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3 By JIM HOUGH -~ 07 /000

Staff Writer o

A 15-year-old Lansing hoy has launched an all-out ‘

campaigr to have the Kirtland Warbler named Michi-
gan’s state bird.

And, because the lad’s proposals make-a great

deai of sense, he gets my vote.

" Howard Hedlund, 7301 Old River Trail, says his
campaign for the Kirtland Warbler began as a com-
munity service project to earn paints toward his goaJ
~— an Eagle-Scout rank..

“But, it's much bigger than that now,” Howard
told me. “Now, I am quite wrapped up in the whole

thing. We simmply have to vote out the robin and vote

in the Kirtland Warbler as our state bird. If we don't, I
fear the Kirtland Warbler may become extinct.”

Hloward mailed-about 350 letters to state legisla~ .

tors, radio and TV stations and newspapers.

His letter reminds us that a smai} tract in Michi-
gan’s Au Sable River Valley is the only place in the
world where the Kirttand Warhler nests. Therefore, he
says, the Kirtland Warbler is more Justmed as Michi-
gan's state bird.

His letter says, in part:

“Now, mind, vou, 1 like to see the robin, too.
Bat, becausa the robin is also the state bird of Con-
necticut and Wisconsin and iives in almost ail of the

states of the union, inciuding Alaska, it seems logical -

for thnis state (0 use something that is unigue to our
state.

“Earlier I stated that the warbler nests in tha

- Aix Sable River Valley. In this area, there are three

state forests: Thunder Bay, Au Sable, and Ogemaw,
also the Huron National Forest. .

“For the protection of the warbler, the offlcxals
of these forests use different ways of managing tha
nesting area. One of these is prescribed fire. The rea-
son for this seemingly drastic method is that the war-
hler will only nest in an area where the jackpines
stand from six to eighteen feet high. Once the trees
become taller than eightzen feet the area is no longer
used by the birds. By using prescribed fire foresiers
and rangers can pick an area with the tailer trees,
burn and in about seven years the warbler will use it
again.” .

By coincidence, 1 re(:°nt1v vxs.ted the warbler’s
nesting area. Sgt. Harold Jjaniszewski, State Police de-
tective of West Branch and a longtime friend, tock
me on a tour of those forests. .

“You know, Jim, I have never been much of a
birdwatcher nut. I guess the only birds that interested
me much were game birds, like pheasants. Bug, I have
been studying the Kirtland Warbler and . .. well [
guess I'm getting to be a hird nut. There are less than
1,360 of those birds left. I guess the world can survive
without them, but | also think we wiil all lose some-
thing important if those birds become exunct. Some-
how, T will feel that the world nas heen made a little
piz petter if we can save the Kirtland Warnler. [ think
that boy in Lansing has the rignt ideq,” he said.




The nistory of our knowledee of the Kirtlani's warbler
becine in the vear 1851 nezr Clevelznd, Chic. Cn May 13
of ihet year Jared P. Kirtland, 2 noted naoturalist, teacher,
and phycicien founld an nidentified bird on his ferm near
Cleveland. PRy coincidence & cloge friend, Dr. Spencer Eaird,
was returning tc the Smithzonien iInstlitute from 2 sclentific
reeting in CWHCLn”“ti, 2nd ne tock the kird with him. When
Dr. Zaird publisned a discription of the bird & yezr later,
he namzd the eru after Mr. Kirtland--hence ihe name.

It wasn't until 1603 that the nesting area was discovered

Fan.

Criz of the fishermen heard a strange bird singing in th
bushes. When he investigated, he found 2 Kirtland's warbler.
He shot 1t and took it to University of Michigan's bird
cur-ator, Norma2n Wood. Mr. Wcod hurried north on what

bec ¢c9 an eignt day search for the Kirtland's warbler.
Fin2lly on July 8 Mr. VWood found a warbler In low branches.
After Turther investicetion he found & nest on the ground

six days after he heard his first Kirtland's warbler.

by two trout fishermen fiching the Au Sz2ble river in Michi
€
-

Tnis then
Th 5

n is the bird that ezrly Au Sable settlers
he jackrine bird beczuse of it

caliled 5 unusual nesting
habits
But Just what is so unusucl about the Kirtland's warbler
nestinT hertits? Actually Just about everythinc about the
Kirtloos's warnler is strange. It not cnly nests just in
Micwniran, tui it wi only nest 1 2n area In wnich the
Jackpianes are no 1 r than eisntesn fest hiaoh or shorter
than six feet hilgh Although this sounds u‘lward in that area
of Hichigen be of climate and wildfire the trees ware
keot 2t the ri ht by nature. But then "Bum okey the
Bear” came &lo ne fires--nztural cr oiherwise--were
ctcocpad almost they beran. So "Smckay the Bsar”
w=a zctuzlly 4 the Kirtland's nesting area. DManaging
officiols have now realiized thie and are taking steps to
relp the Kirtland's warbler with vzrious types of m2nacement.
. most drastic of these manirement methods is
=d fire. Tre rans=rs plck an 2rea 1n which the
ave votten over elchtean feet tall and bura the
is tvco tall. The rzisen for tnis 1s tnzt the
n the cones z2nd 1t = the heat of o fire to
D oand "free'" the secdc. The rénzers burn a
stend every seven ysirc Lo lnsars encugh nesting
Another threat to the K'riland's warbler is thne cowbird.
The cause of concern 2bout the cowblrd 1s that 1t bullde
a leyer of nest materials on top of a Kirtland's warbler's



zocs and then laye ner own sc thut the worbler incubsies
the cowbird's ergs, and her own freeze to death. angers
are now depnleting the cow threzt to the Kirtlani's
warcler by ftranning d. There twco metnoJ; have
proven very effectiv 5 th severel cther tyoes of
manzgenent wnich are n e cary to discuss here. Theze
ars the main two manacrement processess and are notatble.

fc

An artlicle in Michigan 1t of Loors, the publication
of the Michlgzan United Conservation Clubs, aroused my interest
in the protection of this unusual bird. My research began
when I called Mrs. Joan Brigham, President of the Lan51nq
Audubon Society and natuwallst at Fenner Arboretum in Lansingz,
Michiran. Besldes providing me with much information, she
a2lgo suggested that I contact Senatow William Ballenger who
is also the state senator of our district. He sent ne
information by Harold Mayfield, who 1s an authority on the
Kirtland's warbler. (See 1iterature at end of report.)

[§]

After goling over the information given to me by Senator
g. EBrigsham very thoroughly several times

< C M b
I felt th=at I could go on with myv prejact.

I declded that the best way to publicize my efforts
would be lo send letters to the aporopriate people. I

comrosed six aiff rent letters. After havine them photo-
copied, I thsn started preperias to send them to every state
senztor and representative znd all tne radio 2nd televisicn
st tions beusildzs 2ll the daily n newspapers of the state,

B

tlme in my projfsct when I involved cther people
ction. I gathered a group from my patrol, a
sister and brother, end ny parents. I dlrocted
1 H Ir. stuffing, sealing, addressing, and putting
postag total cf 383 letters. On May 25 came the
glorious day wnen we sent the letters on their waj
It GWJﬁ t take long before I sterted settince some
resnoanae rqn oy lerrarf. M2y twsnty-Tifth was on a caturday
' 1300 . was recelving letters in
izlators. Althousn I don't know
letter, I do know that tne
ng Ledze Independsnt, 2nd *he
Crhuprlettz Davis of UJ;X TV in Lansing came out and
wed me at my homs sht efter they haa received my
Becuuge of that LREQFV]GW many ol the Lansins area
© hzd o chiance to nesr of my plan. I kriow thic because




state bird
secured a place in Mich
is important
the world.

of the hecvy response that friends
wave to me in person. in duly of
to Grayling, Mdicrican to e on &
Nichols of WGFl raaio, after rszj
Le on her talk chow on July 17.
Vie made & tape of the prozrom for
zave some awareness to Grzyling e

On Auveust 25 a new display c
warbler 1s¢ to be unvelled at Fenn
willl be accompanied by @ slide pr
invited to attend 2nd answer ques

Ls [ stated at the beginning
I reaiize I can't do this all by myself,
had a part in this worthy cause.
w2rbdler dces not beccme the
will ¥ #44 at lenct have
hezrts for t ris 1ittle bird, and that
nature and wildlife throughout
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RIKTIAND'S WARBLER LEEDRS « ICRIE BIRDS, MOKL KNOWLELGE

The rarity of the Kirtland's Warblef has focused attention
upon it. Pcople who have never seen it know about its distinctive
summoer home in northern Lower Michigan; its winter sojourn in the -
Bahama Islands, and the threat to its'existence from the Brown-
headed Cowbird.

Tndeed, our considerable knowledge about the bird may discourage
the search for a deeper understanding. Would-be researchers may
turn their attention elsewvhere, believing that all the essentlial
information has been discovered. This is far from true. Here, as
in so many other scientific situations, knowledge does not close
a subject but rather opens new vistas.

Consider for example one of the most obvious atiributes of
the Kirtland®s wWardblier, 1its requiremént of a special havitat that
"is characterized by Christmas-trce-size jack pines. This fact
was recognized by Norman Wood in 1903 when he discovered the first
nest of the species. But this observation by itself is superficlal.

d cn the ground, not in the branches of the

jmck pine. It does not feed exclusively in the pines. There must

be a urnique combinaticn of factors here that wa do mot undersitand.
Juclk pines grow from British Columbia in the west to Nova Scotia in

thwe east, and from Minnecota, Wisconsin, Nichigan, and Ontario in
the south almost to 1reeline in the north. The warbler occupics
¢rly a dot on the vast runge of the tree. VWhnat ig unsuitable aboutl
the sondy jack pine plains of Minnesota, Wisconsin, Ontario, and

the Uper FPenincsula of Michigan?
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Years ago Harold Wing pointed out that nearly all Kirtland's
¥Warbler nests have been found on soll of one type, Grayling Sand,

a particularly sterile and permeable material. But what does this

mean to the bird? Excellenl drairage for nests imbedded in the ground?

An impoverished fauna with few predators and competitors? A sparse
cround cover that is yet adequate to conceal the nest? Or something
¢lse?

Only one ornithologist with botanical interecsts, Dale Zimmerman,
Y

hos studied the Michigan Jjack pines with the Kirtland's Warbler in

view {The jack pine association in the Lower Peninsula of Michlgan:
its structure and compositions. Ph. Ds Thesis, University of Michigan,

1956). No one has made a detailed comparison with other similar arecase

Upon first acquaintance with the Kirtland's Warbler almost everycne

[t

wcndar

[44]

if it has a special food recuirement that only the jack pin

3

couniry yields, IT so, we have never identified it. The bird zeen

O]

o K}

to eat whatever insect food is most abundant - and even blue berries
when they ripen in late summer. But these foods do not secem signif-
icantly different from thosc available in the surrounding forest.

Arid the bird seems to have ﬁo difficulty getting all it wants for
itself znd its young throushout the warm days of cummer. It still

has plenty »f time For loafine and ¢ozing. However, vhot abeug ite
subsistence in the first days after its arrival on the nesting ground
Late May 1is often quite wintry in the pinclands of Mlchigan.
Snow sometimes covers the ground bricfly. At such times the warblers
gtop singing and are very hard to.find. wWhat do they eat? No orni-

thologist-entomologist has ever looked into thig.

-
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One of the most Intriguing questions abdbout thig bird is its
relationship with the cowbird. IEveryonce who has studied the warbler
has given attention to the cowtird, and one scientist, Nicholas 1.
Cuthbert, has devoled several years to it although hils main findings
have not ye’ been published. Nevertheless, an important aspect of
the problem still baffles us. Do some cowbirds use the nests of
Kirtland's VWarblers exclusively? Insight into this question would
be provided if we knew whether female cowbirds reared by Kirtland's
Warblers returned in later years to lay their eggs in warbler nests

I3

and whether the covbirds laying in Kirtland'®s Warbler nests zlso

pooe

lay egrs in the nests of other specles nearby. Perhaps this puzzle

will yield to a group effort by ceveral people studying intensively
all of the binds npesting along with the Kirtland's Warbler in one arca.

Or pernaps someone can find a new approacn to the problem.

Our interest in mecst songbirds runs highest in the nesting

(o]

season when they are most conspicuous and attractive. We know birds
best in this phase of their existence and tend to think of their
survival mainly in terms of the nesting season., As a matter of fact,

most birds spend a much larger part of their life on the wintering

1

grounds than on the nesting grounds, and there is evidence Jor many

species that the most severe limiting factors on their populations
operate in winter. Is this true of the Kirtland's Warbler? Certainly

it appears to us that the mortality of free flying Kirtland's Warblers

in low as long as they stay in the jack pine country in summer.

Is there an unknown protlen on the wintering ground? No one

knows because no one has been able to study the birds habits in its
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winter home. No one who hau gone to the Bahama Islands looking

sor 1t has ever found it. Josselynn Van Tyne and I spent {ive weceks
v New Providcncc unﬁ V1(u'}<r1
0 ey e 3 LAy Sl ek o (SRR ‘]] . : / //’ '/ wilhn 1t o« P
oosear Chlﬂ{ﬁ for 1t SYLBCCII N ca Y on Joy A / S WaATLnouy UVCCesSs 9
GCrend ,unﬁwq, Great uouco. 971 Inoyrua Ielands
- . . . ¢ /
and T have spent bricf periods since that time on AMQ‘QQG);CGOQ LA

without finding it. In Karch, 1960, Lawrcence He YWalkinshaw, one of

he most active students of the Kirtland's Warblers since the 1930°s,

spent two weeks on Andros Islend netting birds but not finding the

Kirtland's Varbler. Most recently Bruce Radabuugh, a long-time

A~

tudent of the bird, spoent scver

o)

1 oweeks early in 1972 looking for

(&)

4.

the warbler in the Bahamas. Yet a number of ornithologists have had

ses of the Kirtland's Warbler in the

)_lo

mp

—

\J)

fortuitous and flecting gl

(@)

Bahama Islands in recent years, Nevertheless, +the difficulty of

finding it is illustirated by John Emlen's expericnce on Grand Bahama

- LT - N S .Y g - S e - - . + hel ~. vy
viczl'e N J_P..nglbt Wi ey g1 oroaoent S;.Qn .,_iiC:S have cceuried (L/Ck,d.b.b(:

('\

the greatest number of pecople have visited ihis place?). He spent

an average of three hours a day in the field fron the first of January
to mid-kay in 1959 and did not sce a }wrtland's Warbler (nor in the
previous year eitiher); while not far away on the same island Paul

-~

Fluck netted one in April, although he had not scen any in the field.
We would expect that a bird co sgelective aboul its nesting

habital might ceccupy soue very spaecial niche on itls wintering ground

too. If so, we have not yel identified it. The bird seems to ocour

in many situations on meny islands.  The univerecal accompaniment of

tire cituation scems to be low broad-leaf scrub, but this generalizalion

does not help much because low scrub occurs almost everywhere in these

“Slands.  (liayfield, Wilson Bull., ey 3lis~7, 1972)
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If the warbler actually requlres vegetation that is low and
gparoe, as seems possible, then it may be benefited by the cul-and-
arn system of agriculture used by local people for small garden plois.

Lfter a few years of use, each of these plots grows back to bush.

lowever, only a small fraction of the area is farm land now or recent-

3

ly. &Also the scrub growing in the pinclands may be thinned and set

o

vack periodically by forest fire, but only four of the northernmost

islands have any piness. And finally the scrubt may be keptl low on
islels and expose¢ shores which are subjected lo salt spray, like
Athol in Nassau harbor where a specimen was taken in 1897,

I detail some of these circumstances to encourage the interest
of vacationers in the Bzhama Islands who might happen upon this bird
and seize the opporiunity to add to our knowledge of it.

11 wili be noted that all of the topics mentioned here may

'

be subjects for research withoul disturbing any nests or risking

the chances of survival of any warblers. The population is now at
such a precarious level that the nced for more birds may have to take
pruoedenée over our necd for more facts when these two needs come into
ccnflict. For this reason the Kirtland's Warbler Advisory Committee

of the ITichigan Audubon Soclet)y is now discouraging sny research that

Seemsllikely to cauvse harm to any individuals of this species.
Wiiten by Havold T MayCoi
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