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We sadly received word this winter that Jeff Capute of 
Centerville, MA, passed away December 12, 2014, after a 
brief battle with cancer. Jeff was a longtime participant 
in MassWildlife's Freshwater Sportfishing Award Program 
and anyone who was fortunate enough to know him would 
likely say that the image of him that immediately comes 
to mind is his smile as he held a trophy fish. Jeff loved 
to fish and he became a master of the sport, earning an 
astounding number of awards for many species. Jeff was 
earning awards for catching trophy fish long before the 
current Program Coordinator took over, and was known early 
on for catching lunker Smallmouth Bass and Yellow Perch on 
shrimp, but soon began adding other species . Since 2000, 
when the Awards Program began monitoring the progress of 
individual anglers, Jeff had submitted nearly 90 trophy fish 
applications representing 13 ofthe 22 eligible species. That 
puts him among the top five anglers among over 4,500 who 
have earned awards since the turn of the century. Jeff's true 
skills manifested themselves in his ability to land not just 
trophy fish , but the very largest trophy fish in Massachusetts 
each year. For these feats he was awarded more gold pins 
fo r a wider variety of species than any other angler since 
2000. His 20 gold pins were for Brook Trout, Bullhead, Chain 
PickereL Northern Pike, Rainbow Trout, Smallmouth Bass, 
Sunfish, White Perch, and Yellow Perch . He was posthumously 
awarded three gold pins for a Northern Pike, Sunfish, an 
Yellow Perch he caught last year, making him th~ top gold 
win ner in the Program's history. ;: : .. J : .:-, ;.:- C :? 
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Editorial 

Timing is Everything 
When this issue of Massachusetts Wild

life is printed, I will have retired from 
state service. The adage that "timing is 
everything" is spot-on with respect to my 
career as a professional wildlife biologist. 
I graduated with a Bachelor's of Science 
in wildlife biology in 1968, and a Master's 
of Science in wildlife management from 
Pennsylvania State University in 1970. This 
was a time of environmental awakening 
and activism as the environment had be
come a major concern of Americans. This 
concern generated political support for a 
host of environmental laws (Endangered 
Species, Wetlands Protection, Clean Wa
ter, Environmental Impact Assessment, 
etc.) that increased the ability of fish and 
wildlife agencies to protect and conserve 
natural resources. 

The fruits of the environmental move
ment are evident in the improvement in 
the health of the Commonwealth's wildlife 
since 1970. The Wild Turkey, Bald Eagle, 
Peregrine Falcon, and Fisher are extirpat
ed species that have been restored. Deer, 
bear, beaver, Canada Geese, waterfowl, 
and many other species are near or at 
record population levels in our state. 

Comprehensive conservation and man
agement efforts are now being directed at 
the entire wildlife community in a holistic, 
systems approach. In 1970, most of the 
restoration and management effort was 
being directed at individual game species. 
In 1970, there was no Natural Heritage and 
Endangered Species Program. Today, the 
Division's Natural Heritage section has 
more biologists than the Fisheries and 
Wildlife sections combined. 

Today's biologists have technologies 
and capabilities that their predecessors 
couldn't even have imagined. They have 
the scientific knowledge and databases 
to achieve population goals and are able 
to establish harvest management regula
tions based on sophisticated computer 
modeling that achieves an incredible 
level of predictability. Radio-technology 
and nanotechnology are such that we 
can attach radio-tracking devices to 
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small animals, even Monarch butterflies. 
Further, GIS, or Geographical Information 
Systems, enable the establishment and 
delineation of science-based habitat 
management goals at a landscape scale. 

The level of education possessed by 
Division staff has paralleled the change 
in the level of science and technology. 
Over 70% of the staff in the agency now 
possesses a college degree. In fact , in the 
last 30 years, every research biologist 
hired holds an advanced degree (M.S. 
or Ph.D.) . 

All the technology and education in 
the world , however, cannot sustain our 
wildlife if there is not sufficient habitat 
to maintain viable populations. This is 
especially true in densely populated Mas
sachusetts. The need to preserve open 
space was a growing public concern in the 
1970s. At that time, the Division owned 
about 25,500 acres of wildlife lands. Land 
was slowly being acquired using $1 from 
the sale of every hunting and fishing 
license, and by 1988, the Division's hold
ings had increased to nearly 50,000 acres. 
Sprawling development had elevated the 
public's concern and support for open
space protection. In 1990, a $5 Wildlands 
Conservation stamp was added to every 
hunting and fishing license, providing 
an increased, stable funding stream for 
land acquisition by the Division that has 
been further enhanced by periodically 
authorized bond issues for open space 
preservation. The Division today has over 
200,000 acres of wildlife lands. This land, 
combined with other state, federal , and 
land-trust conservation lands, forms a 
critical core that is key to the future of 
wildlife in the state. 

Also in 1990, the passage of the Massa
chusetts Endangered Species Act (MESA) 
further increased the Division's capa
bility to conserve and protect natural 
biodiversity by giving it the authority to 
regulate actions that could impact state 
MESA-listed species and their habitats. 
Maps delineating Priority Habitat for all 
MESA-listed species were provided to all 



city and town conservation commissions. 
Today, if a proposed project will impact 
a state-listed species or its habitat , the 
project cannot proceed without taking 
mitigation measures that meet the ap
proval of the Division. 

Rather than simply saying "no," this ap
proach provides a pathway for a project 
to proceed, with the assurance that the 
impact on a listed species or its habitat is 
adequately mitigated. This is a pragmatic 
and practical approach to addressing 
the protection of a state-listed species. 

One thing that has not changed since 
1970 is the overwhelming reliance on 
fees and assessments paid by hunters 
and anglers to fund fish and wildlife 
conservation in this country. This is par
ticularly true in Massachusetts. In 2014, 
the Division of Fisheries and Wildlife's 
total sum of expenditures was just over 
$18,700,000. The sources of this money 
were as follows : 

Hunters and anglers : 

$15,435,000 

Donations and grants for Natural 
Heritage and Endangered Species: 

$1,777,000 

Capital outlay/ interagency 
agreements : 

$1 ,453,000 

General Fund : 

$150,000 

The almost exclusive reliance on sports
men and sportswomen as the primary 
means to fund fish and wildlife conserva
tion is called the North American Model 
of Wildlife Conservation. The United 
States has developed the strongest and 
most successful wildlife management 
and conservation programs in the world 
under this model. However, today there 
is great concern among conservationists 
that fewer and fewer young people are 
engaging in fishing, hunting, and other 
outdoor activities. With the aging of the 

baby-boomer population, the number 
of license-buying anglers and hunters is 
about to drop precipitously. Maintaining 
financial support for wildlife conser
vation and management is going to be 
increasingly challenging if the decline 
in participation by young people is not 
reversed. Getting coming generations 
into the outdoors is going to be key to 
maintaining the funding and public sup
port for sustaining the abundance and 
distribution of wildlife that we have today. 

I came of age at the most opportune 
time to start a career in wildlife man
agement. Serving as your Director has 
been a privilege and an honor for me. 
It has been a labor of love, and I have 
appreciated having the opportunity to 
write this magazine's editorials for the 
past quarter of a century. 

ti/~-if:~~ 
Wayne F. MacCallum, Director 

3 



by Marianne Piche 
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U SSWildlife is working to 
implement a Conservation Strategy for 
the New England Cottontail (Sylvilagus 
transitionals) to ensure there is a future 
for our only native cottontail. This once
common rabbit is now rare and restricted 
to habitats that consist of dense expanses 
of young trees and shrubs that are 3-15 
feet in height. These stem-packed habi
tats provide protection from predators 
(especially raptors) and an adequate 
supply of food at ground level. The New 
England Cottontail (NEC) is among a 
group of 20 rare or declining animal spe
cies identified in the Massachusetts State 
Wildlife Action Plan that are dependent 
on young forest/shrubland habitats. It 
was also designated as a candidate for 
federal Endangered Species Act protec
tion in 2006 by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service, with a listing decision to be made 
by this September. 

The Eastern Cottontail (Silvilagus 
flo rida n us) , a non-native, Midwestern 
cousin of the New England Cottontail, 

also prefers shrubland and young forest 
habitat. This species, however, risks 
going out into open fields and moving 
through open wooded areas that lack 
dense cover. It has been theorized that 
it can do so because its eyes are placed 
higher on the head, allowing it to detect 
predators - and therefore seek cover 
- more quickly than the NEC, whose 
eyes are situated lower on the sides of 
the head. While this theory mayor may 
not be true, we do clearly know that the 
Eastern Cottontail (EC) can exploit a 
habitat niche that is much broader than 
the NEC's. 

The EC was introduced to Massachu
setts from the late 1800s into the early 
1900s, and is now widespread throughout 
the Commonwealth. The NEC, which at 
one time inhabited much of southern New 
England and eastern New York, has been 
in decline for 50 years and now occurs 
only in small, isolated populations within 
the previous range. 

New England Cottontails are habitat 
specialists, hopping huggers of baby 

Mimicking the natural effects of hurricane, tornado, or fire, a huge mower is used 
during a project in Montague to set back forest succession and create dense, early 
successional habitat to benefit species such as the declining New England Cottontail 
(left) and a host of other species dependent on these stem-dense habitats. 
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To determine where the New England Cottontail still exists, Mass Wildlife researchers. 
in this case the Southeast Wildlife District "Rabbit Crew ", set box traps (above) 
and survey for rabbit pellets that can be tested for DNA. 

trees. They are restricted to habitat patch
es that provide dense cover and food 
throughout the entire year. Many other 
species utilize this habitat type, but unlike 
the NEC, most are habitat generalists that 
move in and out of it during their annual 
life cycles, yet also rely on and utilize 
other habitat types to meet their survival 
needs. Examples include most songbirds, 
Black Bear, Moose, and Bobcat; species 
capable of traveling greater distances or 
through other habitat types to find food 
or breeding sites. In the process, they are 
also better able to locate other suitable 
patches of stem-dense young forest or 
shrublands that remain unknown to the 
"homebound" NEC. 

These habitats are important to migrat
ing songbirds as resting and feeding stops 
during their bi-annual migrations, provid
ing cover from predators and abundant 
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insects for food . Some of these species 
remain in the young forest/shrubland to 
breed, while the fledglings of species that 
breed in other habitats may visit to find 
food and cover in it. Like other wildlife, 
birds have evolved to change their diet 
as food availability changes with the 
seasons and they search for food in dif
ferent habitat types. This strategy allows 
certain species to forage over larger areas 
during spring, summer, and fall. 

To survive when winter comes to town, 
wildlife living in temperate climates 
evolved one of three survival strategies: 
migrate, hibernate, or find food. Many 
examples of our breeding birds migrate, 
while our bears, woodchucks, bats, and 
reptiles hibernate. Our cottontail rabbits, 
however, remain active and at home, 
and so must find food amidst the cold 
and snow. Throughout the winter, NECs 
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are shrub lovers, foraging on the twigs 
and buds of raspberries , blackberries, 
dogwoods , meadowsweet, blueberry, 
etc., and young trees. If they find them
selves in a patch of habitat that isn't 
large enough to provide an adequate 
food supply and protection throughout 
the winter, their survival rate declines. 
The species has been shown to have low 
winter survival rates in habitat patches 
that are less than 12 acres in size. They 
cannot safely disperse to another habitat 
patch that offers cover and food without 
the risk of becoming prey to someone 
else using the strategy of finding food 
to survive the winter. These include 
the Eastern Coyote, Fisher, and Great 
Horned Ow\. 

New England Cottontails and other 
lagomorphs leave distinct signs of their 
presence in winter as they browse twigs, 
make tracks in the snow, and deposit fecal 
pellets. Searching for these signs, DFW 
biologists have been keeping the rabbits 
company out there in the cold. We don 
our snowshoes , equip ourselves with 
data sheets, GPS units, and collection 
vials , then lower our heads and burrow 
our way through the thickets in quest of 
rabbit fecal pellets. We do this in an effort 
to document the occurrence of the NEC 
in new locations, as well as to reconfirm 

their continued presence in areas where 
we have found them before: It's a required 
component of the Conservation Strategy 
for the NEC. 

Because they cannot be distinguished 
from the non-native EC in the wild, either 
by sight or their sign, we have to gather rab
bit pellets and send them to a laboratory 
for DNA analysis to determine the species. 
So far, we have been able to reconfirm the 
presence of the NEC in areas where the 
species was known to occur in the early 
2000s, but with the exception of Nantuck
et, they now appear to be restricted to 
specific mainland habitats in southeastern 
and southwestern Massachusetts. 

Habitat Management 
The conservation - including protection, 

restoration, and management - of Massa
chusetts' wild fauna and flora is the statu
tory responsibility of the Massachusetts 
Division of Fisheries & Wildlife (MassWild
life). This responsibility is established 
and articulated in the Constitution and 
General Laws of Massachusetts. A crucial 
component of MassWildlife's State Wildlife 
Action Plan to conserve the biological di
versity of the Commonwealth is restoring 
and managing habitat. The scope of such 
work is obviously enormous, and we often 
accomplish it through cooperative part-

A New England Cottontail hops back into its nearly impenetrable habitat after 
examination and release. The species inhabits a small fraction of its former range. 

I 
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Blue-winged Warbler, above, and 
Eastern Towhee, right, are among 
the species that will benefit from the 
creation of early successional habitat. 

nerships with other government agencies 
and conservation organizations. 

To conserve the NEC, MassWildlife 
partnered with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service, other state environmental agen
cies, the Wildlife Management Institute, 
and the U.S. Department of Agriculture's 
Natural Resources Conservation Service 
(NRCS) in an effort to reverse the decline 
of the species and avoid the need for its 
federal listing. Under this partnership, 
the Conservation Strategy for the NEC 
was developed and approved in 2012. 
Objectives of the plan include addressing 
threats (one of which is habitat loss) in 
focal areas where the NEC is known to 
occur by increasing the amount of young 
forest and shrubland habitat on federal, 
state, municipal, and private land. 

With over 75 % of the land in Massachu
setts held in private ownership, many 
landowners have the opportunity to 
conserve biological diversity on their own 
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land. To help landowners conserve rare 
and declining species by restoring and 
managing habitat on their lands, Mass
Wildlife hired a Habitat Biologist in 2008 
to work under a partnership established 
in 2006 with NRCS. This federal agency 
offers habitat management funding assis
tance to private landowners through Farm 
Bill programs. MassWildlife's Habitat 
Biologist works with NRCS conservation 
planners to develop habitat management 
projects for private landowners. 

Young forests are a type of habitat pri
vate landowners can create on their land 
to help reverse the decline of the New En
gland Cottontail and the 19 other rare and 
declining species for which it is important 
or crucial to long-term survival. These 
include several migratory songbirds such 
as Prairie Warbler, Blue-winged Warbler, 
Eastern Towhee, and White-throated 
Sparrow, as well as American Woodcock, 
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The Eastern Ratsnake is among three 
native reptiles associated with early 
successional habitats. 
Ruffed Grouse, Black Racer, Black Bear, 
Moose, and Bobcat. Young forest habitat 
is dominated by dense cover composed 
of tree seedlings, saplings, shrubs, wild
flowers , and grasses, all of which appear 
in response to increased sunlight reaching 
the forest floor after mature trees are re
moved. Mother Nature creates this habitat 
type through periodic disturbances such 
as hurricanes, tornados, ice storms, insect 
or tree disease outbreaks, beaver activity, 
and wildfires. 

As a result of these random events, 
the availability of young forest habitat 

o 
Helping Wildlife 
We·re cutting trees so that shrubs and other 
plants will grow into a dense "young forest" 
to help New England cottontails. whose 
numbers have been falling . 

It may look messy at first. but soon th is 
area will provide food , nesting spots, 
and hiding cover for many animals, 
both rare and common . 

Conservation groups are working together for YOUllg forest wildlife: 

www.newenglandcottontail.org 0 www.youngforestorg 

The effort to conserve the New England 
Cottontail is a regional one involving 
several state and national agencies. 

Rare and Declining 
Native Species for which 
Young Forest Habitat is 
Important or Crucial to 

Long Term Survival 
Eastern Ratsnake 

Black Racer 

Eastern Hognose Snake 

Ruffed Grouse 

Northern Bobwhite 

American Kestrel 

American Woodcock 

Whip-poor-will 

Willow Flycatcher 

Brown Thrasher 

Blue-winged Warbler 

Golden-Winged Warbler 

Prairie Warbler 

Mourning Warbler 

Eastern Towhee 

Field Sparrow 

White-throated Sparrow 

Southern Bog Lemming 

New England Cottontail 

A Noctuid Moth 

changes in space and in time, appearing 
and disappearing across natural areas. 
This temporal habitat is also referred 
to as early-successional because newly 
created patches immediately begin to 
move through plant succession (changes 
in vegetative community over time), grad
ually developing into later successional 
stages and eventually returning once 
again to mature forest stands. 

As a habitat type, young forests are 
beneficial to their specialized inhabi
tants for up to 20 years, at which time 
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Rabbit pellets offer an efficient way to provide definitive proof of NEe presence, 
but they must be collected and DNA-tested to provide confirmation. 

the species that rely on them must find 
new early-successional habitat to occupy. 
When an animal or plant species has a 
limited range or ability to disperse, it 
cannot benefit from new patches created 
by natural disturbances unless those 
disturbances happened to take place 
nearby. As a result, for species such as the 
NEC that are restricted to a very limited 
range and cannot readily disperse, we 
have no choice but to maintain habitat 
for them right where they presently oc
cur. To manage for young forest habitat , 
we mimic the natural disturbances that 
create it , clear-cutting and clearing older 
and mature trees to set the successional 
clock back to "start." 

Our restoration and management 
strategy involves actively managing to 
maintain early-successional habitats as 
a component of our landscape. It is not 
about choosing a point in time to return 
to or to recreate the countryside we once 
had during a period of high agricultural 
land use. It is about maintaining the 
level of biodiversity we have today by 
managing a variety of habitat types in 
sufficient quantity to prevent the loss of 
10 

the species that depend on them. Some of 
these species certainly responded to an 
increased amount of early-successional 
habitat as a result of previous land-use 
practices and expanded their ranges 
and/or became more abundant in past 
decades and centuries. But many have 
now declined throughout their current 
and historic ranges due in part to the 
loss, degradation, and fragmentation of 
their habitats resulting from more recent 
land-use practices. 

Managing a mosaic of habitat types 
to provide for our rare and declining 
species will ensure that these species 
remain a part of our natural heritage. In 
some cases, a manage-in-place approach 
is necessary for habitat specialists with 
limited dispersal capabilities. The Con
servation Strategy for the New England 
Cottontail involves doing just that , and 
depends on the participation of private 
landowners with property in focal areas 
where we know our only native cottontail 
occurs. Our existing partnership with 
the NRCS and a partnership they have 
with the Department of Conservation 
and Recreation CDCR) Service Forestry 
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Program positioned us well to utilize this 
conservation approach. 

As conservation partners, we hold 
events designed to inform landowners 
about the options they have for managing 
habitat or woodlands, as well as funding 
resources that are available to conduct the 
management. The OFW Habitat Biologist, 
NRCS conservation planners, and OCR Ser
vice Foresters have the privilege of being 
invited by landowners to their properties 
to share our knowledge and expertise. We 
work together to help them develop and 
reach both habitat and woodland man
agement goals. Planning and completing 
projects also involves coordinating with 
local foresters and timber harvesters. 
Funding for Forest Stewardship Plans is 
available for eligible landowners through 
NRCS or OCR, and much of the cost of 
management can be reimbursed under a 
conservation plan funded by NRCS. 

Each New England Cottontail habitat 
management project begins with a 
OCR-approved Forest Stewardship Plan 
prepared by a Massachusetts licensed 
consulting forester who has carefully 
selected a site for habitat management. 
Each one ends with a OCR-permitted 
Forest Cutting Plan carried out by local 
licensed timber harvesters who skillfully 
clear trees and carefully construct brush 
piles to provide cover and protection. 
Locations selected for management are 
typically in forest stands consisting of 
poorly formed or diseased trees that are 
not capable of developing into marketable 
timber, but can still provide other local 
renewable wood products such as cord
wood, chips, bark mulch, and wood for 
making pallets. Some mature trees are 
retained to provide a seed source for the 
next generation of forest stand, as well 
as food for wildlife. This management re
sults in the production of crucial habitat 
right where it is needed in the present, yet 
also creates a regenerating forest stand 
that is likely to be more economically 
valuable (producing timber of better 
quality) in the future . 

In the Southern Berkshire New En
gland Cottontail focal area, 13 private 
landowners have received NRCS funding 
assistance to create patches of young 
forest habitat ranging in size from 5 to 
40 acres and totaling 225 acres. To the 

landowners, we owe our gratitude for 
their willingness to actively manage their 
properties to maintain our current level of 
biodiversity. The protection, restoration, 
and management in which they have vol
untarily engaged is an important factor 
that the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service is 
considering as it evaluates the conser
vation efforts being made to reverse the 
decline of the New England Cottontail. Its 
success will likely determine if federal 
listing of the NEC will be necessary. 

Young forests are ephemeral, hence 
maintaining this relatively short-lived 
habitat type will be an ongoing process. 
Pursuing it over time will eventually give 
many other landowners the opportunity 
to engage in the conservation of baby 
tree huggers and shrub lovers. The 
result will be the continued support 
and maintenance of the biodiversity re
sources that benefit all the residents of 
Massachusetts, human and wildlife alike. 

y 

Marianne Piche holds a Master's degree 
in Conservation Biology and has served as 
a Habitat Biologist for Mass Wildlife since 
2008, working with other natural resource 
professionals to develop habitat manage
ment plans for private landowners, land 
trusts, and conservation organizations 
throughout Massachusetts. When she is 
not planning habitat projects, she enjoys 
birding, hiking, and kayaking. 
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THE GREAT 
FLIGHT NORTH 

by Brooks Mathewson 
High in the canopy of a Costa Rican 

rain forest , a small songbird , weighing 
less than a third of an ounce - roughly 
the equivalent of two quarters - is 
methodically foraging on insects and 
berries . As spring approaches, the male 
Black-throated Green Warbler is busily 
preparing to leave the mountainous 
tropical forest that has been his home 
for the past five months to embark on a 
northward migration of more than 2,500 
miles. The bird's final destination will be 
the place where he was hatched incen
tral Massachusetts, an Eastern Hemlock 
forest along the East Branch of the Swift 
River in the Harvard Forest. This journey 
will be extremely dangerous, filled with 
countless obstacles both natural and 
man-made. Indeed, approximately 85 % of 
all warbler deaths are thought to occur 
during migration . 

Throughout the Neotropics , tens of 
millions of diverse, colorful songbirds are 
preparing for similar flights. In the broad
leaved evergreen forests of eastern Puer
to Rico, a handsome male Black-throated 
Blue Warbler with a dark navy-blue back 
and a pure white belly gleans a spider 
from the underside of a leaf; 600 miles 
to the west , in a Black Mangrove forest 
in Jamaica, an American Redstart fans 
its jet-black and orange tail to flush an 
insect, then deftly hawks it out of mid
air. Meanwhile, on the other side of the 
Caribbean Sea, a black-masked Common 
Yellowthroat searches for food in the 
dry, scrubby second-growth forests of 
the Yucatan Peninsula. Farther south, 
in the canopy of a tropical evergreen 
forest in Panama, Chestnut-sided and 
Bay-breasted warblers forage alongside 
resident tropical songbirds in diverse 
mixed-species flocks, while in the cloud 
forests of the Andean foothills of Ecuador, 
a Cerulean Warbler hunts for prey in the 
tops of Kapok trees. 
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Species from more than a dozen families 
of songbirds will comprise the mighty 
river of birds headed north. Agile fly
catchers ; small , stout vireos; smooth, 
sleek swallows ; diminutive gnatcatchers 
and kinglets; lyrical thrushes ; lumines
cent grosbeaks, buntings, orioles, and 
tanagers ; and subtly diverse tan and 
brown sparrows all have the same goal
return to the place where they were born, 
establish and defend a territory, attract a 
mate, and raise a new generation. 

With the approach of the vernal equi
nox, photoreceptors in the hypothalamus 
of our Black-throated Green Warbler de
tect changes in day length, triggering the 
release of hormones from the pituitary 
gland in the brain that cause both phys
ical and behavioral transformations in 
the bird. One of these important changes 
is "hyperphagia ," an intense increase in 
appetite that would put to shame a table 
full of high school football players at an 
all-you-can-eat buffet. Consuming the hu
man equivalent of 120,000 calories a day, 
or, by comparable weight , the amount 
needed to sustain 60 adult humans, the 
Black-throated Green Warbler will come 
close to doubling its body weight in just 
a few weeks. 

The extra food is metabolized and 
stored as body fat on the warbler's breast. 
Since it does not need to be bonded to 
water, fat is lighter than carbohydrates or 
protein. It is also more efficiently convert
ed into energy. A Black-throated Green 
Warbler is able to convert one-tenth of an 
ounce of fat into enough energy for 350 
miles of flight. The amount of fat on a mi
grating songbird is an excellent indicator 
of its fitness and of the likelihood that it 
will reach its final destination. 

In order to gain enough weight to fuel 
his journey, the Black-throated Green 
Warbler must have the right habitat in 



The voice of the Black-throated Green Warbler is a familiar sound throughout the 
Eastern Hemlock stands of Massachusetts when it is staking out and defending 
its nesting territory. 
which to forage. It was originally thought 
that Neotropical migrants were opportu
nistic foragers , essentially random winter 
wanderers in the tropical landscape. 
However, it is now understood that each 
songbird species has habitat preferences 
during the non-breeding season just as it 
has during the breeding season, and that 
winter territories are often aggressively 
defended. 

While plant species composition is usu
ally different , structurally, the breeding 
and non-breeding habitat preferences 
are generally very similar. Birds that 
breed in edge habitat, such as Common 
Yellowthroats , Indigo Buntings , and 
Yellow Warblers , are more often found in 
similar habitat in winter (typically trop
ical pastures and recently abandoned 
fields). Similarly, Black-throated Green 
Warblers that prefer contiguous , undis
turbed forest habitat in the breeding 

season seek comparable types of forest 
habitat in the winter. 

Many Black-throated Green Warblers 
are unable to find large tracts of mature 
forest in which to spend the non-breed
ing season because a large percentage of 
the Neotropical forest has been cleared 
for mining, agriculture, firewood , and 
coffee production. In Central America, 
only 15% of primary rain forest, cloud 
forest , sub-montane forest, lowland 
broadleaf forest , pine woodland, and 
mangrove forest remains. Although 
many Latin American governments 
are shifting to more pro-environmen
tal stances, hundreds of thousands of 
hectares of forest are still logged each 
year. This mounting loss of wintering 
habitat is thought to be one of the major 
factors contributing to declines in some 
populations of songbirds . 
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The Neotropical migratory songbirds 
that prefer large contiguous forests but 
are no longer able to find them are forced 
to spend the non-breeding season in 
scrubby second-growth forest with fewer 
foraging opportunities and increased 
exposure to potential predators. Even if 
they are able to survive, birds that just 
barely make it through the winter due 
to inadequate resources are unlikely to 
build up sufficient fat reserves to com
plete the arduous migration back to their 
natal homes. 

In addition to accumulating fat reserves 
in preparation for the breeding sea
son, our Black-throated Green Warbler 
also undergoes a hormonally driven 
pre-nuptial molt . The change in the bird's 
appearance is subtle; black feathers on 
its throat and sides become more vivid, 
more sharply contrasting with the bird's 
yellow face and olive-green crown and 
back. Some species of warblers , including 
Black-throated Blue, Black-and-white , 
and Blue-winged, experience similar 
minor changes in appearance in spring, 
while others undergo much more dra
matic transformations . Bay-breasted 
Warblers and Blackpoll Warblers are 
probably the most striking examples from 
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this group. Nearly identical in size and 
shape, these two species look remarkably 
similar in non-breeding plumage, both a 
drab yellowish to olive green. However, 
in breeding plumage a male Bay-breasted 
Warbler possesses a rich, chestnut-brown 
crown, throat, and flanks , and a black fore
head and face , while the male Blackpoll 
Warbler sports a black cap, white cheeks, 
and black jaw streaks. 

Hormones influence the Black-throat
ed Green Warbler in other ways. By the 
time the bird arrives in Massachusetts , 
its testes will have grown to 100 times 
their non-breeding size. In addition, the 
warbler experiences increased migratory 
restlessness, or "Zugunruhe," especially 
in the evening just prior to sunset. Over 
the course of several weeks the restless
ness builds, until finally one night in late 
March, about a half-hour after sunset, 
the Black-throated Green Warbler takes 
off into the cool, night sky to embark 
on the first flight of a five-week, several 
-thousand-mile odyssey. 

The bird uses a combination of the set
ting sun, the North Star, and the earth's 
magnetic field to point himself in the 
right direction. One by one, other migrant 
songbirds that have spent the winter 
in the same Costa Rican rainforest join 
him: Acadian and Olive-sided Flycatch
ers, Wood and Swainson's Thrushes ; 
Red-eyed, Philadelphia, and White-eyed 
Vireos; Summer Tanagers ; and numerous 
species of warblers, including Ovenbirds, 
Blackburnians , Magnolias, Black-and
whites , and Worm-eating. As the diverse 
group gains elevation they find their place 
amongst Scarlet Tanagers, Baltimore 
Orioles, Eastern Kingbirds, and Veeries 
traveling from even more distant forests 
in Panama, Ecuador, Bolivia, Peru, and 
Brazil. 

Nocturnal migration reduces the risk of 
predation. It also allows the migrants to 
fly more efficiently in cooler, less turbu
lent air. When they are traveling over land, 
radar has revealed that songbirds usually 
migrate at an altitude of between 2,000 
and 3,000 feet. During periods of unstable 
weather, flying altitudes are generally 

Male Black-throated Blue Warblers are 
often found breeding in forest habitats 
containing dense undergrowth. 



The Magnolia Warbler 
is considered by 
many, including 
Edward Forbush , 
noted ornithologist 
and second pres ident 
of the Massachusetts 
Audubon Society, to 
be the most beautiful 
of all the warblers 
that nests in New 
England. Forbush 
writes that while 
many may prefer 
the Blackburnian 
Warbler with its 
bright orange throat, 
the Magnolia offers 
beautiful features 
that are "distributed 
to all parts of its 
graceful form. " 

lower. Along the way, 
migrants disperse the 
seeds of local trees, 
shrubs , and vines . 
This is a particularly 
important ecological 
service in the tropics - .- 
because many resident tropical birds 
rarely travel outside their territories. 

Initial migratory flights generally last 
only a few hours. However, flight time 
and distance traveled increase as the trip 
progresses. During the daylight hours , 
the migrants rest in isolated pockets 
of remaining Central American forest , 
forage , and metabolize the lactic acid 
that has built up in their muscle tissues. 
While engaged in these activities they 
must also avoid being eaten by migrating 
Sharp-Shinned and Cooper's hawks , as 
well as by resident, often arboreal snakes 
of many species . 

By the middle of April our Black-throat
ed Green Warbler has flown over Hon
duras, Guatemala, Belize, and part of 
Mexico. Now on the northern tip of the 
Yucatan Peninsula, the southern edge of 
the Gulf of Mexico, the warbler waits with 
thousands of other migratory songbirds 
for the right winds that will help propel 
their non-stop flight across the great 

expanse of open sea to the southeastern 
coasts of the United States. Songbirds are 
unable to swim and there are few places 
to rest during the Gulf crossing other 
than a scattering of fishing boats and a 
few thousand offshore oil rigs. 

High-pressure systems in the southern 
Atlantic called "Bermuda Highs" that gen
erate winds from the southeast become 
common by the second and third weeks 
of April , and within a few days of our 
little warbler's arrival, such a weather 
system emerges . Thousands of migrants 
staging on the Yucatan Peninsula begin 
the perilous trip. Even with the aid of 
southeasterly winds the traverse of al
most 600 miles takes the Black-throated 
Green Warbler approximately 18 hours to 
complete. If a cold front from the north 
moves in while the bird is in flight , it can 
prolong the trip or even put a sudden and 
permanent end to the journey. 

Abrupt cold fronts from the north that 
catch migrant swarms in mid-Gulf are re-
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The Yellow Warbler is likely the most familiar warbler in Massachusetts. Abundant 
and widely distributed, this edge-habitat species is found throughout the state and 
often builds its nests in parks, gardens, and along roadsides. 
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The Yellow-rumped Warbler, pictured 
here with a mayfly, is usually the most 
commonly observed warbler in the 
spring in Massachusetts. 

sponsible for "fall-out" events along the 
coasts of Texas, Louisana, Mississippi , 
Alabama, and Florida. During these 

.. events, tens of thousands of birds drop 
out of the sky, exhausted and starving, 
into the first coastline habitat they 
reach. While the incredible densities 
of songbirds provide spectacular bird 
watching opportunities for humans, 
fall-outs claim the lives of thousands 
of migrants. In the days following a 
fall-out, the vast numbers of birds that 
were not strong enough to make the 
passage are revealed as their bodies 
wash ashore. 

Luckily, such an event does not occur 
this year, and with the wind at his back 
and enough extra fat to sustain his flight , 
our little warbler not only crosses the 
Gulf, but manages to push 15 miles past 
the edge of land to the more desirable 
habitat found in the forested wetlands 
of the Louisiana floodplain . After a few 
days of intense foraging to restore his 
depleted fat reserves, the bird resumes 
his journey. Over the next three weeks 
he will travel another 1,500 miles from 
Louisiana to Massachusetts, through 
a gauntlet of man-made obstacles that 
reach out into the night . 

Migratorywarblers have poor nighttime 
vision and are often attracted to the 
lights of skyscrapers and communication 
towers, mistaking them, it is thought , 
for stars. Window strikes account for 
hundreds of millions of songbird deaths 
each year. Thankfully, many cities, in
cluding Boston, have initiated "Lights 
Out" programs that encourage building 
occupants to turn off or dim their lights 
during migration season. However, flash
ing lights from television, radio, and cell 
phone towers, necessary to prevent colli
sions with low flying aircraft, account for 
millions of additional songbird deaths. 

Our Black-throated Green Warbler's 
loose itinerary for the remainder of his 
journey is typically one long night of 
flight followed by two days of rest and 
foraging. Flying at a speed of 20-40 miles 
an hour, the bird covers between 150 and 

A Word on HemLocks 
In recent years, an invasive insect pest, 

the Hemlock Woolly Adelgid, has become in
creasingly common in central Massachusetts 
(see Massachusetts Wildlife No.1, 2004). This 
tiny, aphid-like insect, first introduced in 
Virginia in the 1950s, causes mortality in 
Eastern Hemlock trees within 5-15 years of 
initial infestat ion. Currently, no effective 
biological or chemical control has been 
discovered that can safely be applied on a 
forest-level scale. As shade-tolerant conifers 
that retain their lower branches, hemlocks 
are ecologically different from other trees 
in the region . Hemlock forests maintain a 
cool, dark, moist microclimate that provides 
habitat for a distinct assemblage of diverse 
wildlife species. Perhaps no bird is more 
closely associated with this forest type in 
central Massachusetts than the Black-throat
ed Green Warbler. Although this warbler can 
breed in other forest types, the loss of the 
hemlock will likely lead to a reduction in the 
breeding population of the bird in our region. 
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Many male warblers bear striking colors, 
left. The Chestnut-sided Warbler, above 
forest edge for breeding habitat. The spe< 
this reason as forests were first cleared fo. 
second half of the nineteenth and first h( 
was so uncommon during the early part 
Audubon only observed the species once 
part due to loss of breeding habitat as the 
the only Neotropical migrants that breed 
a good example of a species that can bE 
North across the Gulf of Mexico every sp 
swallows, gnatcatchers, grosbeaks, buntir 

250 miles per night. Finding stopover hab
itat to replenish his fat reserves after each 
flight is critical, but not as easy as it once 
was . As development continues throughout 
the eastern United States, these refueling 
sites become scarcer each year; hence 
even the smallest patches of habitat can 
be of help. As our warbler makes his way 
through a human-transformed landscape, 
he utilizes conservation areas, woodlots , 
urban parks , and thoughtfully landscaped 
suburban backyards. 



including the Common Yellowthroat, above 
' ight, prefers early-successional forest and 
;es significantly increased in abundance for 
agriculture and then abandoned during the 
ff of the twentieth century. In fact, this bird 

f the nineteenth century that John James 
n his life! Today the species is in decline, in 
: rests of the region mature. Warblers aren 't 

Massachusetts: The Wood Thrush, left, is 
found in the mixed flocks of birds headed 
ing, along with flycatchers, vireos, veeries, 
,~' orioles, tanagers, and various sparrows. 

By the first week of May, after traveling 

l over 2,500 miles from Costa Rica to central 
I Massachusetts, our Black-throated Green 

Warbler arrives back in the place where 
he was hatched . Here in the cool, moist, 
dark Eastern Hemlock forest along the 
East Branch of the Swift River in the Har
vard Forest, the bird begins establishing 
the boundaries of a territory. Only a few 
other male Black-throated Greens have 
returned so far, and there are still large 
areas of desirable interior forest to claim. 

Territories further from the edge of the 
forest offer nest locations that are less 
vulnerable to predators such as Eastern 
Chipmunks, Eastern Gray and Red Squir
rels, Raccoons, Blue Jays, and American 
Crows. Nests in these interior territories 
are also less likely to be victims of the 
Brown-headed Cowbird, a brood par
asite that lays its eggs in the nests of 
other birds. During the first few days 
of plotting out his football field-sized 
territory the warbler sometimes sings 
his distinctive, buzzy "zeee zeee zeee 
zo-zeee" song more than 400 times an 
hour from mid-canopy perches. 

Each night brings the arrival of new 
competing males. Initially, these new 
arrivals respect the Black-throated 
Green Warbler's territory and seek out 
different space within the forest. How
ever, by the fourth day, territories have 
become much harder to come by and the 
male must begin chasing off desperate 
"claim-jumping" intruders. Most retreat 
when chased, but in a few instances 
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territorial clashes involve physical en
counters including wing strikes, head 
jabs, and even mid-air battles in which 
the combatants lock beaks and feet as 
they tumble through the air. This year 
the Black-throated Green Warbler is 
strong and emerges victorious from 
each conflict, his territory successfully 
defended . 

Many other migrant songbird species 
also arrive throughout the first weeks 
of May. Overnight the sounds of the 
forest change as fresh new voices are 
added to its choir. Now the mellifluous 
flute-like song of the Hermit Thrush; 
the rapidly ascending "teacher, teacher, 
teacher" song of the Ovenbird; and the 
slow, steady, up-and-down song of the 
Blue-headed Vireo all greet the dawn. 
Each species occupies a slightly different 
habitat. The secretive brown Ovenbirds 
walk along the forest floor looking for 
invertebrates to prey upon, while sim
ilarly camouflaged Hermit Thrushes , 
bobbing their rufous tails , alternate their 
searches for invertebrates and small am
phibians and reptiles between the forest 
floor and the understory. High above, 
in the top of the thick, dark canopy, 
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bright orange and black Blackburnian 
Warblers glean insects from the foliage, 
while Blue-headed Vireos hunt for prey 
in the mid-canopy. 

Species still in the midst of their migra
tions also arrive overnight to rest and 
refuel in the Eastern Hemlock forest. In 
a few days these Cape May, Tennessee, 
Bay-breasted, Blackpoll, and Palm War
blers will be many miles farther north, 
headed for the great boreal forest of 
northern New England and Canada. 
Other arrivals are local breeders who 
slightly missed their mark when land
ing in the late hours of the night; they 
quickly disperse to their preferred hab
itats of different forest composition and 
age. Red-eyed Vireos, Black-and-White 
Warblers , Scarlet Tanagers, American 
Redstarts , and Wood Thrushes seek out 
nearby mature mixed deciduous forest ; 
Black-throated Blue Warblers return 
to forests with dense undergrowth of 
Mountain Laurel; Yellow-rumped War
blers find mature stands of Eastern 
White Pine; Veeries seek wet deciduous 
woodland; Chestnut-sided Warblers find 
young, early-successional forest. 

On his sixth morning in the Eastern 
Hemlock forest , our male Black-throated 
Green Warble r awakes to find the first 
females have arrived. Within a few days 
one chooses him as a mate. The female 
decides where the nest will be built and 
handles the bulk of its construction 
while the male follows close behind, 
intermittently flying off to re-affirm ter
ritorial boundaries. It generally takes 
the female about a week to build the 
cup-shaped nest made of twigs, grass, 

In the fall, Blackpoll Warblers are quite 
drab in comparison to how they looked 
in the spring when the males sported 
a black cap, white cheeks, and black 
jaw streaks, but they are still one of 
the most commonly observed warblers 
in Massachusetts during autumn. For 
many of these birds, this is the last 
opportunity to accumulate the fat 
reserves required to fuel their nonstop 
flight back to their non-breeding homes 
in South America. The journey can take 
more than 80 hours. 



The Blackburnian Warbler, like the Black-throated Green Warbler, is closely 
associated with Eastern Hemlock-dominated forests in Massachusetts. A glimpse of 
the male's bright orange throat is a spectacular treat, and usually difficult because 
the bird spends most of its time high atop the tallest trees in the forest. 

spider webs, and the bark of white birch 
trees , and lined with mosses, feathers , 
hair, and fine plant material. Within a 
day of completion, she will begin laying 
four eggs, one per day. Throughout the 
nesting cycle, the male Black-throated 
Green Warbler will help raise the brood 
of young warblers , an undertaking that 
presents a unique set of challenges , 
different from those of migration, but 
equally daunting. 

Within only a few short months, it will 
be time for our Black-throated Green 
Warbler to begin his long journey back to 
Costa Rica. If he is lucky, over the course 
of his lifetime the bird could make the 
t rip back and forth a half dozen times, 
covering more than 30,000 miles. Not bad 
for a bird that is small enough to rest in 
the palm of one's hand. For now, though, 
he flies up to his tallest perch and proudly 
delivers his song. The bird's buzzy notes 
represent more than simply a declaration 

of the boundaries of a territory; instead, 
they are a celebration of perseverance 
and endurance, and the blessed arrival 
of another spring. y 
Brooks Mathewson is a freelance ecologist, 
writer, educator, and photographer with a 
Masters in Forest Science from Harvard 
University. Brooks ' research examines 
how wildlife species are impacted by en
vironmental change caused by introduced 
invasive insect pests, climate change, 
soil acidification, and human land use. 
In addition, he also designs and helps 
implement long-term ecological studies, 
presents natural history programs, leads 
bird walks, and teaches bird photography. 
If you are interested in scheduling a pro
gram or setting up a study at your school 
or organization, Brooks can be contacted 
at bgmathewson@post.harvard.edu. More 
of his photography can be viewed at http.!/ 
www.AvianArtImages.com. 
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By popular demand, MassWildlife's Freshwater Sportfishing Awards 
Program has added a new category to recognize anglers who land trophy 
fish that are caught and released. Steps must be taken to ensure that 
fish released will survive, however, and please don't get the idea that 
Catch-and-Release has any biological importance. 

by Richard Hartley 
Hot on the heels of the 50th anniversary 

of the Freshwater Sportfishing Awards 
Program (see issue No. I , 2013), the 
Division of Fisheries and Wildlife (DFW) 
has just added a major new component to 
the program: Catch-and-Release (C&R) 
awards! For its first 40 years or so the 
program issued hundreds of award pins 
annually to skilled anglers. Other than 
a switch from minimum lengths to min
imum weights early in its history, plus 
the addition of a few more recognized 
award species over the years, the most 
significant changes during the program's 
ongoing evolution have been the autho
rization to weigh fish on any certified 
scale (rather than at select locations) , 
the establishment of a Youth component 
for anglers 17 and under, and the debut 
of Angler of the Year trophies. The addi
tion of a C&R component marks another 
significant event in the program's history. 

As the coordinator of the program, I've 
been told by anglers for years that they 
wanted to see a mechanism to recognize 
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trophy fish that are released. The demand 
for such an option has been bubbling up 
for some time through emails, letters, and 
personal conversations . Most significant 
of all, however, have been the comments 
we see on standard award affidavits 
where anglers proudly state that the fish 
was released after it was weighed at a 
location far removed from the body of 
water where it was caught. According to 
their own accounts , some of these anglers 
have gone to great lengths to maintain 
and transport everything from 8-ounce 
sunfish to 30-pound Northern Pike to 
get them officially weighed , and have 
then released them. This is a problem, 
as it has long been illegal to transport 
live fish (except bait for personal use) in 
Massachusetts without a permit. Now, 
anglers who want to release their fish , yet 
still qualify for an award, have an option. 

The concept of C&R in North America 
came about in large part due to the in
creasing popularity of tournament bass 
fishing in the 1970s. The early days of 
B.A.S.S. (the Bass Anglers Sportsman 50-



ciety) saw its participants putting little 
effort into keeping their catch alive for 
eventual release. As these tournaments 
gained a following, however, including a 
TV audience, they quickly began adopt
ing techniques to increase the survival 
rate of tournament-caught fish and 
imposed penalties for fish that could 
not be released alive. Since then, as the 
popular fishing literature adopted and 
spread this gospel , Catch-and-Release 
has expanded from bass to virtually all 
fish species, and particularly to trout 
and other salmonids. 

In truth, C&R has no bearing on the 
health of fish populations under most 
circumstances. When folks ask about the 
potential impacts of tournaments on bass 
populations, I remind them that, under 
our current regulations, all of the bass 
limits caught by the participants could 
be legally harvested. We wouldn't have 
those minimum lengths and creel limits 
if there was any valid evidence that our 
current regulations were allowing any 
significant negative impact to our fish
eries resources. The limits are in place 
to prevent exactly that . 

Gafch & ilelease ilFCgFam ilules 
aDd Bligibilify 

1. All legally licensed anglers are eligible for the Massachusetts Freshwater 
Sportfishing Awards. 

2. Fish must be taken from waters within the state of Massachusetts (or the 
interstate ponds listed in the Guide to Hunting, Fishing and Trapping) 
that are open to the public at all times. This rule does not apply to 
the Wachusett or Quabbin Reservoirs, or other public bodies of water 
which are closed on a seasonal basis. 

3. Fish taken from waters which are not open to the public at all times 
(such as private ponds or sporting club ponds) are NOT eligible for 
awards. 

4. Fish must be legally taken on hook and line. 
5. The fish must be measured at the site of capture, photographed against 

a standard measuring device, then immediately released. The photo 
must include the entire fish and the measurement must be clearly 
discernible (see example on page 26 or on our website). 

6. A clear, side-view, close-up photograph of the fish must be included with 
all affidavits. In addition to a side-view photo, all affidavits for catfish and 
bullheads must also include a full-body, dorsal (back) view of the fish 
(see example on website). 

7. Measurement will be maximum total length. All fish measurements will 
be rounded up to the nearest l4 inch. 

8. It is the angler's responsibility to provide MassWildlife with completed 
affidavits and required photos. Note: All affidavits must be 
postmarked no later than January 10th of the following year. 

9. All photographs or images associated with the program, including those 
submitted by anglers and those taken by agency personnel, become 
the property of MassWildlife. Names of anglers and photographic or 
videographic images may be used in agency publications, promotional 
materials, or for other non-commercial uses . 

10. MassWildlife reserves the right to change or modify the program rules at 
any time. All decisions of MassWildlife are final. 
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Early in my career, a couple of decades 
ago, the DFW conducted extensive creel 
surveys across the state to help deter
mine factors such as fishing pressure and 
harvest. Many of the surveys were con
ducted during the ice-fishing season with 
the presumption that ice-anglers were 
more likely to keep fish than open- water 
fishermen. On more than one occasion I 
observed anglers nearly coming to blows 
because one was keeping a stringer of 
bass while the other insisted such harvest 
would cause the fishery to crash. Several 
anglers told me, "I release everything," 
thinking that was what I wanted to hear, 
while a stringer or livewell chiseled in the 
ice held fish! I even heard this on waters 
stocked with trout that , like many waters 
we stock, become too warm to sustain 
trout through the summer. We stock 
most trout as "put-and-take," to provide 
outdoor recreation and a harvestable 
public resource that would not otherwise 
be available. 

People release fish for a variety of 
reasons. There are select waters that 

have specific advisories against fish 
consumption due to various pollutants, 
and few would argue against the neces
sity of practicing strict C&R at these 
locations. More commonly, some anglers 
are intimidated by the idea of cleaning 
or filleting freshly caught fish , or they 
simply enjoy the catching and not the 
work that comes after, so they don't 
keep fish. Some practice C&R based on 
the presumption that it's less offensive 
to animal rights groups which, if they 
had their way, would ban all fishing and 
hunting outright. Other anglers feel (and 
often state proudly on affidavits) that 
they are releasing "breeders" that are 
critical to not only the continuation of 
the population, but also the production 
of tomorrow's trophies. 

Obviously we have no issue with C&R on 
contaminated waters, and as for those too 
afraid or unambitious to clean/ fillet, all 
we can offer is proper instruction (avail
able free of charge at many of our Angler 
Education events) and encouragement to 
enjoy the taste of what they have caught. 

A Largemouth Bass goes back in the water. C&R anglers should wet thei~ ~an.ds 
or gloves before handling any fish, and also take steps beforehand to minimize 
handling and the amount of time a fish is out of the water. 
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Releasing healthy fish caught through the ice on a cold day is always a challenge. 
Circle hooks are recommended to avoid deep hooking, and remember that when 
temperatures are subfreezing, putting a wet fish on hard ice is like sticking your 
tongue on a metal flagpole . A wide, non-stick, commercially available measuring 
strip like this one is a very useful tool to have in any C&R angler's toolbox. 

Practicing C&R to avoid offending animal 
rights believers is totally illogical: They 
will condemn you for "torturing" fish, 
repeatedly no less , just for fun (please 
note they cannot use such logic to argue 
against "catch and consume"). 

The anglers concerned about losing 
"breeders" or "trophy genetics" (the Num
ber One concern I hear) should take a look 
at fisheries biology before they decide to 
lay a guilt trip on themselves or anyone 
else. It's easy to think that releasing the 
breeders of any species will allow them 
to reproduce and create more trophy 
fish . If, however, an individual trophy 
fish had the genetic propensity to get big 
by the time it was harvested, its DNA is 
a lready swarming in the waterbody (and 
has been throughout its reproductive 
years) . In fact , our minimum lengths for 
harvest are based on the knowledge that 
by the time they reach minimum harvest 
length, most fish have had at least two 
opportunities to reproduce. 

As a colleague explained to me years 
ago, "We manage populations, not indi
viduals. Doesn't matter if it's deer, bear, 
or bass, individuals live, reproduce, and 
die , but only populations endure over 
time. This is the chief difference between 
sound wildlife management and the 
animal-rights promoters : we conserve 

populations that will last indefinitely; 
they devote their energies to saving 
individuals that will die. If your job is to 
conserve a public resource, you have to 
invest the limited funding and personnel 
in the conservation of populations, not 
individuals, or you will most certainly 
fail in your mission." 

Not everyone, even among sportsmen, 
truly understands this concept. Some 
perceive that a big trophy bass is a crucial 
component of its population (a breeder!), 
when in fact it is usually an old (perhaps 
even biologically senile) specimen that 
has long since made its contribution 
to the continuation and genetics of its 
population. Based on experience in 
our trout hatcheries, the viability (not 
numbers) of eggs produced by older fish 
actually decreases as they age, therefore, 
harvesting these large, old individuals 
might actually be beneficial to the overall 
population. For management purposes , 
it's usually best to target younger fish (if a 
significant percentage are removed every 
year, there's more nutritional resources 
for the survivors , which usually trans
lates into higher (faster) overall growth 
rates) ; the removal of older individual 
fish has no impact on growth rates. It 
can have an impact on trophy fisheries , 
of course: if every pike that reaches 15 
pounds is harvested, obviously we won't 
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see any 30-pounders in the future; if every 
largemouth bass that reaches 5 pounds is 
harvested , then there won't be any 7- or 
8-pounders down the road. 

But that would take intense fishing 
pressure and the harvest of thousands of 
big fish every year. In fact, according to 
our records, an average of only 56 trophy 
Largemouth Bass are harvested and en
tered for awards each year (including the 
Youth category, with a minimum weight 
of only 4 pounds), and those are spread 
out over dozens of lakes and ponds. 
That is the equivalent of just 10 anglers 
taking their legal limit of five bass in a 
single day. Of course not every harvested 
trophy is entered in the program, but 
the total number is likely no more than 
double that. Sportfishing culture is clearly 
trending toward Catch-and-Release, and 
in Massachusetts (where our warmwater 
ponds often support hundreds of pounds 
of fish per acre) the removal of an occa
sional trophy is never likely to have any 
impact on populations, growth rates, 
reproductive rates , or even catch rates! 

OK, I'll step off my soapbox now. Just 
remember that there is no biological 
reason not to harvest trophy fish . C&R 
is simply a personal decision, and for 
many, perhaps most, it is not even an 
ethical decision, but simply a preference. 
And this agency responds when our 
constituent anglers express a preference. 
Thus , we have some designated C&R 
stretches of coldwater rivers , complete 
with other special regulations, where you 

Never put fish on a stringer unless you 
intend to keep them - and don't harass 
those who choose to keep legal fish. 

are required to release everything. And 
now we have C&R sportfishing awards. 

But before all you C&R readers get all 
sanctimonious on the rest of us, keep in 
mind that you have to earn your creds. 
C&R is pointless if the fish die as the 
result of the hooking, the battie, and the 
handling. Therefore a C&R angler who 
doesn't go to some effort to ensure that the 
fish he or she releases will survive and be 
healthy afterwards is not entitled to carry 
the slightest bit of smugness. Anyone 
can haul in a fish , pull out the hook, and 
toss it back. But if you're serious about 
C&R, you have to do better. You have to 
be prepared. This will be especially true 
for those who want to claim C&R awards 
for their trophy catches. A fish that has 
lost its slime coat, suffered frostbite to its 

MINIMUM LENGTHS IN INCHES TO QUALIFY 
FORAN AWARD How to Measure a Fish 

Broodstock Salmon 31 Northern Pike 36 
Brook Trout 16 Rainbow Trout 20 
Brown Trout 22 American Shad 22 

Bullhead 15 Smallmouth Bass 20 
Carp 31 Sunfish* 10 
Chain Pickerel 25 Tiger Muskellunge 34 
Channel Catfish 25 Tiger Trout 16 Tota Length 
Crappie/Calico 14 Walleye 24 • Lay the fish on top of or beside a 

Lake Trout 30 White Catfish 19 measuriug device 

Landlocked Salmon 22 White Perch 14 
• Do not measure over the curve of the body 
• Close the fish's mouth and squeeze 

Largemouth Bass 21 Yellow Perch 14 the tail lobes together 

* Sunfish category includes Bluegill, Pumpkinseed, Redbreast Sunfish, Green Sunfish, and Rock Bass. 
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fins , is bleeding from the gills, and/or is 
not swimming and moving its opercular 
flaps (Le., "breathing") when released is 
unlikely to survive. If any of those cir
cumstances apply, keep your fish, have 
it weighed if it qualifies for an award, and 
consider having it mounted for posterity. 

I~ y<;)U want to earn a C&R award, your 
. prIOrIty must be to avoid any of the dire 

circumstances listed above. Here are a few 
simple rules that will help you do just that: 

l. Hooks always have the potential to 
inflict the most damage to a fish during 
a fight . To minimize hook injury, use sin
gle hooks, rather than trebles, on lures; 
use circle hooks, designed to evade gill 
and throat injury, when using bait; and 
consider removing or flattening the barbs 
on all but your circle hooks. 

2. Don't play fish to exhaustion. You 
don't have to use 20-pound test and 
rocket them in like a tournament bass 
angler, but neither should you use such 
light test line that you can't tighten your 
drag and begin to control them as soon 
as they begin to tire. The object is to en
sure they still have some energy reserves 
upon release. 

3. Keep the fish in the water as much 
as possible. Ideally, a C&R angler should 
try to release fish without removing them 
from the water. Unfortunately, we have 
to have some proof of size to issue an 
award, so you will have to photograph 
t~e fish against a measuring device (see 
diagram). Prepare for this ahead of time. 
A pair of large forceps or needle-nose pli
ers is a necessity for fast hook removal , in 
or out of water. There are effective ways 
to remove swallowed hooks (especially 
from bass) but the fish will usually have 
the best odds of survival if you imme
diately cut the line as close to the hook 
eye as possible. Research indicates most 
hooks dissolve surprisingly rapidly. 

4. Minimize time out of water. Research 
early in my career on bass tournaments 
in Maine showed that the more steps 
(and time elapsed) between the landing 
of the fish and its ultimate release played 
a significant role in the percent of delayed 
mortality. 

5. Handle correctly. That means never 
touch the gills , which are as delicate as 

your lungs . All fish have a slime coat that 
helps protect them from bacterial and 
fungal infections. Removing it from any 
part of the fish by handling it with dry 
hands or towel, or by letting it thrash 
around in the bottom of a boat, or worse 
yet, on the ice in subfreezing tempera
tures, is , in terms of infectious disease 
about equivalent to suffering third-de~ 
gree burns. Handle fish with wet hands 
or gloves, use a net that minimizes fin and 
scale injury, and practice your measur
ing/photography routine ahead of time 
to minimize the period between when 
the fish comes out of the water and when 
it goes back in. For some large fish , like 
carp or pike, a pliable fish "cradle" (com
mercially available) may be better than a 
net iI! avoiding compression (squeezing 
too tight) or thrashing injuries. 

6. Hold the fish gently in the water 
facing the current if in a river or stream' 
until it regains its equilibrium and swim~ 
away on its own. 

It appears. likely that as sportfishing 
culture continues to evolve, C&R is going 
to be a growing trend for some time to 
come. Some of the smaller bass clubs are 
experimenting with immediate Catch
and-Release with points based on length 
(verified by a second party on the boat) 
rather than weight. They are foregoing 
the traditional weigh-in at tournament's 
e~d . We look f?rward to seeing what inge
mous measUrIng/photographing devices 
and apparatus will emerge thanks to the 
ingenuity of our fishing constituents; 
there are few avocations that inspire 
inventiveness like fishing, and the new 
photo requirements of the C&R program 
should prove motivational. Meanwhile, 
get out there on the water, take a novice 
with you, and whether you choose to 
practice Catch-and-Keep or Catch-and
Release, just remember it's all about the 
fun . And don't forget that when you catch 
a trophy and would like an award, you 
now have a couple of application options. 

y 
Richard Hartley has been the DFW Warm/ 
Coolwater Project Leader for the past 20+ 
years. In addition to the awards program 
he is responsible formanagementofsom~ 
of our most popular game fish, including 
bass and pike. 
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Han9in9 Out at the Catfish Cafe 
~ o 

"Hey! Who Stole .My Lunch?" 
by Mark Wilson 

In the waning days of a bitter, snowy 
winter, the waterbird glitterati descend 
on a fabulous , little-known eatery in the 
Merrimack River. Patrons faithfully come 
here for the catfish mostly, but sometimes 
eel or other tasty freshwater fish are on 
the menu. 
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To watch the antics in the dining area 
of the piscine buffet, just stand on the 
sidewalk of the Hines Bridge (Spofford 
Street) in Amesbury, a couple hundred 
feet north of Deer Island and the border 
with Newburyport, and a few hundred 
yards downriver from the bridge where 



Male Common Mergansers are among the more colorful and entertaining birds at 
the Catfish Cafe, and rank among the most successful fishermen. This latter attribute 
also makes them frequent targets of intra- and interspecific kleptoparasitism. 

traffic whizzes past on Interstate 95. Any
time from mid-winter to early spring is 
best. The river pulls a lazy, east-to-west 
reverse S-curve here, threading through 
exposed rock and gravel banks. Deer Is
land splits the river into two channels and 
diners come to both branches, though , 
to this observer, the north fork seems to 
garner more regulars. 

The river ebbs and flows with the push 
and tug of the tides. The current is swift, 
but not whitewater fast. Harbor seals 

regularly poke into the dining area, 
their faces peering up from dark, 
mid-river eddies. 

The real stars of the dining area 
are the birds, fish-eaters all. There's 
the mergansers - Common and 
Red-breasted are regulars . Big-bod
ied, boldly plumaged, and extrovert
ed, these diners can really sock the 
fish away. Their cousins, the Hooded 
Mergansers, rarely dine here, seem
ingto prefer slower waters. Handsome 
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A likely juvenile female Common Goldeneye demonstrates speed swallowing, a 
valuable skill to master for those who partake at the Catfish Cafe. 

but retiring Common Goldeneyes are 
almost always on hand, ice depending. 
They gravitate to the smaller fish on the 
menu. The occasional Ring-necked Duck, 
Greater Scaup, Bufflehead, and Common 
Loon poke in for a bite. 

Great Cormorants, in their black-and
white nattiness , come here a lot, often 
wrestling with catfish so big you'd swear 
they wouldn't survive the swallow. Bald 
Eagles regularly cruise over, wheeling for 
an extended view or landing in nearby 
white pines to survey the scene. Like the 
ducks, they are not averse to some very 
fresh fish, whether caught by themselves 
or purloined from other fishermen. The 
odd Great Black-backed Gull hangs on 
the edges, eagerly eyeing all who dine 
here. And then there's the bouncer in the 
wings: a watch-it-all Great Blue Heron. 

The dining area, a stretch of slick, dark 
moving water, is not a calm place. Floating 
ice cakes drifting on the current lend an 
air of unpredictable change and excite
ment. At times the river chokes shut, 
especially on a slack tide, but there is a 
lot of hydraulic magic at work here and 
more often than not , the channel is open 
at least for a few hundred feet, giving the 
diners a crack at the buffet waiting below. 
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"Frantic" might best describe the mood 
at those times when the tide is right and 
the fish are plentiful at this location. The 
hungry patrons dive right in for their 
meals, often surfacing with a good-sized 
White Catfish (Ameiurus eatus). Even the 
most casual observer will soon notice 
that the patrons are in a hurry to down 
every meal as soon as they acquire it. 
There are no polite manners nor leisurely 
dining at this cafe. The reason becomes 
apparent almost immediately. 

Fishers and Thieves 
A drake Common Merganser has been 

diving between cakes of ice that move 
slowly downriver on the ebb tide. A few 
dives later he surfaces with a tail-wrig
gling White Catfish . The merganser 
immediately skitters across the river, 
stretching his long neck out in an attempt 
to swallow the 9-inch fish. He clambers 
hastily across thin ice cakes while fre
netically trying to gulp it down. 

Another nearby drake merganser notes 
the catfish in the successful fisherman's 
blood-red bill, and flies over to crash-land 
beside him to try to steal his fish. Pursuit 
ensues as both mergansers thrash across 
the water, throwing up rooster tails of 



The Catfish Cafe is a demanding habitat in winter, when frigid temperatures can 
be so harsh that a female Common Merganser develops icing on her upper bill. 

spray. Yet another drake merganser 
notices the commotion of the chase and 
joins the fray. A hundred yards away, the 
Great Blue Heron weighs his chances 
for a free lunch as he cranes his neck to 
watch the flailing mergansers. 

Just when it appears imminent that 
merganser Number 2 is about to steal 
lunch, merganser Number 1 makes a he
roic gulp and the white catfish is downed. 
The other two drakes break off the chase, 
looking perhaps a bit disappointed (if a 
merganser can feel such an emotion). 

But there's no time to loll: At the other 
side of a break in the ice, another drake 
Common Merganser has surfaced with 
another White Catfish. A nearby Great 
Black-backed Gull has been watchfully 
loitering, and springs into action, flying 
directly at the drake merganser who's try
ing to choke down his 9- or 1O-inch catch. 
As the big gull drops on the duck, the 
drake dives. Two seconds later he pops 
up three feet away and the gull wheels 
towards him again in a game of avian 
Whac-A-Mole. The merganser parries to 
the gull's feint , gulping frantically, and 
once again the merganser that caught 
the fish gets to eat it. 

On the Menu 
Spend a few tide changes observing 

from the bridge in winter and early spring 
and you'll see a lot of fish (mostly White 
Catfish) caught and downed by birds. 
White cats tend to be more diurnal than 
other species of catfish, a fact that could 
in part explain why they are high on the 
available diet of diurnal waterbirds at 
this location. The catfish may be closer 
to the surface here as denser seawater 
pushes upriver on a rising tide, coming 
in under the less dense freshwater of 
the river. However, the literature states 
White Catfish can tolerate higher salini
ties than most freshwater fish. Seawater 
averages in the neighborhood of 3.5% 
salinity, so the saltiness of the tidal 
river surely swings widely as fresh and 
salt water churn and eddy. Interestingly, 
freshwater-favoring and brackish-toler
ant Common Mergansers frequently fish 
here, but rarely does one find them on 
full salt water. 

Whatever the water's chemistry, White 
Catfish seem to favor this stretch of riv
er. The cats are found widely in eastern 
river drainages and were introduced to 
Massachusetts between 1910 and 1949 
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(see Inland Fishes of Massachusetts, 
Hartel, Halliwell and Launer, 2002) as 
a sport fish . The authors cite breeding 
White Cat populations for the Connecti
cut, Merrimack, Blackstone and Charles 
rivers , and several ponds. Close relatives 
of the White Catfish such as the Channel 
Catfish haven't been recorded in the Mer
rimack River in Massachusetts, though 
you will find them in abundance on the 
Connecticut River. The closely related 
Yellow (introduced) and Brown (native) 
bullheads gravitate to slower, muddier, 
less salty bodies of water. The state re
cord for a Massachusetts caught White 
Catfish is somewhere north of 9 pounds, 
t hough no merganser could ever wrangle 
such a large cat. 

Viewing a fish held in the beak of a 
fleeing merganser offers less than opti
mal conditions for identification , but key 
field marks to look for on a white cat are 
a moderately forked tail with rounded 
lobes and white chin barbels or "whis
kers ." The closely related Yellow Bullhead 
(Ameiurus natalis) has white chin barbels 
and a squared or rounded tail. The Brown 
Bullhead (Ameiurus nebulosus) may sport 
a slightly forked tail, but its chin barbels 
a re dark. 

Fishermen (and biologists) will have 
an easier time identifying a catfish if 
it's in the1l.and as opposed to the beak. 
Remember, however, that catfish have a 
nasty spine in the dorsal (top) and each 
of the pectoral (side) fins , providing their 
soft bodies with an erectable, three-point 
defense system. This obviously makes 
them more difficult to swallow, and helps 
explain why successful avian fishermen 
can't always wolf down their prizes im
mediately, thus providing thieves with 
regular opportunities to steal. The spines 
are equipped with venom and can inflict 
temporarily painful stings and wounds 
that are slow to heal. Chin barbells do 
not sting. 

Surrounded by Kleptos 
Time after time the plot repeats itself 

at the River Cafe, though the actors may 
change in each scene: 

A Great Cormorant surfaces with a 
catfish. Another cormorant takes off after 
him to steal lunch . The first cormorant 
gets the catfish swallowed before the 
thief can grab it. 

A Bald Eagle, magnificent in size and 
presence, banks hard to snatch a catfish 

A male Red-breasted Merganser, left, positions a White Catfish for swallowing. 
Key identification features for this fish are the white chin barbels and a slightly 
forked tail, (as displayed by the successful Great Cormorant below). 



from the river's surface when the fish 
is knocked afloat during a boisterous 
merganser scrap. 

A Common Merganser grabs a catfish 
underwater and surfaces at the ice edge. 
A Great Blue Heron immediately launches 
an offensive and zeroes in on the sitting 
duck. But the merganser swallows lunch 
before the heron can score a cheap meal 
(in terms of energy expended). 

Most people would call this behavior 
Attempted Lunch Theft. Biologists call 
it kleptoparasitism. This much seems 
to be true at this river buffet: attempted 
thefts greatly outnumber successful 
steals. Yet the thieves must succeed at 
least often enough to make the effort 
worthwhile, else the practice would 
have disappeared. An interesting study 
would illuminate whether the age of the 
thief has any bearing on the incidence 
of the thief's attempts at stealing other 
birds' fish . Do younger, inexperienced 
birds attempt kleptoparasitism more 
often? Or do older, more experienced 
birds find this an easier way to procure 
a meal? Whatever their ages , the thieves 
have to be in top physical condition to 
wrest a fish from another healthy adult. 

In the bird world , gulls are legendary 
kleptoparasites. Just ask anyone who has 
had their sandwich snatched from their 
hand as they reclined at the beach or 
lunched on the upper deck of the ferry 
to Martha's Vineyard. Herring Gulls don't 
just steal food from humans, though. 
More commonly, they'll chase terns or 
smaller gulls like Laughing or Bonaparte's 
gulls and make an outright grab for their 
food , or even get them to disgorge what 
they've eaten. And of course, Herring 
Gulls and Great Black-backed Gulls steal 
from their beachmates. 

Jaegers , sturdy marine birds that look 
like a cross between a raptor and a gull, 
are even better than Herring Gulls at 
stealing food from gulls , terns, and other 
seabirds , thanks to some powerful flight 
and aerial acrobatics. But even these 
kleptoparasitic bullies can themselves 
get robbed, either by their own species 
(intraspecific) or by a different species 
(interspecific) . 

My wife Marcia and I were once on the 
tundra of the North Slope of Alaska when 
we witnessed interspecific kleptopara
sitism at its best. We watched a pair of 
Snowy Owls at their nest in July. While 

A Great Black-backed Gull gives chase to a successful fisherman - a male Common 
Merganser - in hopes of getting an easy meal. Most such attempts are fruitless, but 
enough are successful to maintain the behavior in several species of predatory birds. 
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Photo © Mark Wilson 

Like an enormous enemy bomber, a Great Blue Heron descends on a male Common 
Merganser to try to steal his meal. Many people do not realize that these herons 
are perfectly capable of landing in deep water and taking off again. 

the female tended the young chicks at the 
nest, the pure white male aggressively 
defended the territory and occasionally 
dropped off lemmings at the nest for the 
family. A bold Pomarine Jaeger happened 
to wing into the owls' territory, carrying a 
lemming in its beak. No doubt the jaeger 
was intent on delivering food to its own 
family in a nest on the tundra. 

Suddenly the jaeger looked back over 
its shoulder. Its wingbeats immediately 
increased in frequency and depth. We 
watched as the male Snowy Owl closed 
distance on the now-fleeing jaeger. As the 
owl rapidly approached, the frightened 
jaeger dropped the lemming and the owl 
swung its taloned feet up to catch the 
fa lling prize in midair. The kleptoparasite 
had been kleptoparasitised! 

Back at the Catfish Cafe, intraspecific 
kleptoparasitism was most evident as 
Common Mergansers chased other 
fish-carrying Common Mergansers and 
Great Cormorants chased their brethren. 
Interspecific kleptoparasitism seemed 
equally frequent (at least while I watched) 
as a very assertive Great Blue Heron sal
lied out repeatedly to harry fish-carrying 
mergansers. A Great Black-backed Gull 
gave the mergansers no rest , either. In 
talking with other birders, I've heard 

that Bald Eagles can regularly harass 
mergansers here as well. 

Have I learned anything from watching 
the activities at the Catfish Cafe? Well, 
here's my advice : The next time someone 
tries to steal a fry off your plate, shield 
your dish with your arms and turn to 
the food thief, look them in the eye, 
and exhort: "Back off, you intraspecific 
kleptoparasite! " 

That'll get their attention. Just make 
sure you're not addressing your mate or 
offspring. . .. y 
Mark Wilson cut his teeth on journalism 
as editor of his sixth grade 's newspaper. 
Since then he's worked at three newspa
pers, the last as a photojournalist for the 
Boston Globe, where he toiled for 23years. 
Included in that stint were weekly columns 
on birding and photography. His best pro
fessional brag? While an undergraduate 
biology student, he photographed a bullfrog 
in a pond a mile from his boyhood home 
in Tewksbury. The photo made the cover 
of National Geographic magazine to illus
trate a story on disappearing wetlands in 
America. Rumor has it that the frog, soon 
after its cover appearance, acquired an 
agent and did quite well starring in beer 
commercials .. . 
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··CDrre5pDn~enL5·· 
Hi Pete: What are 
these? I was at work 
on 3/ 26/ 15 in Gardner, 
MA . It was a warm 
day with a lot of melt
ing and runoff going 
down the side of the 
road . I was turning 
around in my truck 
and happened to see 
what looked kinda like 
a red oil slick in the 
puddles on the side 
of the road. It looked 
so odd I got out to 
take a look and when 
I got closer, I saw the 
red slick seemed to 
be moving.when I got 
a little closer yet, I 
could see these things 
jumping all over each 
other. There were 
thousands and thou
sands of them in each 
of the several clusters. I put my foot down in the photo just so you could get an idea of the size 
of the clusters. I have seen many big clusters of snow fleas that kinda do the same thing, but 
never in all my years of hunting, fishing, working, etc., have I seen anything like this. Neither 
had any of the many people I showed the pictures to. Anything you can tell me about these 
strange critters would be much appreciated. 

What you saw are indeed snow fleas, tiny 
organisms of the Class En tognath a and the 
Order Collembola. They are universally 
known as "springtails" for a specialized 
organ in the abdomen that can almost in
stantly propel them many times their own 
body length. Most species are soil-dwell
ing, but some live in trees and some are 
aquatic. Most feed on fungi, bacteria, and 
other soil organisms. For reasons which 
are not well understood, they often emerge 
in great numbers, especially around the 
bases of trees in melting snow, apparently 
in response to warmth, depletion of food 
sources, or some other migratory urge. 
They occur in many colors including blue, 
red, brown, orange, gold, and green. We 
received several reports of red ones this 
year, and our friend Mark Wilson took the 
close-up photo at right of a similar congre
gation. The fact that there are two colors 
represented begs the question of whether 
two species are present, or simply different 
age classes of the same species that differ 
in color. PG.M. 
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When Boy Scout Troop 11 based out ofthe St. Leo School in Leominster decided they wanted to 
take on a project that would help wildlife conservation, they came up with the idea of building 
some habitat enhancers in the form of nest boxes for the American Kestrel, Falco sparverius. This 
cavity-nesting species has declined substantially in numbers throughout New Engand over the 
past couple of decades, and one of the factors is thought to be a dearth of adequate nesting 
sites. Under the guidance of their Scoutmaster, Art O'Leary (at right in photo), the scouts 
have been building nest boxes that will be erected in suitable habitat for this cavity-nesting 
species. The lumber required was generously donated by Bingham Lumber of Brookline, NH . 

MassWildlife recently accepted nine nesting boxes (with a couple more still under con
struction) from the troop that will be erected on poles or highway signs located in Wildlife 
Management Areas or other open habitats that can support the small falcons. Since the boxes 
are for kestrels, you may wonder why the boys decided to have their photos taken with plastic 
flamingos peeking out of the boxes. The flamingo is the troop's mascot and is very appropri
ate since Leominster (the Pioneer Plastics City) is where the original pink plastic flamingos 
were manufactured. The troop uses a flamingo on their kerchief clasps, and they take a flock 
with them to Scout camp every summer, where the birds appear in unexpected places. Three 
cheers for Leominster's Troop 11! 
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The Ovenbird, Seiurus aurocapilla, is a terrestrial member of the warbler family, one of 
several Neotropical migrants that face a biannual, perilous journey to and from their 
wintering habitats in the tropics. Look for it in mixed woodland habitats supporting 
lots of ground cover. It is almost always on or near the ground, looking under fallen 
leaves for insect prey. Its famous "teacher-teacher-teacher" call is hard to miss at this 
time of year as the males claim nesting territories and demarcate their boundaries. 

Photo © by Bill Byrne 
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