AVIAN ENCOUNTERS OF THE VERNAL REBIRTH (2011)

By Michael Huebschen

The retreating exhalations of the arctic tyrant in this latitude and longitude have lingered longer than what the cursory gleanings from my cerebral hard disc suggest about the "average" timing of the vernal renewal that we often refer to as spring. At this writing, phenology in this latitude may well be as much as two weeks behind the long term average since records have been kept. (Be that as it may, I entertain no contingent delusions about global warming not being a planetary reality.  While having no long-term data sets to review, I saw no evidence for discarding the reality of global warming while watching the temperature maps of Canada and the Arctic Coast this past winter. I am given to wonder whether the horrendous earth quakes which have ravaged Japan are any reflection of the increase in total kinetic energy of the planet. I ponder similarily upon the high energy hale and tornadic storms which have ravaged much of the nation.)
 
Given that preamble, I am happy to report that this observer encountered many avian delights this "spring", despite extremely high water in many of my traditional wetland haunts. 
 
The slow opening of Lake Winnebago on its' south end and along the west shore brought the auditory and visual delights of Tundra Swans, Common, Red-breasted and Hooded Mergansers, Common Goldeneyes, Buffleheads, Greater and Lesser Scaups, Canvasbacks, Redheads, Ring-necked Ducks, and Ruddy Ducks. The Fox River above Oshkosh Ave. brought encounters with many of these same avian bretheren during ice breakup.
 
More recent pilgrimages to the Horicon NWR have been rewarded with visual communion with Mallards, Gadwalls, American Wigeon, Greenwinged Teal, Blue-winged Teal, Northern Shovelers, Soras, and  American Bitterns, Sandhill Cranes and White Pelicans. On 24 April, a Short-eared Owl was photographed along the Federal Dike. Yellowlegs (species unknown), Wilson's Snipe, Dunlins, Great Egrets, Double-crested Cormorants and Great Blue Herons were noted. Sandhill Crane pairs were busy jousting over the disputed boundaries of nesting territories. Killdeers were heavily engaged in courtship. During that vigil, I watched in surprise as a low-flying Great Blue Heron glided too close to the apparent nest site of a pair of Canada Geese. One of the adult geese launched a rousing aerial eviction notice in hot pursuit over about 150 yards. Given the wicked talents of a Great Blue Heron's sharp bill, I was surprised by its" acquiescence in fleeing without a challenge or reprisal. My first brood of four Canada Goose goslings was intercepted along Highway 49.
 
Closer to home, early morning vigils at South Asylum Bay on 21 and 25 April brought the company of many of the wetland inhabitants already seen elsewhere. The gliding arrival of about a dozen Canvasbacks on the 21st was particulary elegant! Observing the aerial grace of Bonaparte's Gulls was aesthetic revery.! In addition, I thrilled to the fishing excursions of Horned Grebes. I counted a maximum of seventeen on the 25th and managed some pleasing photographs. One I have already titled "Pro Bass Fisherbird". The digital image in my inventory shows the captor with a small Largemouth Bass in its mandibular grasp. There appears to be a nesting attempt underway by Bald Eagles in a large Cottonwood at the west end of South Asylum Bay. A pair of Mute Swans was observed courting in that same locale. I left a voice mail message with one of the DNR biologists housed at the Oshkosh Service Center in case they were not aware of the Mute Swans presence.
 
Finally, an 8 May outing at Horicon National Wildlife Refuge on the Federal Dike Road started out routinely with some of the usual observations: American White Pelican, additional Canada Geese with broods, Double-crested Cormorants, Mallards, Blue-winged Teal and lots of Redheads and Ruddy Ducks. The first pool on the north side of the Federal Dike Road is particularly attractive to Redheads and Ringnecked Ducks year after year. Numerous Soras and Marsh Wrens were heard out in the cattails. Numerous Tree Swallows were present in early evening. Around 5:00 P.M., Black-necked Stilts began feeding in the open shallow water area nearer the road. Around 5:15 P.M., a birder in a passing vehicle alerted me to the presence of a White-faced Ibis a bit further west. I spent the next hour and 50 minutes observing and photographing the White-faced Ibis at distances varying between 150 yards and 30 ft. During that time, two pairs of Black-necked Stilts were busy foraging in much the same area. A lucky fellow, I was!
 
One of my dreams is to live long enough to be witness to the successful nesting of an increasing number of pairs of Black-necked Stilts on the Horicon National Wildlife Refuge. The historical data from the Atlas of the Breeding Birds of Wisconsin would predict that to be quite a long shot. Be that as it may, I am given to speculate that if a management strategy were successful in maintaining a number of shallow water- mud bar zones free of cattail, sedge and willow encroachment in the interior of the marsh (feeding habitat), a long term population of nesting Black-necked Stilts could become a reality for the future. I would not wager that to be a simple or easy task. (Water level management can be a recurring adversary.) Nor would I wager it to be impossible. With some luck, their colonial expansion just might follow that of the Yellow-headed Blackbird.
 
In closing, thanks to those who stopped in at Bergman Jewelry on Saturday 7 May during the gallery walk. I heard a lot of praise regarding the prints that Cindy and I had on display. 

