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Owls—Real and Otherwise

Basically because owls are-thy-night birds, both their natural and unnatural history has greatl
interested people for millenniums. Fantastic owls, creations of fiction, myth and superstition,
undeniably entertaining and instructively testify to the breadth of human imagination. But rea
owls may be in natural fact even more impressive creatures. Worldwide there are upward to
species of owls; in the United States there are nineteen, eight of which now either breed in
Michigan or are occasional visitors from the north. Until about thirty years ago barn owls wer
also Michigan residents. However, these birds have disappeared here as they have in man
of their former range because of loss of habitat and the use of toxic (for them) pesticides. In
Cedar Creek vicinity the most numerous owls are the great horned, barred, screech and sa
whet. All of them are superbly equipped to see, hear, fly, and hunt by night.
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Owls—Real and Otherwise

The eyes of owls are tubular, not round,
and are supported by bony sockets which
prevent them from rotating their eyes as
we and many other diurnal predators do.

However, this is not a handicap because an

owl can rotate its entire head in a 270
degree arc; in effect providing them with
binocular and stereoscopic vision. As a
result of ignorance, bad or no observation
and certain folk tales, this ability has
morphed into claims that owls can swivel

their heads in a complete 360 degree circle.

Another persistent fiction about these
birds is that in the daylight they are
virtually blind and, like trolls, must hide
away until darkness and their eyesight
returns. In fact, owls have good vision and
if so inclined can be active at any time of
day. Far northern species such as the
snowy owl, a rare late winter visitor in this
area, are daylight hunters throughout the
midnight summers of the high Arctic.
Locally both great horned and barred owls

are now and then abroad after the sun rises

and before it sets looking for and taking
much the same sort of prey as do, for
example, redtailed hawks. In short, owls
function well in the daylight but not well
enough to compete regularly with hawks,
eagles and other diurnal birds of prey who
are better suited aerodynamically for
soaring, diving and pursuing. On the other
hand, the specialized abilities of owls give
them a near monopolistic advantage as
night hunters.

Owls are also unusually endowed so far as
hearing is concerned. The large ear
openings are positioned asymmetrically on
both sides of their flattish heads. This
allows them to pick up a sound from two
different directions and consequently to
better locate the source of it. Also this
structural arrangement funnels sound into
the ears of owls and increases (by as much
as ten times) its magnitude. The commonly
called- but mis-called-ear tufts of many
owls, including the great horned and
screech, are not part of these birds' audio
systems. Rather, somewhat like the tails of
squirrels or dogs, these pointy tufts of
feathers are social signal senders which
give some indication as to the mood and
intentions of the bird.

Owls are stealtrand-pounce hunters.
Perched on a branch or stump, they are
alerted by movements and sounds which
may be imperceptible to other predators.
Once locating potential prey, owls
pounce on it silently, being in flight
perhaps the least noisy of birds. In
comparison with other wings, those of
owls are longer in relation to body weight
allowing these birds to beat them, in
flight, less frequently, more slowly and,
therefore, quietly. Furthermore, feathers
on the leading and trailing edges of owl
wings are serrated so as to break sound
waves and additionally reduce noise.
Dropping down silently on prey, owls
seldom miss their marks. The four talon
tipped toes are very efficient grabbing,
holding and killing tools. But with one toe
opposable to the others, owls are also
capable of very delicate and manipulative
footwork. Barred owls are particularly
dexterous. A Maryland couple raised a
foundling of this species as a house
companion. After it began freely flying
about, in and out of the house, this bird,
who was named Lucy, often lit on the
back of a chair when it was occupied by a
woman visitor. Then, after the visitor
adjusted to having a large, friendly owl
perched next to her shoulder, Lucy began
surreptitiously to extract bobby pins from
her hair. The owl had such a soft touch
that she sometimes could extract two or
three pins ~ and drop them on the floor-
before their owner knew what was
happening. Perhaps an instinctive urge to
groom was the reason for this behavior.
But whatever the motive, the owl
seemed, at least anthropomorphically, to
enjoy these sessions. In retrospect so did
some of the women involved. Others of
the latter did not.

Owl species vary in size (some are no
bigger than sparrows, while others are
nearly as large as eagles), in habitat and
hunting tactics. However, collectively
they eat whatever they can catch and
dismember: insects, reptiles, amphibians,
birds and mammals. Several Asiatic
species are daytime hunters who mainly
prey on fish. A principal item of diet for
our native woods and fields owls are
small rodents: mice, voles, ground
squirrels and such. great horned owls are



the largest, strongest and most widely
distributed species in North America,
ranging from Alaska to the tip of South
America. They take their share of mice
and other small animals but are able and
inclined to prey on much larger ones,
including woodchucks, skunks, fox cubs,
domestic cats and small dogs, geese,
turkeys and domestic poultry. When
grasping prey in their sharp talons, these
owls can exert a pressure of 500 pounds
per square inch, which is about the same
as that delivered by the bite of a large,
angry dog and much greater than the grip
of our strong men.

Generally birds have less need to stir
around after dark than do nocturnal
mammals and therefore they are less
vulnerable as prey. But they are readily
taken by owls whenever the opportunity
presents itself. The relationship between
owls and crows is an interesting one.
When they discover an owl resting or
sleeping in a shady place, gangs of crows
quickly assemble to harass the bird. Often
they are able to flush the owl and drive it
some distance away from the original
perch. They can do so with impunity since
in the open during daylight crows are
stronger, more agile flyers owls. But after
dark, great horned owls are among the
few predators who can and regularly do
take crows. They are especially effective in
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Wildlife rehabilitators certified by federal and state agencies are required to follow
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who do not recover sufficiently to be released into the wild must be humanely
euthanized. However, under special permit unreturned but otherwise, vigorous, pain
-free creatures may be retained for research or educational purposes. Dr. Joseph
Rogers, a veterinarian specializing in raptor medicine, is associated with the Wildlife
Recovery Association in Shepard Michigan which has been engaged in wildlife
rehabilitation for more than thirty years. On Saturday, October 29, Pierce Cedar

Creek Institute will sponsor a program on owls featuring Dr. Rogers and

"educational” birds of various species.

Member Adults $6, Child $4 | Non-Member Adults $8; Child $6
(C}lildren ages 4 - 12)

To register call (269) 721-4190 or online at WWW.ceclarcreelzinstitute.org

the winter when thousands of crows gather other. Often they nest, without incident,

in small patches of woodland and perch in close proximity. Not infrequently an
together throughout the night. In these owl will make use of a nest originally
crowded winter roosts crows restlessly constructed by a hawdand vice versa.
change positions and softly vocalize, During a four year period, Coopers
making it relatively easy for an owl to hawks, great horned owls, red

locate and snatch an exposed member of  shouldered hawks, and barred owls

the flock. successively laid eggs in a nest located in

a Connecticut chestnut tree. And there
Given the right circumstances large owls are even reports by ornithologists of
can and will prey on hawks. But in some finding both owl and hawk eggs in the
situations these nocturnal and diurnal same nest at the same time. Most
hunters are surprisingly tolerant of each probably accident and/or confusion led to
these mixed clutches.

More astonishingly is an incident
involving a screech owl and a flicker
reported in theWilson Bulletilby William
Lyon. The owl and woodpecker had both
made nests in separate holes in the same
tree. However, the owl's eggs were
destroyed. During the next five days the
owl frequently visited the woodpecker's
nest to brood the fledglings in it. On one
occasion she brought a dead mouse and
attempted unsuccessfully to feed the
young birds. Despite the meddling of this
strange, alien au pair, the flicker
continued to feed its own young, all of
whom, Lyon reported, survived the
experience.
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So far as being themselves hunted, the
most frequent and successful predator of
small owls may well be large owls. (There
is also cannibalism, most owls being
notably unsocial.) As for the biggest

owls, especially the formidable great
horned, they seldom can be preyed on by
anything unless injured or otherwise
handicapped. But individuals among
them occasionally make bad, sometimes
fatal decisions. A great horned bristling
with fifty -six porcupine quills (two of

them in the bird's left eye) was brought
to an avian rehabilitator. This owl was
saved but others who became porcupine
quill cushions have been found dead.

Owils of various sizes regularly prey on
shakes of various sizes but not always
safely. One bad encounter between a
great horned owl and a large blacksnake
was described by Edward Forbush in his
Birds of New EnglandThe owl had
grasped the snake about six inches below
its head but the part of the snake below
the owl's talons had twisted around the
bird tightly. There was at least one light
turn around the owl's neck." The snake
was eventually killed but, wrote Forbush,
"the owl was so weakened and helpless
that it could not fly; it seemed to have
been choked."

Such aberrant happenings aside, the
species which gives owls the most
problems is our own. Though owls are
now protected, some people, for
whatever reasons, still shoot them. Other
owls smash into moving cars and trucks
at night. Much more importantly for owls
-and many other creaturesgpeople often
alter, for the worse, the habitat of these
birds and introduce toxins into what
remains of their habitat.

A Closer Look—Meadow Jumping Mice

In the hottest months of the year the
fashion industry is largely concerned with
preparing for the coldest ones. So are
some other mammals. Among them are
meadow jumping miceZapus hudsonigs
who commence in August to get ready for
a winter which by their biological
calendars will start in October and last for
about seven months. Weighing about a
half ounce with a slender, fiviach tail
attached to a tweinch body, this species
is relatively abundant at Pierce Cedar
Creek Institute. However, these mice are
seldom seen because of their size,
nocturnal habits, and grassy, thickety
habitats.

Nevertheless the diminutive creatures are
among the most interesting and unusually
endowed of our local residents.

Ranging in this country from Alaska
through many of the northern tier of the
48 states, jumping mice are much more
descriptively and accurately named than
are, say, flying squirrels or bald eagles.
Preyed on by many carnivorous mammals
and birds, jumping mice when leaping for
their lives are capable of covering seven
feet or more in a single bound. Victor
Cahalane, in his bodldlammals of North
America calculated that if they had the
same percentage of propulsion energy as
a jumping mouse men could leap about
three miles at a time and a kangaroo four
miles. Based on their size, Cahalane
declared jumping mice the champion

mammalian long jumpers. (Some insects
can do better.)

With mice and men, great feats can be
risky. Occasionally jumping mice land
awkwardly and break or injure one of their
powerful but delicate back legs. This
amounts to a death sentence for a mouse
so incapacitated. The same is true in
regards to injuries to the long tail which
gives balance in the air and when landing.

Jumping mice make these prodigious
leaps only when hotly pursued. In the
ordinary course of their affairs they hop
about in much shorter bounces; foraging
on seeds, berries, roots, fungi, and
insects. (They are also good swimmers on
and, at times, under the water surface). In
the latter part of summer their
consumption of food greatly increases
and the little rodents may nearly double
their body weight in two or three weeks.
In natural consequence they become less
agile, more awkward and vulnerable to
predators. However, this period of
gluttony-during which layers of fat

buildup on the back and around the
abdomen- is an essential one for the
species. The mortality rate is high among
mice born late in the summer (there are
often two litters of them) and do not
become sufficiently fat by fall.

In October obese jumping mice dig small
burrows and line them with insulating

Meadow Jumping Mouseapable of covering seven feet or more in a single bound.
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Dan Warren from GVSU tracks meadow jumping mice as a part of his research project for the
Undergraduate Research Grants for the Environment (URGE) program.

grass and leaves. When these
preparations are completed they
disappear into the underground dens,
curl up in a tight ball and stay there until
late April or May. During this long
hibernation, the breathing and heart
rates of jumping mice are drastically
lowered and they maintain body
temperatures of 3540°F.

Hibernation is a commonly used but
often misused term. In this region there
are only three true hibernators. They are,
in addition to the meadow jumping
mouse, the closely related woodland
jumping mouse and the woodchuck.
Raccoons, for example, may become
lethargic, holing up, often with others of
their kind, during the worst weather, but
emerge to forage and feed in warmer
winter periods. Living on their own
reserves of fat, bears are dormant for
several months. But while they nap or
sleep, there is no significant change in
the metabolic functions of either bears or
raccoons.

Chipmunks, who in the fall make caches
of food, spend most of the winter
underground but will emerge from their
dens in warm spells. In the coldest times
these little squirrels enter a state known

as torpor. In torpid mammals, body
temperatures, heart and breathing rates
decline but not so much or for so long as
is the case with true hibernators. In
contrast, jumping mice spend at least
half of their short lives (3 years) in coma
-like hibernation. Then, curled up in a
tight, hard ball, they look and feel to the
touch as if they might be small furred
rocksand are seemingly not much more
sentient.

With thriving, restored meadows and
thickets close to wetlands, the Pierce
Cedar Creek Institute area provides fine
habitat for jumping mice. Consequently,
it is also a good place for people who are
academically interested in this species;
Among them, two Grand Valley State
University undergraduates, Daniel
Warren (in 2007) and Joseph Haydon
(2005) each spent a summer here,
separately, studying the activities of
jumping mice. Both research projects
were funded by the Pierce Cedar Creek
Institute and supervised by Dr. Joseph
Jacquot, a mammalogist, who is a
member of the Grand Valley State
University faculty.

This summer Pierce Cedar Creek
Institute awarded 18 grants to fund 10
research projects through the
Undergraduate Research Grants for the
Environmen{URGE) program. Rebecca
Brand from Western Michigan
University was the recipient of the
Gordon Art Fellowshgnd Sarah Menz
was the recipient of the firdilature in
Words FellowshipFor more information
iT OEA )1 OOEOOC

and a listing of research projects and
results visitwww.cedarcreekinstitute.org

Aquinas College students Bernadette
Poirier and Kayla Berigan, with their
faculty mentor, Dr. Rob Bajema, studied
ant colonies and investigated the effect of
temperature on ant foraging.
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Cornerstone University students, Jason
Oosterhouse and Amber Vandergeld,
examined the effects of the whitled
deer on breeding bird populations.

Tamara Hillman and Melissa Cannan of
Grand Valley State University,
investigated the habitat use, dsite
selection, and home range of southern
flying squirrels.
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Our Nature— Nature Notes From Arouncl T]le Glolae

Presently there areaccording to
Defenders of Wildlifdewer than 300
wolverines living in the contiguous 48
states. (Seavww.defenders.org/
wolverine$. Nearly all of these survivors
are found in a few areas of the
northernmost Rocky Mountain states. A
trans-boreal species, wolverinefn this
country-are now relatively abundant only
in Alaska. However, they once ranged as
far south as Indiana and Pennsylvania.
But curiously there is as yet no
archeological evidence of these animals
the largest and most formidable of the
weasel family being prehistoric residents
of Michigan. And it is unlikely that there
has been a breeding population of them
in this state during the past 150 years.
All of which raises an obvious question.
Why is Michigan the Wolverine State?
One and only one explanation was found
by an archivist at the University of
Michigan. Though possibly an early
version of a shaggy dog story, it appeared
in the November 30, 1918 edition of the
Detroit Free Press and reads as follows:
"Conrad Tan Eyck, a tavern keeper near
Detroit about 1800, made a specialty of
wolf steak; he would ask 'Well, how did
enjoy your wolf steak?' The nickname
grew out of the reply of a young girl who
having been told that she had eaten wolf
steak: replied, 'Then | suppose | am a
Wolverine.' The name is said to have
been given first to those who had eaten
at this inn and afterwards to the
inhabitants of the state."

d d d d d d d

University of Michigan. It has a totem
animal, does it not? Wallaby?
Woodchuck? Begins with W. Maybe it will
come to mind later. But in any event Brad
Cardinale is a University of Michigan
ecologist. In a laboratory he partially
replicated the chemical content of a
number (150) of fredlowing streams and
then introduced various kinds of algae
into these simulated waters. He found
that one combination of eight different
species removed a pollutant nitrate more
than four times faster than did any single
species. As quoted iNature News
(4/6/11) Cardinale commented: "This
study shows that biodiversity can control
a service vital to humanity, such as

purifying water of a particular pollutant.”
Cardinale is also involved with field
studies to determine if and to what
extent algae functions in fredlowing
streams as it does in the laboratory.
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Let's stick with algae for a bit because
though often dismissed as "scum" or
"slime" these are among the most
common and ecologically important of all
plants. There are some 20,000 known
species and some of them can be found
everywhere between the tropical and
polar regions, in terrestrial, salt and fresh
water habitats. Leafless and rootless,
they range in size from microscopic,
unicellular organisms to huge, tree
length ones such as some of the marine
kelps. Collectively the algae are thought
to be responsible for about 90% of all this
world's photosynthetic activity, i.e., the
process by which plants transmute
sunlight and inorganic matter into the
organic foodstuffs required by all
members of the secalled Animal
Kingdom. Carnivores are simply
vegetarians who consume plants that
have been converted into meat as they
pass through the food chain.

d d d d d d d

The algae are impressively adaptive
beings. A new and very surprising habitat

for one of them has been discovered by a

Canadian researcher, Ryan Kerney of
Dalhousie University in Halifax.
According to theJournal of the National
Academy of Sciencé4/8/11), he has
found a particular green algae which
lives, and apparently only lives with and
in the spotted salamander, a common
amphibian of the eastern United States
and Canada. The arrangement is
mutually beneficial. The salamander
provides good domicile for the plant.
Within the egg mass and the cells of
developing salamander embryos, the
algae-through photosynthesishelps to
maintain high oxygen levelsvhich is
desirable-and to reduce undesirable
levels of nitrogen. Otherwise the algae
resides in the reproductive tracts of at
least some adult salamanders. Kerney
says that these tiny plants have not been
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found in any other environment but adds
that not many are looking for them.
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Who or what is responsible for global
warming? What if anything can or should
be done about it? Theses are currently
issues of fierce political and ideological
dispute. The worldwide warming trend
has been well documented and some of
the early consequences of it. Not
surprisingly, researchers have noted a
significant impact on the behavior of
many temperaturesensitive birds. A US
Fish and Wildlife Service study of 305
avian species who reside in North
America has found that these birds have,
on the average, moved their ranges 35
miles to the north during the past 40
years. Some have pioneered much
farther northward, e.g., about 400 miles
in the case of purple finches. Many others
are returning earlier to northern breeding
grounds than they once did. In Michigan,
for example, both roséreasted
grosbeaks and blackhroated blue
warblers are arriving in the Upper
Peninsula three weeks before they did
fifty years ago.

There are no hard and fast, universal
answers to questions about whether such
changes are, pragmatically, for the better
or worse. Extending breeding ranges and
periods may be beneficial for some. On
the other hand, while in the long term
things may be getting warmer this trend
can be, often is, sharply reversed in the
short term. Early birds arriving in
northern habitats in aberrantly bad
weather may get no or very few worms



while facing exposure problems with
which they are not well equipped to cope.
Locally, several bluebirds showed up on
February 14 at a feeder in nearby
Augusta, Michigan. Thereafter no
bluebirds appeared at this site for seven
weeks, a period which was marked by
many exceptionally cold, often snowy
days. Whether or not the February 14
bluebirds were able to adapt and survive
the spring winter is unknown. Put it this
way: In response to global warming there
will be more and continuing botanical,
zoological and ecological changes. As
with all other significant environmental
changes these will be good for some
things, bad for others; i.e., some will
thrive, others will suffer, perhaps
disappear.
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The world may be getting too hot for
some things but for people a more
pressing matter- at least at presefis
making more of the heat which makes
energy. Consequently there is a growing
interest in biofuels; i.e., harvesting living
plants and converting them into an
equivalent of petroleum made from
prehistoric plants. Commonly corn,
soybeans and sugar cane have been used
for this purpose. However turning corn,
for example, into ethanol has raised
concerns: that if the plant becomes a
major source of biofuel this will decrease
the acreage devoted to "food" corn and
raise its prices. Thus there is considerable
interest in different sorts of biofuel plants
which may be grown in places other than
corn, soybean and sugar cane fields. To
investigate possibilities Michigan State
University Extension recently received a
half-million dollar federal grant. An
experimental project involves growing
canola, oriental mustard and camelina in
plots of untilled public lands. Specifically
the plantings will be made on the
grounds of the Detroit, Grand Rapids,
and Muskegon airports and in the median
strips of certain of Michigan's divided
highways. These plants when processed
are expected to produce about 2.8
gallons of oil per bushel which is twice as
much as can usually be obtained from
comparable amounts of, say, soybeans.
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The Royal Society for the Protection of
Birds (UK) recently released a video
having to do with the whiterumped
vulture, an Indian species which thirty
years ago was considered to be the most
common large bird of prey in the world.
Between 1980 and now there has been a
97% decline in the population of these
birds and the few survivors are teetering
on the brink of extinction. Nothing
mysterious, complicated or subtle has
happened to these birds. They were
poisoned, inadvertently so but poisoned
by a veterinary drugdiclofenacFeeding
on carcasses of livestock treated with this
drug usually turned out to be fatal for the
vultures. End of story, very possibly, end
of species.
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The Mud Lake Bog in the Buchanan
Township of southwestern Michigan was,
commencing in the 1930s, also known as
the Clear Lake Dump. (The disparate
names for the same place are thought, if
not mirth, provoking.) But the Mud Lake

one was also a fairly unusual formation,
sometimes called a "kettle bog." Kettle
bogs are essentially big natural cisterns
excavated by glaciers. Water does not
flow in or out of them from or to springs,
streams or lakes. They remain filled, year
-round, with rainfall and runoff, and
consequently are ecologically unusual. In
the 1970s, Chicago academics found and
began studying the Mud Lake Bog,
working around and through trash
(including old auto bodies and parts)
which had accumulated in the Clear Lake
dump. In 1980 Buchanan township closed
the dump, purchased the bog area and
set it aside as a nature preserve which is
now managed by Chikaming Open
Lands, a private conservation group.
Portions of the Mud Lake Bog are now
accessible via a boardwalk and among
the more interesting species found there
are red maple, tamaracks and
carnivorous pitcher plants.
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