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Dear Reader: 
It has long been my pleasure to be editor of Massachusetts Wildlife , 

and to pass on , as best I could, the love of the outdoors, wildlife, 
knowledge, and science that are the blended bedrock of wildlife 
conservation. This will be my last issue, so I want to thank you for 
your continued interest in, support of - and especially your love 
of - all these subjects. My esteemed colleagues can offer plenty 
of solidly scientific and supremely logical reasons to conserve 
our wildlife resources and the systems that sustain them (and 
us) , but without the love of the citizens, the political commitment 
required to uphold wildlife and environmental conservation has 
little strength in the face of the greed and corruption that infest all 
human cultures. Love keeps us vigilant , and is passed on through 
generations ; the only defense against forgetting that wildlife lands 
"forever protected" today can always be cracked open by a future 
politician's pen. 

I don't know if you are a hunter, trapper, or fisher, but if you are 
among that group, I want to thank you for paying my salary and 
supporting my family all these years. I know you have the love of 
wildlife and the outdoors in your heart: It's axiomatic ; to me you 
are always brother or sister. You, the late Richard Cronin, and the 
Massachusetts Fisheries and Wildlife Board let me live the dream of 
every kid naturalist to someday work for a fish and wildlife agency 
(and a truly great one at that!) and I am forever grateful. I know 
many who bore equal or greater childhood passion; many who 
work for this and other state and federal agencies, and many who 
were not so lucky, yet were still compelled to pursue their youthful 
interests in wildlife study and wild places, regardless. I am proud 
to have helped some of the best of them share their words, pho
tographs, knowledge, and love of the outdoors with you on these 
pages over the years. 

But now it's time to go, to give someone else a chance to live 
the dream. I have one last observation to share with you, and as 
a wildlife biologist state it in deference to one of Aldo Leopold 's 
most astute deciarations: "An ecologist must either harden his shell 
and make believe that the consequences of science are none of his 
business, or he must be the doctor who sees the marks of death in 
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On the Cover: American Chestnut sprouts (Castanea 
dentata) provide stem-dense protective cover for a 
singing male Eastern Towhee (Pipilo erythrophthalmus) , 
a species of young forest habitats. The newly emerged 
chestnut leaves start out very soft and rusty-auburn 
in color, but rapidly become firm and green. They 
display characteristic leaf dentations similar to those 
of American Beech leaves. Progress is being made to 
develop a blight-resistant strain of American Chestnut 
to restore this valuable native to our forests. Bird was 
photographed from a camouflaged blind in May with 
a Nikon 400mm lens with 1.4 teleconverter and D300 
camera on tripod. Photo © Bill Byrne 

TO SUBSCRIBE OR BUY A GIFT SUBSCRIPTION 
PLEASE VISIT www.mass.gov/masswildlife 

OR CALL (508) 389-6300 ANY WEEKDAY 

Questions about your subscription? 
Change of address? 

'Call toll free: (800) 289 - 4778 . 



Editorial 
Supporting the Culture 

that Supports Wildlife Conservation 
One of the greatest challenges facing 

fish and wildlife agencies across the 
country is the decline in the number 
of hunters and anglers. The retention, 
recruitment, and reactivation of hunters 
and anglers has taken center stage in a dis
cussion among a broad range of groups 
from national , state, and local sporting 
organizations and industry. There has 
been significant effort to understand 
motives and interest, and to develop a 
broad coalition to focus on the problem 
and the improvement and expansion of 
agency programs. Although uniquely 
our problem, it is symptomatic of our 
society's turning away from the natu
ral world. The visceral appreciation of 
wildlife experienced by hunters , anglers, 
hikers, and bird watchers is no longer 
a common experience, particularly for 
young people. While working collabora
tively nationally, each state needs to tailor 
recruitment and retention programs to 
meet local needs and leverage existing 
resources. 

For our agency, MassWildlife, the re
cruitment, retention, and reactivation 
(R3) of hunters and anglers represents 
one of our highest priorities. We are 
moving on a broad front with new and 
improved educational programs that 
address the needs of youth and adults. 
The foundation of our R3 effort is based 
primarily on participant (hands-on) pro
grams designed to benefit and encourage 
youth and novice adults. 

The National Archery in the Schools 
Program (NASP), a partnership with the 
Archery Trade Association, is designed 
to promote student education and a life
long interest in the sport of archery in 
the school setting. There are 70 schools 
enrolled in the program to date , includ
ing 37 that joined in just the past year. 
Thanks to the rapid growth of this pro
gram, MassWildlife will be holding its first 
statewide tournament in 2016. While the 
NASP is focused strictly on the develop
ment of archery skills , MassWildlife also 
offers the Explore Bowhunting Program 
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to provide follow-up for students and 
novices who would like to learn to hunt 
with archery equipment. It is designed 
to meet the needs of youth groups that 
don't fit within the framework of NASP 
and may include teaching topics such as 
proper camouflage techniques , scouting 
(including the use of remote cameras) , 
stand placement, and other hunting skills 
not covered by the NASP. 

With the help of numerous sportsmen's 
organizations, MassWildlife offers a num
ber of youth hunt programs designed to 
safely introduce interested young people 
to hunting. They must attend at least one 
class to acquire a demonstrated knowl
edge of hunting-related skills, wildlife 
conservation, and the all-important 
rules of safety, and later get to enjoy the 
benefits of a controlled hunt under the 
direct supervision of an experienced 
mentor. Working with sportsmen's clubs 
that typically provide the volunteer in
structors and mentors (and often highly 
trained hunting dogs, land on which to 
hunt, and, in the case of pheasant, even 
stocked birds), MassWildlife has been 
sponsoring youth turkey, waterfowl, and 
pheasant hunts for years. This past fall we 
held our first youth deer hunt, and 1,330 
young applicants harvested 143 deer. 
What was particularly gratifying in regard 
to the youth deer hunt was the quality of 
the adults who served as mentors. The 
dedication and commitment of mentors 
(all unpaid volunteers) is critical to the 
success of our youth programs. 

Another area where we hope to 
reach and recruit more youth to love, 
understand, and enjoy the outdoors is 
through our continuing support of the 
Massachusetts Outdoor Exposition, now 
approaching its twentieth anniversary. 
The "Big MOE" is a unique, one-day event 
held in Sturbridge every September that 
provides kids, adults, and families with an 
opportunity to sample a huge and com
prehensive variety of outdoor activities . 
We hope to work with our partners to 
expand the concept of this spectacular 



event to other places and dates in the 
state, and thus expand its attendance. 

Our Hunter Education Program is also 
a key element in the recruitment of new 
hunters of all ages. It offered 111 courses 
across the state in 2015 attended by 4,653 
students. Over a thousand of those were 
minors. We are actively exploring new 
approaches to delivering the program 
to accommodate the changing needs 
and demographics of potential hunters. 
Different approaches and schedules for 
courses -- such as alternative formats and 
intensive weekend, week-days, and key 
vacation-period courses -- are now being 
offered. We are also beginning to focus 
on and address barriers post hunter edu
cation graduates have identified through 
our new Learn to Hunt Program. Thanks 
to our partnership with the National Wild 
Turkey Federation, 77 people participat
ed in one of three Learn to Hunt Turkey 
clinics in the spring, and 20 more were 
accepted into a special 3-day workshop. 
In the fall, Learn to Hunt Deer clinics were 
attended by 163 participants. Over the 
past year, MassWildlife has made a sig
nificant investment in staff and program 
resources to make certain the Hunter 
Education Program can meet demand 
and be easily accessible. 

Fishing, as always, has the highest 
potential to be the greatest gateway to 
outdoor activity because gratification is 
nearly immediate and there are no signif
icant hurdles (such as going through the 
process of acquiring a firearms permit) 
to participate. MassWildlife's Angler 
Education Program attracted over 6,000 
people to various festivals , clinics, and 
classes across the state in 2015. We are 
working with the Recreational Fishing 
and Boating Foundation to develop and 
launch a first-in-the-nation recreational 
fishing marketing campaign. Recreation
al fishing is big business, and we feel 
industry partners can magnify our own 
recruitment efforts significantly. Our 
Trout in Schools program offers students 
and teachers an opportunity to create a 
link from the classroom to the natural 
environment as they raise and release 
trout that emerge from eggs supplied by 
our hatcheries. 

Probably the greatest challenge faCing 
our agency is creating safe opportunities 

for recreational shooting. Over the next 
year, MassWildlife will be exploring ways 
to create more such opportunities. As we 
move forward , we recognize that there is 
no shortage of available shooting ranges 
in the state ; there are an estimated 200 
of them in the Commonwealth. The pres
ence of this private infrastructure offers 
an extraordinary opportunity to increase 
recreational shooting. Our challenge is 
to work with the private clubs and sport
ing organizations that own and operate 
these resources to build a welcoming 
and supportive environment where new 
recreational shooters can receive a safe 
and enjoyable first experience. 

All of the above programs are depen
dent on thousands of volunteers and 
mentors who contribute tens of thou
sands of hours to make these programs 
successful. Without their enormous 
contributions of time and knowledge, all 
R3 programs would be doomed to fail. 
The commitment of hunters and anglers 
to pass along the outdoor traditions of 
our nation will be the foundation of our 
success. 

(3~ __ _ 

Jack Buckley, Director 
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THE YANKEE 
DECOY CARVER 

by Mark Wilson 

In the language of the Massachusetts 
List of Endangered , Threatened and 
Special Concern Species, a duck decoy 
carver is , at the very least, a species of 
special concern. Maybe even an endan
gered species. Try to think of a decoy 
carver (it's a small circle) and then run 
through a list of waterfowlers who use 
decoys. How many of them shoot over 
handmade wood- or cork-bodied duck 
decoys? 

Not many, right? If they're using decoys 
at all , more than likely the duck hunters 
on your list are gunning over injection 
molded plastic duckies airbrushed as 
they trundled along on some factory 's 
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production line. Don't get me wrong. 
Plastic decoys look pretty darned life
like. And they are inexpensive. 

But they're plastic. For a select few duck 
hunters (and you know who you are) , 
nothing will do but wood- or cork-bodied 
handcrafted decoys that are as at home 
on the mantel as they are in a 2-foot chop 
driven by a northeast wind clawing over 
Barnstable's Great Marsh. 

Let me introduce you to my father, 
Frank Wilson, a Tewksbury carver that 
at least one ducker describes as "the 
quintessential Yankee decoy carver." At 
81 years old , Dad has been carving cork 
and pine and shaving white cedar and 



basswood since 1957. Back then, as luck 
would have it, the neophyte hunter was 
stationed at Otis Air Force Base on Cape 
Cod, where on his days off he quickly 
learned that decoys helped draw ducks 
within comfortable shooting range. He 
was using paper mache decoys in the 
early days. 

"The heads would fall off. The decoy 
would bounce around in the water and 
they'd break," says Dad. "They were no 
good at all." 

It was outside the shop of bird carver 
Peter Peltz, sole proprietor of The Bird 
Barn, that dad saw four of what he took 
to be very old decoys. Weathered and 
well used, they matched the decor of the 
gray-shingled bird shop that occupied 
what was once a cranberry sorting shed 
overlooking the marshes of Scorton Creek 
in Sandwich. When Dad inquired, Peltz 
informed him that he himself had carved 
the decoys. Not long afterwards, Wilson 
could be seen salvaging cast-off boards 
from the shipping crates of air-to-air 
missiles he was testing and maintaining 
for the U.S. Air Force. The missiles were 
bound for loading on F-89 jets. The boards 
were bound to become decoy heads. 

Today, more than a half century later, 
Pop still has a few of those early Black 

Duck decoy heads, unpainted, and prob
ably made of fir, not the best wood for 
carving. The ducks' cheeks are flat , con
strained by the thickness of the boards 
he'd used. The carving is Spartan but 
the shape has promise. Held next to a 
basswood black duck head fresh from his 
carving knife , the evolution is obvious . 
The modern duck head exudes attitude, 
a glint in the eye, carved beak and nostril 
detail, contented pouchy cheeks and 
a stout neck - all hallmarks of a Frank 
Wilson Black Duck decoy head. 

"That's why I don't like [Elmer] Crowell 
decoys ," says Dad, who coincidentally 
has the middle name Crowell but as far 
as he knows is not related to the highly 
collected bird carver whose carving 
barn was recently rebuilt in Harwich on 
the Cape. 

"His (decoy) necks are thin and they 
look like they'd break easily," notes 
Wilson. Not that any hunter would ac
tually hunt over a Crowell decoy, which 
at auction could fetch five figures from 
avid collectors. 

Dad also reserves some criticism for 
modern plastiC decoys: "A good decoy 
has to be shaped like a boat to work well 
in the water," he says. "Plastic decoys 
look great but with a little wind and chop, 

A pair of Frank Wilson Black Duck decoys illustrate the "personality" he somehow 
incorporates into his decoys, as well as the fact that no two are ever exactly alike. 
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Decoy carver Frank Wilson has produced hundreds of handmade decoys from 
his cluttered basement workshop, both wood-bodied and cork-bodied. A line of 
newly made American Black Duck decoys - his favorite decoy to make - hang 
from the rafters at right, while a box of heads, left, await bodies of various sizes. 

they just bounce around and don't look 
like real ducks ." 

Start At The Top 
"I usually carve the head before I carve 

the body, then I fit the body to the head," 
says Dad. "I've carved just about every 
species of waterfowl [that's found in Mas
sachusetts] . I usually don't do birds that 
are normally not here. I've never carved 
a Cinnamon Teal." 

Dad rough cuts each basswood head 
on his band saw in the basement. While 
many a modern carver uses high-speed 
grinders to power carve, Dad takes pride 
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in hand carving his decoy heads with a 
small assortment of flat and bent knives. 
The bent knife is his favorite and comes 
with a left or right-hand U-shaped curve 
toward the end of the blade. Once in 
a while he pauses from his carving to 
sharpen his knife with a leather strap. 

"Basswood usually has a much finer 
grain than pine or spruce," he notes. 
"But basswood is harder to sand. It's 
very close-grained and very soft. It has 
no sap, which is a plus. 

"There's sap in pine which can cause 
the paint to bubble if a decoy is left in 
the sun," he notes. 



The master carver's standard production sequence is to carve the head before he 
carves the body, and then to fit the body to the head (below). 

Once the head is carved, Dad sets a 
pair of glass eyes into it. That's when the 
duck seems to take on some personality. 

"The better eyes come from Germany," 
he says. "My supplier in Maine- his prices 
have likely tripled in the last 5 years. A 
pair of glass eyes for an oversized duck 
likely costs me $5." I can tell this doesn't 
sit well with my frugal Yankee dad. 

Like the head, the Wilson decoy body 
also has evolved into a floating testament 
to form following function. His cork-bod
ied decoys are lightweight, yet durable, 
thanks to an innovative painting and 
sanding method he developed to fill the 
pores of the cork. The body is further 
strengthened with the addition of a pine 
tail with simple carved feathering, and 
a pine or cedar base to which the keel 
will be attached. A distinctively shaped, 
lead-weighted keel has hunters marveling 
over how easy it is to wrap the decoy 
anchor lines once the hunt is over. 

Dad also carves decoy bodies from 
white cedar cut from the woods of Maine, 
though he says quality cedar has become 
difficult to obtain. His cedar-bodied duck 
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decoys are invariably hollow, as this 
prevents the decoy from splitting and 
checking. 

He roughs out the bodies using a draw 
knife and various small chisels. He pro
duces three sizes of decoys - pond-sized 
(13-14 inches long), coastal-sized (16-17 
inches long), and Oh-My-God-sized. The 
latter he swears he won't produce again 
because they take too much material 
and time to produce, and most hunters 
wouldn't want to transport and deploy 
a decoy that's 28 inches long. 

His favorite decoys to make are Black 
Ducks and Atlantic Brant, though Dad 
has never had the opportunity to shoot 
a brant. He cranks out his decoys from 
his cluttered, unheated basement. Thick 
with the aromatic sweet (pine and cedar) 
and sour (basswood) smells of drying 
or freshly worked wood, it's filled with 
drying planks, wood shavings and scraps, 
various vintages of outboard motors, 
canoe paddles and boat oars, a pair of 

Ojibway snowshoes, a band saw, a table 
saw, sanders, grinders, boxes of roughed 
out duck heads. Nearly finished decoys 
are strung from the rafters. The place is 
busy, chaotic, and at times, prolific. My 
Mom, Faith, (and Dad's wife of 59 years) 
doesn't venture down into the cellar 
anymore. 

For Dad, the least enjoyable part of 
creating a decoy is painting it. During 
the winter, he paints at the kitchen 
table and then sets the decoy to dry in 
the woodstove-heated living room. The 
freshly painted bird often joins laminated 
wood decoy bodies that are there for 
their glue to dry before the carving can 
begin. Overhead, decoys representing 
the work of various local carvers grace 
shelves along with gamebird paintings. 
To find a seat on either of two living 
room couches, one must squeeze in next 
to a row of duck decoys that give the 
somewhat electrifying impression they 
are watching you. For me, son of a decoy 
carver, this all seems normal. 

Frank Wilson, left, visits with James Szeliga, hunter and "self-described decoy 
and duck call collector. " Szeliga hunts New Hampshire 's Great Bay with his sons 
and many Wilson decoys, and probably owns more Wilson decoys than anyone. 
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" ... the somewhat electrifying impression they are watching you .... " 

Customers and 
Horse Trading 

James Szelinga, an avid waterfowler 
and self-described decoy and duck call 
collector and connoisseur, duck hunts 
with his two sons on Great Bay in New 
Hampshire with a rig of 18 Wilson decoys 
comprised of black ducks and mallards. 
On rare occasions he's put out as many 
as 38 black duck and 16 mallard decoys. 

"Frank makes a classic wood decoy," 
says Szelinga. "They ride the water the 
way a real bird does, they present like 
a real duck whether it's flat calm or 
rough. The decoys kind of adapt to the 
conditions. Your dad's decoys have a 
boatbuilder's influence, the keel- there's 
something a little different there. Plus he's 
got different attitudes. No two decoys 
have the same head position. I'm not a 
feather guy and neither is he, which is 
why I love his birds." 

"Frank makes by far one of the best 
working birds I've ever used," says Szel
inga, "and I've used tons of decoys by at 
least a hundred different carvers. His ride 
the best, look the best, last the longest, 
and they are anatomically correct. 

"I think he's a great carver but he never 
got the exposure he deserves. He's very 
modest about it. He would never promote 
himself. He's kind of the 'unknown carv
er'," says Szelinga. 

Relatively unknown Dad may be, but 
Szelinga boasts an impressive collection 
of Dad's gunning blocks. By his tally he 
owns at least 50 black ducks, 16 mal
lards, 20 brant, 5 golden eyes, a couple 
of pintails, half a dozen bluebills (scaup) 
but no scoters, geese, Buffleheads or 
Canvasbacks, all birds Dad has carved. 

By Dad's reckoning, he's carved 1,800 
decoys, give or take. And more often than 
not he trades decoys for wood, boats, or 
even food. 

For six quarts of home-canned Flat
head cherries from Montana, he traded 
a carved male Harlequin Duck, because 
the rancher had harlequins nesting on 
the river on his family's spread. 

One epic trade in 1976 saw him carve 
36 coastal-sized black duck decoys for 
a 17-foot, fiberglass, two-man scull boat 
built by Peter Witham of Newington, 
NH. Another time he traded decoys for 
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Wilson checks the form of a wood-bodied Atlantic Brant that is almost ready for 
painting. Along with the American Black Duck, the Atlantic Brant is among his 
favorite choices to model as a decoy, although he never hunted this species. 
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Hunters who use Wilson decoys always remark on the life-like qualities they maintain 
under myriad wind and weather conditions, something plastic (and many other) 
decoys cannot match. One of the secrets is the Wilson-designed keel, shown here, 
which stabilizes the decoy and serves as an anchor line wrap and storage device. 

a 17-foot aluminum canoe. A parking lot 
trade sealed the deal for a 9.S-horsepower 
Johnson outboard motor. 

Another trade saw a dozen cork Black 
Ducks go for a thousand board feet of 
basswood, which he air dried for a few 
years in the attic of our house in the 
seventies. A few months later the decoy 
owner called Dad to ask for more decoys 
since the first dozen had been stolen 
out of the bed of his pickup truck. Dad 
traded another dozen for another load of 
basswood, wood that he still carves to 
this day, decades after the trade. 

"I've only got 20 or 30 feet left of that 
basswood," he notes. 

If trading is in his blood, scavenging 
too plays a role in the creation of decoys. 
More than once Dad found thick slabs of 
cork either dumped in the woods or sal
vageable from old refrigerators insulated 
with cork. Usually it was black cork that , 
when cut or shaped, produces prodi
gious amounts of fine dust that gets into 
everything including eyes and nostrils . 

For big decoy jobs he's sometimes moved 
his band saw onto the backyard lawn to 
accomplish the dusty work outside. 

Joseph Rubbicco, 70, of Plymouth spent 
decades hunting ducks and geese in 
coastal Massachusetts and New Hamp
shire over Dad's decoys , often in the 
company of the carver himself. 

"We were hunting in storms a lot. His 
decoys are totally functional in terms 
of wrapping the anchor lines because 
Frank designed the keel. They were su
perb decoys. We used them for 40 years. 
I paid $12 a piece for them in '66 or '67," 
says Rubbicco. 

"No, I never lost a decoy. I'd die before 
I'd lose a decoy. On icy days we wouldn't 
put out as many," he says. "One time I 
was hunting Barnstable Marsh with your 
dad and he was cooking up one of his 
delicious clam chowders in the Barnegat 
sneakbox when a Black Duck came into 
the decoys. Your father threw a potato 
at the duck," recalls Rubbicco, chuckling. 
That Black Duck lived to see another day. 
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Incidentally, Dad had built the sneakbox 
from which they were hunting, just one of 
several duck boats he's built or modified 
for duck hunting. 

Perhaps the best known duck boat 
design in the United States , the Barnegat 
sneakbox is usually a one man craft 
that can be sculled, sailed, rowed or, in 
modern times, powered by an outboard 
motor. Dad had drawn the plans for his 
Barnegat on the cellar floor, scaling his 
craft up to fourteen feet so two hunters 
could gun from it. 

Conservation Conscious 
Dad carved Common Eider decoys 

along with his other offerings, but refused 
to sell them to one hunter who confided 
in him that he didn't eat the eiders he'd 
shot, but instead stuffed them into a 
plastic bag weighted with rocks and sunk 
them in the bay. 

"If they're not going to eat what they 
shoot, then I wouldn't sell them decoys. 

"Five or six years ago I offered a hollow 
cedar-bodied Black Duck decoy to anyone 
who would take a pledge not to shoot a 

American 
Black Duck 

Black Duck for a year. I had no takers out 
of all my hunting friends . 

"I've stopped shooting Black Ducks 
because they were in a tough situation," 
says Dad. "They still are." 

Pop hasn't hunted ducks now for 8 
years. The last time he hunted was with 
Kenley Robison on a river in eastern 
Massachusetts that neither man wants 
identified in print. (Duck hunters are like 
mushroom- or berry-pickers: You just 
don't ask where their spots are.) Dad 
shot a Mallard drake. But while he mar
vels at the number of ducks Robison will 
take gunning from his 12-foot kayak, he 
marvels most at Robison's culinary skills. 

A vintage shot of Wilson's friend and hunting companion, Joseph Rubbicco, now 70, 
shows him hunting many years ago with Wilson-made Black Duck decoys from a Wilson
made Barnegat sneakbox, somewhere near the Great Marsh in Barnstable. 

12 

~ 

'" ~ 
@ 
o o 
.c 
0.. 



The carver cradles his favorites. 
Robison remembers Dad saying 'My 

God, I had no idea duck could taste so 
good,' in response to a serving of Black 
Duck breast that Robison had marinated 
and then grilled. 

"Sometimes I wrap them with bacon. 
Of course bacon makes anything taste 
good. Ducks can be excellent table fare," 
says Robison. 

Robison has been taking carving les
sons from Dad for more than 15 years. A 
chance meeting at a Ducks Unlimited ban
quet had Robison taking Dad's contact 
information. That Christmas, Robison's 
wife surprised him with a gift of a pair 
of Wilson Mallard decoys. "I had no idea 
decoys could look like that," says Robi
son. He contacted Dad and asked him if 
he ever gave lessons. Robison wanted to 
make some Bufflehead decoys. 

"I've always had a burning desire to 
make my own decoys. Frank told me to 

order a sheet of cork and come on up to 
the house. When I arrived Frank had a 
pattern all drawn out. 

"Frank doesn't charge for lessons. He 
told me 'All I ask is that you teach one 
other person - keep passing this along.' 
Decoy carving keeps you in the moment. 
As soon as the duck season ends, you 
start in on the decoys . It's like duck 
hunting year round. It keeps you in touch 
with the ducks ," says Robison. 

Robison still visits Dad for decoy les
sons though the "lessons" more resemble 
animated storytelling sessions now that 
Robison is an accomplished decoy carver 
himself. 

Though Dad no longer hunts, lately 
he's been carving up a decoy storm. He 
calls carving his therapy. Looking at 
Dad's strong carving hands, one sees 
he's enjoyed a lot of therapy. 

"I don't miss those early morning 
hours ," he says of earlier hunting forays. 
"I didn't need to kill anything anymore. I 
love the marsh - the smell of the marsh 
- a saltmarsh particularly. 

"We always waited for the birds to 
come in to the decoys, wings cupped, 
legs down, then drop them with one shot. 
Joe (Rubbicco) called that a Wilson shot. 
I never sky-busted," says Dad staring off 
into memory from a chair at the kitchen 
table, a partially painted brant decoy just 
off his elbow. 

A line of cedar Black Duck decoys on a 
nearby couch seem to be caught motion
less, mid-swim. From the corner of my 
eye I swear I saw one of the Black Ducks 
cock his head, listening to Dad. 

This is the third appearance of Mark 
Wilson 's writing/ photography talents in our 
pages. He writes about and photographs 
wildlife here in New England when he isn 't 
photographing rare eagles in the Andes or 
nesting Snowy Owls on the Arctic tundra. 
A staff photographer for the Boston Globe 
for 23years, he also wrote regular columns 
on photography and birds. He tells us that 
Frank Wilson is looking to re-acquire some 
of his early decoys from hunters who might 
be retiring their rigs. You can reach Frank 
bye-mail atattitudedecoys@earthlink.net. 
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A decades-long research project to study the Snowy 
Owls that show up at Logan Airport every winter has 

incorporated state-of-the-art tracking technology to reveal 
surprising things about these charismatic birds. 

by Norman Smith 

Each winter for the past 35 years I have 
spent countless days and nights in every 
imaginable weather condition observing, 
capturing, banding, and relocating Snowy 
Owls from the airfield at Logan Interna
tional Airport. When I started this project 
(see Massachusetts Wildlife, No.1 , 1991), 
the assumption was that the Snowy Owl 
was a diurnal species that nested in the 
Arctic, ate mostly small rodents , and 
came south to New England when lem
mings, their primary food in the Arctic, 
declined. It was also assumed that these 
hungry owls that headed south in search 
of food eventually became weak and that 
most of them never made it back to the 
Arctic to breed. 
14 

With the help of my two assistants, 
daughter Danielle and son Joshua, we 
started collecting data to see what we 
could learn about these airport owls. 
We knew that birds at airports can be a 
problem. This was tragically document
ed on October 4, 1960, when an Eastern 
Airlines propeller-driven Lockheed L-188 
Electra crashed during takeoff. A flock of 
up to 20,000 starlings had suddenly flown 
into the path of the aircraft, resulting in 
hundreds of birds being ingested into 
the engines. Their intakes choked with 
feathers , flesh , and bone, the engines 
lost power and the aircraft crashed into 
Boston Harbor just north of the runway, 
killing 62 of the 72 passengers on board. 



A watchful Snowy Owl loafs in the 
tundra-like, high-decibel habitat 
surrounding much of Logan Airport. 

This event still stands as the worst ac
cident in airplane history caused by a 
bird strike. After the crash, minimum 
ingestion standards for propeller (and 
later, jet) engines were enacted , along 
with standardized airport wildlife man
agement plans that included bird patrols 
to control birds on the airfield. 

One of our first observations was that 
just the presence of an owl on the air
field helps to keep flocking birds away 
from the area where the owl is roosting, 
and that when such an owl goes into 
its hunting mode, these flocking birds 
often become its targets. By pursuing 
them as a food source, the owl actually 
helps the airport bird patrol accomplish 
its mission. Unfortunately, we have also 
observed owls killed by impact with an 
aircraft or by impact with the ground 
when they have flown into the powerful 
blast vortex created to the rear of a jet 
aircraft taking off. 

For the safety of the owls that show up 
at the airport and the aircraft that use 
that airspace, we capture, transport, and 
release as many owls as we can each 
winter. November through mid-January, 
we release the owls south of the airport 
on Duxbury Beach, and from late Janu
ary on we release the owls north of the 
airport at Parker River Wildlife Refuge. 
The owls generally begin to arrive at the 
airport in early November (the earliest 
record we have is October 22) and begin 
their journey north at the end of Marchi 
beginning of April. The latest record we 
had for the state was July 7, 1990, until 
the winter of 2014. Two snowy owls came 
down for that one and never left Boston, 
staying through the summer and fall and 
spending time at Logan Airport and the 
Boston Harbor Islands. 

It is difficult to know for sure how many 
owls come through the airport each win
ter, but the lowest number was back in 
1997-98 when we captured, banded, and 
removed three owls at Logan. The high
est number we captured, banded, and 
removed from Logan was 120 during the 

Norman Smith, a self-taught, Massachusetts naturalist, has captured, banded, 
transported, and released hundreds of these magnificent raptors to help protect 
both people and owls. Using observation skills and tracking technology, he has 
made a number of important discoveries about these mysterious annual visitors. 
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winter of 2013-14. That is by far the larg
est number of owls we have seen in the 
past 35 years. The previous high count 
of owls captured, banded, and removed 
from Logan was 43 during the winter of 
1986-87. To put this in perspective, during 
the winter of 2011-12 we banded 53 owls in 
the Greater Boston area, but during that 
incredible winter of 2013-14 we banded 176 
owls and recaptured 3 banded in previous 
winters, for a total count of 179. 

WHAT CAUSES IRRUPTIONS? 
SO why do Snowy Owls move south 

to New England in irruption years, and 

Populations of the Northern Collared 
Lemming (right) and Brown Lemming c: 

provide a key prey resource for Snowy ~ 
Owls nesting on the Canadian tundra. ~ 
Below, a 2013 nest on the tundra ~ 
containingjust a single hatchling owl (so @ 

far) is literally surrounded with stacked ~ 
lemming carcasses provided by the ~ 
parent birds. In years when lemmings 
are abundant, owl production is high 
and irruptions of young owls follow. 

why were there so many in the winter of 
2013-14? As I mentioned earlier, one the
ory about Snowy Owl movements is that 
the lemming populations in the Arctic 
decline, causing the owls to get hungry 
and, in desperation , to move south in 
search of food. These owls supposedly 
become weak and emaciated and never 
make it back to the Arctic. Our data from 
Logan Airport shows that in years when 
there were lots of owls around, most 
were young owls born that year, and all 
were in good bodily condition and of 
healthy weight. None of the 700+ Snowy 
Owls we have captured have shown any 
sign of being in poor condition. Body 
weights ranged from 1396 gm (a little 



over 3 pounds) to 2957 gm (about 6.5 
pounds) , the females being larger and 
more powerful than the males. The owls 
we capture are in good condition, not 
starving. Tom McDonald , a Snowy Owl 
researcher from upper state New York 
who has been studying snowy owls for 
26 years , has found the same results with 
the owls he has captured. 

Duringthe summer of 2013, J.F. Therrien, 
a Senior Research Biologist for Hawk 
Mountain Sanctuary in Kempton, Penn
sylvania, was studying breeding Snowy 
Owls in Northern Quebec. He told me that 
2013 was an incredible year for lemming 
abundance, and that as a result of the 
plentiful food, many Snowy Owls were 
nesting and producing lots of baby owls 
(the species typically nests only once 
per year, but a nest contains 3-16 eggs). 
After fledging, these young birds began 
to journey south. So abundant was the 
prey that Therrien sometimes found as 
many as 70 uneaten lemmings in a sin
gle nest! Since owls begin incubating as 
soon as the first egg is deposited, their 
eggs hatch in sequence, rather than all 
at once, and the first hatchlings have an 
enormous advantage over chicks that 
hatch later. When prey is scarce, only 
the first few hatchlings commonly get 
enough nourishment to survive. But when 
prey is abundant , the parent birds can 
provide enough food for most chicks to 
grow and survive to fledging. 

The abundant food in the summer of 
2013 therefore translated into an ex
traordinary abundance of young owls. 
Due to the competition created by such 
a large concentration of young raptors , 
many were impelled to keep moving fur
ther and further south. They traveled in 
record numbers to southern U.S. states 
where the Snowy Owl is rarely recorded . 
Some journeyed as far south as Florida 
and Texas; one even made it to Bermuda, 
where there was only one previous record 
for the species. 

The reason Snowy Owls leave the Arctic 
may, of course, be different from one year 
to the next. Numbers may vary greatly 
depending on where in the Arctic the owls 
originate and where they end up and are 
counted. The drive to move south could 
be related to an abundance of food in a 
given geographic location, producing 

lots of owls to travel south, but it is also 
possible that a lack of food in some areas , 
weather factors , or even changes in the 
Arctic habitat may provide the incentive 
to send young owls south. 

During our 35-year study at Logan Air
port we have banded over 700+ Snowy 
Owls and have not had a single year 
where a live owl showed up that was 
underweight , emaciated, or in otherwise 
poor bodily condition. We therefore 
conclude that, to date, it is not a lack of 
prey that drives the so-called irruption 
years of Snowy Owl abundance in our 
region, but rather that , in years of high 
lemming abundance, many Snowy Owls 
will breed and produce lots of young 
that will travel further south than usual. 
Those are the winters when we see lots 
of owls. 

MORTALITY AND BEHAVIOR 
As is true for most raptors, it can be 

very difficult for Snowy Owls to survive to 
adulthood. Young-of-the-year owls (and 
other rap tors) typically experience the 
highest mortality levels in the population, 
presumably due to their inexperience 
in finding food and avoiding predators 
and accidents. Of the 58 dead owls that 
we have examined, more than half died 
from being hit by a jet or caught in a jet 
blast. We also found owls that appeared 
to have starved to death, but usually the 
emaciation was actually a secondary 
cause of death that followed some kind of 
trauma or disease infection. Other causes 
of death included rodenticide poisoning, 
aspergillosis , drowning, electrocution, 
gunshot, collision with train or vehicle, 
and predation by another animal. 

Snowy Owls roost on the ground during 
the day, taking cat naps but never really 
going to sleep. They always remain totally 
aware of their surroundings and rarely 
fail to detect any potential predator that 
may venture too close. In the Arctic, 
where they breed during the summer, 
the sun never sets; hence the ability to 
hunt by day is essential. However, when 
they are here in winter, they are primarily 
nocturnal , preferring to hunt at night like 
most other owl species. 

We have responded to numerous people 
who have observed an owl in the same 
exact location day after day and became 
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Snowy owls are powerful, skilled predators. Research at Logan has revealed that 
these owls - the largest owls in North America in terms of weight, wingspan, and 
length - prey on an incredible assortment of species. Somewhat surprising prey 
items recorded by the author include Snowy Owl (above), Peregrine Falcon, Canada 
Goose, Great Blue Heron, Double-crested Cormorant, and Black-backed Gull. 

concerned, thinking that these owls hunt 
by day, that the bird has not eaten for 
days and must be weak or dying. We tell 
them to go out at night with a flashlight 
and they are always amazed to discover 
that the owl has left to search for its next 
meal. On numerous occasions, using 
night vision equipment, we have watched 
Snowy Owls leave the airport under the 
cover of darkness , fly out over the water, 
and come back with various species of 
waterfowl and gulls. The two most com
mon methods the owls use for hunting 
are either from an elevated perch (from 
which they observe and swoop down on 
prey) , or hovering in a manner similar to 
the hunting posture commonly employed 
by American Kestrels and Rough-legged 
Hawks. They often pursue their prey on 
the wing, overtaking and capturing their 
victims while in flight like a large falcon. 
They are incredibly fast for such a large 
owl. Occasionally they will pounce on 
prey or even run along the ground after 
voles , insects, or fledgling birds. 
18 

We have also observed Snowy Owls 
eating carrion, such as dead fish and 
harbor seals that have washed up on 
the airfield's shores, and also dead birds 
that have been killed by collisions with 
jets or killed by jet blasts. Sometimes 
there will be a dominant owl that will 
chase and steal prey from other owls 
or raptors hunting the airfield. At the 
airport , Snowy Owls have been observed 
pursuing American Kestrels , Red-tailed 
Hawks, Northern Harriers, Short-eared 
Owls, and other Snowy owls until they 
drop their prey - which the owl then 
grabs and eats. 

ANALYZING OWL PELLETS 
Collecting pellets is a great way to de

termine what the owls have been eating, 
but it isn't foolproof. Observations have 
shown that sizable prey items such as 
large ducks and geese sometimes do not 
leave evidence that shows up in pellets. 
The owls will simply pull out feathers 
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and eat only the breast, leaving little or 
no "roughage" from which to produce a 
pellet. That is why it is so important to 
actually observe the owls and record 
what they capture and eat; analysis of 
pellets alone will not provide a complete 
list of their prey. 

My two assistants have collected, dis
sected, and helped analyze over 6,000 
pellets to help determine what the owls 
eat when they are at the airport. Prey 
items include Norway Rat, Meadow 
Vole, Northern Water Shrew, Northern 
Short-tailed Shrew, White-footed Mouse, 
House Mouse, Gray Squirrel, Muskrat, 
Mink, Opossum, Eastern Striped Skunk, 
Eastern Cottontail, Domestic Cat, Snow 
Bunting, Lapland Longspur, Horned 
Lark, American Pipit, American Robin, 
Northern Mockingbird, Northern Flick
er, Black-bellied Plover, Golden Plover, 
Dunlin, Yellowlegs species, European 
Starling, Red-winged Blackbird , Eastern 
Meadowlark, Rock Dove, Mourning 
Dove, Killdeer, American Oystercatch-

er, Upland Sandpiper, Ring-necked 
Pheasant, Ring-billed Gull , Herring Gull, 
Black-backed Gull, Double-crested Cor
morant , American Black Duck, Mallard, 
Bufflehead, Red-breasted Merganser, 
Common Goldeneye , Common Eider, 
White-winged Scoter, Long-tailed Duck, 
Scaup species, tern species, Atlantic 
Brant, Canada Goose, American Bittern, 
Great Blue Heron, Clapper Rail, American 
Kestrel, Northern Harrier, Saw-whet Owl, 
Short-eared Owl, Long-eared Owl, Barn 
Owl, and Pe ine Falcon. A of 

Owls often consume prey whole or in large parts. Their crops extract the nutritious 
soft tissues and compact bones, feathers, hair, and other indigestibles into the form 
of regurgitated pellets (above, right). Researchers can determine what prey the owls 
are taking by looking at the evidence left in pellets (the lower of the two above 
clearly contains a rodent jaw). To develop an accurate, comprehensive prey list, 
however, direct observation of the birds is required, since the owls may eat only the 
soft tissues of certain prey items (such as geese), leaving no evidence in a pellet. 
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unidentified insects, crustaceans, and 
fish scales have also been found in pellets. 
We have even photographed aSnowy Owl 
eating another Snowy Owl. 

If you average their weight , wing span, 
and body length, Snowy Owls are the 
largest owl species in North America. All 
Snowy Owls have ear tufts , but they rarely 
keep them erect. They have incredibly 
keen eyesight and hearing. Using a starling 
as a lure, we once attracted and caught an 
owl that was originally perched in a tree 
2 miles across the water from the airport! 
On several occasions, Snowy Owls have 
been observed capturing Meadow Voles 
that were concealed under 6+ inches of 
snow. While hovering, they use their acute 
hearing to triangulate on the target, then 
plunge into the snow and come up with a 
vole that was not visible from the surface. 
That they can perform this seemingly 
supernatural feat while surrounded by all 
the mega-decibel sounds of the airport 
is beyond extraordinary. 

Aging a perched Snowy Owl can be 
difficult. It is amazing how often I have 
seen an experienced birder looking at a 
Snowy Owl a 100+ yards away through 
a spotting scope, and then explaining to 
others what age and sex it is . After years 
of field observations of perched owls we 
found our assumption of the age and sex 
of an owl sometimes changed after it was 
captured, weighed, and measured, and 
we had examined its feathers in detail to 
look for signs of molt (the replacement of 
old feathers with new ones). Juvenile owls 
have feathers that are uniform in color, 
as they are all new with similar markings. 
Adults have varied markings from feather 
to feather and a combination of new and 
old feathers. New feathers have a whiter 
appearance, while old feathers are often 
faded and off-white in color. Making an 
accurate age and sex determination is 
almost impossible unless the bird is 
in hand (or a high-quality photo of the 
bird in flight with fully extended wing is 
available) and can be examined to see 
these subtle differences. 

As a general rule , females are usually 
darker and larger than the males and 
typically have dark barring across their 
primary feathers, while males usually 
have dark spots on their primaries. Over 
the years we also assumed that a way to 
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Snowy Owls have ear tufts, but they 
rarely keep them erect. 
tell a juvenile owl from an adult was that 
juveniles had mottling on their covert 
feathers and the dark down feathers un
der their neck feathers. After recapturing 
owls the following year, we realized that 
some of them still had some of the mot
tling on their coverts and dark down neck 
feathers. This demonstrated to us that 
the presence of those feathers is not an 
accurate way to age the owls. Some owls, 

To learn more about their movements, 
the researchers applied temporary 
dyes of various colors to the backs of 
the owl's heads, allowing for visual 
identification at a distance. 
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both male and female , are very dark when 
they are young, and some are very white; 
some get whiter with age and some don't 
seem to change much at all. Individual 
owls that have just completed a molt in 
late summer usually appear darker than 
they did in the spring, and over time the 
feathers gradually fade until they molt 
the following year. 

MARKING AND TRACKING 
The owls are harmlessly captured with 

a specially designed, manually triggered 
bow net, then weighed, measured, and 
finally banded with a uniquely numbered 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service leg band. To 
learn more about their movements, we 
had our Bird Banding Permit amended so 
we could use temporary dyes to mark the 
backs of their heads with various colors. 
These noticeable "color tags" allowed 
us to identify the individual birds from 
a distance and to see if they returned to 
the airport. Color-tagging also facilitated 
observation reports from other locations 
when people sighted the marked birds. 
Reports of the color-marked Snowy Owls 

This pale specimen, a male, was the 
first one equipped with a transmitter 
that finally proved at least some Snowy 
Owls make it back to the Arctic after 
visiting the Commonwealth. 
have been received from other locations 
in Massachusetts , as well as from Maine, 
Vermont, New Hampshire, Rhode Island , 
Connecticut , New York, New Jersey, 
Maryland, Virginia, North Carolina, and 
Canada. These birds do get around! 

To date , 17 banded owls have returned 
to the airport the year after they were 
banded, 5 returned 2 years later, 3 re
turned 3 years later, 1 returned 6 years 
later, 1 returned 10 years later, 1 returned 
16 years later, and 1 returned 23 years 
later. (The latter is currently the oldest 
known wild Snowy Owl.) With these owls 
returning, we now knew that at least some 
of them, contrary to popular opinion, 
survived their irruption year travels, 
but we could not yet document if they 
actually made it back to the Arctic. 

In an attempt to find out if Snowy Owls 
that winter in New England make it back 
to the Arctic, we set up a collaboration 
with Mark Fuller at the Snake River Field 
Station of the USGS Forest and Rangeland 
Ecosystem Science Center and Kirk Bates 
at the Raptor Research Center of Boise 
State University. With their help we hoped 
to attach satellite transmitters to some of 
our wintering owls . During the summer 
of 1999, in conjunction with The Owl 
Research Institute in Missoula, Montana, 
Fuller oversaw the placement of three 
transmitters on breeding owls in Barrow, 
Alaska, the first time these devices had 
ever been placed on any species of owl. 
Surprisingly, the birds did not head south 
as expected. One was found shot and 
the other two went north on the pack 
ice for the winter. Instead of returning to 
Barrow that spring, they went to Siberia, 
also a surprise. 

After receiving the proper permits, 
training, and the support of an anony
mous donor in 2000, we purchased 12 
satellite transmitters and used Teflon 
harnesses to attach them to wintering 
Snowy Owls we trapped, banded, and 
relocated from Logan International Air
port. This was the first time transmitters 
had ever been placed on wintering snowy 
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owls. Unfortunately, three of the first 12 
owls we tracked never had a chance to 
migrate north because they were illegally 
shot in Massachusetts; something we 
neither expected nor would have known 
about without having the transmitters to 
direct us to their locations and allow us 
to recover the bodies. 

During spring and autumn migrations, 
our preliminary data suggest these owls 
sometimes exhibit what are called "sa
lutatory movements ," where they cover 
hundreds of kilometers relatively quickly 
over a 3-day period, and then remain 
for several weeks in specific locales -
sometimes referred to as "stopover ar
eas" - before continuing north or south 
again. One such stopover area we have 
identified is the Saint Lawrence Strait 
area of Quebec, Canada, where some of 
our marked owls have spent extended 
periods of time. 

The majority of the 25 Snowy Owls 
we have tracked to date with satellite 
transmitters mostly exhibited a regular 
north/south-oriented migration pattern. 
They migrated north in spring along 
more western longitudes, terminating 
in an area from northern Quebec north 
into the northeastern Canadian archi
pelago. Later in the year, they migrated 
south along more eastern longitudes , 
to winter from southern Canada into 
Massachusetts. 

On March 4, 2012 , a satellite transmitter 
was put on an owl from the airport that 
was released at the Parker River Wildlife 
Refuge. It spent the summer in Nunavut, 
west of Baffin Island. On November 24 of 
that same year it returned to the airport. 
It had traveled over 7,000 miles in just 9 
months! This new technology was expen
sive - $3,000 per transmitter and $3,000 
per transmitter in tracking fees - but 

Amid considerable public fanfare, the author prepares to release "Century," the 
lOath Snowy Owl he captured in the record irruption winter of 2013-14. A large 
female, she was equipped with a state-of-the-art, solar-powered transmitter that 
collects and stores GPS and other data, then transmits it via the cell phone network. 
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Year 2001 Snowy Owls 

Labrador Sea 

• 

This map shows the movement patterns of 4 Snowy Owls captured by the author 
at Logan Airport, fitted with satellite transmitters, and released in 2001. The 
extent, timing, and cyclical pattern of their north/ south movements was previously 
unknown. Study of the map will reveal some "salutatory movements," where they 
cover hundreds of kilometers relatively quickly over a short period, as well as 
"stopover areas" where they sometimes remain for several weeks in specific locales. 
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the results documented for the first time 
that owls wintering in Massachusetts 
do make it back to the Arctic during the 
summer and that some return south in 
future years. 

With the incredible Snowy Owl inva
sion of 2013, Scott Weidensaul , David 
Brinker, Steve Huy, and I created Project 
SNOWstorm, a collaboration that now 
includes roughly 40 scientists, banders, 
wildlife veterinarians and pathologists, 
and dozens of organizations, to study 
the breeding ecology of wintering Snowy 
Owls. We were one of the first collabora
tors to receive new state-of-the-art, solar 
powered GPS/GSM transmitters to put on 
owls in Massachusetts . 

With this new technology we were 
receiving near-real-time data on where 
the owls were located, information that 
was posted on the Project SNOWstorm 
website for people to view. This created 
lots of interest and excitement, as people 
could go to the site and , over the past 2 
years , track Snowy Owls from New York, 
Massachusetts, Pennsylvania, Maryland, 
Delaware, Ohio, Michigan, Wisconsin, 
and Minnesota. These trackers continu
ally log incredibly precise GPS locations 
around the clock, then transmit the data 
via the cell phone network at preset inter
vals. As the near-real-time data was post
ed on the website, people began using 
the data as an easy way to find the owls 
for viewing. In some cases, this became 
a problem for individual owls , especially 
on Duxbury Beach. People would chase 
that owl constantly to get a close view or 
photo, leaving it with nowhere to roost 
without being disturbed. We had not an
ticipated this problem, which eventually 
made it necessary to put a 3-day delay 
on the posting of the data. 

In locations where there are limited 
cell towers (such as in the Arctic, where 
these owls tend to spend a great deal of 
their time) , the GPS transmitters on the 
birds continue to collect data until the 
owl comes back within cell range, even if 
it takes many years . The one hundredth 
Snowy Owl we removed from Logan Air
port that winter - a very large female we 
named "Century" - was equipped with 
one of these new trackers and was one of 
the owls that showed up in Quebec in the 
spring of 2014. Her tracker downloaded 
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a ll the places she had been as soon as 
she came within range of a cell tower. 

PROGRESSION OF 
KNOWLEDGE 

Things have changed a great deal since 
we first started this project. Back then , 
the only way to get information on these 
owls was to put a U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service band on them and hope that 
someone, somewhere, would recapture 
or find the owl and report the band 
number and location to the Bird Band
ing Lab in Washington, DC. Later, with 
color-marking, we were able to identify 
individuals through sighting reports that 
gave us time and location data and often 
how long the bird remained in the sight
ing area. The first satellite transmitters 
allowed us to track an owl anywhere 
without having to physically observe 
it, thus providing year-round details on 
where the owl was located when the 
transmitter was transmitting. Now, with 
cellular technology, we can get near-real
time data of where the owls are located, 
as well as when they are moving, what 
direction they are moving, how fast , and 
the elevation at which they are flying. As 
technology changes in the future it may 
even be possible to incorporate a tiny 
camera into a tracker so we can actually 
view what the owl is seeing. 

I want to thank the anonymous donor 
that gave us the opportunity to use this 
tracking technology, the Nuttall Ornitho
logical Club, and the numerous individ
ual donors and Project SNOWstorm for 
helping us continue this project over the 
years. Without their support, the move
ments of the Logan Airport Snowy Owls 
would still be a mystery today. There 
is , however, still much to learn about 
Snowy Owls. Is something happening in 
the Arctic that is causing fluctuations 
in the owl population on the breeding 
and wintering areas? Are Snowy Owls 
increasing or decreasing in number? Will 
they be able to adapt to changes that are 
taking place in the Arctic? By continuing 
our research on snowy owls, we may help 
to answer these and other questions in 
the future . 

I have been fortunate over the past 35 
years to have the unique opportunity to 
observe, help protect, and attempt to 
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Joy and excitement: Norman Smith releases an owl at Duxbury Beach with 
granddaughters Carmella and Alexa, his third-generation of research assistants. 
understand the winter ecology of these especially children - a chance to better 
beautiful creatures that come each winter understand, appreciate, and care for this 
to Logan Airport. The participation of world in which we live. ~ 
my two young assistants in this project 
has given me an appreciation for how 
energetic and resourceful young minds 
can be, as well as the importance of 
involving children in research projects. 
I now have a third generation of owl 
researchers assisting with the snowy 
project , my granddaughters Carmella 
and Alexa. I realize now, more than ever, 
how important it is to learn and collect 
as much information as you can on a 
subject you are passionate about , and to 
then use that knowledge to give people-

Norman Smith is a self-taught naturalist 
who has worked for Mass Audubon for over 
40 years. His current position is Director 
of the Blue Hills Trailside Museum and the 
Norman Smith Environmental Education 
Center in Milton, both of which are state
owned facilities under the Department 
of Conservation and Recreation and 
managed by Mass Audubon. He has been 
involved in various raptor research projects 
forover45 years, and uses the information 
gathered to help stimulate everyone he 
meets to appreciate our natural world. 
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by Lois A. Breault-Melican 

Lost to us for over a century, a tree of exceptional value 
to wildlife and people will resume its former 

prominence in our forests in this century thanks to the 
perseverance of many determined admirers. 

Most people are unaware of the enor
mous dimensions of the ecological 
disaster that the loss of the American 
Chestnut tree represents still to this day. 
Not many have any sense of the important 
dates associated with the long, mourn
ful , but ultimately redeeming arc of the 
chestnut story. The American Chestnut 
Foundation's classical backcross breed
ing program is rapidly building toward 
the goal of reintroducing a healthy, 
blight-resistant chestnut tree back into 
the eastern forests of the United States. 

CHESTNUT HISTORY 
It's difficult for us to imagine just how 

prolific and lush the forests of New En
gland were before European settlement. 
They were diverse ecosystems, with 
chestnuts towering over the other trees 
in the forest canopy. Use of these forests 
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by Native Americans involved benign 
management, such as regular burning of 
the forest floor, and it was far more sus
tainable and protective of mature forest 
resources than the massive lumbering 
exploitation that would follow. 

Chestnut made up approximately 25% 
of the hardwood forests from Maine 
to Mississippi and as far west as the 
Ohio River Valley. Some regions in the 
Appalachian Mountains were so flush 
with chestnut trees they were called 
chestnut hot spots , with many acres of 
forest composed almost exclusively of 
chestnut trees. People in these regions 
"lived chestnut." Their family stories re
late that if you were born in this region, 
you were placed in a chestnut cradle at 
birth, you lived with chestnut throughout 
your life, and you were laid in a chestnut 
coffin when you died. 
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Early on, European settlers saw the 
forests as commodities for their use and 
didn't understand the delicate balance 
that forests must maintain to remain 
healthy and productive. By the end of 
the 19th century, many people, including 
Gifford Pinchot - one of the first foresters 
in the United States and the first chief 
of the U.S. Forest Service - thought that 
chestnuts were being overly exploited in 
the rapid growth and expansion of the 
nation. In 1885, it was estimated that our 
growing railroad system alone required 
9-12 million railroad ties each year, and 
most of those ties were made of chestnut 
wood. Utility poles were another use of 
chestnut that required many chestnut 
trees to be cut down to supply our ev
er-increasing needs. 

Chestnut was a very valuable wood 
in high demand. Fast-growing, straight
grained, lightweight, and easily worked, it 
had one property that most lumber does 
not have - it is naturally rot resistant. 
This made it an excellent choice for rail
road ties, fence posts, framing timbers, 
shingles, and other items that came into 
contact with the soil or elements. 

While chestnut wood was used for 
nearly everything, the nuts themselves, 
which fell reliably every October, were 
used to feed livestock, stored in attics for 
family use, and even collected specifically 
to be brought to railroad stations and 
transported to large cities throughout 
the range to be roasted on street corners 
by pushcart vendors . Roasted chestnuts 
were essentially America's first fast food . 

Although chestnuts were prized for 
the rot-resistant lumber they provided 
and the delicious, nutritious food they 
supplied, perhaps the prime benefit of 
chestnut trees was the mast they reliably 
provided each year for wildlife. It has 
been estimated that pre-blight chestnuts 
provided nearly 60% of the food that fed 
wildlife throughout the tree's range. Bear 
and deer found it delectable. Smaller 
species such as turkeys, squirrels , and 
grouse also favored chestnut over other 
forest food . Even the smallest mammals 
like mice, voles, and chipmunks sought 
out these tasty nuts. When the chestnut 
blight began its deadly march through 
the range, the main staple food of the 
forest began to disappear. As devastating 
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An American Chestnut log on its way to the saw mill in the late 1800s is pulled by 
a team of oxen in Rutland, Massachusetts. The wood was prized for its strength 
and lightness, and especially for its resistance to moisture and rot. It was used 
extensively for fence posts, barn and house framing, shingles, and railroad ties. 
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It is almost impossible to comprehend what it was like to have one of the most 
common and important trees in our forests simply disappear in less than a decade 
following passage of the blight. Areas of forest comprised almost entirely of chestnut 
became "ghost forests" almost overnight, a tragedy for people and wildlife. Such 
areas might not become naturally forested again (with other tree species) for a 
decade or more, and, even with oaks, never recovered their former productivity. 

as this was for people and rural econo
mies, the effects on wildlife were even 
worse. So much wildlife was negatively 
affected by the chestnut blight that it was 
later understood to be one of the worst 
environmental disasters of the entire 
20th century. 

CHESTNUT BLIGHT 
It was about 100 years ago that chestnut 

blight ravaged the forests of Massachu
setts. First observed in New York's Bronx 
Zoological Park in 1904, chestnut blight 
(Cryphonectria parasitica) is an airborne 
pathogen that was accidentally imported 
into the United States on a shipment of 
Asian chestnut trees around the turn 
of the 20th century. By the time people 
noticed that American Chestnut trees in 
the park were inexplicably dying off, it 
was already too late to stop this deadly 
pathogen. 
28 

Each year after its discovery, the 
disease expanded its range outwards . 
By 1950, more than 4 billion American 
Chestnut trees were dead, leaving the 
entire species functionally extinct. The 
towering American Chestnut tree, which 
had been a canopy-dominating forest 
monarch, was now reduced to languish
ing on the forest floor as an understory 
plant , constantly re-sprouting after 
growing for a few years, and then being 
knocked back again and again by the con
tinued presence of the blight. For more 
than a century, the still-alive roots have 
been sending up shoots that are doomed 
to follow this sad, monotonous routine 
of sprouting and dying back. 

Where it used to be said that a squirrel 
could travel from Maine to Georgia with
out ever leaving the branches of chestnut 
trees , after the blight nothing but giant, 
dead standing trees and "ghost forests" 



remained. After several more decades, 
even those were gone. 

This precipitous , total destruction im
pacted not only forest ecology, but also 
the residents of the hill towns and valleys, 
especially along the Appalachian range, 
where people experienced firsthand the 
decline of this great tree. Its loss affected 
both their food supply and their cash 
income, and had a domino effect on many 
rural economies. Farmers lost the most 
nutritious and available food for them
selves and their livestock. Attics and 
lofts that used to be filled to the rafters 
with chestnuts to feed both man and 

beast were left empty. Chestnuts sold by 
pushcart vendors on street corners had 
to be imported from other countries to 
continue this holiday tradition. 

Even though many other tree species, 
particularly oaks , grew up and eventu
ally filled the spaces once taken up by 
chestnut, they could not fill the chestnut's 
former niche. The "king of the forest ," 
truly a keystone species, was gone! The 
effects were devastating to the forests , 
the wildlife that they sustained, and to 
people. The food and wood products 
supplied by other trees were not the 
same in terms of lumber quality or food 

production. Wildlife populations de
clined without their reliable supply of 
abundant, nutritious chestnuts. Oth
er trees produced seeds and nuts , but 
could but not match chestnut mast in 
terms of annual reliability, nutrition, 
and quantity that was necessary to 
sustain wildlife at previous levels. 

THE AMERICAN 
CHESTNUT FOUNDATION 

As the devastation swept across 
the landscape like a rapidly growing 
cancer, many organizations tried 
unsuccessfully to deal with the blight 
and restore the health of the species. 
These efforts continued for over 50 
years, until about 1960, when efforts 
were finally abandoned and most 
research came to a halt. Four billion 
chestnut trees had been wiped out 
and it seemed that there was little 
hope of their possible resurrection. 
No one had reason to dispute the 
mournful sentiment expressed by 
Donald Culross Peattie, a naturalist 
and much-read author, when he said 
that "the chestnut had gone down 
like a slaughtered army." 

Because the blight cannot infect 
their roots, chestnuts continue 
to sprout throughout their range 
from the underground remnants 
of trees that were destroyed by the 
blight a century ago. Unfortunately, 
because the blight is still present, 
the sprouts are typically reinfected 
with the bark-destroying pathogen 
before they can reproduce, and the 

--" _ _ -' doomed cycle begins again. 
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But there was hope; a hope that was 
rekindled one day in December 1980, 
when Dr. Charles Burnham, a brilliant 
retired professor and corn breeder from 
the University of Minnesota, noticed 
an article on a bulletin board titled 
"Prospects for the American Chestnut 
in the Upper Mississippi Valley." With 
his curiosity piqued, he began his own 
research into previous chestnut resto
ration efforts. He soon realized that the 
primary work in this endeavor had been 
done by plant pathologists, who had tried 
in vain to find a cure for the chestnut 
bark disease. Rather than continuing the 
fruitless quest for a cure, Dr. Burnham 
decided to instead start looking at ways 
to make the chestnut tree resistant to 
the blight. This was the beginning of The 
American Chestnut Foundation (TACF). 
Other members of the scientific commu
nity soon joined him, including Nobel 
Prize winner Dr. Norman Borlaug, and 
an evolutionary ecologist, Phil Rutter, 
who was inspired by J. Russell Smith's 
"Tree Crops: A Permanent Agriculture." 

Dr. Burnham's hypothesis to bring 
about chestnut restoration was fairly sim
ple. First, pollinate the female flowers of 
blight-resistant Chinese Chestnuts with 
pollen from blight-susceptible American 
Chestnuts. Next, backcross the resulting 
Chinese/American hybrids of the first 
generation with American pollen, thus 
increasing the "American-ness" of the 
second generation. After 5 years or so 
of sufficient growth, these second- gen
eration trees would be intentionally 
inoculated with blight, and only those 
that demonstrated both sufficient blight 
resistance and the classic American form 
would be selected for future breeding. 

Two additional generations of back
cross breeding would then be subjected 
to the same selection process , each 
time greatly increasing blight resistance 
while recovering ever-higher percentag
es of American Chestnut genetics and 
characteristics. Finally, trees of the last 
generation would be intercrossed in seed
production orchards. These selected 
trees would theoretically have blight 
resistance nearly equal to the Chinese 
parent, but would be overwhelmingly 
American in form and character. 

The hypothesis appeared sound, but it 
would take a nonprofit corporation led by 
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dedicated individuals to do the long, slow, 
diligent work necessary to test it, and, 
hopefully, bring the wonderful tree back 
to us. The American Chestnut Foundation 
(TACF) was officially established in 1983 
with this goal in mind . Its leadership al
most immediately set a goal of establish
ing a National Chestnut Research Center 
in the heart of the chestnut range. This 
goal was achieved in 1989 with the lease 
of a farm in rural southwest Virginia in 
the town of Meadowview. 

In that same year, under the leadership 
of Dr. Fred Hebard , chestnuts were plant
ed at Meadowview and the field testing 
of the Burnham hypothesis was under
way. It was recognized that a statewide 
chapter system would be necessary to 
incorporate localized genetic diversity 
into the program, and one by one, as 
the 1990s went by, chapters began to be 
established. 

Massachusetts formed a chapter in 
2000, and later expanded to become 
the joint Massachusetts/ Rhode Island 
Chapter of the TACF. In the last 15 years, 
its members have planted 20 breeding 
orchards across the two states, including 
ones at MassWildlife's Central District 
Office in West Boylston, Moore State Park 
in Paxton, and the Stockbridge Chestnut 
Preserve on Route 7. Most of the breeding 
orchards have been selected for blight 
resistance, final selections have been 
made, and the culling of less than ideal 
trees has been completed. 

In addition to breeding orchards, nu
merous small, demonstration plantings 
have been established in a variety of 
locations. These include Powderhouse 
Hill at Old Sturbridge Village, Wachusett 
Meadow Audubon Sanctuary, the Sibley 
Farm in Spencer, Garden in the Woods, 
Gould Meadow in Stockbridge, and the 
Berkshire Botanic Garden. Nowthe Chap
ter is switching gears and moving forward 
to the final step in the process before 
launching a major reforestation effort: 
the establishment of the seed-production 
orchards. Our breeding orchards have 
come to fruition and are now supplying 
us with high-quality seed for our new 
seed orchards. 

The MA/ RI Chapter of TACF now has 
six seed-production orchards underway. 



Developing chest
nuts are protected 
by spiny, green seed 
pods that discourage 
squirrels and other 
potential pilferers 
until they split open 
in the fall and drop 
their bounty to the 
ground. 

They are the South 
Kingstown Land 
Trust Headquar
ters in Rhode Island 
and Land's Sake in 
Weston ; Smith Col
lege's MacLeish Field 
Station in Whately; 
the Meiklejohn CR 
property in Gran
ville ; Springside 
Park in Pittsfield ; 
a nd our most re
cent, the MassWild
life Headquarters 
in Westborough, all 
in Massachusetts. 

MASSWILDLIFE 
SEED ORCHARD 
The creation of the 
latter was assured 
in the fall of 2014 
when Wayne McCal
lum, then-Director 
of the MassWildlife 
agency, and Betsy 
Gamber, acting Pres
ident and CEO of The 
American Chestnut 
Foundation, signed a 
Memorandum of Un
derstanding formally 
agreeing to work to
gether on the seed-orchard project in a 
partnership that hopefully will never end. 

A seed orchard is larger and structured 
d ifferently than our previous-stage 
breeding orchards. Three thousand 
chestnuts will be planted close together 
in an open field and protected from deer 
browse by fencing. Our selection process 
is so rigorous that only 20 trees out of the 
original3,000 will eventually be selected. 
The remaining 2,980 will be culled out. 

Those 20 trees will thrive at the MacCal
lum Wildlife Management Area, protected 
by a fence and under the careful stew
ardship of MassWildlife staff and TACF 
volunteers. The orchard at MassWildlife 
will eventually produce hundreds of 
thousands, if not millions, of chestnuts, 
to be used for reforestation efforts on 
wildlife management areas across Mas
sachusetts to the great benefit of wildlife 
and forest diversity. 
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Chinese Chestnut trees have great 
resistance to the blight, but lack the size, 
shape, growth, and other characteristics of 
the American Chestnut. TACF's challenge 
has been to selectively breed hybrids to 
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develop a strain that retains the minimum amount of Chinese genetic material to 
confer blight resistance, and the maximum amount of American genetic material to 
confer all the morphological and other characteristics of the original American tree. 
A handful of the 3,000 trees planted in the seed orchard at the Wayne MacCallum 
WMA in Westborough, shown here, will meet the stringent standards, and will 
someday provide the seed (inset) for resurrection. 

We hope that people will visit our or
chards, especially at MassWildlife, to see 
for themselves the incredible progress 
that has been made in bringing back 
America's most beloved forest tree. Try 
to imagine 20 trees thriving in full sun 
under ideal conditions in an open field 
with each tree being as tall as a 12-story 
building and producing thousands of 
sweet and delicious chestnuts every fall. 
It is our hope that the toddlers of today 
will someday walk with their grandchil
dren through these beautiful chestnut 
orchards and realize that everyone and 
every living thing benefits when each gen
eration unselfishly embraces long-range, 
common-sense conservation interests. 

Please check out TACF's website at 
acf.org. It's very rare, if not unique, that 
ordinary people from all walks of life can 
step up and get involved immediately in 
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one of the most interesting and important 
conservation projects of our time. TACF 
has always embraced citizen science and 
we continue to encourage volunteers to 
get involved . No experience is necessary, 
just a willingness to do the hard work so 
that people of the next century and be
yond will look back with fondness upon 
us and what we've done for the American 
Chestnut's recovery. ....... 

Lois Breault-Melican is currently the Presi
dent of the MA/ RJ Chapterofthe American 
Chestnut Foundation. She lives in Spencer 
with her husband, Denis Melican, who is 
also on the MA/ RJ Chapter Board of Di
rectors. Lois is known for her collection of 
delicious chestnut recipes. She and Dennis, 
with the help of volunteers, planted the first 
chestnut orchard on state land at Moore 
State Park in Paxton in 2003. 



When he noticed the silence of calling amphibians at one 
of the most famous birding destinations in Massachusetts, 

a local herpetologist decided to do something about it ... 
On a mid-April evening herpetologist 

Joe Martinez walks slowly through the 
darkness of Mount Auburn Cemetery, his 
headlamp illuminating the road in front 
of him. Three Harvard graduate biology 
students follow close behind. Martinez 
stops to point out a monument to Nathan
iel Bowditch, an early American mathe
matician and navigator. A lot of famous 
people are buried here, Martinez says, 
including renowned Harvard scientists 
Asa Gray and Louis Agassiz . 

Suddenly Martinez hears something. 
He asks the students to listen. A distant 
chorus of high- pitched, single note whis
tles drifts through the cool night air and 
across the rolling landscape dotted with 
headstones and crypts. 

"Ah, this is good. Sweet stuff to hear," 
says Martinez. "If you listen very carefully 
in the distance, those are peepers." 

Until a few years ago, explained Marti
nez, the cemetery was totally silent, but 

then he and Patrick Fairbairn, a member 
of the Watertown Conservation Commis
sion, decided to launch a project to rein
troduce Spring Peepers, Gray Treefrogs, 
and American Toads to Mount Auburn 
Cemetery. 

"The idea came about when Patrick 
and I were at Dell Pond observing the 
Spotted Salamanders migrating, and 
noted the complete silence of the place," 
said Martinez. 

Martinez said the silence of the ceme
tery's only vernal pool was in contrast to 
virtually every other vernal pool he and 
Fairbairn visited. These small temporary 
ponds, formed by fall and spring rains and 
melting snow, are the primary breeding 
habitat for several frog and salamander 
species, and typically resound with loud 
choruses of male frogs calling for mates 
this time of year. 

"We wondered if it was possible to bring 
in some spring-breeding frog species to 
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restore a bit more life to the place," said 
Martinez. 

So Martinez, who works in the Herpe
tology Department at Harvard Univer
sity's Museum of Comparative Zoology 
(although Harvard is not involved in the 
project), drafted a proposal to reintro
duce the amphibians to Mount Auburn. 
He obtained approval from the Water
town Conservation Commission, Mount 
Auburn Cemetery, and a permit from 
the Massachusetts Division of Fisheries 
and Wildlife to capture and transport 
tadpoles. 

"We have undertaken many habitat 
creation and enhancement projects over 
the past two decades ," Paul Kwiatkowski, 
Mount Auburn Cemetery's conservation 
and sustainability manager, said in an 
email. "And when Joe Martinez pro
posed the reintroduction program, it fit 
perfectly with our stewardship goals." 
Kwiatkowski said those stewardship 
goals include protecting and enhancing 
the cemetery as a resource for wildlife. 

Martinez and Fairbairn also wanted to 
reintroduce Wood Frogs, another com
mon vernal-pool-breeding species, but 
MassWildlife's Natural Heritage and En
dangered Species Program turned down 
the request because they believed Wood 
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Frogs required more forested habitat than 
was present at Mount Auburn. 

Mount Auburn was consecrated in 1831 
as the nation's first garden cemetery. Kwi
atkowski said that removal of trees and 
shrubs beginning in the late 1800s to cre
ate ornamental Victorian landscapes, and 
turf and lawn installations in the 1900s, 
might have contributed to the frogs' dis
appearance. If habitat destruction didn't 
do the frogs in, Martinez guesses heavy 
pesticide use in the 1950s and 1960s 
(when mosquito control efforts included 
the blanket, aerial spraying of DDT and 
other pesticides throughout many Mas
sachusetts communities) probably did. 

Green Frogs and American Bullfrogs 
managed to persist in the cemetery, said 
Martinez, although they could have been 
temporarily eliminated, too, but were able 
to reestablish their populations when 
new recruits made their way back into 
Mount Auburn from the nearby Charles 
River. Unfortunately, with the heavy ur
banization of Watertown and Cambridge, 
which share the cemetery, there were 
likely no remaining local populations of 
vernal-pool-breeding frogs and toads to 
repopulate the area. 

Interestingly, Martinez thinks Spotted 
Salamanders - which also breed in ver
nal pools but spend much of their lives 
underground - were able to survive, in 
part, by using crevices under crypts 
and monuments in the cemetery. These 
structures provided them with artificial 
habitat similar to their natural subter
ranean hiding places, and presumably 
allowed some to escape lethal pesticide 
exposure or the effects of substantial 
habitat alteration. Martinez notes that the 
salamanders also utilize the burrows of 
Short-tailed Shrews, small mammals that 
are also found in Mt. Auburn, and which 
also offer protection from surface-based 
threats. 

Martinez estimates that the toads, 
peepers, and treefrogs have probably 
been absent from Mount Auburn for 
50 years or more. There is no proof 
of the historical presence of peepers , 

A calling male Spring Peeper, first of 
the three reintroduced amphibians to 
be heard in decades at the cemetery. 



An adult American Toad spotted and photographed by a member of the cemetery 
staff. The support of Mt. Auburn's management and grounds staff in recording 
sightings and improving the habitat has been crucial to the success of the project. 

but Martinez found a record from the 
fo rmer Peabody Museum of Salem that 
indicates two American Toads were col
lected at "Mt. Auburn, Mass" in 1858. He 
also uncovered 8 specimens of juvenile 
Gray Treefrogs collected at "Mt. Auburn, 
Cambridge, Mass," that were placed in 
the Harvard Museum of Comparative 
Zoology's Herpetology collection in 1856. 
Given the presence of those two species 
in the cemetery at that time, peepers 
were undoubtedly also present; hence, 
the project is definitely one of reintro
duction, not introduction. 

Rather than releasing adult frogs and 
toads in the cemetery, Martinez decided 
to put tadpoles of the target species into 
Dell Pond because at least some individ
uals of these species (maybe most) have 
a strong homing instinct: When it came 
time for them to breed as mature amphib
ians, they would try to get to get back to 
the same habitat where they developed 
as tadpoles and metamorphosed into 
juvenile adults. Released adults might 

not be inclined to settle down, and in 
fact might well try to return to where 
they originated. But juvenile adults that 
underwent metamorphosis on site would 
likely imprint on the local habitat and 
regard the cemetery as their home. 

In preparation for the new arrivals , Fair
bairn said the Mount Auburn Cemetery 
installed a variety of wetland plants in 
and around Dell Pond, which measures 
approximately 55 feet wide by 85 feet 
long. The plants included sedges, Arrow 
Arum, Blue Flag Iris , Solomon's Seal, 
Buttonbush, and Sweet Pepperbush. "The 
dense, diverse new vegetation improved 
terrestrial and aquatic habitat for the 
American Toads, Spring Peepers, and 
Gray Treefrogs by increasing cover and 
forage ," Fairbairn said in an email , "and 
it added singing perches for the two frog 
species." 

The original plan Martinez formulated 
was that he would stock toad tadpoles 
for 3 years, Gray Treefrog tadpoles for 
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the next 3 years , and finally, Spring 
Peepers for the next 3 years, waiting 
5 years from the end of each intro
duction to evaluate its success. So 
each spring from 2011 to 2013, he 
collected toad tadpoles at wetlands 
in Norwell and South Weymouth, and 
transferred them to Mount Auburn. 
Most were released into Dell Pond, 
although a small batch was also 
placed in Auburn Lake, another of the 
six water bodies located within the 
cemetery's borders that provide po
tential amphibian breeding habitat. 

During the initial years of the proj
ect, Martinez introduced nearly 6,000 
toad tadpoles into Mount Auburn. 
The original plan was altered, howev
er, because about 150 Spring Peeper 
tadpoles were incidentally collected 
along with the toad tadpoles and were 
"piggy-backed" along with them into 
Dell Pond in 2012 and 2013. Given the 
increasing success of this species 
in the cemetery, Martinez doesn't 
think he will need to introduce any 
more of them after his Gray Treefrog 
introductions are completed. He 
has introduced 1,550 Gray Treefrog 
tadpoles (both newly-hatched and 
late-stage) since 2014, and, according 
to the plan, has one spring to go. Ju
veniles were seen at several locations this 
past spring and early summer, indicating 
at least some from the first introduction 
have survived. Assuming they continue 
to survive, these animals will be adults 
this coming spring, and Martinez hopes 
to hear their breeding calls . 

To monitor the success of the project, 
Martinez said he listens for toads and 
peepers calling, a sure indication they've 
reached reproductive age. He also looks 
for eggs in the water, and for metamorphs 
- tiny frogs and toads that have recently 
metamorphosed from tadpoles-on land. 
He will consider all the reintroductions 
a success if, after 5 years from the last 
release, each species is breeding in three 
or more of the six water bodies where he 
believes reproduction is possible. 

His work is paying off. Martinez said 
newly metamorphosed toads produced 
by breeding Mount Auburn toads were 
first seen in 2014, not only at Dell Pond, 
but also at Halcyon Lake, a permanent 
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If the first year of tadpole introduction 
was successful, Gray Treefrogs, last of 
the 3 species to be reintroduced, should 
be breeding in the cemetery this spring. 
water body in the cemetery. By this past 
spring, they were breeding at yet another 
site, Willow Pond. This was the second 
year in a row Martinez has heard Spring 
Peepers calling at Dell Pond, and they also 
appeared for the first time at Halcyon. The 
cemetery's ground crew notifies Martinez 
each time they see a toad in the course 
of their work, and they report that toads 
have now been spotted pretty much all 
over the 170-acre cemetery. 

Martinez, who has a bachelor's degree 
in biology and a doctorate in education, 
feels the project is important on several 
levels , including increasing the local 
biodiversity of a unique urban nature 
reserve and enhancing the visitor expe
rience by allowing sightseers , birders , 
and other visitors to hear frogs calling 
in the spring, and to observe the animals 



MOUNT AUBURN CEMETERY 
)W SOl."I('£: MOUNT AUBURN CEMETERY 
"fOTOSIOUaa.:wild~ 

.... " .... 

MOUNT AUBURN STAFF 

T OAD SIGHTINGS 

• = 2014 
= 2015 

A map of toad sightings indicates the 
species is now distributed throughout 
the cemetery's terrestrial habitats. 

throughout the spring and summer. All of 
these factors also make or enhance the 
cemetery as a prospective educational 
resource for local schools. 

Richard Primack, a conservation 
biologist at Boston University who is 
not involved in the project, said that by 
seeing and hearing frogs in an urban 
area, people understand the connections 
between the quality of the environment 
and the ability of species to live in the 
urban environment. 

"If the frogs are able to live, to some extent 
it means that the environment is also clean 
and healthy," Primack said in an email. 
"And people will be motivated to be con
cerned about protecting the environment." 

Map design by Ann Powers 
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When Martinez 
and the grad
uate students 
arrive at Dell 
Pond, they are 
greeted by a 
loud chorus of 
a dozen or so 
male Spring 
Peepers call
ing. As they 
explore the 
shoreline they 
manage to 
spot a few of 
the inch-long 
frogs, and see 
a few Spotted 
Salamanders 
as well. But 
Martinez says 
he is most 
proud of the 
14 adult Amer
ican Toads 
they find hop
ping around 
the edge of the 
pool, because 
they are the 
first species 
he tried to es
tablish at the 
cemetery. 

"They didn't 
reach breeding age for 3 years," said 
Martinez. "So, the verdict was out until 
2014, when I heard them calling, and 
saw metamorphs in early July of the 
same year, indicating that breeding had 
occurred." 

"The restoration of these amphibians to 
this habitat is a labor of love for me," says 
Martinez. "They are amazing, wonderful 
creatures and every bit as exciting to see 
and hear as the feathered migrants that 
draw hundreds of birders to Mt. Auburn 
every year. As native species, they belong 
here. I expect they will be thriving here 
long after I am gO,~e , so they are, in a 
sense, my legacy .. . 

Don Lyman is a freelance science 
writer and biologist. He can be reached at 
donlyman@ix.netcom.com. 
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Frank Wilson, one of the few prolific carvers of working decoys still operating 
in Massachusetts, fits one of his expertly carved, glass-eyed wooden heads 
to a nearly completed Black Duck decoy body. Decorative decoys dominate 
much of the market today, but they are too delicate to survive the abuses of 
hunting and the elements, and too unbalanced to float properly and convince 
wild ducks they are real. Wilson's creations are true working decoys carved 
in the Yankee tradition and made to fool ducks in all weather conditions, not 
to sit idly on a mantle. Photo © by Mark Wilson 
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