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The Orchard Or iole 

By Lauren Thead 
�  beautiful, variable song of whistles and guttural notes announces the 
presence of the Orchard Oriole in nearly every open woodland in 
Mississippi.  This striking bird, the smallest of all North American orioles, 
arrives in spring during the first half of April and is soon abundant in 
orchards and stands of young trees—which is the habitat of many people’s 
yards!  Orchard Orioles can be somewhat difficult to see as they skulk in 
dense vegetation or sing from the tops of tall trees, but they are certainly 
worth watching.  While many species of birds simply pair up and retreat to 
the woods to nest singly, chasing off other members of the same species, 
Orchard Orioles have much more interesting social behaviors.  More often 
than not, there will be several individuals on one property, and they will 
usually stay in that area until the end of summer.   
 
Soon after they arrive in the state, the male orioles begin singing, usually 
from high perches.  Many of these birds are males in their first spring and 
are greenish-yellow with white wing bars and black throats.  Some may 
show traces of chestnut feathering as well.  The males two years or older are 
striking with their rich chestnut underparts and extensive black hoods.  
Instead of the upper white wing bars of the younger males, they have 
chestnut shoulder patches. 
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The more secretive females are predominantly greenish-yellow, darker on 
the upperparts and have white wing bars on dark wings.  At first glance they 
might resemble warblers, but they have longer tails and bills than any 
warblers and are larger than any warbler other than the Yellow-breasted 
Chat.  They spend most of their time hidden in the vegetation where, after 
they pair up with the males, nest building begins. 

 
No mating displays of the Orchard Oriole are known.  (A good reason to 
watch their behavior carefully this year:  you might notice something that 
has never been seen before!)  But nesting is fairly well documented, even 
though the nest can be very difficult to find, concealed as it is in the foliage.  
The female, with a little help from the male, constructs a pouchlike nest of 
grasses suspended from a forked limb 4-50 feet up in a deciduous tree.  After 
the nest is built, the female lays 3-5 pale eggs marked with brown.  Both the 
male and female incubate, and they obviously don’ t mind other pairs nesting 
close by.  Last year I saw three pairs on our wooded back six acres in early 
summer, and in Louisiana 114 pairs were once found nesting on one 7-acre 
tract!   
 
It takes about 12 days for the eggs to hatch, and then the virtually helpless 
young are fed by both parents.  They leave the nest after 11-14 days.  Often 
the parent birds will divide the group of fledglings and care for them 
separately, another interesting aspect of oriole behavior.  Only one brood per 
year is produced, but family groups will remain together until fall when they 



depart for their wintering grounds from central Mexico to northern South 
America. 
 
With their sharp, slightly-curved bills, Orchard Orioles are obviously insect 
eaters and also feed heavily on fruit.  In August of last year I saw a whole 
family group in a fig tree, snatching pieces of ripe fig and probably the 
insects attracted to the fruit, as well.  Some people have success attracting 
orioles to nectar or halved oranges.  You might want to try this; it could be 
the key to luring orioles out in the open for easy viewing.   
 
Sadly, the Orchard Oriole is declining in some areas, especially western 
North America, in part due to cowbird parasitization.  But since it seems to 
be holding on very well in the Southeast, you can expect this fascinating 
oriole to keep on delighting you for years to come. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

If you’d like to save postage, let us know and we’ll e-mail you the 
newsletter.  sthead@mississippi.net 

 
Bird Sightings 

By Brenda, Amy and Rachel Broussard: 
Week of 4/20  Indigo Buntings.  North of Meridian, MS.   
 
Week of April 27  Three male Rose-breasted Grosbeaks.  Beautiful!  Pat 
and Elaine Sanders. 
 
By Howard Malone: 
All these, week of April 27  Blue Grosbeak. At feeder 
Rose-breasted Grosbeak. At Feeder 
Indigo Bunting. At Feeder 
 

To bring refreshments to the May 12, 2003 
meeting:  NOBODY!!  We forgot to take 

care of this VERY important detail at the last 
meeting.  Everybody, please bring one small 
thing—a drink, some cookies or whatever.   

Many thanks to Elna Ezell and  Mary Hollis 
for last meeting’s refreshments. 

 



Great Crested Flycatcher looking into a deteriorated Bluebird nestbox 
 
"Pet" Red Shouldered Hawk still coming to its feeding station for breakfast. 
 
By Lauren Thead: 
4/8  Forster’ s Tern.  Oktatibbee Reservoir Dam Tailrace. 
 
4/10  Black-billed Cuckoo.  Wildcat Road, Collinsville, MS.    
 
4/10  Hooded Warbler.  Twiltley Branch Campground, Okatibbee Reservoir. 
 
4/12  Orchard Oriole, Palm Warblers (Eastern and Western).  East Bank, 
Okatibbee Reservoir Dam. 
 
4/13  Green Heron, Chuck-Will’ s-Widow.  Wildcat Road, Collinsville, MS. 
 
4/16  Blue Grosbeaks, Indigo Bunting, Summer Tanagers.  Okatibbee 
Reservoir Dam Tailrace. 
 
4/18  Kentucky Warbler, Yellow-breasted Chat, Wood Thrush.  Wildcat 
Road, Collinsville, MS. 
 
4/21  Acadian Flycatcher.  Dunn’s Falls, MS. 
 
4/26  Yellow Warbler.  East Bank, Okatibbee Reservoir Dam. 
 
4/27  Prairie Warbler.  Wildcat Road, Collinsville, MS.   
 
4/28  Eastern Wood-Pewee.  Wildcat Road, Collinsville, MS. 
 
4/29  Yellow-billed Cuckoo.  Wildcat Road, Collinsville,  MS. 
 
4/30  Scarlet Tanager, Magnolia Warbler.  Noxubee National Wildlife 
Refuge. 
 
5/3  Solitary Sandpiper, Bobolink, Swainson’s Warbler.  NNWR. 
 
5/4  Rose-breasted Grosbeak.  Magnolia Drive, Macon MS. 
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An Unusual Exper ience 
By Howard Malone 

 

�  am not an expert on bird identification and ranges, relying on guidebooks 
for whatever little help I can glean from them. Occasionally I do, however, 
stumble into a situation which is a significant event for me. Read on. 
 
The house where I grew up, next door to my current address, is no longer 
occupied and is used for storage of our “ stuff” . The added back porch was 
enclosed on the west side with metal screen for insect protection and 2”X4”  
welded wire for security. The screen has almost entirely rusted away, 
negating the insect protection and, as we shall see, exclusion of other 
creatures as well. 
 
Last summer a Carolina Wren had nested in a corner of the porch, entering 
and leaving with ease through the missing screen. As winter progressed, I 
noted small bird droppings on the concrete floor, directly under the two 
electric wires running the length of the sloping roof in the old fashioned 
“Tube and Knob”  method of wiring. “Aha,”  I thought, “ the wren family has 
found a home for the winter.”  
 

OCAS OFFICERS 
R.L. Richardson….President 
Howard Malone….Treasurer 

Brant Cunningham…Program Chairperson 
Van McWhorter…Conservation Chairperson 

Joe McGee….Field Trip Chairperson 
Ruth Ann Rosamond..Refreshment Coordinator  

Lauren & Sheila Thead….Newsletter 
 

Remember, articles, bird sightings and items of 
interest are requested for the newsletter! 

 



On the twenty-first of April 2003 as I approached the house, I noticed a 
small bird departing through the welded wire. I thought the wren had 
returned for another nest building, but noticed that the bird was not a Wren. 
It was somewhat larger that the wren and was gray-brown with a darker 
head. It did not go far, but landed and watched me as it wagged its tale up 
and down. “ It’ s an Eastern Phoebe” , I thought. As I entered the door, I 
looked in all corners and ledges of the porch but saw no nest. As an 
inexperienced birder, I was looking for the wren-like mass of straw and 
moss. As I turned to leave I happened look up directly over my head. There, 
between the wires mentioned earlier, where the down wires for a light bulb 
socket join, was a nest. It was compact and made with sticks held together 
with mud, of all things. It must have been difficult to get started, for the 
floor below it was littered with little dabs of mud which did not stick. 
 
On 22 April, in a casual e-mail exchange with Van McWhorter, I found out 
that this sighting may be as far south as Eastern Phoebes breed. I checked 
the Kaufman Guide and note that it indicates “Rare”  in this area. WOW! 
Have I stumbled upon a significant sighting? 
 
Continuing the Eastern Phoebe saga; yesterday (2 May) while clipping the 
area around the house, I noticed the phoebe following behind the tractor, 
catching insects which had been disturbed and taking them to the house. It 
even followed me a couple hundred yards away from the house in search of 
food for the young. Occasionally it and a bluebird also following the tractor 
seemed to be vying for the same insect as it rose from the grass. Today, I 
took some pictures of the nest and, from a stepladder, peeked into the nest. It 
was filled with little phoebes, four or five, still with closed eyes. Now, I 
wonder what the wren thinks about the usurper taking its territory.   
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Life  
  

From deep within an unknown place,  
Traveling through the dark abyss of time and space, 

A journey for all that begins the same way 
As we open the door to life’s little play. 

Riding on the wings of thoughts and dreams  
On the way to a world of better things, 

Searching for the answer that remains untold, 
The question reveals a secret for only creation to behold. 



For along the way life receives a new day  
That holds beauty and love and mystery, 
Leaving behind at least one of its kind,  

Or traveling through existence if only to become a fond memory. 
How wonderful it is just to be, 

(Especially when life comes in bundles of three) 
And revel in the thoughts of happiness and glee. 

But with light comes dark as life can weigh heavy on one’s heart, 
For a lifetime does not slow from its continuous flow  

Towards the faith bound realm of destiny. 
Tweaking through the still of night  

A rising dawn cracks the sky with rays of light. 
Silhouettes of trees and clouds of gray mark the start of life’s new day. 

As fog rises from backwood ponds and lakes 
 All of nature’s creatures come to the water for a cool morning drink. 

Sparrows, larks, cardinals, and the like 
Soar through the air with song in flight, 

Singing a chorus of life’s joyful melodies 
And filling one’s senses with much delight. 

With orange fire now rising high, burning off the steel blue morn; 
The earth is drenched in colors galore,  

And the flowers of life reach upward, seemingly grateful to be reborn. 
All the while, Butterflies flutter by in the midday heat, 
Sipping on sweet nectar from one of life’s floral treats. 

Golden is the day as it nears its end 
With a gentle breeze blowing, spirits are lifted by a cleansing wind, 

And dreams set adrift, carried off to the next horizon. 
Gazing out upon peaceful meadows, observing life as it turns to shadows, 

  One feels a sense of happiness not sorrow, 
While reflecting on thoughts of yesterday and tomorrow. 

Life seems content and right at home,  
Riding and thriving within this big blue dome. 
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You Tur key,  You!     A puzzle by Karen Thead 

 

 



ACROSS 
4. Largest owl in Mississippi 
6. Another name for Greater Yellowlegs 
7. Gobble, gobble, gobble 
8. Some people call it “Rain Crow”  
9. A bird of prey 
10. The scientific name for Barn Swallow 
11. Bird of prey that doesn’ t need a haircut 

 
 
DOWN 

1. Caw, caw! 
2. Bozo scavenger 
3. Crazy waterbird 
5. Common wildflower with a wattle 
6. Indian corn 
7. An endangered crane 
     (Answers at end of newsletter) 
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Where Did You See That? 
By Lauren Thead 

� e Auduboners are always interested in nature.  We much enjoy walks 
through natural, relatively undisturbed habitat and seeing the many species 
of birds, mammals, reptiles, amphibians, fish, insects and plants that the 
habitats attract.  Unfortunately, many of us don’ t have the time and/or 
freedom to take long trips to places just to see birds.  Some well-known 
birding areas (Noxubee National Wildlife Refuge, for instance) are a long 
way away for most of us.  Wouldn’ t it be nice if there were great wildlife 
watching sites located close by?  In the few years that I’ ve been a birder, 
I’ ve birded in some excellent places that are not a long drive from here and 
that nearly always reward me with sightings of all kinds of interesting birds 
and other wildlife.   

Note from Rich Richardson: The May meeting will be held as usual at Trinity 
Presbyterian Church in Meridian.  Trinity is located at 4223 Poplar Springs 
Drive.  Please use the SOUTH driveway on the church property (the one 

nearer downtown Meridian) and proceed around through the parking lot to the 
back, where you may enter the building through the double doors. 

May 12 at 7:00 p.m. 



 
One location that I’ m sure everyone’s heard about is Okatibbee Lake.  
Okatibbee is good for waterfowl and gulls in the winter, but now you have 
the chance to see breeding songbirds in the woods around the lake.  The East 
Bank and the spillway tailrace are two of my favorite areas for birdwatching.  
The tailrace area is bordered on both sides by mature woods that support 
nesting Summer Tanagers, Red-eyed and White-eyed Vireos, Blue-gray 
Gnatcatchers, Yellow-throated Warblers and Northern Parulas.  I’ ve seen 
hummingbirds feeding on the nectar of the flowers here and have heard 
Barred Owls hooting in the daytime.  Purple Martins and Barn Swallows are 
everywhere now, and you can see Blue Grosbeaks and Indigo Buntings in 
the tall grass on the side of the road, along with nesting bluebirds. 
 
East Bank is probably best to visit during the migration seasons.  In the 
spring you might find Yellow-throated, Palm, Black-and-white and Yellow 
Warblers, and Yellow-throated, Red-eyed and White-eyed Vireos in the 
trees near the parking lots.  Yellow-breasted Chats may be in the thicket of 
vines and saplings near the water, and Orchard Orioles will probably be 
singing.  Brown Thrashers, Pine Warblers, Chipping Sparrows, Brown-
headed Nuthatches and Tufted Titmice, and Fish Crows are here year-round.  
In the fall the most abundant warblers are Yellow-rumped, Magnolia, and 
Black-and-white Warblers and American Redstarts.   
 
Another good location is the Twiltley Branch Campground, on the west side 
of the lake.  It has three good roads which you may walk that all loop around 
and take you back to the parking lot at the front gate.  The campground is 
usually accessible except after heavy rains which can flood it, as happened 
this spring on several occasions.  The loops, named after trees, all run 
through thick woods and all provide views of the lake.  You can spot 
waterfowl, mostly Buffleheads, Canada Geese, and American Coots, in the 
winter, and kinglets, sparrows, woodpeckers and Blue-headed Vireos as 
well.  In the fall there might be a Spotted Sandpiper near the shore or 
American Redstarts in the trees.  Little Blue Herons, Great Egrets and Green 
Herons sometimes show up in late summer.  Great Blue Herons are almost 
always here.  At the present time there are Hooded and Kentucky Warblers, 
Common Yellowthroats, Yellow-breasted Chats, Summer Tanagers, Great 
Crested Flycatchers, and many, many other birds and other wildlife, such as 
frogs, everywhere.  You may even see a few Wood Ducks here when the 
area is minimally flooded (you can’ t walk if it’ s major flooded!).  Three 
species of owls—Great Horned, Barred and Eastern Screech—may call in 



the evening.  The Screech Owls nest in a nest box on Cypress Loop.  I’ ve 
also occasionally seen Bald Eagles flying overhead.  This is one bird that 
you simply must see, if you haven’ t already!  Okatibbee supports two 
nesting pairs that can show up anywhere on the lake. 
 
Pine Lake Camp, off Woods Road (which itself turns off Old Eighth Street 
Road), is a little-known but excellent birding area.  The retreat/camp is 
owned and operated by the Mennonites.  There are some great hiking trails 
leading through rich, moist woodlands that support a variety of wildlife.  
Eastern Towhees, Tufted Titmice, White-eyed Vireos, Common 
Yellowthroats and Carolina Chickadees are very common and easy to find 
this time of year.  Kentucky and Prothonotary Warblers, Summer Tanagers, 
Great Crested Flycatchers and Eastern Wood-Pewees can also be found.  
There are often lots of dragonflies and butterflies in the swamp, which are 
nice to watch.  The frogs are very numerous.  Gray, Green and Bird-voiced 
Treefrogs, Southern Cricket Frogs, Bronze and Leopard Frogs and Bullfrogs 
are the species I’ ve heard here.  I’ ve only been to Pine Lake Camp a few 
times and I haven’ t walked on all of the trails, but this gives you an idea of 
what it’ s like. 
 
My sisters, mother and I recently went with the Meridian Christian Home 
Educators to Dunn’s Falls, located south of Meridian off Interstate 59.  
Besides the interesting historic mill and the refreshingly cool falls, there are 
other great things to see.  There are a few hiking trails running through 
mature woods that harbor all sorts of songbirds in the spring and summer.  
The trails are steep, but the woods are beautiful and birds are everywhere.  
Due to the thick forest canopy, these birds are difficult to see, so you might 
want to brush up on your song identification skills.  Red-eyed Vireos and 
Great Crested Flycatchers call incessantly.  There are some Indigo Buntings, 
Summer Tanagers, Ruby-throated Hummingbirds, Tufted Titmice and Red-
shouldered Hawks here also.  I saw two Turkey Vultures sunning themselves 
in trees on the banks of the Chunky River, which the falls flow into.  I 
counted four species of warblers—Yellow-throated, Hooded, and Common 
Yellowthroat and Northern Parula.  I’ m sure there are many more--probably 
also some Louisiana Waterthrushes.  Added to all this, if you get hot and 
sweaty, you can also go dip your feet in the falls. 
 
If you simply can’ t travel far, your back yard is probably a good place to 
look—but these places are almost in your back yard, relatively speaking.  Be 
on the lookout also for other places that attract interesting or unusual species 



that aren’ t found just anywhere, and be open to the possibility of finding the 
uncommon in the most mundane of situations.   
 
 
ANSWERS TO PUZZLE:  Across—4.Great Horned Owl  6.Turkey Back  7.Wild 
Turkey  8.Yellow-billed Cuckoo  9.Osprey  10.Hirundo rustica  11.Bald Eagle    
Down—1.American Crow  2.Turkey Vulture  3.Common Loon   5.Turkeybeard  
6.Turkey wheat  7.Whooping Crane 
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