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My “Pet” Hawk—An Update
By Howard Malone

erhaps this article should be titled “ An Overenthusiastic Birder.” Anyway,
before the Christmas Bird Count | wanted to be sure | would be able to count
the Vulture group: Turkey Vulture and Black Vulture. Tothisend, | asked a
deer hunter friend to give me any offal (guts and bones) from his successful
hunt. Sure enough, here he comes with atub of my requested material. |
poured it out a couple of hundred yards behind the house in a hayfield and
waited. A few hours later | looked out back and saw the anticipated
scavengers hard at work.

Wait!! With my naked eye, two of the scavengers did not appear to be
vultures. The binoculars confirmed that two Red Shouldered Hawks were
sharing the feast. One was mature and the other was immature, as indicated
by the prominent lighter, speckled body feathers, especially when viewed
fromtherear. | did not realize that hawks would scavenge until |
remembered seeing hawk bodies on the highway near the flattened ‘ possum
which was apparently the attraction for the fatal encounter with a vehicle.

Being a supporter of almost every kind of wildlife (including snakes), | set
out to assist the youngster, since “ momma/daddy” had not accompanied it
on subsequent visits. The hawk appeared to favor pure flesh over the less
desirable viscera, so | arranged for a supply of ribs and backbones from



hunter friends and a deer processor. | cut the material into plate sized pieces
and froze them for daily presentation to the hawk.

Each day now, the hawk comes for his meal, not always promptly, but
usually by noon. Of course the crows ALWAY S come, but they can’t pick
the bones clean like “Hawk” can. They move away when it comes to feed.
Once, the hawk became irritated at the presence of the crows and picked up
the piece, flew into a nearby tree and continued eating.

| have enough food for a couple of weeks, so anyone wanting to view the
scene, call meround 8 AM and | will tell you if it is around.

Now, am | interfering with the balance of nature or simply assisting awild
creature temporarily during hard times? Y our responses are welcome.
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A MorningintheTree Stand
By Ed Brown, Area Forester
Mississippi Forestry Commission

Thisis a short adventure of a morning deer hunt in Scott County on the
Tusculameta Creek Canals. The morning low was hovering around 20
degrees Fahrenheit, being one of the coldest mornings in January of 2003.
As| climbed into one of my ladder deer stands and settled in for a morning
deer hunt, | welcomed the hoot of a Barred Owl. Greeting and awakening a
new day, you can hear the sound of Brown Thrashers and Eastern Towhees,
as the morning progresses toward “early light.” Then the morning lightens
up even more, bringing the fast wing beats and calls of Wood Ducks,
Hooded Mergansers and Mallards filling the crisp sky.

Next this cold morning would find a new bird to identify: the whistles of
Northern Pintails, arare duck to see in Central Mississippi. After al the
early morning commotion, the woods would entertain the sounds of Carolina
Chickadees, Tufted Titmice, Ruby-Crowned Kinglets, Eastern Phoebes,
Hermit Thrushes, Blue Jays, Cardinals, White-throated Sparrows, Swamp
Sparrows, Song Sparrows, and a variety of Woodpeckers--Red-bellied and
Downies.

Truly a morning to remember, and wishing | had it on video, | begin to
become more curious being careful to catch all the sites. | scoped the
surrounding woods in hopes of seeing and hearing sounds of adeer. An
interesting sound came to my ears--a rustling in the leaves behind me.
Slowly, I turned in my deer stand to only find a Swamp Rabbit, slipping
around in the open woods. An unusual happening for a Swamp Rabbit to be
out in the morning after good light. Then the rabbit inches back toward a
pine plantation, which would offer the protection the rabbit needed.
Nevertheless, the rabbit seemed a bit cautious at this point, which led to the
next few exciting moments.

WEll, the finale begins as the rabbit disappears from sight. An awful sound
caught my ears, as | heard animals running through the leaves. The animals
were the rabbit previously mentioned and a bobcat racing through the



woods. The predator captured his prey because he could outrun and
outmaneuver the rabbit.

Finally, this was even better than seeing the anticipated ten-point buck that |
so longed to see. | was able to spend my time birding and watching nature
unfold while deer hunting.

Bird Sightings

From Howard Malone, the following three:

At least a dozen Eastern Meadowlarks foraging in the hayfield near the
house. They move from field to field in the area. | seldom see even a pair
during the nesting season.

A lone Pine Warbler is still coming to my suet feeder.

My Wild Turkey flock has increased to twenty seven. Almost all are hens.
At least they don®have beards: some may be jakes.

From Ruth Ann Rosamond: two Ruby-Crowned Kinglets in the wooded
area between MUNA Federal Credit Union and Pine Creek apartments, on
Friday January 24.

From Lauren Thead, these three: About 20 Snow Geese off Highway 45 2
miles north of Noxubee/Lowndes County Line, January 27.

Adult Bald Eagle in upper Bluff Lake, Noxubee National Wildlife Refuge,
January 28.

Purple Finch at feeders, Wildcat Road, Collinsville, January 30.

Remember, articles, bird
sightings and items of interest are
requested for the newsdl etten
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February 10 Meeting

d Brown of the Mississippi Forestry Commission will be presenting
information and a video on landscaping for wildfire prevention. Please
come and bring a friend to the EM EPA Building on Highway 39 North at
7:00 p.m. Don't miss this informative program!

To bring refreshments to the February 10, 2003 meeting:
Tohy Tisdale and Margaret Brown

The Cedar Waxwing
By Lauren Thead

inter just wouldn’t seem like winter, at least to a birder, without Cedar
Waxwings passing overhead with a chorus of whistling trills or perched in a
tree, rapidly devouring every berry in sight. Even nonbirders enjoy
watching these colorful cold-weather visitors that display long, sleek crests,
striking black-and-white masks, waxy red tips on the secondary wing
feathers, blue-gray tails tipped with yellow and brown upperparts blending
with the yellow underparts.



Waxwings, like Purple Finches and Pine Siskins, are somewhat erratic
visitors to Mississippi. Some years huge flocks turn up on Christmas bird
counts and strip hundreds of ripe berries or seeds from the trees, often in the
company of American Robins, but this year | think everyone had trouble
finding sizable flocks anywhere in the count circle.

The amounts of food Cedar Waxwings can stuff themselves with never cease
to amaze me, but certainly the variety of thisfood isjust as great. Mistletoe,
holly, cedar and hackberry are just afew of the berry-producing plants that
these birds will feed on, and insects are also taken, flycatcher-fashion.
Waxwings are sometimes seen passing berries along to adjacent birds.

In the spring Cedar Waxwings feed on mulberries and often the petals of
flowering crabapple trees. Make note of any Cedar Waxwings you see in
late May or early June; they usually depart by thistime. There are afew
breeding records for Cedar Waxwings in Mississippi, so be on the lookout
for any nesting behavior among these birds.

One enjoyable thing about the Cedar Waxwing is that whether you are
watching goldfinches and sparrows arrive in the fall or warblers and
grosbeaks arrive in the springtime, there will almost certainly be a few of
these amazing birds around as well, making a great birding day even more
memorable.



The WPA’s Legacy to Ornithology
By Lauren Thead

ocked away in a cabinet in a building on the campus of Mississippi
University for Women lies asecret. I'mtold by Dr. Marty Harvill, who is
teaching homeschoolers biology labs, that the college owns a good-sized
collection of bird skins from the 1930's. He's told me this after finding out
that I’m a birder, a member of the Audubon Society, and asks me, to my
great pleasure, if | would like to study them for awhile.

As | enter the room where these pieces of ornithological history are kept, a
musty smell reaches me. The large wooden cabinet on one side of the room
contains the specimens. | open the top drawer and find two large, dusty
record books, which contain alisting of the species, found on the WPA Plant
and Animal Survey Project Number 3619 that was sponsored by the
Mississippi Game and Fish Commission. One book is nearly empty, but the
other isfilled with records for mammals, plants, reptiles, fish, amphibians
and birds. In the cabinets there is a physical match for most of these
handwritten notations. | open a drawer and stare at rows of long-dead
creatures—a sight that fills me not with revulsion but with excitement.

The first specimens | look at are members of the rail family. The King Rails
with the fuzzy black chick, Sora and Purple Gallinule are all in fairly good
condition for such old skins. The Purple Gallinule' s feathers are very faded
and have a brownish tint, but the legs are still bright yellow. The King Rail
chick catches my attention because | notice it has a readable label tied to its
feet, unlike the gallinule. | look the number up in the book and find that it
was collected on April 25, 1938, in Rock City, Alabama. Thisbird isonly a
little bit smaller than the adult Sora, and | can feel atiny claw on each wing
that the flightless chick used to climb through vegetation.

The heads of two immature Wood Storks are also preserved. These are
fitted with red glass eyes, a fact that startles me somehow. Thankfully, no
one today is allowed to kill endangered Wood Storks even for scientific
puUrposes.

The third drawer is full of Green Herons and Least Bitterns. The female
L east Bitterns can be told apart from the males by their brown backs and
crowns in place of the black of the males. The Green Herons are all



immatures. After seventy years these birds have mostly maintained their
color but are missing feathers in some places.

The large herons are stored below these smaller ones. An adult Y ellow-
crowned Night-Heron shows surprisingly brightly colored feathers, but the
Great Egret looks depressingly scraggly and is missing its long, black legs;
after some searching | locate them. The claw on the third toe of each foot
has little comb-like serrations that aid herons in preening—I know this from
my studies, but actually feeling it with my fingersis a great experience. |
can also find this feature on the toes of four smaller white herons piled
around the Great Egret. These are not Cattle Egrets, which arrived in
Mississippi in the 1960’ s, but are immature Little Blue Herons.

The next drawer holds the waterfowl. These birds are sticky to the touch
and have very thick, smooth feathers. There are many different kinds: a
male Red-breasted M erganser; two female Ruddy Ducks; a female Redhead;
afemale Lesser Scaup; a male Blue-winged Teal; and a female Wood Duck.
There are also three goslings. | am reminded of the fact that very young
birds were taken whenever possible in the days when collecting was popular.

The bottom drawer is full of Pied-billed Grebes and American Coots. An
immature Double-crested Cormorant taken at Lake Norris on November 14,
1937, seems surprisingly large in the hand. There is also an American
Bittern that is, unfortunately, missing its legs, so I’ m not sure where it was
collected, but the camouflaging pattern on its back makes it interesting,

anyway.

Now that I’ m finished studying the birds on the right side of the cabinet, it's
time to move on to the left. The top drawer on this side has three Belted
Kingfishers, an adult male, an adult female and an immature female. There
are three Chimney Swifts, one taken right on campus on May 7, 1937.
There' s also a strange bird that confuses me for a moment until | realize that
| am looking at a Black Tern. Other skins include the head of a Ring-billed
Gull and three diminutive Ruby-throated Hummingbirds.

Next come the nighthawks, woodpeckers and cuckoos. An interesting fact
about the collectors of the specimens is that they would occasionally have
trouble identifying seemingly easy-to-identify birds. A juvenile bird isfirst
identified simply as “woodpecker”, which is crossed out; written aboveiit is
the name “ Y ellow-bellied Sapsucker.” The Y ellow-billed Cuckoos are



almost as striking as specimens as they are as living birds; the bills are il
brightly colored and the brown and white of the feathers are still in bright
contrast. The nighthawks are in worse shape, missing wings, but since |
rarely get a chance to see them close up, they’re still fascinating.

Sandpipers are in the next drawer, along with Red-bellied Woodpeckers.
There are several each of Spotted and Solitary Sandpipers and Killdeer, and
afew Least Sandpipers and Greater and Lesser Yellowlegs. Thereisa
Wilson's Snipe collected at the Tombigbee Swamp on February 16, 1938; its
intricately patterned back is very beautiful.

Moving along, | look at Northern Flickers, Pileated Woodpeckers and
Mourning and Rock Doves. One bird that strikes me as strange is a brown
Rock Dove several inches larger than the gray one beside it.

Hawks fill the next drawer, and all are very large kinds. An immature Red-
tailed Hawk was apparently first identified as a Cooper’s Hawk; this name
was crossed out and “ Red-tailed Hawk” was written above it. One of the
Red-shouldered Hawks is substantially larger than the others; it’s probably a
female. These Red-shouldered Hawks still retain their bright, rusty-red
colors and are impressive, regal creatures.

The very last birds are owls--six Barred and one Eastern Screech. Barred
Owls are not anywhere near as big as they look; their fluffy feathers create
the illusion of much larger birds. | pick up the body of the Eastern Screech-
Owl specimen; its head, no longer attached, remains in the bottom of the
drawer, its yellow glass eyes staring blankly at me.

| turn now back to the book and flip through it once more. Some of the
common names of the birds collected then are no longer used; “Kentucky
Cardinal”, “Black Mallard”, “Maryland Y ellowthroat”, and “ Purple
Grackle” are some of the most interesting.

The rest of this fascinating ornithological collection resides in other colleges
and in one other room at MUW.,

As | prepare to leave the laboratory, | gently shut the drawers, close the

book, turn off the lights and pull the door to. Walking down the hallway, |
am left with a great sense of satisfaction and gratitude at being allowed the
privilege of examining the work of scientists of years past who might have



themselves wondered whether anyone in the future would have been
interested in their detailed, careful work.

A DAY AT WHEELER
By Nancy Donald

few weeks ago | had the opportunity to tag along on afield trip to
Wheeler NWR in Alabama on the Tennessee River. Our guide was
Dr. Ken Marion, professor of biology at UAB. Although | have not
been a serious birder for long nor traveled much for the specific
purpose of birding, | think anyone would be impressed with the sheer
number and variety of species at Wheeler. We saw literally thousands
of birds.

The weather was sunny but extremely cold. The temperature hovered
around 28 degrees al day. We started the day at the Visitor’' s Center and
Observation Building. This is definitely the way to bird. Thereisatralil
leading to the building with feeding stations and plenty of natural cover.
The building itself is essentially a two-story blind with stadium seating,
scopes, and very important, heat! The windows overlook a feeding pond
and field. Speakers pipe in sound from outside. Thousands of duck on one
pond can make alot of sound. We saw Mallards, pintail, American
Widgeon, Canvasback, Redhead duck, Black Duck, Ring-necked Duck,
Green- winged Teal, Gadwall and Bufflehead. In the field were Canada and
Snow Geese. But the most exciting to me was across the field along the
treeline. Fourteen Sandhill Cranes were feeding. These are such big birds
and exotic. It'skind of like coming upon an emu in someone’ s pasture. |
had only been at Wheeler about an hour and would not have felt cheated if
thiswere all | saw. But there was more in store.

As our caravan was pulling out from the Visitor’ s Center, we stopped to
observe aflock of American Pipits. Thiswasn't easy. They would fly up
out of the grass then land afew yards away. You could only see themin
flight or if one lit on a branch or stand of grass. From a causeway, we could
see thousands of shorebirds, gulls and terns, which no one seemed that
interested in. We then traveled a gated road into the north side of the refuge.



Again, there were alot of ducks, Great Blue Herons and shorebirds. There
were alarge number of Snow Geese but too far away to observe easily.

Our last two stops before returning to the Visitor’ s Center were fantastic and
extremely cold. A platform overlooking afield allowed a great view of
Sandhill Cranes feeding. Dr. Marion estimated the number at around 150.
Truly an amazing thing to witness. By this time we were frozen, but Dr.
Marion was looking for Horned Lark and Lapland Longspur. We headed for
asmall airport surrounded by recently plowed cotton fields. His crew
hopped out of their van and took off through the fields hoping to flush larks.
After awhile, sure enough, Horned Larks. These were the coolest birds.
They were hard to find but once you got them in your sight, they were very
entertaining. After aflock landed, they all turned and walked in the same
direction and bobbed their heads so that their throats flashed in the sunlight.

Back at the Observation building, the ducks were returning for the afternoon
feeding. Watching them winging in was arthrill. It didn’t take long for the
pond to fill up and the sun to go down on avery good birding day. | added
12 new birds to my list. Y ou can check out Wheeler’ s web site—
http://www.wheeler.fws.gov/ The refuge manager was on duty and was very
friendly and helpful.

Content OCAS, 2003.



