Volume XXXIII, Number 3

Visit our website at www.clevelandaudubon.org

March, 2015

Rattlesnakes!
Gregory Lipps, the Amphibian and
Reptile Conservation Coordinator for
Ohio State University’s Ohio
Biodiversity Conservation Partnership,
will be conducting a survey of
Massasauga rattlesnakes in our area this
summer. He has evidence that there may
be some living in our Aurora Sanctuary.
The survey will consist of placing 8’ by
2’ barn roofing material on the ground
as artificial cover. Any Massasaugas
encountered will be captured, weighed,
measured, and sexed, and then released
at the point of capture. Some will have
identification devices implanted for
future re-capture.
One of our members, John Lillich,
reported seeing a Massasauga on at least
two occasions in recent years.
Historically Massasaugas were reported
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from the adjacent property on our
extreme south-east border, but there
have been no documented sightings in
Portage County in over 50 years! Please
do not disturb Lipps’ set-ups if you
come across them as you hike the
Aurora Sanctuary this summer. If you
have seen any Massasaugas recently
please report them to Greg at:
GregLipps@gmail.com
—Jim Tomko, Sanctuary Chair

Adventures in nestbuilding

John James Audubon’s Birds of
America is a portal into the natural
world. Printed between 1827 and 1838,
it contains 435 life-sized watercolors of
North American birds, all made from
hand-engraved plates, and is considered
to be the archetype of wildlife
illustration.
Audubon’s new website brings it to
life in a vibrant digital library where you
can enjoy and download a free high-

resolution version
of all 435 prints.
Share
these
beautiful watercolors and spread
the legacy of Audubon’s namesake
and inspiration.
Vi s i t
w w w. audubon.org/birds
-of-america.

I’m a bird lover and a bird watcher,
but not a bird walk devotee. Don’t get
me wrong. I love walking in the woods
in the early morning spring, but as many
times as I’ve gone on those hikes, I
never seem to be able to remember
either the birds or their calls. My
favorite birding is out my windows, and
I’ve enjoyed some unique experiences
right at home.
Two years ago a family of phoebes
nested on a ledge on my porch right
outside my sliding glass dining room
doors. The phoebe call is so sweet and
distinguishable, and observing the mama
and papa birds flying back and forth to
feed their young once the eggs hatched
was a delight.
Then one morning I went out to
water a hanging basket that was only a

From the Nest…

an informative and
fascinating look at a
number of endangered
species, including his
personal experiences reintroducing the
trumpeter swan to Ohio.
Then we learned about his current
projects, consulting on a new aquarium
in Vladivostock, Russia, and helping an
endangered species of merganser that
lives only in a remote corner of Siberia.
Find out more about Stan’s projects at
www.gcconnections.org.
And we’ll hope that our March

program has a bit better weather!
—Alison DeBroux, Editor
President’s Post
Our organization covers a very large
area here in NE Ohio, from Lake Erie
down to parts of Cuyahoga, Geauga,
Portage and Summit Counties. But we
are only as “large” as the number of our
active members. As president I am
asking for your support, for you to get
involved, to ask what you can do.
Contact me personally at my new ASGC
email address: mjdasgc@gmail.com.
—Mark Demyan, President

Download John J. Audubon prints for free

When I first took over scheduling
our Backyard Naturalist series, it seemed
prudent to eliminate the December and
January talks due to the vagaries of our
Ohio winters.
But then there was February…
Many thanks to Stan Searles, who
braved a snowstorm on February 21st to
speak at the Novak Education Center.
For the few intrepid souls who joined us,
it was well worth the trip. Stan provided

(Continued on page 2)

Adventures in nest building
(Continued from page 1)

couple of feet from their nest. The four
fat little babies who were overflowing
the nest peered down at me almost
questioningly, and so I spoke to them
saying, “Hey, guys, when are you going
to fledge?” A second later, they all flew
down, one actually brushing my clothes
as it descended. They went off the porch
to the ground and I never saw them
again. It filled me with a bit of wonder
that they responded to my voice. (Or
was it just a coincidence? I hope not.)
The following April a contractor
replaced all my railings and posts and
removed the phoebe nest in the process,
so when a little brown bird began flying
up to the ledge with twigs, I assumed it
was Mrs. Phoebe back again to rebuild.
As I watched this little bird and listened
to its song, I knew this was not a
phoebe. Then I saw the male sitting on
the railing singing back to her with a
charming lilting trill. He was beautiful!
Reddish in color but not cardinal red.
After checking a couple of bird books I
finally found a photo of one that
resembled my tenant….a purple finch.
A friend, much more knowledgeable
about birds, suggested I use the
telephoto lens on my camera and get a
digital picture of it so I could send it to
her, or at least compare it with the photo
in my bird guide to determine exactly
what it was. So I sat at my window
poised to get the picture as soon as he

appeared. After 45 min. with my finger
on the snap button, my arm got tired,
and I had to put the camera down. Of
course, that’s when he appeared. The
picture I did get was blurred. But I
continued to watch this pair without the
camera. From what I could determine,
they were probably newlyweds, and the
female didn’t have a clue as to how to
build a nest. Almost every twig or piece
of grass she tried to arrange on the ledge
ended up on the deck below. But the
interesting thing was that she was
snuggling into the corner, determined to
make this her home. Meanwhile the
male sang encouragement to her from
his perch on the rail below. This went on
for a week.
I wanted to tell her, “Hey, Babe, you
can’t lay eggs on that ledge without a
nest; they’ll roll off.” But this time I
kept silent. Finally the male flew up to
the ledge to check out the site, singing
away in his lovely refrain, and I could
just imagine him saying to his mate
patiently, “Honey, this just isn’t
working; let’s find another place to
live.” Shortly after, they flew away and
haven’t been back.
Perhaps another bird family will find
that spot appealing, and the female will
know how to build a nest. In the
meantime, I’ll keep my binoculars handy
and continue to bird-watch from my
window.
—Joan Greig

Smithsonian’s Bird Friendly program
certifies shade-grown coffee
Want to do right by birds and buy
shade-grown coffee, but not sure what
the labels mean? The Smithsonian’s
Migratory Bird Center has the answer:
the Bird Friendly label.
The label is found on coffee, and
means that the farm where the coffee is
grown is certified organic and in
addition, maintains canopy for diverse
bird habitat. The goal is to preserve the
diversity in the migratory bird
population in and around coffee farms,
which often will cut many trees to
increase yields.
The rigorous standards behind the
Bird Friendly label ensure that certified
coffee farms integrate coffee cultivation
into agroforestry systems and protect
biodiversity. In this way, the Bird
Friendly label is a certified “shade
grown” label. Studies have shown that

shade-grown
coffee
farms
have improved
bird habitat, soil
erosion
control,
carbon sequestration,
natural
pest control and improved pollination.
Organic does not necessarily guarantee
shade grown (while the organic
standards state that organic production
must conserve biodiversity, there are no
specific requirements for maintaining
tree canopy.
Because the Bird Friendly standards
require organic certification, it also
means that synthetic fertilizers and
pesticides are prohibited.
(Editor’s note: many thanks to Peggy
Patch for researching shade-grown
coffee and sharing this information with
us!)

Critter
Corner

Northern Saw-whet Owl
Aegolius acadicus
Our smallest owl is migrating
through Ohio right now. Friends of mine
who band owls tell me that this owl is
only about the size of a soda pop can.
They weigh about the same as an
American robin or a hairy woodpecker
but they are more compactly built with
an oversized head. Their wingspan is
only 17 inches and head-to-tail length is
eight inches.
The breeding range is usually north
of us in coniferous forests but they will
use deciduous woods along rivers and
swamps. The southern border of their
breeding range follows the Lake Erie
shoreline in Ohio.
The female selects a nest site in a
tree cavity or abandoned woodpecker
hole 8–44 feet above the ground. They
also will use nest boxes. She lays four
to seven eggs in the bottom of the cavity
without adding anything to the nest in
preparation. The female does most of the
incubation for 26–29 days while the
male does most of the hunting.
The female does a good job keeping
the nest clean until the nestlings
overwhelm her and then the bottom of
the nest is littered with bones, hair,
decaying carcasses, and droppings. They
do not reuse a nesting cavity. The
nestlings fledge at about 30 days.
These owls primarily feed on mice,
voles, and shrews with an occasional
bird, frog, or large insect filling out the
diet.
In their breeding range to the north
these little owls may be the most
common owl. Since they are nocturnal
and expertly conceal themselves in the
daytime they are usually undetected.
When you are out hiking this month and
hear a commotion raised by song birds
in a dense grapevine tangle or a group of
conifers take a closer look. There may
be a Northern saw-whet looking back at
you!
—Jim Tomko
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The Squawk

In Case You Missed It!
“Great Backyard Bird Count”
Aurora Sanctuary 2/15/15
Only four silly (but loyal) souls
didn’t have the sense of the local
wildlife denizens and withstood five
degree below zero temperatures on our
Great Backyard Bird Count hike. Most
of the creatures were hidden away
beneath the snow or in their hollows.
We knew they were there though as
they left tracks in the snow. There were
numerous mouse tracks, many deer
tracks, lots of squirrel tracks throughout
the sanctuary and a set of otter tracks on

the ice of the Aurora Branch.
Of greatest interest were the tracks of
foraging coyotes on the ice among
emergent aquatic plants poking through
the ice of Fulton Pond and its borrow
pit.
Most likely due to the weather the
winter bird count was low with only 13
species. But the highlight was a pair of
brown creepers found by Barb and
Kenny. Thanks to my intrepid group we
had a great time breaking “cabin fever”
and contributing to the Great Backyard
Bird Count!
—Jim Tomko

Send your comments, questions, or
complaints to
auduboncleveland@hotmail.com

Did you know?
In the winter combined with times of abundant prey, Northern saw-whet owls may
take more mice than they can eat. It does not go to waste as they will cache their small
prey where it quickly freezes. Then in the lean times of the same winter they will
retrieve the prey item and “incubate” it as if incubating eggs to thaw the frozen dinner
before eating.
These owls are exceptionally confident and “tame,” often allowing an observer to
walk right up to it without the owl moving. There are even reports of people touching
the bird without disturbing it.
—Jim Tomko

A red-tailed hawk visits the Lillich
backyard in Willoughby Hills.
Photo: J. Lillich

Upcoming Events
The Backyard Naturalist
March 28 3:00pm
“Forest Fragmentation and What Small
Woodlot Owners Can Do To Help”
Jason Van Houten
Ohio Division of Forestry
How fragmentation and parcelization is
changing our woodland habitats, how
these changes may impact birds that rely
on woodland habitats, and what small
woodlot owners in a fragmented
landscape can do to help improve
woodland habitat for bird species. Jason
has worked as a Rural Urban Interface
Forester for Ohio Division of Forestry
since 2012 and previously worked with

the Ohio Division of Forestry as an
Emerald Ash Borer Forester.
April 25 3:00pm
“Mammals of Ohio”
Marty Calabrese, Naturalist
Rocky River Nature Center
Spring is here! We’ll inventory Ohio
mammals during this who’s who of the
fur-covered vertebrates.
The Backyard Naturalist is a free
program and held at our
Novak Education Center,
382 Townline Road, Aurora.

More Perils & Pitfalls of Birding
April 1 7:30pm Cleveland Museum of Natural History Auditorium
Featured speaker: Bill Thompson III, Editor, Bird Watchers Digest
Bill tells tales of birds, birders, and the amazing things that happen when you're out
there watching. See page 4 for more details.
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Field Trips
March 28 9:30am
“Waterfowl Wander”
Ladue Reservoir
The drakes are decked out in their finest
plumage and the hens are sizing them
up. Some have made pair bonds others
are in the process of mate selection so
their competition is on. Join us on a
caravan type tour of some of the ponds
and lakes in southern Geauga and
northern Portage County. Let’s see how
many species are resting and refueling in
our area on their journey north to the
nesting grounds. Meet at the Ladue
Reservoir boat ramp at the end of East
Washington Street near Auburn Center
with a full tank of gas and money for
lunch at the end of our tour.
April 11 7:30pm
“Woodcock Watch”
Novak Sanctuary
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Bill Thompson III comes to the
Cleveland Museum of Natural History
April 1st at 7:30pm
Bill Thompson III has been birding
for four decades and in that time he has
had
some—ummm—unusual
experiences, met some unusual people,
and learned a great many lessons (the
hard way) about birding and human
nature.
He's been on the editorial team of
Bird Watcher’s Digest since May of
1988, and during that time has watched
birds in 49 U.S. states (still missing
Hawaii) and more than 30 countries. He
is the president and a founding board

member
of
The Ohio Ornitho lo gical
Society, and
also serves on
the board of
directors for the Roger Tory Peterson
Institute. He is devoted to introducing
kids to nature and birding.
If you don't laugh at least once
during this talk, Bill will clean the
binoculars of everyone present.

It’s a bird’s life(span)

Photo: R. Merchant

There have been numerous questions
recently about the lifespan of our
Northern cardinals due to a report in the
newspaper that they only live for one
year. Many songbirds do not survive
their first year due to inexperience in
finding food, shelter, and avoiding
predators. Studies report only 25 to 75
percent of fledglings make it through the
first three weeks of life. Often only one
fledgling from a nest will survive until
adulthood.

In Northern cardinals some studies
show a 65% survival rate in the hatching
year. So it could be said that many
Northern cardinals only survive for one
year. On the other hand, many live
several years. The average Northern
cardinal’s lifespan is probably three to
five years. Through leg banding studies,
the oldest wild cardinal known was 15
years, 9 months old. The oldest captive
cardinal lived for 28 years, 6 months.
—Jim Tomko
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