







[image: Image]



[image: Image]



[image: Image]

 



[image: Image]
FIRESIDE

Rockefeller Center
1230 Avenue of the Americas
New York, New York 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com

Copyright ©1989 by Janine M. Benyus

Illustrations copyright ©1989 by Glenn Wolff

All rights reserved including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form.

FIRESIDE and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster Inc.

DESIGNED BY BARBARA MARKS

Manufactured in the United States of America

20  19  18  17  16  15  14  13  12

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data Benyus, Janine M.

The field guide to wildlife habitats of the eastern United States / Janine M. Benyus ; illustrations by Glenn Wolff.

p.   cm.

“A Fireside book.”

Bibliography: p.

Includes index.

1. Habitat (Ecology)—United States  2. Biotic communities—United States.  I. Title.

QH104.B46   1989

574.5′974—dc19   88-37243

CIP

ISBN 0-671-65908-1
eISBN: 978-1-451-60271-5




FOR MY PARENTS,
JOAN AND DANIEL BENYUS,
WHO TAUGHT ME
TO LOVE LEARNING.

This book, like an aspen sprout, is connected to a vast network of underground roots generations older than itself. The groundwork for these pages began with the first explorer-naturalists who eloquently recorded their impressions of the New World. Since then, thousands have carried on the inquiry, wading into bogs, scratching through thickets, and taking to the treetops for a glimpse of wild lives. Their insights illuminate this book, and to them I am grateful.

I am also indebted to the biologists and researchers in the United States Forest Service, where I have worked for the past nine years. I relied heavily on their individual “search images” as well as their published data about wildlife-habitat relationships.

A special thank-you goes to the professionals who were kind enough to review all or part of the manuscript; Dorothy Allard, Regional Ecologist, Southern Region of The Nature Conservancy; Dr. Robert Bucksbalm, Coastal Ecologist, Massachusetts Audubon Society; Anita Cholewa, Herbarium Director, University of Minnesota; James Dickson, Research Wildlife Biologist, U.S. Forest Service; The Interpretive Staff of Everglades National Park; John Kricher, Jennings Professor of Biology, Wheaton College, Massachusetts; Margaret Kohring, Executive Director, Minnesota Chapter of The Nature Conservancy; John Moriarty, Herpetologist, Bell Museum of Natural History, Minnesota; Karen Williams, Seaville Station Manager, New Jersey Marine Sciences Consortium; and Cindy Witkowski, Vegetation Ecologist, Southern Region of the U.S. Forest Service.

Glenn Wolff, the talented illustrator who created a world within each habitat drawing, has been an inspiration to me as well as a friend. I feel lucky to have worked with him.


ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Janine M. Benyus has been exploring and writing about the natural world for ten years. Her publications include The Wildlife Watcher’s Guide To Habitats Of The Northwoods, which she wrote while working for the research branch of the U.S. Forest Service. She writes books and articles on natural history from her home in St. Paul, Minnesota.


ABOUT THE ILLUSTRATOR

Glenn Wolff is best known for his illustrations in the “Outdoors” column for the New York Times. His work has also appeared in numerous magazines and journals, including Sports Illustrated and Audubon, as well as many books for various publishers. He currently lives in northern Michigan with his wife and two children.


Contents

Preface

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

WHAT IS A HABITAT?

A Place to Live

Why Animals Prefer Certain Habitats

Adaptive Characteristics

How Do Animals “Choose” Where to Live?

What Happens When a Habitat Changes?

Extinction Is Forever

Our New Responsibility

OBSERVATION TIPS

The Wildlife Are Watching

Look in the Right Place

Look at the Right Time of Year

Look at the Right Time of Day

How to Look—New Ways of Seeing

Getting Wildlife to Come to You

Stalking Wildlife

Reading the Traces of Wild Lives

Good Manners Are Good Form

HABITAT KEY

WILDLIFE/HABITAT PROFILES

SANDY BEACH AND DUNE

Beginnings

The Beach-building Plants

What’s in It for Wildlife?

Wildlife Locator Chart

Great Black-backed Gull

Red Fox

Loggerhead

SALT MARSH

Beginnings

Coping with Change

What Good Is a Salt Marsh?

What’s in It for Wildlife?

Wildlife Locator Chart

Clapper Rail

Marsh Rice Rat

Diamondback Terrapin

MANGROVE FOREST

Beginnings

Not a Drop to Drink—Life in Salt Water

Breathing in Mud

What’s in It for Wildlife?

Wildlife Locator Chart

Roseate Spoonbill

Raccoon

Mangrove Salt Marsh Snake

LAKE AND POND

Beginnings

How Is a Lake Like a Forest?

A Lowering Ceiling of Ice

What’s in It for Wildlife?

Wildlife Locator Chart

Great Blue Heron

Beaver

Snapping Turtle

RIVER AND STREAM

Beginnings

A Question of Current

When Things Slow Down

What’s in It for Wildlife?

Belted Kingfisher

Wildlife Locator Chart

River Otter

Mudpuppy

CATTAIL MARSH

Beginnings

The Nine Lives of Cattails

What’s in It for Wildlife?

Wildlife Locator Chart

Red-winged Blackbird

Muskrat

Cricket Frog

EVERGLADES

Beginnings

Hammocks and Heads

Gardens in the Air

Fires and Alligators: Keepers of the Glades

What’s in It for Wildlife?

Wildlife Locator Chart

Snail Kite

Mink

American Alligator

SEDGE MEADOW

Beginnings

The Meadow Maker

What’s in It for Wildlife?

Wildlife Locator Chart:

Northern Harrier

Meadow Vole

Northern Leopard Frog

SHRUB SWAMP

Beginnings

It Pays to Be Flexible

What’s in It for Wildlife?

Wildlife Locator Chart

American Woodcock

Star-nosed Mole

Moose

BOG AND BOG FOREST

Beginnings

The Giant Sphagnum Sponge

Carnivores with Roots

A Desert that Floats

What’s in It for Wildlife?

Wildlife Locator Chart

Palm Warbler

Lynx

Four-toed Salamander

NORTHERN FLOODPLAlN FOREST

Beginnings

The Trees that Hold Down the Bank

What’s in It for Wildlife?

Wildlife Locator Chart

Wood Duck

Silver-haired Bat

Wood Frog

SOUTHERN FLOODPLAIN FOREST

Beginnings

What Remains When the River Drains

Sounding the Alarm

What’s in It for Wildlife?

Wildlife Locator Chart

Barred Owl

Swamp Rabbit

Bird-voiced Treefrog

GRASSY FIELD

Beginnings

The Staying Power of Sod

What’s in It for Wildlife?

Wildlife Locator Chart

Eastern Bluebird

Southeastern Shrew

Eastern Hognose Snake

SHRUB-SAPLING OPENING/EDGE

Beginnings

Getting There First: Strategies of the Pioneers

Trees of the Future Forest

The Importance of Edge

What’s in It for Wildlife?

Wildlife Locator Chart

Ruby-throated Hummingbird

White-tailed Deer

Five-lined Skink

ASPEN-BIRCH FOREST

Beginnings

A Ripe Harvest of Wood

What’s in It for Wildlife?

Wildlife Locator Chart

Ruffed Grouse

Long-tailed Weasel

Red-spotted Newt (Eft Stage)

TRANSITION FOREST

Beginnings

The Indomitable Maple

The Rest of the Troops

What’s in It for Wildlife?

Wildlife Locator Chart

Broad-winged Hawk

Eastern Chipmunk

Redback Salamander

APPALACHIAN COVE FOREST

Beginnings

Three-hour Walk to Winnipeg

What’s in It for Wildlife?

Wildlife Locator Chart

Pileated Woodpecker

Wild Pig

Black Rat Snake

OAK-HICKORY FOREST

Beginnings

The Mighty, Flexible Oak

What’s in It for Wildlife?

Wildlife Locator Chart

Wild Turkey

Gray Squirrel

Timber Rattlesnake

NORTHERN NEEDLELEAF FOREST

Beginnings

The Ingenious Evergreens

The Spruce-fir Forest

The Pine Forest

What’s in It for Wildlife?

Wildlife Locator Chart

Red-breasted Nuthatch

Porcupine

Redbelly Snake

SOUTHERN NEEDLELEAF FOREST

Beginnings

Putting Out the Fire Changes the Forest

What’s in It for Wildlife?

Wildlife Locator Chart

Red-cockaded Woodpecker

Nine-banded Armadillo

Gopher Tortoise

Resources for the Curious

Getting Involved

Getting Outside

Recommended Reading

Common and Scientific Names of Plants

Common and Scientific Names of Birds, Mammals, Amphibians, and Reptiles

Index


Preface

I’ve always been comforted by the notion that somewhere out there, beyond the crime lights and car horns, there are dark, dewy habitats humming with life. As I plan my escape to these havens, I take it for granted that they will be there when I arrive.

But lately, I’ ve been wondering. I have a friend who works for the National Forestry Project in India. She keeps referring to this book as a historical document, a picture of something that may not exist a lifetime from now. In her country, so many forests have been stripped for fuel or fodder that only 12 percent of the land remains adequately covered by trees. A book describing India’s habitats as they were even thirty years ago would be an archive piece today.

But could this kind of devastation happen in the United States? Actually, it’s not that farfetched. The settlers who first saw this country could not have imagined that the endless eastern forests would one day be completely cleared away. Nor could they believe that the sun-blocking clouds of passenger pigeons would be reduced to a single stuffed specimen in a museum. Likewise, as we unwrap our fast-food hamburgers, we find it hard to believe that the beef was fattened at the expense of millions of acres of tropical rain forest. Half of all rain forests will be gone in a few years, and their loss could dramatically upset the world’s climate. What would rising temperatures do to the robe of vegetation that clothes our continent?

Although we can’t recreate habitats once they are gone, we can recreate our behavior before it is too late. Forty years ago, a naturalist named Aldo Leopold called for a land ethic that would have us treat the land-plants, animals, soil, etc.—as we would treat one another. Instead of appointing ourselves as conquerors, we would take our place as plain citizens of the natural world, expanding our circle of kinship to include all forms of life.

As a planet of people, we’ve already proven that we can enlarge our concept of social ethics. Consider, for example, that men and women were at one time enslaved as a matter of course. The sanctity of property eclipsed any consideration of human rights. Today, while slavery is still practiced in some parts of the world, most cultures view it as an atrocity. Perhaps someday, people will also view land abuse as a violent and antisocial act. In such a world, we wouldn’t have to pay landowners to treat their land decently; the rewards of doing the right thing would be payment enough.

This kind of commitment to the land cannot be legislated. To endure, a social change of heart must be forged in the fires of personal change. As Leopold said, “We can be ethical only in relation to something we see, feel, understand, love, or otherwise have faith in.” Visiting the places you read about in this book is the first step to seeing, feeling, and understanding them. The affection and faith will blossom in its own time.

In India, a small group of women began what is now a national conservation movement called Chipko, which means to hug or embrace. They began with the simple act of hugging trees to protest their removal. It is my hope that after reading this book you will also be filled with a desire to embrace the habitats of your own country, and keep them from falling into the hands of those who would abuse them.


How to Use This Book


Shhhh … What could that be?

Have you ever wondered what kind of animal might be rustling in the dark just outside your tent? Given the several hundred birds, mammals, amphibians, and reptiles found in the eastern United States, you could be flipping through field guides until your flashlight burns out. Unless, of course, you have a “search image” for that habitat—a mental laundry list of the wildlife you could expect to see there.

People who have lived or worked in the woods for a lifetime carry this sort of search image in their head. When they step into a habitat, they notice the kind of plants blooming underfoot and the type of trees spreading overhead. They have come to associate this vegetation with a certain community of animals. Under a ceiling of northern needleleaf trees, for instance, they know to look for porcupines, red squirrels, redbelly snakes, and brown creepers. They also know where in the habitat to look—on the ground for snakes, on the trunks for creepers, and in the canopy for porcupines and squirrels.

If you haven’t had the pleasure of living in the wild, take heart. This book puts the insiders’ knowledge of wildlife habitats in your pack. With it, you can visit any woodland or waterway east of the 98th meridian and easily know which habitat you’re in and what kinds of wildlife you’re likely to see. More important, you’ll find out why wildlife live in certain habitats, and what would happen to them (and to us) if these places suddenly disappeared.

You don’t need technical training to use this book. The latest scientific studies have been transformed into simple stories that will stick with you. In your own wanderings, you’ll uncover thousands of other stories enacted every day in the habitats around you. There are entire worlds to explore in every teaspoon of soil and every roothole full of rain—enough to feed your curiosity for years.

Before you go exploring, read the What Is a Habitat? section to find out why animals “choose” to live where they do. Knowing this, you’ll be able to size up a habitat from an animal’s perspective and predict which species would be likely to settle there. The Observation Tips section offers tricks of the trade that will better your chances of coming face to face with the wild residents. You’ll learn how to think like an animal, how to lure, stalk, and hide from wildlife, and how to read their signs and signatures in the snow and mud. To help time your visits so you’re out when the animals are, consult the Wildlife Events Calendar (see page 33).

Once you’re outside, take a good look around. Are you in a forest, an opening, or a wetland? Is the water fresh or salt? Are the trees broadleaf or needleleaf? Use the Habitat Key (see page 46) to narrow your choice to one of the 20 habitats. To verify your choice, compare the habitat illustration (there is one for each habitat) with what you see around you. The drawing includes characteristic leaves, flowers, and fruits, as well as wildlife and their signs you should be on the lookout for. A sampling of places where you can see the habitat (national parks, forests, and refuges) follows each illustration.

Now that you know where you are, read the habitat profile to find out why that habitat is unique, how it changes, and what it offers to wildlife. A checklist of indicator plants accompanies each habitat profile.

At the end of each habitat profile you’ll find a Wildlife Locator Chart—a matrix that groups resident wildlife according to where they feed and nest. So, for instance, if a furry head pops up near your canoe, you can turn to the lake and pond habitat, and look in the column marked “Feeds Underwater” to find out which animal it might be. Or, if you spot a nest in the branches along shore, look in the row marked “Nests in Tree Canopy.” Many characteristic species are listed in each chart, giving you a complete “search image” for each habitat.

The habitat’s most typical animals are illustrated in the art above each chart. For more technical renderings, you may want to consult identification guides. This book is not meant to replace these guides, but rather to put a shelfful of plant and animal information into a community context—the way you actually experience it in the field. In many cases, the illustrations you find here will be all you need to start enjoying the natural world around you.

After each chart, you’ll find life history profiles of three key species—a bird, a mammal, and either a reptile or an amphibian—that are strongly associated with that habitat. You’ll learn how each animal is adapted to its habitat and what to “look for,” “smell for,” and “listen for” to find it at different times of year. By learning how these animals excel in their environment, you’ll also be learning about the community as a whole. Other animals that share the habitat will have many of the same survival adaptations.

Now you’re on your way. You’ve learned the secrets of watching wildlife and you know how to identify the places where they live. If you’d like to know more, dip into the Resources for the Curious section at the back of the book. The Recommended Readings include some of my favorite sources, representing just a drop in the ocean of natural history literature. One of the great things about wildlife study is that amateur naturalists like you can add valuable information to our growing body of knowledge. If you’d like to be a part of the discovery, contact the groups listed in the Getting Involved section.

The deeper you delve into habitats, the more amazed you’ll be. In each community, thousands of plants, animals, and microorganisms have evolved over eons to work together as one fantastic organism. I invite you to stand respectfully in their midst and come to realize how much a part of them you are.


What Is a Habitat


A PLACE TO LIVE

A habitat is an animal’s home—the place where it finds what it needs to survive. A livable habitat should offer a tolerable climate, a varied terrain, ample space, and a dependable supply of food and water. It should have safe places for feeding, playing, hiding, resting, and raising young. A habitat, in effect, is the sum total of an animal’s everyday needs.

These needs may change throughout a year, or throughout the animal’s life. Salamanders that swim in ponds during the early months may spend the rest of their lives crawling on the forest floor. Similarly, winter quarters for white-tailed deer (northern white-cedar swamps) are rarely sought out in the summer. Even in the course of a day, an animal may visit more than one habitat to fulfill all its needs, just as you may work in one town and shop for groceries in another.

Very often, one of these habitats is the “preferred” one. This is the place where the animal spends most of its time, and gets most of its important needs fulfilled. Often, it is where it breeds and raises its young. In this book, animals are matched with their preferred habitats—where you’d be most likely to see them during spring, summer, and fall, when you’re apt to be out looking.

The fact that you can predict where a species might spend its “working hours” is no coincidence. As you will see in the next section, an animal’s preference for a certain habitat is the result of a long evolutionary journey.

WHY ANIMALS PREFER CERTAIN HABITATS

Animals are driven by the desire to eat, pass on their genes, and avoid being eaten. Through millions of years of trial and error, the survivors have become more efficient in their quest. They have developed physical traits and behaviors that help them get the most from their environment with the least amount of effort or risk. Naturally, animals gravitate toward places where their survival traits can really shine. In these preferred habitats, they have an edge over other animals that may not be as specialized to compete there.

You can predict where animals might live by looking for adaptations such as bill design, body size and color, skin or fur consistency, or even the kind of feet they have. The toes of treefrogs, for instance, have large round disks to help them hang onto the slick surfaces of leaves. In contrast, the toes of bullfrogs, ducks, and beavers are connected by webbing, which, though not particularly helpful in trees, is designed to give them a good push in the water. Tree-climbing squirrels, porcupines, and woodpeckers have sharp, bark-gripping claws, while the hooves of deer and moose are blunt and horny for pounding terra firma.


[image: Image]
ADAPTIVE CHARACTERISTICS


Through the transforming power of natural selection, species develop traits that help them survive. Here are some of the physical and behavioral adaptations that link animals with their habitats.

[image: Image] In the Water:

Common Loon: heavy bones good for diving; webbed feet set far back for paddling power; can empty air sacs and push all air from feathers to sink straight down like a submarine; can shuttle oxygen to important organs when submerged for long periods.

Water Shrew: air bubbles under bristly feet allow shrew to run on top of water.

Beaver: special “goggle” layer over eyes; waterproof fur; webbed feet; valved nostrils; lips close behind teeth so it can dine without drowning.

River Otter: sleek shape; muscular body flexes up and down for speedy swimming; webbed feet.

Green Frog: long kicking legs with webbed feet for “push” eggs protected from cold temperatures by jelly mass; eyes placed on top of head so it can keep a low profile in water yet still see.

Spiny Softshell (Turtle): can disappear under sandy river bottom by moving shell back and forth; long, sinuous neck allows it to keep nostrils above water while laying on the bottom.

In the Soil:

American Woodcock: long, probing bill “reads” the underground vibrations of earthworms; eyes set far back on head so it can keep watch when its bill is buried.

Star-nosed Mole: fleshy feelers around nostrils curl in to keep dirt out, open in water to “read” the environment; forelimbs extend horizontally from body like flippers; clawed fingers are flattened like paddles; shoulder blades are enlarged; powerful chest muscles are the “hydraulics” of digging.

Thirteen-lined Ground Squirrel: elaborate burrows; can sense change in air pressure when burrows are invaded or caved in.

[image: Image] Southeastern Pocket Gopher: narrow hips ease tunnel transit; two-way hair lays flat when backing up; touch-sensitive tail acts as rearview mirror; lips close behind teeth to keep dirt out of mouth when digging; fur-lined cheeks turn inside out for cleaning.

Eastern Hognose Snake: upturned snout helps it dig out prey; light sandy coloring for camouflage.

In the Snow:

[image: Image] Ruffed Grouse: grows combs between toes to keep from sinking into snow; dives into snowbank to sleep or escape predators.

Snowshoe Hare: extra fur creates “snowshoes” on long hind feet; winter coat is whitish with a slightly lighter underbelly to soften shadows under the hare and help it blend with backdrop of white.

Mice and Voles: build tunnels under the snow that are relatively warm, safe from predators, and close to food on the forest floor.

Ermine: coat turns white in winter; tail tip stays black to encourage predators to strike at the tail, not at the vulnerable torso.

Lynx: wide, floppy mops on paws help it float on top of snow; tufts on ears keep tips from freezing and may amplify sound.

In Tall Grasses:

American Bittern: vertical markings on chest look like reeds; behavior serves as camouflage too—stretches bill up to sky and sways when breeze moves the reeds.

Rails: vertically flattened bodies are “thin as a rail” to slip between grasses undetected.[image: Image]

Blackbirds: can perch between vertical stalks by balancing one foot on each of two stems.

Smooth Green Snake: bright green; when it straightens out, it looks like a fallen grass blade.

On Leafy Forest Floor:

Ovenbird: plumage looks like fallen leaves; builds a leafy “Dutch oven” nest that is almost impossible to spot.

[image: Image]White-tailed Deer Fawns: speckled coats look like sunspecks on forest floor; odorless to elude keen-nosed predators.

Wild Pig: piglets are striped like the leafy shadows.

Eastern Box Turtle: orange, black, and brown shell looks like dead leaves.

On Trunks or Limbs:

Woodpeckers: “grappling hook” claws for traction; stiff tail feathers for stability; reinforced skull bones for pounding. Extra-long tongue is stored in curved recesses of skull, then extended for remote-crevice probing. Tongue brushed with sticky barbs for pulling out insects.

Virginia Opossum: opposable “thumb” for clasping branches; tail can curl around branches.

Gray Squirrel: wide range of peripheral vision; memorizes routes through trees; tail acts as rudder; sensing hairs along body act as antennae.[image: Image]

Porcupine: backward-pointing quills dig into bark like spurs; strong thigh muscles clamp like a vise; paw pads roughened for a good grip.

Rat Snakes: belly scales adapted for climbing tree trunks; heart, lungs, and cells adapted to prevent swelling in lower body and speed blood back to head.

In the Leafy Canopy:

Wood Duck: narrow wings allow it to maneuver through the canopy at high speed; claws on webbed feet allow it to perch on branches.

Scarlet Tanager: bright plumage blends with the sun filtering through leaves.

[image: Image]Treefrogs: enlarged, sticky toe pads “glue” them to leaves; tips of toes jointed to hook around twigs; body flattened to distribute weight; skin the color of leaves or bark.

[image: Image]

Populations develop these special adaptations through the process of natural selection, colloquially known as “survival of the fittest.” Natural selection favors the better-adapted individuals in a population. These individuals tend to live longer and produce more offspring than poorly adapted ones. As their adaptive genes are passed on again and again, the population as a whole begins to reflect an affinity for the habitat.

For some species, this affinity becomes very strong indeed. The animal that can satisfy all its needs in one habitat may never wander to another. It may become so specialized that it can’t survive anywhere else. Many of our endangered species, such as the red-cockaded woodpecker of the southern pines and the Kirtland’s warbler of the northern pines, fall into this restricted group. Their very existence depends on the health of one kind of habitat.

For other animals, habitat flexibility may be the key to survival. The ability to switch into new and different habitats allows species such as the red-winged blackbird to multiply rapidly. These “jacks of all trades, masters of none” have parlayed their generalist tendencies into large populations.

HOW DO ANIMALS “CHOOSE” WHERE TO LIVE?

When an animal walks or flies through an area, how does it “know” whether this would be a good place to raise a family or find food? For some species, it’s a simple matter of returning to where they were raised. Others must colonize new areas, relying on instinct to help them pick a good spot. Structure, patchiness, edge, size, special features, and other organisms are some of the factors that animals “consider” when choosing a habitat. There are, no doubt, more subtle clues that we don’t yet understand. Next time you go into a habitat, try seeing it through an animal’s eyes. Ask the following questions to discover why an animal might “choose” to live there.

Structure. Are the plants the right shape, height, and leaf density for nesting, feeding, resting, and singing? How many vertical layers are there? Is the midstory open enough to fly from perches and catch insects? Are the understory and ground layer sparse or dense?

Bird researchers believe that birds key in on the structural “look and feel” of a habitat—the outlines and density of vegetation taken together. The species of plant is not as important as how it grows: whether it is a spreading shrub, flowering herb, vertical grass, or mature tree.

Each of these life forms (grass, herb, shrub, tree) represents a vertical layer in the forest profile. Each layer provides a place for nesting, hiding, or feeding that differs slightly from the site above or below it. Different heights in a forest canopy, for instance, have different temperatures, humidity levels, insect populations, and food resources. Over the span of evolutionary time, species have come to specialize in one or more of the layers, thus dividing up the resources the way newspaper reporters cover separate “beats.”

The more layers there are in a habitat, the more opportunities there are for these specialists. That’s why a dense, tangled forest has a longer role call of species than a simple, “clean” plantation.

Patchiness. Is the dense shade of the forest relieved by occasional openings? Are there trees and shrubs of all ages, sizes, and conditions? Are there grasses, succulent plants, and varying amounts of forest litter?

In addition to vertical zones, there are also different horizontal zones that can entice an animal to live in a habitat. A river, for instance, is made up of riffles, deep pools, and slow, wide stretches, all of which have different combinations of food, water, space, and cover.

Natural disturbances such as windstorms, fires, insect infestations, and rockslides can create a gap in a large block of habitat and add a patch of an earlier stage of development. This mosaic effect gives wildlife a sunny field of berries, for instance, right in the middle of a dense, secure pine forest. A combination of patches allows animals to meet all their needs without traveling very far—a convenience factor that may mean the difference between life and death.

Edge. Are there zones of transition between two different types of habitat, such as field and forest, or marsh and shrub swamp? Is the contrast between the two sharp or gradual? How many miles of edge are there in this area? Are the perimeters of fields scalloped to provide more edge?

The junction between two different communities is one of the most heavily trafficked places in the outdoors, thus one of your best bets for wildlife watching. Here, animals from each community can be found together, along with “edge species” that specialize in this transition zone.

[image: Image]

Zoning: Each layer of the forest belongs to the animal best suited to survive there. By dividing up the forest’s riches, animals can coexist while ensuring that none of the resources go to waste.



[image: Image]

The edge, where two habitats meet, is one of your best bets for wildlife watching. You’ll see residents of the forest and the field, as well as those specially adapted to live in this in-between zone.

The result is a community more diverse than either of the adjacent ones.

Habitats that are patchy have plenty of this edge environment. A gradual, shrubby transition between tall trees and short grasses will conceal wildlife as they move from one environment to the other. The vegetation along rivers (one long edge) also provides safe corridors that are essential for wildlife, especially when the river winds through miles of agricultural fields.

Size. Is the habitat large enough to roam in without having to cross roads or run into people? Is the center far enough away from the edges, where predators can enter?

Certain species of wildlife need large areas of unbroken terrain to roam in. Area-sensitive birds such as ovenbirds often build their nests deep in these extensive forests. If the center is too close to the edge, predators have easy access to these nests, and the ovenbirds may not be able to successfully raise their young.

Large mammals such as wolves and bears need a wide range of feeding territory to support themselves. Gray wolves are especially sensitive to the intrusions of humans, and can be found only where wild lands stretch for miles.

Suburban sprawl has begun to chop up the once remote parts of our country. Biologists are concerned by this “forest fragmentation.” They notice that there is a wider variety of species on large blocks of habitat, and a simpler, less varied clientele on small habitat “islands.” When these islands are isolated in a sea of shopping centers and subdevelopments, there may be no way for new species to move in and replace those that die. The wildlife roster gets simpler and slimmer, until only a few people-adapted species (such as gray squirrels and American robins) are left.

Special Features. Is the habitat close to water? Are there enough old trees to form cavities for nests? Are there perches for singing? Is the soil loose enough for easy digging?

A habitat may be generally ideal, but if it doesn’t provide a particular ingredient essential to the lifestyle of an animal, the species can’t survive there for long. If the soil is too hard for the American woodcock to probe, or the trees too young for nest cavities to form, or the water too stagnant for the mudpuppy to breathe, it must move on to other haunts. When you read the life histories of wildlife, keep their special requirements in mind. This will help you narrow down the habitats you can find them in.

Other Organisms. Will competition from similar species be too stiff? Will predators be too abundant to travel safely? Will there be enough of the right foods to eat? Will parasites plague the young nestlings?

No organism is an island; each lives in an environment that is influenced and changed by the fact that other organisms share the space. Eastern bluebirds, which have bills too weak to peck out their own homes, depend heavily on the advance work of woodpeckers. Snail kites wouldn’t survive a month in a marsh that didn’t have a good population of apple snails, their favorite food. On the negative side, pressure from competitors, predators, disease organisms, and parasites can make an otherwise ideal site inhospitable.

WHAT HAPPENS WHEN A HABITAT CHANGES?

Once animals have settled into the habitat they are best suited to, what happens when it changes? Natural communities are in a constant state of flux, changing and transforming in a process called “succession.” In succession, communities succeed one another, each one better adapted to the conditions of the site.

Consider the slow parade from bare ground to dark forest, for instance. Annual weeds grow from seeds and make the soil fertile enough for grasses and perennial plants to get started. These stabilize and enrich the soil so that shrubs can break in. The shrubs shade the grasses and make room for tree seedlings, which finally shade out the shrubs. Even these sun-loving trees are not fated to remain for long, however. As they mature, an understory of shade-tolerant trees rises and eventually overtops the pioneers. Although this “climax” community is more stable than most, it is far from static. One lightning strike on a dry day can start the process all over again.

Each of the plant communities has its associated animal communities that wax and wane along with it. The ousted species survive by moving to another habitat that meets their needs. If there is one.

When humans alter habitats, it doesn’t necessarily signal the beginning of a natural change. By pouring concrete, dumping wastes, introducing exotic pests, draining wetlands, or spraying chemicals, we often trigger an irreversible change. If the change affects a large area, there may be nowhere for sensitive species to turn. Other habitats may already be occupied or may lack elements that are critical for survival. Crowding animals into lessthan-ideal habitats will diminish their populations, until, on a local level, they may become extinct.

When we lose a species, we also lose the free service that it performs in the ecosystem. Perhaps the lost species was a soil burrower, creating tunnels that rodents, toads, or insects used for shelter. Or perhaps by burying its food, it inadvertently “planted” acorns that grew into large oaks. If it was a predator, its prey may suddenly explode in number, stripping large swathes of food plants from the area, and forcing other species to seek new habitats.

EXTINCTION IS FOREVER

When extinction occurs on a worldwide level, the loss is even more profound. Species are the unique result of millions upon millions of years of genetic improvement. Once this carefully crafted template is lost, it can never be recreated. On a purely selfish level, we humans have much to lose when a species fades to extinction. Nearly half of our medicines come from plants and animals, yet only 2 percent of all species have been tested for their usefulness. If extinction rates continue as they have, nearly one-fifth of the species on earth today will be gone by the end of the century.

Forfeiting the opportunity for breakthroughs in medicine, agriculture, pest control, and environmental monitoring is actually one of the lesser dangers of extinction. The real menace is the tear in the intricate fabric of the worldwide ecosystem. A tear that starts small tends to run, and soon the fabric no longer covers or insulates as well as it once did. By weakening the ecosystem, we sabotage its power to heal, nurture, and replenish all life, including human life.

It’s important to make a distinction here between natural extinction, which has been occurring for eons, and the relatively recent cases of humancaused extinction. In the past, as one species succumbed to a slowly changing environment, a better-adapted species evolved to take its place. This changing of the guard took place gradually, and for the most part, there were more new species than there were species going extinct. The result was a slowly growing pool of organisms.

Ecologists Anne and Paul Ehrlich compare this process to a faucet running new species into a sink, while extinction drains them away. As we overexploit organisms and whittle away at their habitats, we are actually widening the drain, and allowing species to go extinct more rapidly. At the same time, we are clogging the faucet up above, interfering with the ecosystem’s ability to produce new heirs. By some conservative estimates, we are now losing one species a day, and that rate may increase to one an hour by the year 2000. At that rate, new species cannot possibly evolve fast enough to keep the level of the pool from sinking.
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Extinction is the drain through which we lose unique, irreplaceable organisms like those in the margin. Human pressure on habitats has so widened this drain that new species cannot evolve fast enough to keep pace with extinction.



OUR NEW RESPONSIBILITY

Humans are changing the face of the earth. Armed with superhuman technology and a snowballing appetite for resources, we could conceivably make changes that would rival the ice age glaciers in their violence and scope. With this capacity comes a heavy burden of responsibility. Restraint and wisdom are the emblems of an ecological conscience that we are finally beginning to form.
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Most animals depend on a variety of habitat types to meet their daily needs. The best of all worlds is an area that has patches of old and young trees, both needleleaf and broadleaf, relieved occasionally by clearings and sources of clean water. This kind of diversity is healthy for the whole ecosystem. A diverse habitat, like a diversified economy, is less likely to crash when one element fails.



It is too late for us to step away from land management and simply “leave the land alone.” We’ve made an indelible mark on the raw wilderness that was once the eastern United States. Some parcels of wilderness have, thankfully, been set aside as living laboratories, examples against which we can assess the health of our populated lands. But that is not to say that we can’t live respectfully on settled lands.

National forests are “working” forests; they are professionally managed to provide wood, water, forage, recreation, and wildlife on a continuing and renewable basis. Each forest charts its future activities in a document called a “forest plan,” which is subject to public review and comment. Your suggestions and objections must be considered before a single tree is felled or a foot of pipeline laid. In the same way, your city, county, and state lands are also managed with your tax dollars, and therefore can be influenced by your voice.

Surprisingly, though, the largest percentage of forest land in the eastern United States is privately owned. Strung together like a giant green necklace, the woodlots of hundreds of thousands of people make up the habitats you will read about in this book. How these people elect to use their land will affect us all.

While we can’t go backward and make our lands as diverse as they once were, we can at least try to maintain all the habitats that we now have. As Aldo Leopold reminded us, the first rule of intelligent tinkering is to save all the cogs and wheels, assuming each is important in its own way. On a planet as small and as fragile as ours, this simple respect for the land is much more than a courtesy; it’s a matter of survival.


Observation Tips


THE WILDLIFE ARE WATCHING

It’s the sleepy end of a long day in the outdoors, and your campfire is crumbling into embers. Suddenly, you get the feeling you’re being watched by a tiny pair of eyes just beyond the ring of light. Chances are it’s not just your imagination. After all, you’ve been under observation all day!

Wildlife are the world’s most astute wildlife watchers. Whether they are hunting or trying to avoid being hunted, animals keep their ears pricked and their eyes peeled. They sniff the air for strange scents, and even use their tongue and whiskers to investigate their world. To outfox their enemies, they have also become masters of evasion. Their coat, feathers, scales, and skin are patterned to help them blend into their habitat, and their every move is calculated to keep them from being seen.

Into all this cleverness, we humans come, with our eager intellects and our average set of senses. The wild disguises tend to work on us, especially if we are not accustomed to watching wildlife. As a result of our “training,” we are more apt to see an approaching car than we are to see a bat fluttering by. But like athletes who learn to sense a ricocheting racquetball behind them, we can train ourselves to see “invisible” wildlife in the woods. The first part is simple: be where the action is when the action is most likely to occur.

LOOK IN THE RIGHT PLACE

Animals tend to spend most of their time in areas where all their needs can be conveniently met. The animals you’ll meet in the wildlife profiles were chosen for their special affinity to that habitat. Be aware, though, that habitat needs change from winter to summer as well as during different phases of the animal’s life. For instance, many ducks that you’d normally look for on open water will take to the densest parts of marshes during the late summer when they shed their flight feathers and are suddenly vulnerable. Again, a look at the life history of the species will help you know where to look for it in any season.

It also pays to look up, down, and all around. Hikers who only watch the trail before them will tend to miss the owls roosting overhead, the martens chasing red squirrels in the branches, the woodpeckers poking out of tree holes, or even the warblers nesting at eye level just off the trail. Each of the layers in a community is occupied by animals that are specially suited to find food or cover at that level. Knowing which “piece of the pie” the animal specializes in can help you direct your search and spot the animal more easily. To find out where certain animals nest or feed—underground, on the ground, in shrubs, in the upper canopy, or in the air—consult the Wildlife Locator Chart for each habitat.

LOOK AT THE RIGHT TIME OF YEAR

Wildlife use different parts of their habitat at different times of year. If you know what critters are likely to be doing in any one season, you’ll be more likely to find them. The following calendar can help you plan your outings to coincide with these peak periods.
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Spring: Migrants return north to breed. Hibernators wake. Summer: With life in full bloom, summer is a season-long feast—a good time to raise a family. Fall: Migrants head south for warmer climes. Overwintering animals store food for the long haul. Winter: Some animals hole up for the winter. Predators feed on animals weakened by winter hardships.





Wildlife Events Calendar—Spring

Birds:

Migrating birds begin to return in waves, each week bringing a new species to paint the branches with color. They are in full breeding plumage—singing and performing conspicuous displays in hopes of being noticed by a potential mate. This may be their most vocal and viewable time of the year (especially before the leaves pop out).

Mammals:

Hungry mammals are browsing on succulent buds, shoots, and grasses, especially along rondsides and openings where the snow melts first. Moose and deer, starved for sodium after their spartan winter diet, often head for ponds where salt-rich aquatic plants grow. Hibernators such as black bears, weasels, and chipmunks are down to only a fraction of their normal weight. Once they regain their strength, the yearlings shove off to find new territories and the adults begin to breed.

Amphibians and Reptiles:

Amphibians are moving en masse from their hibernating spots to ponds for breeding. Many wind up flattened on highways that lay between their winter homes and their breeding ponds. The frogs and toads that reach the ponds fill the air with impressive trills in an effort to attract a mate. Meanwhile, salamanders, the quiet amphibians, are mating on the bottom of ponds, and hanging their eggs under logs, roots, or in the water.

Snakes tend to be rather groggy when they first emerge from their rock-crevice hibernacula. It takes a few days of basking in the sun to warm their temperature back up to the point where they can be fully active. Look for them on rocky, southwest-facing slopes, in the dust of unused forest roads, or on sunny logs. After they warm up and mate, they will move off into the woods or fields for the summer. Water turtles bask on half-submerged logs to warm themselves, sometimes piling on top of one another.
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Wildlife Events Calendar—Summer

Birds:

In the North, late-arriving birds begin to nest, taking advantage of the fuller leaf cover. After one or more broods, they spend the summer foraging, becoming noticeably quieter. In late summer, some waterfowl shed their flight feathers and retreat to dense marshes where they can hide from predators. Early migrants begin to stage together in late summer, fueling up for the long journey south. Their restlessness at this time of year is called “zugunruhe,” which means travel urge.

Mammals:

Young mammals are being raised and taught to fend for themselves. Summer is a good time to see family groups traveling together. Whitetailed deer are feeding heavily in brushy openings in preparation for the autumn breeding season (called the rut).

Amphibians and Reptiles:

Many amphibian adults leave their breeding pond and disperse into woods and fields, most of them sticking to moist, humid places where they can keep their permeable skin moist. Young salamanders (newts) and tadpoles spend several weeks in the water, metamorphosing into adults that will seek land later in the summer. Watch the highways during warm summer rains; the moisture encourages frogs and salamanders to go out foraging.

Snakes spend the summer eating, shedding skin, basking, and avoiding predators. Land snakes may seek deep shade or burrows during the hottest part of the day. Turtles that grow too warm atop their basking logs simply slide into the water to cool down.
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Wildlife Events Calendar—Fall

Birds:

As early frosts begin to kill insects and brown up the vegetation, many birds start to wing their way south, where food resources are still plentiful. Noisy flocks of migrants may descend on your area to feast on wild berries and grain for a few days. One morning when you wake, they will be gone. Wetlands along traditional flyways are great viewing spots, offering food and rest to hundreds of thousands of ducks, geese, and swans.

Mammals:

Hibernators are busy gorging on the fall crop of nuts and berries, gaining fat that they will live on for the next several months. Squirrels, beavers, and chipmunks are stockpiling enough to get them through the coldest days. Male deer and moose, full of the sap of the rut, are pawing and snorting through the woods, neck engorged and antlers itchy with velvet. Once their racks harden, they may lock horns with other males over the right to mate with a doe.

Amphibians and Reptiles:

Frogs and salamanders can be seen moving overland and across roads, heading for their winter quarters (hibernacula). They burrow beneath roots, rocks, or in the mud at the bottom of ponds—deep enough so that frost doesn’t reach them and they can keep ice from forming in their tissues. Turtles burrow under ponds and in the soil, while snakes crawl into rock crevices and ant mounds.
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Wildlife Events Calendar—Winter

Birds:

The southern United States is a balmy winter home to many of the birds that northerners call “theirs.” Some birds remain up north, however, adding color (cardinals), sound (woodpeckers), and vivaciousness (chickadees) to snow-muffled forests. When food supplies in Canada fail, rare “irruptions” of boreal species such as the great gray owl make for exciting birding.

Mammals:

Deep snow sends deer and moose to wind-shielded evergreen swamps, where they tromp down a network of trails for easy travel. Other mammals are curled tail-to-nose in their dens, breathing and metabolizing at a fraction of their normal rates. Look for plumes of water vapor rising like smoke signals from the chimneys of muskrat and beaver lodges. Under the snow, chambers open as the frozen crystals give up their water and begin to shrink. In this subnivean world, moles and shrews scurry along runways, feeding on seeds and paralyzed insects. On the surface, lynx chase snowshoe hares, both running on “snowshoes” of extra fur that grow on their paws.

Amphibians and Reptiles:

Frogs are waiting out winter beneath the ground, breathing through their skin. Those at the bottom of ponds breathe a sort of muddy oxygen. Snakes are hibernating, sometimes in large groups of many kinds of species. Turtles under the ice breathe through their skin and through an allpurpose opening called the cloaca. A lining of sensitive tissues acts like a gill, filtering oxygen out of the muddy water and into their blood.
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There are several “shifts” in the wildlife workday. Activity peaks at dawn and dusk, when the “changing of the guard” brings daytime animals in contact with those of the night.

LOOK AT THE RIGHT TIME OF DAY

Daytime. Early and late in the day are the best times to look for wildlife in the summer. High noon is usually too hot for most activity, and many animals are in day beds at this time. This may change in the winter, when some animals shift their activity to the warmest, middle part of the day.

Dusk and Dawn. Activity usually peaks in the twilight hours. Songbirds greet the dawn as night hunters catch one last meal. At this changing of the guard, animals of the daytime and nighttime mingle with those that are active only just at sunrise and sunset. Tracks are fresh, winds are still, and sounds are likely to carry far at this time of day.

Nighttime. A whole world comes alive behind the mask of night. Owls and flying squirrels with their huge, light-gathering eyes are deftly sailing through the air. Four-footed carnivores are zigzagging back and forth, noses pressed to the trail of some hapless prey. Nights with a full moon are especially active. Use the moon as a searchlight or as a backdrop against which you can watch the silhouettes of high-flying migrant flocks.

HOW TO LOOK—NEW WAYS OF SEEING

Once you’ve mastered the wheres and whens, the real challenge of wildlife watching begins. Now you must learn how to look—how to see things beyond your normal set of experiences. In this quest, it’s important to use not only your eyes, ears, nose, mouth, and fingertips, but also your imagination, As successful wildlife watchers will tell you: to find an animal, it helps to think like one.

Putting on the Skin of an Animal. Indian hunters used to dress in the skin of the animal they were stalking in order to get close to it. In the same way, you can crawl into an animal’s mind to predict how it might behave. What would your day be like if you were a frog or a weasel or a hummingbird? Imagine how you would elude your enemies, stalk prey, find a place to sleep, and protect your young from the elements. Where would you run for shelter? Where would you bury food to last you through the winter? What would you do if a human entered your territory? To help answer these questions, find out as much as you can about an animal’s lifestyle—the role it plays in its habitat and what it needs in order to survive. Books like this one are a good place to start, but better yet, get outside and watch animals being themselves in habitats near you.

See the Forest, Not Just the Trees. Watching wildlife is sometimes like being at a three-ring circus. So as not to miss any action, focus on the center ring attraction for a few minutes, then scan the surroundings to get a sense of context. Focusing and expanding every few minutes will enable you to see the whole show, not just a part of it.

What’s Wrong with This Picture? Wildlife are intimately familiar with every stick and stone in their territory, and will easily notice something out of place, just as you might notice if someone moved a lamp in your living room. Try to see their world as they do; memorize the backdrop so anything new stands out. Watching how fast leaves fall on a breezy autumn day, for instance, can help you discern something moving at a different speed.

Use Peripheral Vision. Quick. How much of your surroundings can you see without turning your head? Using your peripheral vision outdoors will allow you to notice more, while actually getting you closer to wildlife. Animals are often threatened by a head-on stare, since this gesture signals aggression in most wild codes. Keeping your gaze averted may cause animals to relax or even approach you. To help strengthen your powers of sideways vision, practice seeing colors and distinguishing shapes at the very edge of your sight.

Extend Your Senses. In the early days of natural history study, someone who wanted to identify a bird flying by would simply shoot the specimen. Today, thank goodness, you can get a close look at a living animal, even if it’s way across the lake. Technology allows us to see like a hawk, hear what a bat hears, and find our way in the dark like an owl. Here are a few ways to improve on your natural equipment:

Sharper Eyes

Use binoculars, a tripod-mounted spotting scope, or the zoom lens on your camera to bring a distant speck into sharp focus. Most birders use a 7 × 35 or an 8 × 40 power binocular with a central focusing mechanism. The trick to getting a bird in your sights is to (1) find it with your unaided eye, (2) keep watching it as you raise the binoculars to a spot just below your eyes, (3) sight the bird over the top of the barrels, and, (4) without moving your head, bring the binoculars to your eyes.

Use a tilting mirror mounted on a telescoping pole to see the canopy world above you. Be careful not to disturb birds in their nests. Nest snooping is especially hazardous to rare or endangered species!

Better Ears

Use a parabolic reflector and headphones to pick up faint sounds. A tape recorder can capture them so you can bring the sounds of the outdoors indoors.

Keener Nose

Train your dog to follow scent trails and point out animals you may not be able to see.

In the Dark

Cover the end of your flashlight with a red filter (theatrical supply houses often have red gels that work well). Many animals see red as black and will go about their business without noticing your light.

Sprinkle fluorescent powders on the ground along wildlife trails. The tracks they leave with every footfall will show up brightly under a black light.

Underwater

Strap on a mask, snorkle, flippers, or even scuba equipment to get eyeto-eye with aquatic wildlife.

GETTING WILDLIFE TO COME TO YOU

Get a Front Row Seat. Like us, wildlife are creatures of habit. They often use the same trails day after day, and fall into a routine that you can almost set your clock to. Water borders, trail intersections, raised knolls, natural springs, scent stations (where they leave droppings or scent marks), and den sites are likely to be high-traffic areas. Another good place to watch and wait is near the carcass of a large animal. Sit facing an area you haven’t walked through; if it is upwind, wildlife may not yet be aware of your presence. Make sure there are shrubs or thick grasses for safe travel; wildlife won’t cross unsafe, open areas to get to you. Sit with the sun at your back so the animal has to squint to see you (you’ll also get a better photo this way).
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