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Spring Bling for Eaglets 
This spring, MassWildlife staff banded 29 eaglet 

chicks with two identification leg bands; an orange 
state band and a silver federal band. Some reports are 
still coming in, but the estimated number of eaglets 
fledging (surviving to fly from the nest) is at least 46 
birds from 56 known active nests. MassWildlife's eaglet 
banding season ended on June 22, a very late date for a 
very remarkable reason. After a spring storm in early 
March destroyed their nest and eggs, a pair of eagles 
in Middlesex County rebuilt the nest in a nearby tree, 
successfully laid eggs, and hatched two eaglets. This 
is the first time eagle re-nesting has been reported in 
the Bay State. Eagle re-nesting is an extremely rare 
event due to the amount of energy required to rebuild 
a nest, lay eggs, and hatch chicks. MassWildlife tree 
climbing staff reported that the new nest, located in a 
large pine tree near the Charles River, was about five 
feet in diameter and solidly built. The few re-nesting 

. reports from other parts of the country indicate that 
successful re-nesting occurs only when the event hap
pens during the early egg laying period. To support 
the conservation of Bald Eagles and other rare wildlife, 
donate to the Natural Heritage & Endangered Species 
Fund. Contribute by sending a check made payable 
to "Commonwealth of MA: NHESP" to MassWildlife, 1 
Rabbit Hill Road, Westborough, MA 01581. Learn more: 
mass.govjnhesp. 
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Editorial 
Endangered 
Species 
Act 

President Richard Nixon, December 28, 1973 

"f have today signed ... the Endangered Species Act of 1973. At a time when Americans 
are more concerned than ever with conserving our natural resources, this legislation 

provides the Federal Government with the needed authority to protect an irreplaceable 
part of our national heritage - threatened wildlife. 

"Nothing is more priceless and more worthy of preservation than the rich array of 
animal life with which our country has been blessed. It is a many-faceted treasure, of 
value to scholars, scientists, and nature lovers alike, and it forms a vital part of the 

heritage we all share as Americans." 

Recently, I had the opportunity to 
attend an event celebrating the res

toration of Bird Island in Marion that will 
improve the prospects for the Roseate 
Tern, a globally rare species. The success 
of the project was the result of a collec
tive endeavor by state, federal, and local 
government, and private individuals; a 
collaborative effort that led to a common 
good. The event led me to think about the 
federal Endangered Species Act (ESA). 

Since its passage in 1973, the federal 
ESA has been a foundational environ
mental law in the United States; playing 
a valuable and instrumental role in 
protecting and restoring many of our 
most imperiled species. Here in Massa
chusetts, the Peregrine Falcon and the 
Piping Plover are two such examples. In 
recent months , there has been growing 
discussion in the media about a potential 
assault on the Act predicated upon the 
changes in the administration and in 
Congress. Some of the fear may be well 
placed, but there is also a growing and 
legitimate concern that the ESA is in 
need of significant amendment to make 
it work more effectively in the future. 
As Director, I am responsible for the 
day-to-day management and protection 

of these species, and I am increasingly 
concerned that the legal authority and 
management tools we have been given 
have turned into political symbols rather 
than practical instruments to achieve 
positive conservation outcomes. 

When the federal ESA was passed, state 
fish and wildlife agencies were focusing 
time and resources on the management 
of game species. However, over time 
there has been an important shift. State 
fish and wildlife agencies have been 
given increased responsibility and staff 
capacity for protecting and managing 
endangered species. Today, endangered 
species protection and management is 
a core function of state fish and wildlife 
agencies. For example, MassWildlife's 
Natural Heritage & Endangered Species 
program did not exist in 1973. Today, 
MassWildlife's Heritage Program consists 
of 31 highly educated natural resource 
professionals. 

The collective capacity of state fish and 
wildlife agencies represents one of the 
largest conservation organizations in the 
world. A recent study by the Association 
of Fish and Wildlife Agencies* provided 
the following summary of current agency 
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capacity: 50 state wildlife agencies own, 
manage, or administer wildlife conserva
tion on more than 464 million acres of 
land and 167 million acres of lakes, reser
voirs, wetlands, and riparian areas. State 
wildlife agencies employ nearly 50,000 
staff and leverage the efforts of 190,000 
volunteers. Collectively, state agencies 
employ 11 ,000 degreed wildlife biologists, 
10,100 law enforcement officers , and 
nearly 6,000 employees with advanced 
degrees . Annually, state 
wildlife agencies contribute 
more than $5.6 billion to 
conservation through their 
collective annual budgets. 

It is time our federal part
ners recognize that times 
have changed. State wildlife 
agencies are fully engaged 
in endangered species pro
tection and need to be given 
the opportunity to exercise 
coequal authority with the 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Ser
vice and National Marine 
Fisheries Service . This 
leverages our collective 
conservation capacity for the protection 
and management of listed species. We 
also need to recalibrate the ESA through 
a substantive discussion with both the 
conservation community and the regu
lated community. That discussion must 
be focused on improvements to species 
protection and not on diminishing the 
authority or implementation of the ESA. 
This is perhaps a naive notion, but in my 
view an attempt must be made. I believe 
that if we do not make regulatory mecha
nisms more flexible and nimble to address 
changing capacity or circumstances the 
ESA will face more significant challenges. 

Here in Massachusetts, we have learned 
hard lessons ; that regulations must be 
practically applied and that it is critical 
we engage in an ongoing dialogue with 
the regulated community. We must work 
to understand the practical concerns and 
the needs of the regulated community 
and together find collaborative solutions 
to the threats to listed species. Our ac
tions must be based on, and guided by 
conservation outcomes. We should never 

regulate simply to regulate . Having spent 
the greater part of my career at Mass
Wildlife working on endangered species 
issues, I have found the development 
community and others willing to work 
with us to find practical solutions. The 
need and desire to conserve our rarest 
native species is as strong as ever, but the 
process needs to be practical and timely. 

I ultimately believe that a nonpartisan 
dialogue about practical amendments to 

the ESA is essential if the 
ESA is to survive. It may be 
the wrong time in our histo
ry for this discussion, but it 
may be our last chance. We 
must try to reconnect with 
the national consensuses 
that led to the passage of 
theESAin 1973withaHouse 
of Representatives vote of 
355 to 4 and a Senate vote 
of 92 to O. The discussion 
should be about increasing 
the efficacy of recovering 
listed species and not about 
weakening the ESA. In my 
view this is a conversation 

worth having and a chance worth taking. 
If the discussion turns toward weakening 
the ESA, we may have to walk away. 

History has shown us that some of the 
darkest times in American conservation 
have generated our greatest successes. 
The quintessential example is the pas
sage of the Pittman-Robertson Wildlife 
Restoration Act of 1937 which gave state 
agencies the tools and resources to 
restore America's wildlife. At that time, 
the country was emerging from the Great 
Depression and headed towards the cat
aclysm of the Second World War. Surely 
today we can come together to address 
present and future challenges. 

*The State Conservation Machine, Associ
ation of Fish and Wildlife Agencies and the 
Arizona Game and Fish Department, 2017. 

t3~ 
~------

Jack Buckley, Director 
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LIFE IN THE OPEN OCEAN 
BY ANNE-MARIE KUNFOLA 



Winter on the open ocean 
can be brutal. Frigid 

winds and big, rolling waves 
are the norm and the salty sea 
spray freezes to everything 
it hits. It is not an ideal time 
for a wildlife cruise-unless 
you are a diehard birder
because winter is a great 
time to track seabirds off 
the coast of Massachusetts. 
So despite below-freezing 
temperatures and a steady 
northwest wind, a team of 
nine volunteers, bundled up 
in snow suits, lugged their 
gear aboard theAuk, a 50-foot 
research vessel, before the 
sun made its appearance on 
the horizon last December. 
Even with the prospect of 
a long, cold day ahead, no 
one complained and several 
started birding in the parking ~-
lot. They all saw the trip as a ---
rare opportunity that was not The 842-square mile, 
to be missed, even though it federally protected Gerry 
was occurring in the middle E. S tudds oSte llwagen 
of the busy holiday season. .. Bank National Marine 
This was one of five research Sanctuary supports :975 
trips conducted annually on known species, including 
the Auk in Stellwagen Bank ~ 34 species of seabirds. 
National Marine Sanctuary :.: 
by the Stellwagen Sanctuary 
Seabird Stewards (S4) Program. Vol
unteers make as many as 50 additional 
trips each year on boats operated by 
our whale watch industry partners. The 
sanctuary created the S4 Program in 2011 
in partnership with Mass Audubon. The 
program is building a database of bird 
sightings and associated information that 
will help sanctuary managers identify 
long-term population trends in seabirds 
and provide information on the health of 
the ecosystem as a whole. 

to thrive within sight of Boston. Marine 
mammals, seabirds and fish travel here 
from around the globe to feed off the 
outsized buffet on Stellwagen Bank, a 
sandy plateau submerged just offshore. 
These conditions have produced some 
of the best fishing, whale watching, and 
seabird viewing in the world and led to the 
establishment of the sanctuary in 1992. 
Today, the region also offers a unique 
opportunity to study ocean-going species 
close to shore, including seabirds, which 
has been the focus of our team's work for 
the past seven years. What attracts birders is the same 

thing that attracts their quarry and 
other, larger animals like Humpback and Because seabirds travel above water 
North Atlantic Right Whales: the waters and react quickly to changing conditions, 
between Cape Ann and Cape Cod are we can learn a lot from them by studying 
teeming with life, even in winter. The their numbers and behaviors. As a result 
nearshore geology, currents, and water seabirds are a means for biologists t~ 
chemistry create ideal habitat for foods peer beneath the waves to answer a wide 
such as phytoplankton and zooplankton range of questions. It has also become 
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one of several ways for a group of citizen 
scientists to contribute to the broader 
understanding of the Stellwagen Bank 
ecosystem and beyond. 

On the Auk, anticipation built as the 
captain gave his safety talk. Afterward, I 
briefed our team on the science mission 
and announced that my husband and 
chief cookie baker had come through 
again with two batches of oatmeal choc
olate chip cookies to keep us going for 
the day. Then, as the Auk slowly pulled 
away from the dock, the volunteers took 
their positions on the flying bridge; a data 
recorder and observer pair on each side 
of the vessel, and marine mammal ob
servers and a photographer at the center. 

We stopped briefly at the harbor en
trance to practice judging distance from 
the vessel to a nearby buoy. I took my 
position on a raised platform so I could 
see and hear all of the activity, and we 
were off and running with birds already in 
view. The observers immediately started 
calling out observations as their warm 

breath formed wispy O's in the chilly air. 
At least this year, no icicles hung from 
the captain's pilot house. 

"Sighting! 14:25:10. Black-legged Kitti
wake. One. Flying. No association. 200 

. meters. 0 degrees. Flight height three. Flight 
direction seven o'clock. " 

"Got it." 

"Sighting! Atlantic Puffin! One immature. 
Sitting. 100 meters. 10 degrees." 

For nine hours, our observers called out 
sightings as we "mowed the lawn" across 
the sanctuary, recording all wildlife, ves
sel traffic, and marine debris encountered 
along our 114-mile route. We traverse the 
bank in east-west segments, two and a 
half nautical miles apart. I rotated team 
members to give them a chance to play 
different roles and ostensibly for them 
to take breaks, although telling a birder 
to go below to rest when a puffin, jaeger 
or, rarely, a sku a might appear at any 
moment is usually a losing proposition. 
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Stellwagen Bank: 
An Important Bird Area 

We have long known that the shallow 
banks and shelves of the Gulf of Maine 
(GoM), including Stellwagen Bank, sup
port large congregations of seabirds. 
Shearwaters , storm-petrels , gannets , 
phalaropes, gulls, terns, jaegers, alcids 
and a variety of sea ducks frequent the 
region. The Wilson's Storm-Petrel , a 
regular austral winter visitor, is thought 
by some ornithologists to be the most 
abundant bird in the world, with a global 
population numbering in the hundreds 
of millions. 

In 2002, Stellwagen Bank was desig
nated as an Important Bird Area (IBA). 
Administered in our state by Mass Audu
bon, the IBA program is part of BirdLife 
International's global bird habitat con
servation work. An IBA is a region that 
provides essential habitat to one or more 
species of breeding, wintering or migrat
ing birds . It must support high-priority 
species, large concentrations of birds, 
exceptional bird habitat, and/or have 
substantial research or educational val
ue-criteria easily met by the sanctuary. 

New England communities also recog
nized the area for its natural productivity 
and diversity, long history of human 
use, and cultural significance when they 
nominated the site for special protection. 
In 1992, with the support of Congress
man Gerry E. Studds and Senator John 
Kerry, 842-square miles of the ocean 
and seafloor were added to the National 
Marine Sanctuary system managed by 
the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration. We know the Gerry E. 
Studds Stellwagen Bank National Marine 
Sanctuary supports 575 known species, 
including 34 species of seabirds , but we 
also know the list is far from complete. 
In order to responsibly manage the sanc
tuary for future generations, researchers 
at the sanctuary and our many partner 
organizations work to understand the 
distribution, behavior, interrelationships 
and needs of the wildlife above and below 
the surface. That's where the seabirds
and our boat full of volunteers-comes in. 

S4 volunteers record data on seabirds, 
like the Black-legged Kittiwake (above) 
and a wide variety of marine mammals 
and food resources to help scientists better 
understand the Stellwagen ecosystem. 



A Cory/s Shearwater ·snatches a 
sand lance from an open ocean 
swell in Stellwagen Bank National 
Marine Sanctuary. 

What is a Seabird? 
Seabirds spend much of their lives in 

the open ocean, coming ashore only to 
breed or occasionally to rest. They have 
unique physiological and behavioral 
adaptations making it possible for them 
to survive remarkably harsh conditions. 
Some seabirds, such as the sparrow-sized 
Wilson's Storm-Petrels, are pelagic and 
almost never fly near shore unless blown 
by storms. Others, like gulls and terns, 
spend most of their time on the coastline. 

Some of the seabirds we see in Massa
chusetts waters nest and hatch locally. 
For instance, the Roseate Tern-a federal 
and state endangered species-nests 
in a handful of coastal locations. The 
state's largest colonies are located on two 
islands in Buzzards Bay. In September, 
Roseates migrate to Brazil for the winter. 
In contrast, the Great Shearwater breeds 
on the island of Tristan da Cuhna between 
southern South America and Africa and 
makes a 12,000-mile round-trip to feed 
in the sanctuary and other northwest 
Atlantic waters. 

Open Ocean Adaptations 
Feeding behaviors make for some spec

tacular wildlife displays. The Northern 
Gannet dives from heights of up to 130 
feet using its wings to swim under water 
and catch fish . Wilson's Storm-Petrels dip 
their feet into the water in flight, stirring 
plankton and krill up to the surface. Using 
their wings, Common Murres dive up to 
several hundred feet underwater to catch 
and swallow their prey, and Pomarine 
Jaegers harass terns until they drop 
their food and then swoop down to steal 
it in midair. Tiny sea-going sandpiper 
relatives called phalaropes nest on the 
Arctic tundra and migrate over sanctuary 
waters, where we occasionally see them 
spinning in quick, tight circles on the wa
ter's surface to stir up meals of plankton, 
which they draw up like a straw through 
their needle-like beaks. 

These behaviors and the equally unique 
physical features listed below make for 
a seemingly endless variety of ornitho
logical details to note or consider during 
our long days on the water. 

Continued on page 12 
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GREAT SHEARWATER TAGGING 
Great Shearwaters (Ardenna gravis) are 

one of more than 30 species of seabirds 
that spend at least part of their life in the 
waters of Stellwagen Bank National Ma
rine Sanctuary. Great Shearwaters nest 
in the Southern Hemisphere and usually 
appear in the Gulf of Maine (GoM) in June 
to feed during the austral winter, but little 
is known about how they spend their time 
in these northern waters. For that reason, 
researchers at the sanctuary office in 
Scituate, are using satellite technology 
to learn more about the movements, life 
cycle, and feeding and foraging habits of 
Great Shearwaters in the GoMregion. 

Seabirds are excellent indicators of 
ecosystem health, and they help us track 
changes to the environment over time 
as a result of climate change, by-catch, 
marine debris , and other impacts. They 
can be affected by the local condition 
of their habitat, as well as the condition 
of regions through which they migrate, 
which, for shearwaters, spans the globe. 

The Great Shearwater is a true seabird, 
spending the majority of its life at sea, and 
is one of the larger members of the family 
Procellariidae. It is dark above and white 
below, with a dark cap and dark coloring 
on the trailing part of its tail (see cover 
photo). They can be seen in the sanctu
ary gliding over the wave tops on stiff, 
outstretched wings or feeding in large 
groups on schools of small fish , often in 
the company of whales and other birds. 
They breed in large colonies during the 
northern winter on the island complex 
of Tristan da Cunha, where the female 
lays one egg on open grass or in a small 
burrow. Their winter feeding grounds 
range from Florida to the Labrador Sea 
(south of Greenland). To get between 
their breeding and feeding grounds, 
they follow a "Great Circle" migratory 
route that can span 6,000 miles or more 
each way. 

The Stellwagen research team uses 
miniature satellite tags manufactured 
by Microwave Technology to track the 
movements of 10 birds in the sanctuary 
each year and, in the case of one bird, 

(Above, L to R) Dr. David Wiley (SBNMS) 
and Linda Welch (USF & WS) attach a solar 
satellite transmitter to one of the 10 Great 
Shearwaters tagged for the project in 2016; 
(Below) A solar satellite tag. 

well beyond. Researchers attach the tags 
to the back of each bird with fine thread 
that eventually dissolves, releasing the 
tag. At the same time, the team collects 
body weight data as an indicator of the 
bird's health, and takes blood and feather 
samples to study food habits. 

Signals from the tags allow scientists 
to plot bird movements throughout their 
summer range. One tagged bird named 
Everglade, kept its tag on for nearly a full 
year, providing data well into its winter 
habitat. Using this tracking data, scien
tists can relate the movements of the 
tagged birds to oceanographic conditions 
such as water temperature, bathymetry 
(water depth), chlorophyll concentration, 
and ocean weather fronts, and other 
factors that might affect the birds them
selves, as well as critical forage species 
such as sand lance (see page 11). 
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Clockwise : Anne-Marie 
Runfola watches for marine 
mammals from the observer 
platform (Photo © Evelyn 
Ganson); Shearwaters feed 
alongside two Humpback 
Whales (Photo courtesy of 
Jeremy Winn, NOAA); A 
Wilson's Storm-Petrel flutter 
dances (Photo © Mark 
Wilson); andMassAudubon 's 
Wayne Petersen with the S4 
team (Photo courtesy Anne
Marie Runfola, NOAA). 



SAND LANCE STUDY 
In the southern Gulf of Maine, the 

unassuming Northern Sand Lance (Am
modytes dubius) is the primary forage 
fish for most large predators, including 
whales, seabirds, Bluefin Tuna, and other 
important commercial and recreational 
fishes . But the numbers of this critical fish 
fluctuate significantly, and in recent years 
have been quite low. At the sanctuary, we 
want to learn more about how seabirds 
react to changes in their primary food 
source and what factors cause changes 
in forage fish abundance. 

Sand lance are a small (three- to six
inch), eel-like fish that spend their days 
feeding on zooplankton in the water 
column and at night, thanks to having 
no swim bladders , they can bury them
selves in the shallow, sandy seafloor of 
Stellwagen Bank. 

Despite their importance to large, char
ismatic marine animals such as whales, 
little is known about sand lance and the 
conditions that affect their abundance. 
This mystery is why scientists at the sanc
tuary office and partner organizations 
have begun turning their attention to this 
seemingly small but critical part of the 
local ecosystem. Since 2013, researchers 
have been using the Seabed Observa
tion and Sampling System (SEABOSS), 
a technology created by researchers at 
U.S. Geological Survey, to record and 
sample sand lance and their associated 
sediment type at 44 sites throughout the 
sanctuary. 

Video captured while sampling pro
vides a record of sand lance numbers, but 
SEABOSS also measures CTD (conduc
tivity, temperature, and depth) data that 

help researchers understand how basic ~ 
oceanographic variables impact abun- § 
dance and distribution. At each station, 'iJ 

'" the various teams, including volunteer :2 

observers, record sightings of seabirds ~ 
and whales to correlate predators and QJ 

prey in the waters of the sanctuary. The * 
team is also using S4 and satellite tag data is: 
from the 40 shearwaters tagged to date to 
help understand these populations and 
their relationships (see page 9). 

In 2016, the research team added col
laborators from the Woods Hole Ocean
ographic Institution, who will study the 
relationship between larval sand lance 
and their key food source: phytoplankton 
and zooplankton. This study will provide 
a more complete picture of how energy 
moves from the base of the food chain 
throughout the ecosystem. 

Because sand lance prefer very spe
cific habitat types (sandy bottoms no 
deeper than 90 to 100 meters) , they are 
potentially vulnerable to environmental 
change in the sanctuary. If warming 
waters move preferred phytoplankton 
blooms away from their sediment-based 
habitat, for example, the sand lance 
could go hungry, and in turn impact the 
larger food web. To that end, the team 
is also collaborating with scientists from 
the University of Connecticut who are 
conducting experiments on a range of 
possible future environmental conditions 
on sand lance larva. 
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Continued from page 8 

Extra-long wings: For soaring instead 
of flapping, which enables seabirds to 
conserve energy while migrating long 
distances over open ocean. 

Countershading: Being dark on top helps 
seabirds blend into the cliff faces where 
they nest and dark ocean waters where 
theyfeed; a white underbelly allows them 
to be less conspicuous to their fish prey 
below the surface. 

Stereoscopic vision: Most terrestrial 
birds' eyes are located on either side of 
their head. The eyes of some seabirds are 
positioned close together on the front of 
their head, an adaptation that seems to 
be linked with foraging efficiency. 

Salt glands: To remain hydrated at sea, 
one group of seabirds-the tube noses
have special glands that remove salt from 
seawater. Located above or within their 
eye sockets , these glands work much like 
the human kidney, removing excess salt 
from the bloodstream and enabling the 
bird to expel it by shaking their heads or 
"sneezing" water from tubes on the top 
of their bills. 

Threats & Research 
Adaptations such as having a low re

productive rate and lengthy maturation 
period may also put some species at 
greater risk, especially when confronted 
with changes caused by human activity. 
Some of these threats include over-hunt
ing, egg harvesting, nesting area destruc
tion, oil spills, fish net entanglement, and 
ocean trash ingestion. Seabirds are also 
affected indirectly and less visibly by 
changes and activities that often occur 
over hundreds or thousands of miles. 
Overfishing, declining water quality, 
rising sea surface temperatures, and 
ocean acidification affect prey availabil
ity, diminish habitat quality, and create 
added resource competition with other 
animals. Large-scale changes like global 
warming are also pushing seabirds into 
places beyond their established range. 
This is a phenomenon expert observers 
have noted anecdotally in the increased 
number of southern species reported 
in and around the sanctuary in recent 
years. However, it is not yet clear if or 
how individual species will be affected 
by any or all of these changes. 

Clockwise: A bull Gray Seal surfaces and a Black Guillemot wing flaps (Photos 
© Mark Wilson); A hovering juvenile Long-tailed Jaeger (Photo © Peter Flood); 
a young Loggerhead sea turtle basks in calm seas (Photo © Rob MacDonald). 
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Back on the Bank 
This past December, our S4 team count

ed three times the number of Common 
Murres (48) and four times the number 
of Razorbills (64) over the numbers tal
lied in 2015. Unlike the previous winter's 
cruise, we did not see any Northern Ful
mars or Great Shearwaters. Mass Audu
bon's Director of Important Bird Areas, 
Wayne Petersen, suggested that in 2015, 
the combination of warmer-than-usual 
ocean temperatures and a super-abun
dance of the small bait fish called the 
Northern Sand Lance (see page 11), de
layed the departure of Great Shearwaters 
headed to the Southern Hemisphere for 
the austral summer. 

Also, tothesurpriseoftheAukteam, we 
recorded an adult Atlantic Puffin. Juvenile 
puffins, with smaller, less colorful beaks 
than their iconic parents, are sometimes 
seen in the sanctuary, but adult puffins 
are unusual, making it one of the high
lights of the cruise. 

The S4 team also spotted a number of 
marine mammals, including Humpback 
Whales, Common Dolphins, Harbor 
Porpoises, and Harbor Seals. But at its 
heart, the cruise was about seabirds, 
their phenomenal adaptations to their 

Jaegers and skuas are true pirates 
of the sea. Here ajuvenile Parasitic 
Jaeger aggressively chases a 
Common Tern in an attempt to 
get the tern to regurgitate a fish it 
just caught. 

environment, and their deep connection 
to the ecosystem of Stellwagen Bank 
National Marine Sanctuary. 

Seabirds are animals without borders. 
What happens to them on their breeding 
and feeding grounds has a ripple effect 
across the globe. They are under tremen
dous pressure and are struggling world
wide. The S4 Program plays a crucial role 
in monitoring seabird populations off the 
coast of Massachusetts, to measure the 
health of the birds and through them, 
the Gulf of Maine ecosystem and far be
yond. As each S4 volunteer witnesses the 
beauty and resilience of these animals 
and returns to shore to share stories , we 
move one step closer to reaching a level 
of public awareness that will ensure the 
birds' protection for us and for future 
generations. 

For more information on Stellwagen 
Bank National Marine Sanctuary, its 
seabirds, and volunteer opportunities 
visit, http://stellwagen.noaa.gov. 

About the Author Y 
Anne-Marie Runfola is the Volunteer 

Program Coordinator and Recreational 
Fishing Liaison at NOAA/ Stel!wagen Bank 
National Marine Sanctuary, headquartered 
in Scituate, Massachusetts. 
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The winter of 2014-2015 was a record 
breaking season for snowfall across 
much of the Commonwealth-with 

snow in excess of 110 inches blanketing 
most of central and eastern Massa
chusetts. As the deep snow and frigid 
temperatures locked up the landscape, 
MassWildlife began to receive calls and in
quiries from citizens concerned about the 
possibility of large-scale deer die-offs due 
to starvation. I received the first of these 
calls in mid-February from a Boylston 
resident who found a dead young male 
deer by his house. A few days earlier, he 
had seen the deer alive and close to his 
home. Wildlife biologist Susan McCarthy 
and I went to investigate. We immediately 
noted that the deer was emaciated, but 
there was also a large amount of feces 
surrounding the deer. It appeared that 
the deer had been browsing on nearby 
rhododendron and possibly mountain 
laurel. We checked the nearby woods 
and saw deep deer trails in the snow and 
numerous deer tracks and droppings 
(likely from other deer), but there was 
no evidence of other dead or emaciated 
deer in the area. We also noted evidence 
of long-term impacts to the forest habitat 
consistent with years of high deer den
sity (e.g. heavy browsing) . We headed 
back with the dead deer to the lab at our 
Field Headquarters in Westborough to 
conduct a gross necropsy in an attempt 
to determine its cause of death. 

First we looked for external injuries that 
may have impaired the deer's mobility, 

such as those caused by a collision with 
an automobile or stemming from an infec
tion. There was no obvious evidence of 
injury or broken bones, but we couldn't 
rule out "hidden" issues, like a bacterial 
infection. We examined the deer's mouth, 
throat, and esophagus for obstructions 
that could have prevented it from eating 
but there were none to be found. The 
deer's tongue showed a healed laceration, 
but it likely had little to no effect on the 
deer's ability to eat. We opened the deer's 
four-chambered stomach and found the 
rumen (the first stomach chamber) about 
one quarter full of woody browse of what 
appeared to be rhododendron. The next 
and most critical step in determining 
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whether or not a deer has succumbed 
to starvation is to assess the fat content 
present in the deer. The last reserves of 
fat are found around the kidneys and in 
the bone marrow. We discovered little to 
no fat around the kidneys and the bone 
marrow fat content was less than 10 
percent and dark red in color. A healthy 
deer's bone marrow fat content in the 
winter is typically greater than 80 per
cent and the marrow color is pale white 
to pink. Given the depleted fat reserves, 
we determined this deer had succumbed 
to starvation, but its condition may have 
been exacerbated by an undetected issue 
or by ingesting high quantities of rhodo
dendron and mountain laurel plants that 

when consumed in large quantities can 
have a toxic effect. However, we were 
mystified that other deer in the area were 
not showing similar signs of starvation. 

The next call came in mid-March, when 
a Massachusetts Environmental Police 
Officer (EPO) was investigating the death 
of six deer found in a North Shore com- ~ 
munity backyard by a grounds keeper. ~ 
The local EPO, David Wright, conducted = 
a thorough investigation, searching for iii @ 
any potential human-caused poisoning .9 
or any other obvious mortality causes. 0 

The dead deer were surrounded by black f 
diarrhea (evidence of internal bleeding) 
but showed no signs of starvation. The 
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officer noted several dead fish in a small, 
backyard Koi fish pond, which may have 
exposed the deer to some type of bacte
ria or toxin. He also discovered that two 
neighbors were feeding deer-one using 
a corn pellet mix and the other whole 
kernel corn. The neighbors told EPO 
Wright, that the 
food had not been 
provided for the 
few days prior to 
the death of these 
deer. We brought 
the deer to West
borough for fur
ther examination. 
There were no ex
ternal injuries and 
their body con
dition appeared 
relatively healthy. 
We performed a 
gross necropsy 
on one of the deer 
and found a full 
stomach with the 
contents appear-
ing to be from or
namental shrubs, 
plants, and vines, 
including rhodo
dendron, all of 
which were noted 
to be growing in 
and around the 
yard where the ~
deer were found . 
We didn't see any 
supplemental 
food in the ru- Photo~ ® Jeff Breton , 

men, but took into 
account that the 
neighbors said that they had not put out 
food for a few days. There were plenty 
of fat reserves around the kidneys and 
the bone marrow fat content and color 
was normal for winter. We also noticed 
black fluid-like stool in the colon, similar 
to the diarrhea found around the deer. 
Because we couldn't verify the cause of 
death, we sent another deer to the Pa
thology Lab at the Cummings S~hool. of 
Veterinary Medicine at Tufts UnIversity 
in North Grafton for a more detailed nec
ropsy. The results of the necropsy were 

inconclusive, but the pathologist noted 
rumenitis (inflammation of the rumen) . 

The supplemental feeding of these 
deer most likely impacted their digestive 
system, leading to the bloody diarrhea. 
When the supplemental food was not 

replenished , the 
deer probably 
began browsing 
on rhododendron 
and other orna
mental plants for a 
day or two before 
dying. Tufts staff 
advised us that 
in order to deter
mine if specific 
bacteria or toxins 
were the cause of 
mortality addi
tional tests were 
needed but would 
be expensive and 
likely inconclu
sive. We decided 
not to order the 
tests. Based on 
the available evi
dence and Tufts~ 
necropsy report, 
our consensus 
was that the cause 
of death for these 
six deer was like
ly a combination 
of supplemen
tal feeding and 
build-up of toxins 
related to rhodo
dendron ingestion 
(see page 20) . 

For the remainder of the long winter of 
2014-2015, we received a handful of calls 
from hunters, law enforcement officers, 
and other members of the public who 
found dead deer. Many speculated the 
deaths were due to starvation. We worked 
to confirm and investigate each of these 
reports. We also looked for, but d.id n.ot 
find, evidence of deer carcasses In hIS
toric wintering areas and on a number 
of public lands. We heard throug~ the 
"grapevine" and from newspaper articles 
of a few more unconfirmed reports and 
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MassWildlife wildlife biologists (L to R) Susan McCarthy, Erik Amati, and David 
Stainbrook conduct a gross necropsy on a White-tailed deer that was found dead 
by a homeowner during the winter of 2014-2015. The team examined the deer's 
stomach contents, looked for signs of disease and injury, and evaluated the fat 
content in the bone marrow to determine if the deer's demise was the result of 
the harsh winter conditions. 

tried to follow up on these as well. Fewer 
than 10 deer deaths were reported and 
confirmed due to possible starvation, 
most of which were found in areas of 
high deer population densities and over
browsed habitat . We also documented 
about 10 deer deaths likely caused by 
supplemental feeding. 

Evidence in Data 
These individual mortalities provided 

some insight into the potential effects 
of that historic winter of 2014-2015. 
However, to properly investigate and 
assess the true impact on the deer 
population, we decided to conduct an 
in-depth analysis of the biological data 
collected by our staff from deer harvest
ed during the following 2015 shotgun 
deer hunting season. Given that there 
are approximately 100,000 deer across 

the Commonwealth, the biological data 
and subsequent analysis would put the 
handful of reported cases and potential 
unreported cases into perspective. For 
instance, were the cases we investigated 
just a drop in the bucket, or were we just 
scratching the surface of a larger issue? 
If there were significant die-offs in the 
winter of 2014-2015, the harvest data 
would reflect that occurrence. 

Typically, the first deer to succumb to 
harsh winter conditions are likely to be 
injured, sick, or otherwise compromised. 
Secondly, fawns are less likely to survive 
the winter than healthy adults due to their 
smaller body size, less fat reserves, and 
inexperience. It's reasonable to assume 
that if a significant number of fawns died 
during the 2014-2015 winter (whether 
due to starvation or predation), there 
would be fewer yearlings (1.5 year olds) 
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Large groups of White-tailed deer congregating at unnatural feeding sites can lead 
to conflict, stress, injury, and increased movement across roads. 

available to hunt in the following 2015 fall 
hunting season. If there was significant 
fawn mortality, the data would show 
a precipitous drop in the yearling age 
class in the harvest, especially in regions 
hardest hit by the winter. 

The 2015 harvest data analysis (p. 19, 
Figure 1) showed there was no significant 
drop in the proportion of yearling males 
harvested across the state, suggest
ing that just as many fawns from 2014 
survived that historic winter as in any 
average year. Based on these data, there 
was no evidence of large-scale die-offs 
in the deer population. 

Deer Health and 
Reproduction 

Another important question we asked 
while reviewing the harvest data was 
"Did the winter of 2014-2015 impact deer 
reproduction or health?" Yearling male 
antler beam diameter (ABO), the antler 
width measured just above the base, 
is an indicator of both deer health and 

habitat quality. This measurement is also 
used as an index to reproductive rates. 
Typically, a diameter less than 15mm is 
considered the threshold measurement 
which indicates physical stress or poor 
habitat quality. The male fawns' energy 
resources are directed primarily at body 
growth, with development of their first 
set of antlers being secondary. The better 
the health of their mother and the better 
the habitat quality, the more resources 
they can devote to both body and antler 
growth. If fawns are in poor physical 
condition following the winter, they won't 
put much energy into antler growth as 
yearlings, and the data would show a 
drop in yearling antler beam diameters. 
The 2015 ABO data (p. 19, Figure 2) didn't 
show a major drop and indicated antler 
beam diameters were well above the 
15mm threshold. 

Examining the 2015 harvest data can 
also show us if reproduction was impact
ed due to rough winter conditions. If does 
produced fewer fawns and their young 

Continued on page 22 
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Figure 1 - Percent of Yearling Males in Adult Male Harvest 

. 2012 . 2013 . 2014 . 2015 

West (Zones 1-4) Central (Zones 5-9) East (Zones 10-12) 

Figure 2 - Average Yearling Male Antler Beam Diameter 
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Figure 3 - Percent of Fawns in Antlerless Harvest 
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Digestive Systems Matter - Don't Feed Deer 

Although we ll-intentioned , people 
who feed deer in the winter may not 
understand the negative unintended 
consequences of this seemingly benign 
activity. A host of microorganisms (bac
teria, protozoa and fungi) and enzymes 
in the deer's digestive system enables 
the breakdown of plant material into a 
form that allows for proper digestion 
and nutrient absorption. The composi
tion of this digestive microflora actually 
changes during the year to help deer 
digest the different types of seasonally 
available foods. As warm weather foods, 
such as green, soft vegetation, die off in 
the fall , deer gradually shift to browse, 
woody plant material such as twigs and 
buds. Accordingly, the deer's digestive 
microflora slowly adjusts to this dietary 
change over a period of weeks. 

During the winter months, if abrupt 
changes in diet occur with introduced 
high carbohydrate foods like corn, ap
ples, and deer pellets, it can disrupt the 
deer's stomach chemistry, triggering 
bloat, diarrhea, damage to the rumen 
(the first of four stomach chambers), 
and even death. High levels of lactic acid 
produced as a by-product of the carbo-

hydrate-digesting bacteria overwhelm 
other microflora, reduce the rumen's 
pH (rumen acidosis) , and damage the 
rumen lining. This lactic acid can also be 
absorbed into the bloodstream and can 
rise to potentially fatal levels. Even if a 
deer survives the initial issues, damage 
to the rumen lining can be permanent, 
potentially leading to future digestive 
problems. 

Feeding deer can also cause deer to 
congregate in larger numbers, increasing 
disease transmission risks, and caus
ing deer to adjust travel patterns that 
increase vehicle collision risk. A health
ier, safer way to support deer through 
particularly rough winters is to improve 
existing natural habitat. Creating areas of 
young hardwood and shrub-dominated 
understory forests (e.g., recently cut), 
especially near coniferous covers of hem
locks, pines and firs , is very beneficial. 
In locales where deer numbers are much 
higher than what the natural habitat can 
support (evidenced by over-browsing), 
opening large blocks of land to regulated 
hunting can reduce deer densities, ben
efiting the remaining deer and the local 
ecosystem. 
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Private landowners, land trusts, and cities and towns can provide winter food 
and cover for deer and other wildlife by including selective forest cutting in their 
habitat management plans. 
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Winter Adaptation Strategies 
While cases of winter die
offs have been document
ed at the northern extent 
of the White-tailed deer's 
range, Massachusetts' cli
mate and habitat is more 
suitable for deer. White
tailed deer have survived 
harsh winters in Massa
chusetts for thousands 
of years with remarkable 
resiliency. Deer spend 
the fall months putting 
on weight, ensuring they 
have extra fat reserves to 
make it through a rough 
winter. While much of a 
deer's fat reserves are 
depleted during the winter 
months , they typically 
recover fully in the spring 
when seasonal food sourc
es become available. Prior 
to the winter of 2014-2015, 
in most of the state, there 
was an abundance of 
food, so deer had plenty 
of opportunity to build 
up reserves. Additional 
fat reserves aren't the 
only defense deer have 
against frigid conditions. 
Like most mammals, deer 
grow a winter coat for fur
ther protection. Not only 
is the fur dense, but more 
importantly, each individ
ual hair is hollow, allowing 
for air, warmed from the 
animal's body tempera
ture, to be trapped close 
to the body. Thanks to 
this excellent insulation, 
low temperatures do not 

Photo © Bill Byrne 

seem to be detrimental White-tailed deer are well-adapted to handle 
to deer; in fact, snow will Massachusetts' winters. 
accumulate on their back 
without melting. Deep 
snows that persist for months can be a 
significant winter stress factor. However, 
during the cold months, deer adapt and 
change their travel pattern spending less 
time moving about and more time in conif-

erous areas or other thick vegetation. In 
these areas, snow depth is shallow, food 
is more accessible and precious energy 
is conserved. 
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Continued from page 18 

were less likely to survive the winter, the 
2015 data would show a large drop in the 
proportion of fawns in the harvest. The 
2015 data presented in Figure 3 on page 19, 
showed no significant decrease in fawns 
in the harvest, meaning reproduction 
was not greatly impacted by the stress 
of the winter and heavy snows. Finally, 
recorded deer weights for 2015 showed 
no significant differences, providing more 
evidence of population stability. 

Massachusetts Deer 
are in Good Shape 

In summary, although there may have 
been localized situations with deer 
mortality, particularly in areas with the 
greatest snowfall and those with over
browsed habitat from high numbers of 
deer, it's safe to say that the historic 
winter of 2014-2015 did not result in any 
Significant statewide die-off in the deer 
population. Below average harvests for 
2015 may have led to notions that the 
harsh winter killed a lot of deer, but the 
2015 harvest was likely down because 
of above average temperatures, a lack of 
snow (for tracking) , and an abundance 
of natural food , such that deer did not 
have to move very far or often during 

legal hunting hours. Furthermore, the 
deer harvest in 2016-the third highest 
on record at 12,249-is even stronger 
evidence that the deer population is doing 
well (see statewide harvest graph below) . 

About the Author 
David Stainbrook is the Moose and Deer 

Project Biologist for Mass Wildlife. 
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Over 2,000 people attended MassWildlife's Open House on Saturday, June 10 at our 
Field Headquarters in Westborough. The event was held in cooperation with the Town 
of Westborough's 300th Anniversary Celebration. The open house featured interactive 
displays and demonstrations, and participants experienced and learned about a wide 
range of programs and projects. We would like to thank our many partners for their help! 
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by Troy Gipps 

T he essence of late-season water
fowling lies between a blanket of 
crystalline frost , the curl of snow

flakes trailing wing beats, and the bril
liance of iridescent plumage juxtaposed 
against the dead hues of winter. Distant 
are memories of cool October mornings 
that warm to lazy afternoons. Absent 
are the high-pitched peeps of twisting 
and turning Wood Ducks that rocket 
through first light and smack down into 
decoy spreads before shotguns can snap 
to shoulder. Autumn's glow, now faded 
and fallen , is seen only in the mind's eye. 
The frigid skies are now dominated by 
migration-hardened Mallards, American 
Black Ducks, and Canada geese-all wise 
to the ways of hunters. The cold drives 
these waterfowl to both fly and feed and 
brings us, under cover of darkness, to the 
icy edge of this slow-moving Massachu
setts river. We scouted this spot the prior 
afternoon and saw well over 200 ducks 
and geese feeding, resting, and engaging 
in courtship and pair-bonding behavior. 
Such concentrations of waterfowl are 
most often found in the final weeks of the 

season, as large flocks of migrating birds 
are restricted to fewer and fewer landing 
zones by the unrelenting march of ice. 

The crunch of splintering skim-ice 
breaks the silence as we push our de
coy-laden kayaks from shore. The ice 
fragments sing like wind chimes as our 
paddles rise and fall. Then all is quiet 
again as our boats break free and we 
glide towards the middle of the river and 
into a surreal predawn world that draws 
waterfowlers into a monochromatic can
vas of earth, water, and sky that is devoid 
of detail and brushed with faint strokes 
of moonlight. The peace is short-lived, 
however. We reach our destination, check 
the time, and the work begins. 

On the riverbank opposite the blind, I 
place a Canada Goose sentry decoy on 
a grass hummock and a feeder in the 
water beside it, plus three sleeper shells 
to project a sense of contentment. My 
hunting partner Dean uncoils lines from 
the weighted keels of a dozen Mallard 
and Black Duck decoys and sets out 
small groups of each to the left and right 
of the blind, and then he paddles over 
and places a pair of Black Duck decoys 
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downstream from the geese. As the sting 
of cold bites our fingertips, the first trac
es of early-morning light reach over the 
horizon and begin to lighten the black 
sky. We reach the blind, drag our kayaks 
over a thick shelf of ice at the river's edge, 
and pull out our gear. 

Camouflage must 
be impeccable at this 
time of year, as the 
slightest irregularity 
in shape or color 
can turn wary flocks, 
and leave hunters 
empty-handed. We 
tend to the kayaks 
first. Each one is cov
ered with a sheet of 
camouflaged burlap, 
then a layer of dried 
swamp grass and 
pieces of brush are 
scattered across the 
top to further break 
up the outline. We do 
much of the same to 
cover the old blind's 
worn skeleton; burlap 
and military-style, 
olive-drab nylon net
t ing, topped off with 
grass and brush, hide the plywood roof 
and the weathered timbers. In a hopeful 
attempt to keep our feet out of the water, 
we manage to free a section of thick board 
from the firm grip of ice and drag it in front 
of the bench seat to create a make-shift 
floor. Our shotgun actions snap forward, 
driving the first shells into our cham
bers, and we load two additional shells 
into the tubes. Camouflaged face masks 
are donned and we settle in-listening 
intently and scanning the sky. 

Incoming! 
A Mallard's raspy quack resounds 

from behind the blind. I instinctively lift 
my call , but stop ... let them come in, I 
whisper to Dean, let them come in. In the 
late season, knowing when not to call is 
just as important as knowing when to 
let the call sing. Six Mallards-a mix of 
drakes and hens-glide past us, in a tight 
formation but just out of range, and land 

on the far side of the river. More quacks! 
More incoming Mallards! Over the next 
few minutes we witness no less than 70 
Mallards descending from the heavens 
and landing in a raucous, quack-filled, 
boiling mass of ducks on the far side of 
the river. What a spectacle to behold! 

We then hear a se
ries of quacks com
ing from upriver. I 
respond with a well
played, five-note 
greeting call, followed 
by two quacks, and 
the ducks respond. 
Their calling grows 
louder. They are com
ing in fast. Get ready, I 
whisper. We hear the 
sound of their wings 
cutting through the 
frigid late-Decem
ber air and we rise, 
shoulder our guns, 
and swing on the 
unsuspecting flight. 
The Mallards, now 
basically on top of us, 
flare as the first shots 
ring out ... two ducks 
fall. I shoot again, 

then Dean fires once, then twice; another 
mallard hits the river. As the remaining 
ducks lift and begin rising out of range, 
the big flock of Mallards on the far side 
of the river explodes from the surface en 
masse. The great flock, confused by the 
shotgun report, seems to hang in the air 
like a swarm of bees before splitting into 
a few groups and lifting skyward. A group 
of six ducks peel away and fly toward us. 
I manage to quickly reload a shell. As the 
flock streaks by, I swing on the lead duck 
and fire. The Mallard tumbles, but just 
before crashing into the grass hummocks 
that line the icy shoreline, the duck lifts 
its head. Because we don't hunt with a 
dog, I spring into dog-mode and the chase 
is on. I have to act fast because wounded 
ducks have an amazing ability to vanish 
into the swamp grass. I leap into my 
kayak and power across the river in a 
flurry of paddle strokes. I hop out on the 
icy shore and begin looking for the duck 
where I marked its fall-but no duck-I 
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scan the grass and find a drop of 
blood, then another, and another 
. .. I follow the trail and eventually 
see the pattern of the hen Mallard's 
tail feathers jutting out from under 
a clump of dead grass. Her head is 
up, so I must be decisive. I crouch 
and slowly crawl forward. She is still 
out of reach, so I decide to take a 
chance and leap towards her with an 
outstretched arm. I hit the ice hard 
and slide forward, and as my finger
tips sink into her soft feathers and 
press down against her warm back 
I am reminded of what wild game 
gives us when we are successful in 
this most fundamental of human 
pursuits. These moments afield 
stay with us because they open a 
window to an earlier time when all 
people knew exactly where their 
food came from and their connec
tion to the land was constant and 
visceral. I finish what I started and 
then make my way back to the kayak 
with my duck in hand. While sliding 
the boat back into the river, I hear 
a quack and the sound of wings 
cutting through the air behind me. 
I scramble for cover with shotgun 
in hand, then rise from a crouched 
position and swing on the passing 
Mallard. I fire and it falls. 

Back in the Blind 
I rejoin Dean. We revel in the morn

ing's success and admire our take as 
we scan the sky for incoming flights. 
On early-season hunts we would have 
packed up already, but the late season is 
a special time of year for Massachusetts 
waterfowlers. The heightened migratory 
activity sends birds up and down the river 
with a daylong regularity that captures 
and holds our attention. 

The old blind tells many stories . 
Scrolled across the ceiling are the ini
tials of hunters both present and past, 
the dates of hunts, and the tick-marked 
tally of harvested waterfowl-proving 
the blind-builder's decision to stake out 
this point in the river was sound. Time 
and elements have aged the blind, and 
us, but with each passing year we all 

seem to become more of a natural part 
of this place. 

We are jolted back into focus by the 
raspy, reedy call of a drake Black Duck, 
followed by the loud quack of a hen
both coming from upriver. Our heads 
snap to the right in unison and we look 
for movement in the bright blue sky. I 
sink backward on the bench seat and 
peer through the camouflaged netting. 
I see them ... they're coming in fast, I 
whisper. I nod to Dean and we rise from 
our seats and swing. Dean hangs on his 
trigger-expecting that I will shoot the 
trailing duck first because I am sitting 
to his right-but the two Black Ducks 
cross in flight as they zip past the blind. 
I manage to stay on the trailing duck as 
it takes the lead, and I fire. Dean follows, 
and with an expertly placed shot on the 
trailing duck as it flares. We drop both 
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birds, meeting our daily bag limit of one 
American Black Duck each.* 

The current slowly pulls the downed 
Black Ducks from view, so 1 hop into my 
kayak to retrieve them. After securing 
the first, then second duck, a chorus of 
honking fills the air. 1 make a beeline to the 
shore and drive my kayak into the grass 
hummocks, then blast out a few return 
honks and look up river. Four Canada 
Geese, in tight formation , fly right over 
the blind. Dean fires, a goose tumbles, 
and the flight flares and lifts. 1 fire and 
only two of the remaining three geese 
escape. About an hour later-a little past 
noon-I was outside the blind stretching 
my legs when two geese coasted in on 
cupped wings. The lead goose honked 
and I dove for cover. As they passed 
overhead, 1 popped up and dropped the 
trailing honker with ease. 

Reflections 
We pass the better part of the afternoon 

fighting the cold and watching a constant 
stream of ducks and geese fly up and 
down the river. My thoughts drift back to 
the many hunts we have enjoyed during 
this and past seasons; the camaraderie, 
the laughter and countless discussions, 
and the raw pleasure of the hunt. Nearly 
20 years ago, I took my first Wood Duck 
on this river while jump-shooting with 
my father. 1 am thankful for that early 
introduction to the world of waterfowling 
and although the passage of time has 
forced my father and his duck hunting 
buddies to retire their waders, they are 
still here ; ever-present in the memories 
that define our experience along every 
inch of this river and, on a deeper level , 
in the waterfowling skills we now possess. 
I am pulled from thought by a nagging 



cold that envelopes my left foot; the pace 
of the season has left a small hole in my 
waders unpatched. Dean sips a hot drink. 
I call to passing flocks, but none respond 
and all seems quiet until we damn near 
jump out of our waders when a drake 
Hooded Merganser strafes the blind, no 
more than a foot above the roof and with 
the precision and swoosh of a fighter 
jet. The speedy hoodie shot across the 
river and vanished into the trees in an 
instant. In late-afternoon, another drake 
hoodie splashed down into our decoy 
spread. I sprang up from the bench seat 
and dropped him with a single shot as he 
blasted from the surface with lightning 
speed. It was the first and only hoodie 
I harvested this season, and a most 
welcome addition to our impressive and 
colorful bag of ducks and geese. 

As dusk approaches, we watch the final 
flights of the season pass and shrink to 
pinpoints in the darkening sky. With our 
guns now quiet, thoughts turn to the 

a vivid rainbow of color will streak down 
into our decoys on the wings of Wood 
Ducks. We head home, and the process 
of renewal begins. 

About the Author 
In addition to serving as the editor of 

Massachusetts Wildlife, Troy Gipps is an 
avid hunter, fisherman, and forager of all 
things edible. 

promise of our next opening day when *For the first time since 1986, the statewide daily 
the rising sun will lift the veil of darkness bag limit for Black Ducks will increase to 2 for the 
to reveal the glow of October foliage , and 2017-2018 migratory game bird season. 
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Blind-sighted 
by David Brownlee 

Only a week after it happened, I spied 
Mr. Mocker again, jealously patrolling 

each outpost of his domain. Past trage
dy forgotten, he remains the tyrannical 
steward of my front yard. 

The harsh extremes of this New England 
winter had driven many of the feathered 
country-folk to seek easier living here 
in town. While few enticements rivaled 
the draw of a fast-food feeder to most 
refugees from the windswept meadows, 
something simpler had attracted a female 
Downy that late, bright afternoon: all she 
wished was a stroll along an avenue of 
maples, with an eye for a snack. 

From his private bunker amidst the 
snow-crushed, evergreen shrubs skirting 
our Victorian porch, he exploded angrily 
up at her, "The nerve, the very nerve!" 
his whole manner screamed. Across the 
no man's land of Butler Place the feisty 
pursuit unfolded. And then, most abrupt
ly (upon reaching some inconspicuous 
feature defining the verge of Mr. Mocker's 
hinterlands), the chase broke off. "Back 
now," his tiny thoughts flickered , "Back 
to the bunker!" 

Ms. Downy sat, still just in view, driven 
as she was to the exotic realm of the 
odd-numbered side of our street. But 
maple-lined as it was, she now seemed 
wholly determined that only one tree 
would really do ... 01' Mr. Mocker's! 

You may now imagine what energies 
were expended when two such avian 
determinations are so well matched. With 
an air of calm deliberateness and her 
family's characteristic undulating flight, 
Ms. Downy's every landing was matched 
by the fury of his repulse. 

But the role of "provocateur" is not 
without its risks. 

For although the dainty, would-be din-
er's final incursion was no bolder than 

the rest, the limits of steam-pressured 
annoyance now boiled beyond control 
in Mr. Mocker. With outraged cries and 
broad flashes of his white wing-patches, 
for him the starter's gun had boomed and 
the final lap was on! 

So when the customary distance had 
been run, what a surprise it must have 
been to find that Mr. Mocker had extended 
the finish line. Weakly, she flew on ("What 
sort of new marathon is this?" she may 
have wondered), along the avenue of 
trees, with the enraged gray and white 
pinwheel of '01 Mocker beating the air 
only inches behind. 

When the final, great, mid-air collision 
occurred, I'd only a cheap seat and a far 
glimpse of a late race entrant ... a silent 
spectator, seeing yet unseen, Ms. Cooper 
jolted into a sprint. Mr. Mocker, with his 
long tail braking downward, banked his 
wings hard to starboard, and was just able 
to avoid the pile-up as the plummeting 
hawk and the hapless, taloned victim 
plunged en masse with a silent splash 
into the snow. 

It's not that I still don't enjoy seeing 
my front yard guardian ... but when I 
do, boyhood memories of Hollywood's 
pterodactyls come to mind. 

*********** 

Curious about our cast? Look 'em up: 

• Northern Mockingbird 
• Downy Woodpecker 
• Cooper's Hawk 

About the Author 
David Brownlee is a lifelong natural 

history enthusiast and explorer of western 
Massachusetts ' wilder realms. 
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CRAPPIE "~~~~ 
BY BRIAN WIPRUD 

E
arly spring snowmelt and rain often 
means rivers are high and discol
ored which can mess up trout fish

ing. Yet at the same time, temperatures 
in your local bass and panfish pond may 
hit the fifties. Black Crappie-elusive at 
other times of the year-are particularly 
susceptible to flies in early spring, and 
present an interesting 
challenge. The good news, 
they are drawn to shallow 
cover to spawn making 
them an easy target. The 
bad news, they can be 
quite spooky once you 
have caught one or two. 

Crappie initially tar
get baitfish, but as the 
water warms they feed 
increasingly on dragonfly 
and alderfly nymphs and 
other benthic insects that 
gradually become more 
plentiful. I have found 
flies for crappie are best 
if heavily weighted in the 
front. I also use a floating 
line so on the retrieve 
there is an exaggerated 
jigging action through the 
water column-they often 
grab the fly on the drop. 
In the lakes I fish , there is 
an abundance of yellow Photo © Bill Byrne 

perch fry in early spring, 
and a front-weighted perch 
pattern is just the ticket. As for nymphs, 
I use front-weighted leggy flies in a wide 
variety of patterns. 

tandem strategy was an improvement 
over tossing a single pattern, and virtu
ally doubled the number I was catching 
at each location. 

Last spring, I asked myself "What if I an
chored at a stump and just kept changing 
flies?" If you follow the logic that crappie 

get "tired" of seeing one 
fly pattern or the other, 
why not just keep chang
ing flies? I guess I had not 
tried this before because I 
never really believed there 
were that many crappie 
in front of me, or if there 
were, that they would have 
become spooked by all the 
activity into either leaving 
or ceasing feeding. 

I began to fish , and quick
ly caught six crappie using 
two different fly styles, 
and then things petered 
out. That is when I would 
normally leave for another 
stump, but I stayed this 
time and changed flies . 
Over the next hour and a 
half, I hooked and boated 
22 crappie from a single 
stump; changing flies each 
time they stopped hitting. 
I had gone through 18 fly 
patterns-some of which 
did not work at all. I repeat

ed this technique successfully over the 
next several weeks with similar results. 
So the secret, I discovered, is to stick 
to a spot where you find them and keep 
changing flies . My crappie method until recently was 

to fish two fly rods, one rigged with my 
perch fly, and the other with a dark, leg- Keep in mind that you should not as-
gy nymph. Once the perch fly stopped sumethatthecrappiearehoveringdirect-
working at a particular stump, fallen tree, ly adjacent to underwater structure. They 
or brush pile, I picked up the other rod tend to move around, especially after 
and hit them with the leggy bug. This you have taken a few. So after landing 
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Black Crappie (left) are found throughout the state, while White Crappie (right) 
are currently limited to the Connecticut River-mainly in the Easthampton Oxbow. 

one or two crappie and trying the same 
spot again without luck, you should cast 
around the whole area to find out if, and 
where, they have moved. Another tech
nique is to fish structure more than once 
during a single outing. Make a few passes 
by your favorite spots and you may find 
that the crappie have returned. 

The leggy flies I use are particularly fun 
to tie as there is nothing fussy about them. 
I am not attempting to match a hatch, but 
instead tying attractor flies based on a 
general theme for variety-so toss aside 
the hackle gauges and get creative. I like 
to tie mine in combinations of olive brown 
and black, though I have used simple red, 
white, and yellow patterns. One sugges-

tion is to use legs that are fairly robust, 
like those from bass jig skirts, so they 
do not tangle and are less likely to wrap 
around the bend in the hook. You also 
want to ensure the legs are fairly long so 
they do not encourage the fly to spin in 
midair and twist the leader. By combin
ing the legs with Marabou feathers you 
will attain maximum undulation as the 
fly drops, and synthetic body material 
will help speed the tying process as 
well as bulk up the body to simulate the 
thorax and abdomen of a bug. See the 
next page for a list of fly tying materials 
and use the examples of basic patterns 
shown on page 30 as a launching point 
to build your own crappie variety pack. 
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The author's friend Joanne Murdock with an impressive Black Crappie. Black 
Crappie are the most popular species for the Freshwater Sportfishing Awards 
Program. The current state record for catch & keep is 4 lb. 10 oz. from Jakes Pond, 
Plymouth (1980) while the catch & release record is 16.50 inches from Indian Lake, 
Worcester and the Connecticut River, Greenfield (2016). 

Hook 

Eye 

Body 

Tail/Neck 

32 

MQ.~ertQ.ls 
Signature 3X Heavy 2X Long Nymph Hook, or equivalent 

Black brass eye (7/32 diameter), or black tungsten eyes, 
or large bead head 

Olive, brown, or black chenille, or flash chenille, pos
sibly hackled 

Flash strands: root beer or pearl 

Rubber legs: bass jig skirts or other heavy leg material 
in mottled brown, black, olive, orange and yellows; 
also banded legs 

Marabou feathers: olive, brown, and black, or banded 
(you can band it yourself with a permanent marker) 
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Crappie are terrific table fare, and by 
comparison to bluegill or bass, the meat 
is less dense, sweeter and flakier when 
cooked. My preferred way to fillet them 
is to cut the flanks from the fish first and 
remove the skin from the fillets second. 
Be sure your fillet knife is sharp, and slice 
around the rib cage as there is almost 
no meat there anyway. By far the best 
crappie fillets are those that are fresh 
and have not been frozen. There are, of 
course, many ways to cook crappie, a 
popular method being on the grill after 
dredging in Italian dressing. But because 
the flesh is less dense than many other 
fish, the meat tends to stick to the grill 
and fall apart when you try to flip it. 
Many recipes also call for baking, but I 
find that this often leads to overcooking 
because the meat heats up too slowly. 
As such, I am a fan of frying at a rela
tively high temperature to cook the meat 
quickly and retain the delicate flavors. I 
am also in favor of dredging fillets in an 
egg mixture and tossing them in Italian 
bread crumbs- this coating is not only 
delicious but also helps hold the fillet 
together when turning and serving. Many 
recipes such as this recommend adding 

Parmesan cheese but I find cheese tends 
to overwhelm the flavor of the fish. So here 
is my favorite recipe for crappie-quan
tities are dependent on number of fillets: 

• Season fillets with salt and pepper to 
taste, and a sprinkling of granulated 
garlic - which compliments the flavor 
and does not tend to drown it out. 

• Dredge fillets in whipped egg mixture. 

• Toss fillets gently in plastic bag 
filled with your favorite Italian bread 
crumbs, or crumbs of your choice, 
such as crushed Ritz crackers, Panko, 
or even potato chips. 

• Fry quickly in peanut oil or light olive 
oil on each side until brown. 

• Remove to a paper bag or other paper 
to remove excess oil and serve. 

About the Author 
Brian Wiprud has written numerous 

fishing articles for Massachusetts Wildlife, 
and for national angling magazines. He 
is also the published author of ten crime 
novels. His website is www.wiprud.com. 
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For over 50 years, each spring, MassWHdlife celebrates the angling achievements of 
the participants of the Freshwater Sportfishing Awards Program. For 2016, over 900 
bronze pins were awarded along with gold pins and plaques for the anglers with the 
largest of each species and trophies were awarded for the Angler of the Year winners'. 
Over 200 winning anglers and their guests attended the ceremony. Highlights of the 
2016 season include two new catch & keep records, a 25 lb. 7foz. Lake Trout and a 31b. 
8 oz. White Perch, which also qualified for multiple world line class records. The year 
2016 also marked the second year of the catch & release component of the program 
with 16 new records set and records set for the number of species entered by the An
gler of the Year winners (18 of the potential 22 eligible species). Photo © Troy Gipps 
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