safety of the car. A man came from behind 
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to ask what timewe had, because hunting 
could not begin until 6:52. Finally, down 
the road, two groups of hunters headed 
into the field. On the other road, more 
hunters moved into the field. Still we 
waited. Then we heard a rooster cackle 
and a barrage of gunfire. 

A rooster sailed along parallel to the 
road as hunter after hunter fired until 
he suddenly crumpled to the ground. We 
began to move into the field. Red, off the 
leash, charged into the field with Warren 
blowing his lungs out on his whistle. 
Red raced back and circled around us 
while we struggled up the bank from 
the road into the field . A few steps into 
the field and we heard another barrage 
from behind us. We looked back to see a 
rooster coming across the road toward 
and over us. Warren shot once, then 
again, and missed. I followed it around 
with my newly acquired pump gun and 
squeezed the trigger at a range of about 40 
yards. The bird fell! I was so amazed that 
I forgot about what gun I had, and forgot 
to rack another shell into the chamber. 
Mistake, because as we walked toward 
the downed bird, another rooster got up 
on my side. By the time I figured out why 
the blasted gun would not fire , the bird 
was long gone. 

Red retrieved my bird and tookit to War
ren, who stuffed it into the game pouch on 
my coat. The surrounding area began to 
sound like a battleground as more naive 
cock birds got airborne. We moved on 
across the field with a wary eye on the 
location of other hunters. Red, instead 



of pointing, flushed a bird which we duly 
saluted as he sailed away. Red wouldn't 
look us in the eye as he was scolded. He 
almost looked ashamed. 

Coming back on our swing across the 
field, we a saw a familiar figure : It was 
Dave. Sheepishly, he admitted to going 
back to sleep after his alarm went off, 
and he didn't wake up for another half 
hour. Needless to say, he was subjected 
to a bit of razzing (gentle from me and 
stronger from his dad) . Secretly, I was 
a bit envious of Dave's extra 40 winks. 

We hunted on back across the field. 
A gray drizzle began. I saw a gun flash 
about a half mile away and reflected that 
is was still pretty dark at 7:30 for that 
to be visible. The three of us and Red 
crossed the road into that field. A few 
yards in, I stopped and spoke quietly to 
Dave. "There's a wounded bird on the 
ground about 10 feet ahead between us." 

"I see him, too." It suddenly became 
apparent that the bird wasn't wounded 
at all as he rocketed into the air. Again, 
I was beaten to the draw as Dave fired 
once and missed. My gun finally located 
the bird and knocked it down. Red came 
bounding back to find out what was going 
on, and again proceeded to bring the bird 
to Warren, who stuffed it in my jacket. I 
was done for the day, having filled my 
limit before 8 am. I wasn't hurt by the 
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What a Good Boy! 

fact , since I had proven that the change 
to a single-barrel gun was correcting my 
shooting problem. 

On we moved, with me in the middle 
and Warren and Dave on the sides. When 
we work into the woods fringe, I rachet a 
shell into the chamber in case a grouse or 
woodcock should pop up. No such luck, 
but Warren and Dave each take a chance 
at a rooster who had decided that open 
field running was more dangerous than 
getting into the heavy cover in the pines. 
Red finally makes a point, and Warren is 
able to down the bird. 

The hunt is over by 9:00 and we are 
ready for some coffee. At the local coffee 
shop we savor the brew and the memory 
of the hunt. We felt a bit sorry for Red, who 
never got to track a scent all morning. The 
birds had flushed from their overnight 
roosts in the cover and had not moved 
to leave scent traces for the dog. So as 
far as pointing was concerned, Red had a 
less than satisfactory day. But, that's the 
way it is with stocked pheasant hunting 
in Massachusetts . 

"Want to do it again next week?" asked 
Warren when he dropped me off at my 
house. 

"Sure," I said, without hesitation. "What 
time?" 

Robert L. Christensen now lives in Braden
ton, Florida. This is a true story from some 
50 years ago when he "lived in Sunderland, 
Massachusetts, and hunted with Warren, 
Dave, and Bruce Bennett in the Conway 
Wildlife Management Area. " 

35 



Continued from inside front cover ... 
up for discussion by the Fisheries & Wildlife 
Board as our biologists wrestle with various 
options to maintain our bear population at 
whatever growth rate is deemed scientifical
ly appropriate based on available habitat 
bear complaints, and bear-vehicle collisions~ 
Unfortunately, the Fisheries & Wildlife Board 
whi~h sets wildlife regulations and prohibited 
bmtmg for bear when it classified the animal as 
a game species in the early 1970s (bears were 
essentially unprotected prior to that time), no 
lonfler has the ability to alter the baiting pro
hibitIOn because a ballot referendum in 1996 
prohibited baiting for bear by statute. Now, 
only the state legislature has the authority to 
alter that prohibition. 
Unlike deer, bears do not attain population 

densities that force them to severely damage 
or de.stn?y their habitat and those of many other 
species m the process; hence there is no biologi
cal reason to control their numbers/ growth. The 
only reasons to control their growth/ numbers 
are all cultu.rql: to reduce agricultural damage, 
vehlcl'-! co{lIslOns, and public complaints (most 
of. which mvolve the raiding of garbage con
tamers or the destruction of bird feeders). The 
settmg of bear management goals is therefore 
a rather subjective proposition, and as Director 
MacCallum mentioned in the editorial you cite, 
one of the major factors that must be determined 
is "the tolerance or intolerance of eastern Mas
sachusetts residents to bears." If residents can 
learn to live with bears as neighbors (as the 
residents of much of western and west-central 
Mass have learned to do) then maybe we can 
set more liberal, rather than more conservative 
bear density goals. However, when we hav~ 
thousands of residents who refuse to take down 
their birdfeeders or secure their trash when 
bears are active; when many people retain an 
absurd belief that they are in immediate danger 
of bemg attacked If there is a bear in the vicinity; 
when every bear caught by daylight east of Rte. 
495 engenders a media circus and bear-alarm
ing crowds; well, one can despair that there is 
much hope the urban culture that dominates the 
latter region will ever be able to evolve genuine 
understanding, tolerance, and respect for these 
maflnificent, almost invariably polite, animals. 

Wildlife managers have multiple options 
that can contribute to meeting our bear man
agement goals, but it should be made clear 
to all that science is pragmatic: It can tell us 
how many bears (specifically, female bears) 
must be removed from the population each 
year to achieve a targeted growth rate, but 
like the natural world itself, science does not 
concern itself with the ethics/ morality of how 
any population is managed. Populations can 
be . "reduced/ controlled" to various degrees 
usmg pOisons, trappmg, hunting over bait, 
bounties, sharp-shooters, and conventional 
hunting (with manipulation of where, when, 
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how many, and by what method individual 
hunters may harvest bears). With bears, a case 
could even be made that we could increase 
hunter numbers, and hence the harvest, if we 
allowed the gall bladders of legally-taken bears 
to be sold on the open market. 
Obviously, all of these options have their pros 
and cons, and some, though perhaps most effi
Cient, are no longer considered ethical today. 
The general public (including bear hunters) 
would not tolerate the use of bounties or poi
sons to reduce bear numbers; the 1996 public 
referencj.um eliminated (among other things) 
the optIOn to hunt bears with dogs (as well as 
the ba.ltmg of bears, as mentioned above); bear 
trappmg has been outlawed in Massachusetts 
since the 19th century; and I would submit that 
the urban culture which now dominates the 
Commonwealth, as well as some unknown (but 
likely SignifICant) percentage of our hunting 
community, would not regard shooting a bear 
with Its head stuffed in a 55-gallon drum full of 
stale donuts as anything but an execution, rath
er than ethical huntmg. Others will disagree. 
On its face, baiting does not seem to meet 

the sportsman's goal of Fair Chase, the very 
foundatIOn of hunting ethics (www.huntright. 
org/ where-we-stand/fair-chase). But ethics 
are variable from place to place, we allow the 
baiting of coyo~e, fox, and bobcat, and many 
states allow bmtmg for bear and believe it eth
ical. Furthermore, anyone who researches the 
subject or has engaged in the arduous process 
of maintaining a bait station in a state where 
it is legal quickly realizes that, when baiting 
IS allowed, bears soon wise up to the scam 
learn to avoid bait stations in daylight, and 
become obseSSIVe about determining if hunters 
are present anywhere in the vicinity before 
approaching. A good argument can therefore 
be made that baiting for bears is Fair Chase. 
If not, then is it unethical to bait coyotes and 
fox? If so, then shouldn't it also be legal to bait 
deer? How about waterfowl? 
Ethics is almost always a contentious subject 
with which to wrestle... PG.M. 

Hi Pete: We noticed this snail several days 
ago stuck on the side of our garage. He 
was on the fascia board about 18" off the 
ground. Yesterday it got 95 degrees out 
and we worried about our buddy, so we 
w~tered him with the hose for a couple of 
mmutes at the end of the day. This morning, 
we noticed he had crawled up the cedar 
siding all the way to the top near the flood 
lights. He picked the northern, shady side 
of our home to attach. He is so pretty. He 
does not look like he belongs in Mass. Looks 
like a tropiC dweller. He has some scars on 
his shell, maybe from being in someone's 
mouth. He is a beautiful survivor! Of the 
many. years I've spent hunting, fishing, 
trap-pmg, scouting, etc., in the woods, I've 
never seen a snail like this. If you have any 



thoughts on what type of critter this is , 
please let me know. Thanks. 

Dana Hanna 
Northborough, MA 

I showed your photos to Dr. Tom French, 
who, among other things, is an expert on our 
mollusks (see his 'It Life of Slime" in issue No. 
2, 2012). Here 's what he offered: 
"The attractive yellow snail with brown bands 
from Northborough is the Brown-lipped Grove 
SnQ/1 (Cepaea nemoralis) which is native 
to Europe and has been introduced to North 
America. There are two species of grove snails 
found In Massachusetts. The other, which is far 
less common, is the White-lipped Grove Snail 
(Cepaea hortensis). This species is also found 
across Europe and has traditionally been 
considered a fairly recent introduction to North 
America. However the discovery of White
lipped Grove Snail shells in the sediments 
of St. Elzear Cave on the Gaspe Peninsula 
of Quebec that date back to around 7,850 
years ago (before the arrival of the Vikings) 
suggests that their arrival was ancient and 
probably occurred without human assistance. 
Their spread into New England came much 
later, but by the mid-1800s they were found on 
islands and coastal sites from Essex County to 
Nantucket and the Vineyard. 
"The arrival of the Brown-lipped Grove Snail 

in Massachusetts was probably from deliberate 

The now rare White-lipped Grove Snail lacks 
the dark edging around its shell opening. 

re leases into private gardens, resulting in 
thriving populations being noted in the 1920s. 
The earliest documentation of this sort of 
deliberate release was reported by William G. 
Binney, who was born in Boston, graduated 
from Harvard, and wrote The Land and 
Fresh Water Shells of America along with 
other related works. He later moved to New 
Jersey and wrote that he took about a hundred 
Brown-lipped Grove snails from near Sheffield, 
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Brown-lipped Grove Snail 
England in 1857 and released them into his 
garden in Burlington, N.J. Two years later, he 
reported that the whole town was full of them! 
The Brown-lipped Grove Snail is the larger of 

the two species, able to thrive in a wider range 
of habitats, and proved itself to be the more 
successful competitor. Both species are colonial 
and can sometimes be found by the hundreds, 
even thousands. For decades after the arrival 
of the second species, locations were reported 
with both species mingled together, but over 
time the White-lipped Grove Snail began to 
be replaced by the Brown-lipped, which also 
began spreading farther from the coast. 

"Nantucket may be the only place in 
Massachusetts where the White-lipped Grove 
Snail still persists, but the Brown-lipped Grove 
Snail is common in every coastal town, and on 
most of the offshore islands, even some of the 
smallest and most isolated. Several isolated 
populations well away from the coast have 
also been found. These are sites where live 
snails were probably transported accidentally, 
but have persisted. They include around the 
Division's Field Headquarters in Westborough, 
the old truck stop at Exit 2 on the MassPike in 
Lee, and most likely the site where this snail 
was found in Northborough. 
"These two snails are the two most colorful 

species of land snails in the Commonwealth. In 
spite of their large size, eye-catching color, and 
habit of living close to people, we still don't fully 
understand their distribution in Massachusetts. 
We are interested in receiving reports from 
anywhere in the Commonwealth, but we are 
particularly interested in reports with photos 
(or shells) of the White-lipped Grove Snail, 
which appears to have largely disappeared. 
We are also particularly interested in records 
of either species away from the coast, like this 
one from Northborough. So, please let us know 
about your discoveries." 

Color/ pattern variation in the Brown-lipped Grove Snail 
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An adult Sora Rail, Porzana carolina, seen here at Great Meadows National Wildlife 
Refuge in Concord during a high water period last June, forages for food to feed its 
young. An uncommon bird in Massachusetts due to a scarcity of the specific type of 
wetland habitat it requires, it is difficult to observe except during periods of high water 
that force it to operate along wetland edges, rather than in its preferred surroundings 
deep in dense cattail stands. This one is stalking copious aquatic fly larvae that it will 
collect in quantity (rather like a Puffin collects multiple small fish) , then carry back to 
its nest. The species is quite omnivorous, but as opportunistic as any predator, and 
will feed on seeds, algae, aquatic insects, spiders, snails, and almost any invertebrates 
it encounters. Young need protein for healthy development, however, so that's what 
this parent bird is gathering. Inset shows it with a large Crane Fly (Tipulidae) larvae 
and a beak full of smaller species, perhaps Marsh Flies (Ephydridae). 

Photo© 
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