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For BK








1 Beaver in the Bathtub


It was six o’clock in the evening on the second Sunday of May in the year 2020. I was just sitting down to dinner with my wife, Laura, when the phone rang.

“Hello? Is that John Aberth, the wildlife rehabber?”

I hesitated a second before answering. I’ve gotten some mighty strange calls over the nine years I’ve been practicing wildlife rehab. One time a woman called me at two o’clock in the morning, crying hysterically because she had run over a rat and wanted to know if I could save it. I told her, as gently as I could, that I didn’t rehab rats but instead fed them to raptors—hawks, owls, and falcons—whom I was rehabbing and who needed free, easy meals. She hung up the phone.

The man currently on the phone sounded more reasonable. Josh was from St. Albans, Vermont, about eighty miles to the northwest of me, and said he had found a baby beaver while walking the rail trail—a walking trail that ran along a disused and disassembled railroad line—with his wife, Mayla. In truth, a call like this was not wholly unexpected. I began noticing an uptick in rehab calls beginning in March when we went into lockdown in Vermont due to the Coronavirus pandemic. People had more time on their hands and therefore began taking more walks and rambles, in the course of which they stumbled upon wildlife that needed rescuing. In Josh’s case, his attention had been drawn to a little reddish-brown furry creature that made a sound eerily mimicking the cry of a human baby. He picked it up and immediately saw it was a beaver, the dead giveaway being its tail: flat, paddle-shaped, and scaly. He took it home and put it in a box with some sticks. Then he consulted the Vermont Department of Fish and Wildlife’s web page and found their list of licensed wildlife rehabilitators. He called me because I listed beavers as one of the animals I had a “special interest” in rehabbing, along with raptors, mink, and weasels.

I was obligated to ask Josh the next question: How did he know the beaver was orphaned? Many “abandoned” baby animals are not really alone. Deer fawns, for example, are often left by their mothers for long periods while they forage for food—essential if does are to continue to nurse their young. Josh said a farmer who owned land next to the trail didn’t want beavers flooding his property and had used a backhoe to take out their dam before crushing their lodge (both potentially illegal actions). The beaver kit was the only survivor of the colony. Satisfied, I arranged a time and place to meet for the handoff.

Beavers get a bad rap. If wildlife are the “persecuted minority” of the animal world—to whom almost no laws protecting against cruelty to animals apply—then beavers are the persecuted minority of wild animals. They are in the same family as rats. Most people consider them a nuisance. In truth, beavers are critically important to our local ecology—a keystone species. The wetland habitats they create have been compared to rainforests and coral reefs in terms of the biological diversity they support. Their ponds act as water storage and catchment areas to help mitigate droughts and floods, which can be of great benefit to farmers, like the one who had bulldozed this kit’s lodge and family.

To be honest, I’ve always regarded beavers as really cool animals. Every birthday growing up, I “gifted” myself with beavers by going to our local beaver pond in the early dawn hours, when I knew they would be most active. There, I’ve not only seen beavers swimming around the pond, but also moose and deer wading through its shallows; mink scrambling along its banks; geese and ducks floating on its surface; kingfishers diving into its depths; and frogs, newts, and fish skimming over its bottom. All enjoy a feast of natural exchange that beaver dams make possible. The dams themselves are engineering marvels, masterpieces of mud and sticks. Moreover, beavers have been hailed in the news recently as “Climate Change Superheroes” because their ponds act as powerful carbon sinks that can help us fight global warming. Why do I rehab beavers? Because you save a beaver, and you save the world—a whole world of wildlife that thrives in a beaver-managed ecosystem unlike any other.

Nonetheless, I had to confess I had never had the opportunity to rehab a beaver before. Though I worked in wildlife rehab for years, it was a second career after retiring from teaching college-level history in 2011. But I have always been drawn to wild animals and alleviating their suffering and distress. As a boy, I remember how one day, my brother and his friend rescued a young hawk from the side of the road that was sitting on the ground, unable to fly. They brought it home and set it up in the back shed of the farmhouse, where it perched on the edge of a toolbox and hid its head under its wing, a sure sign of distress because it means the bird is attempting to conserve metabolic heat by going to sleep at the cost of vigilance against predators. The hawk died the next day. Now, I would know exactly what to do to save this bird from starvation.

After I got off the phone with Josh, Laura insisted I call someone more experienced to find out what I was in for. After some research on the internet, I found Cher. I’ll call her the Beaver Lady. She was a renowned beaver rehabber in New York State with some thirty years of experience, a fountain of knowledge on all things beaver. In short, a godsend.

Beaver Lady told me everything I needed to know about rehabbing beavers. There was a lot to know! She told me, for example, that unlike other wildlife orphans, who can be released in a matter of weeks or months, orphaned baby beavers have to be raised by the rehabber for two whole years because that is how long they stay with their parents in the wild before dispersing on their own. Despite being furbearing mammals, beavers are basically aquatic in nature and therefore need to be swum in some body of water at least four times a day. This is because they not only poop and pee only in water, but also drink a lot of water—essential for their digestion—and regard water as their safe space.

Finally, Beaver Lady told me that, whereas other orphaned animals require just three things from the rehabber—food, warmth, and shelter—baby beavers need a fourth thing—companionship. Beavers, she explained, are very social animals: They mate for life and form close bonds within their family or colony. Now, we were to be this beaver’s family, and therefore Laura and I had to form those bonds, too. If we didn’t, the beaver would die from loneliness. Beaver Lady said that she had seen it happen with kits passed from rehabber to rehabber, leaving the beavers unsettled and depressed. In fact, Beaver Lady said, nine out of ten beaver kits in rehab die, often due to “rehabber error.” Although becoming attached to a beaver went against my instincts as a rehabber (i.e., to keep patients “wild”) I was also determined to beat the odds and keep my beaver alive. Moreover, Beaver Lady assured me that parental bonding is vital and beaver kits “wild up” soon after being released after their second year.

All this, Beaver Lady said, make beavers the most difficult of all wild animals to rehab.

But also the most rewarding.

When I hung up the phone, I gave the news to Laura.

“Two years?! It’s like we’re getting a child! A real-life beaver-child!”

It was true. It was a big commitment, including for Laura, who would have to help me care for this baby beaver. It was like we were having our first child together. Indeed, we’d be doing many of the same things one does for a human child: bottle feeding, bathing, cuddling, putting down for naps. At least we wouldn’t be changing diapers. But we were probably going to have some sleepless nights.

We’ve never had kids of our own, nor did we want to. We had our hands full with thirteen horses and a cat. But having kids also never seemed to be part of our DNA. I was infertile. We saw how much my brother and his wife went through in order to adopt. Being responsible for another’s life seemed to be asking to give up too much of ourselves. A friend of mine, who had three kids of his own, once told me I was “incomplete” for not having kids. But I certainly didn’t feel that way. What I could not predict, however, was how much this baby beaver would trigger some hidden maternal instinct in Laura and a paternal instinct in me. In one of life’s mysterious but wonderful twists, she and I came to care for and, yes, love this wild animal, almost as if it were our own child.

When I brought the beaver home, the first thing I did was weigh him. He weighed in at just one and a half pounds, which meant he was only about a week old. He was so small he could almost fit in the palm of my hand. He also made a noise—“aaaya, aaaya”—that Laura said sounded like a human baby and tugged at her heartstrings. After debating whether to give the beaver a name, Laura and I began calling him “BK,” short for Beaver Kit.

Our first task was to make a home for BK. This was easily solved: He would live in our bathtub, since where else in the house could he have such ready access to water? I fashioned a small house for BK by putting a hard blue plastic box tipped over on its side into one end of the tub. I replaced the plastic box with a wooden one as soon as BK became mouthy, chewing everything in sight. Into the house I put a heating pad warmed in the microwave, covered with a scrap of mink fur. I hoped the fur-covered heating pad might approximate a beaver mother’s warm belly, and perhaps make BK feel a little more at home.

The fur came from someone who had donated all her grandmother’s fur coats to be used in wildlife rehab. No longer heirlooms of prestige, the fur coats had become badges of cruelty—trapping animals so they could be skinned into fur pelts—that their current owner wouldn’t be caught dead wearing. It was poetic justice that these coats of death were to be cut into scraps that would help give life to newborn wildlife. This was especially apropos for beavers, seeing as how they were—and still are—trapped ceaselessly for their fur during the insatiable pelt trade that accompanied European settlers’ “discovery” of the New World. To complete the welcome, I also placed a Beaver Buddy into the house. This was a furry beaver toy that could offer BK a little companionship, at least when I was not around.

Our next task was a bigger one: to find a way to feed BK. If we couldn’t figure this out, BK would never be able to grow or even survive. I found a powdered milk formula that was specially formulated for beavers—composed of 50 percent fat and 30 percent protein—which I dissolved in water and tried to bottle-feed BK. But he kept pushing away the nipple. Laura and I were beginning to panic. BK simply wouldn’t eat! Were we feeding him wrong? Did he not like the formula? Is this what all parents of newborns go through?!

It was time to call Beaver Lady again. Cher suggested I instead use a canula-tipped syringe. It worked! The syringe allowed me to more easily and precisely introduce milk into BK’s mouth. Once he got a taste of the milk, BK started sucking on his own. By the third day, BK figured out how to essentially feed himself. He’d grab the syringe with his Sasquatch-like paws and simply suck on the canula so hard that the plunger moved by itself. Neither I nor Laura had to hold it at all! All we had to do was refill the syringe as quickly as we could when BK sucked it dry and cried for more. We were so proud of BK (and so relieved)! Laura said it showed an independent streak, that BK liked to do things for himself. She posed with BK on her lap, holding her hands out as if to say, “Look Ma, I can feed my baby beaver with no hands!” Pretty soon, BK was guzzling down about eight ounces, or one cup, of milk a day.

By the fourth week of his life, BK began transitioning to solid food. Laura and I would bring him poplar and willow sticks, just like his older beaver siblings would have done in the wild. But we also gave him Rodent Chow—a special dietary supplement in pellet or nugget form that BK liked to chew on. In spite of our relief and gratitude for how well BK was able to feed himself, there was also something about his feeding habits that revolted us: BK would eat his own poo! This was almost certainly not something parents of a human child would have to deal with. But coprophagia is quite common in the animal world. BK would sit on his tail in shallow water and then bend over to pull poo balls out of his butt and eat them. I researched coprophagia and found it was actually a good thing. It allowed BK to extract extra nutrients from the woody matter he’d eaten the first time around, which had been processed as it passed through his digestive system and could now be utilized.

At least four times a day, including after every feeding, Laura and I swam BK. Initially this was done in the bathtub, where BK lived for the first two and a half months of his life. But the bathtub was rather small and didn’t give BK much room for swimming. We figured out a better alternative, which was to have BK swim in an outdoor pool, jury-rigged from a plastic kidney-shaped pool originally meant as an ornament for gardens. I set up the pool behind the house, where I could fill it up with warm water piped directly from the hot water tank through a hose snaked out of a window in the basement. BK preferred to swim in lukewarm water, which mimicked how beaver kits in the wild swim out from the lodge to the shallow end of the pond, where the water is warmer. Here, Laura and I could supervise BK’s swimming, like any good parents would do for their child.

Only BK did not really need supervising. He was already a great swimmer! I came to appreciate just how well-adapted BK’s body was for an aquatic environment. For starters, there were his hind feet, which had webbing between the toes, turning them into flippers with which BK could easily propel himself through the water. Then there was his tail, which acted as a rudder-cum-keel, keeping him right-side-up and steady in the water while also allowing him to change direction on a dime. I watched BK do 360-degree “wheelies” in the water, which he seemed to do just for fun. Finally, BK’s eyes, ears, and nose were also extraordinarily well-adapted for water. Whenever BK dived, his ears and nostrils would automatically close so no water would enter, while a translucent “nictating” membrane—the so-called third eyelid—would come across each eye to protect it, like built-in goggles. Birds and reptiles also have nictating membranes, and with BK, they turned his eyes bluish underwater. All this made BK as graceful in the water as he was awkward on land, which he was to demonstrate later.

The other great advantage of the outdoor pool was that I did not have to drain and then fill it up after every use, as I had to do with the bathtub. I could simply let the water sit and then refresh it with a little more water from the hot water tank whenever BK had to swim again, provided I fished out BK’s poo, which BK always made at the beginning of every swim. Monitoring BK’s poo was another thing Laura and I obsessed over as surrogate beaver parents: The condition of the poo reflected the condition of BK’s gut and overall health. In the first few weeks, BK’s poo was typically a milky tan color that sank to the bottom of the pool and had the consistency of sticky mud. Obviously, this was a by-product of BK’s strong appetite for milk. But by the fourth week, when BK started eating more woody matter, his poo became a dark brown and floated to the surface, making it easier for me to scoop out. BK also occasionally had diarrhea at this time, which greatly alarmed us. I called Beaver Lady and she assured me this was normal as his body adjusted to a changing diet.

But the days when BK had projectile diarrhea—akin to projectile vomiting but perhaps even more disgusting—were not fun. One particularly bad incident happened on the last day of May, when BK was about a month old. He had been having diarrhea all day—very watery with grayish bits floating in it. We swam him in the bathtub because it was important on days like this that BK drink lots of water. When Laura picked him up to towel off, suddenly BK exploded diarrhea all over the place: on the floor, on the walls, on Laura’s computer, and, of course, on Laura herself. She may even have gotten some in her mouth, because she complained of a nutty aftertaste! The next morning, however, BK’s poo was back to normal. He did a small solid tan poo in the bathtub that sank, followed by a second, larger poo that was a darker tan-brown and floated because it contained more woody fiber. Laura and I breathed a big sigh of relief.

The greatest advantage of the outdoor pool was that there, BK could splash and make a mess as much as he wanted, because it was all outside. I should note that, with the pool outside constantly filled with water, it became attractive to other denizens of the wild. One day BK and I came out to find a big green bullfrog hiding among all the willow greenery Laura had put in for BK to chew on. BK didn’t seem to mind the frog; they mostly kept out of each other’s way. Except one day, BK came face to face with Mrs. Frog, sniffing her out before she jumped hastily out of the way. The next day, Mrs. Frog was gone, but she left behind what looked like eggs along the side of the pool, although I never saw them hatch into tadpoles.

After every swim, which kept getting longer and longer, BK groomed himself. First, he rubbed his face and head with his forepaws. Then he scratched himself underneath his arms with his large hind feet, first under one arm, then under the other, while holding out his arm with his paw clenched into a fist. Finally, he sat on his tail with his belly bowed out like a Buddha, rubbing and scratching all over. Sometimes, when he scratched himself under his chin, he would bare his impressive orange-colored incisors. (The orange color comes from the iron in beavers’ teeth that makes them so strong.)

This scratching ritual had a specific purpose: not just to clean the fur, but also to keep it oiled. BK would secrete an oily substance from his butt called castoreum, which he’d collect while bent over in his Buddha pose. BK would then spread this oil all over his fur to help keep it waterproof. Sometimes I’d help BK by combing his fur, especially on the top side of his body where he could not reach, using a fine-tooth flea comb. In this way, I got to know beaver fur intimately. BK had two kinds of fur: a dark, dense layer lying close to the skin that had fine hairs; then a lighter, more reddish fur on top with longer strands that felt coarser and flared out from the body, making BK look bigger than he was. Together, these two layers of fur trapped air and made for a kind of insulation that kept BK warm as he swam in cold water. But it was also a once-valuable fur that killed beavers, trapped to the point of near extinction for pelts used to make felt hats that were all the rage in men’s fashion from the sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries. BK’s tail, on the other hand, felt cool and dry, just like a snake’s skin, and was scaly. In the Middle Ages, the Catholic Church allowed people to eat beaver tails during Lent because they classified it as a kind of fish, owing to its scaly appearance.

After his swim and groom, BK was allowed to wander on the lawn to dry himself off. At first, he’d look like a drowned rat, but after five or ten minutes, he’d poof out again and be back to his furry self. Sometimes Laura or I would walk or run around the lawn in front of BK and he’d follow us like a puppy. BK had two gaits: a waddle, in which he’d walk in four beats with his belly swinging ponderously from side to side; and a “galumph,” in which he would gallop in two beats, his hind and fore legs each moving together as a pair, when he wanted to move faster and keep up with us. At the end of nearly every one of these exercise sessions, BK would let out a great yawn!

Finally, there was companionship. Laura and I tried to make BK feel he was family by spending quality time with him. (This was made easier by the fact that, due to the lockdown imposed by the Coronavirus pandemic, I was furloughed from my part-time job as a school bus driver.) Of course, this BK Time was in addition to the time Laura and I spent feeding and bathing him, whether in the bathtub or in the outdoor pool. These activities punctuated our quality BK Time. Even if Laura or I simply had to go to the bathroom, it was BK Time, and he was right there, poking his head above the rim of the bathtub. If either of us wanted to take a shower, we had to take BK’s house out of the bathtub, with BK inside it, and deposit both on the bathroom floor. We could then do our business while keeping a wet eye on BK as he wandered around the bathroom.

This was somewhat risky as our entire bathroom, including the floor, was made of wood and now within easy reach of BK’s mouth. Yet BK never bothered the wood since he had far more interesting items to engage his attention. These included our smelly socks, underwear, shirts, and pants, which we had deposited on the floor before getting in the shower. BK loved to sniff, chew, and shake them in his mouth, or fling them across the floor and drag them into his house for hoarding! Sometimes we’d reach out of the shower and play a little tug-of-war with BK over our clothes, or watch BK galumph around the bathroom floor like one of our horses free lunging around the indoor riding arena. Otherwise, BK was content to scratch or groom himself or play with his Beaver Buddy, which by this stage was becoming rather ragged and chewed up. BK also had an assortment of toys to play with, such as glitter balls and, yes, sticks that Laura and I would roll or toss across the floor for BK to chase after and fetch.

It was during these play sessions that we came to appreciate BK’s best sense—smell. After all, this was how BK recognized us, which showed how important it was. This was why, for example, he loved to play with our smelly clothes. And it was why he’d hiss at any strangers—even if they were close relatives, such as Laura’s brother—who happened to come over; it showed that BK had attached himself to us and only us, and not just to any human. BK would even hiss at us if we’d just gotten out of the shower because he couldn’t recognize our clean scent. A beaver’s hiss is really quite alarming: It’s deep and menacing and sounds like Darth Vader! When BK wanted something from us, on the other hand, he’d make his human-like baby cry—“aaaya, aaaya”—that was nearly impossible to ignore. This meant either Laura or I would sometimes have to get up at two or three o’clock in the morning to feed BK. For, like any hungry infant, BK would insistently cry for us—only in this instance, from the bathtub—and he would not stop until he got what he wanted!

As the days became longer and more pleasant in June and July, we spent more time outside with BK. When BK wasn’t playing with Beaver Buddy, Laura and I would get him to play a game: I would sit at one end of the lawn and Laura at the other, and we’d take turns calling BK. It was pretty clear that BK couldn’t see us, as beavers have terrible eyesight. But he could hear us, and we’d each call to him and pat the ground, creating tremors BK seemed to feel. After he’d come galumphing over to one or the other of us, we’d reward BK with a pat or stroke of his fur, and maybe a Rodent Chow nugget.

Even though BK would come when called, he could never be left unattended. This was because a small stream ran not fifty feet behind our house, and the gurgling sound of its flowing waters acted as a siren song to BK, calling him to come dam it up! Often, he would stand on his hind feet and listen, particularly if he was in the tall grass where the lawn and the forest met. This was the signal that playtime was over and it was time to take BK back inside. I knew BK belonged in the wild, and he’d get there eventually. But in the meantime, he had a lot of growing up to do.

One day in early June, Laura and I were lounging with BK outside on the lawn when a thunderstorm blew in. There was a loud “boom!” and BK ran for shelter—not to his house, which was on the grass, but to us—just underneath my crotch, to be precise, where he cowered between my legs. A wonderful and unexpected wave of protective, paternal feeling washed over me like never before. BK had accepted me as his surrogate parent, and I realized for the first time that I was truly a parent to BK. I was his first refuge from danger. I found that I cared deeply for BK and wanted him not just to be safe, but to feel safe and secure. There were plenty of other ways in which BK showed his implicit trust in me—like the way he allowed himself to fall asleep in the crook of my arm, dreaming his beaver dreams; or the way he bared his belly, the most vulnerable part of his body, to me as he lay upside down playing with Beaver Buddy; or the way he reached for my hand when he first emerged, wet and disheveled, from swimming in the outdoor pool. BK and I had bonded.

By mid-July, BK was a full ten pounds and outgrowing his house, the bathtub, and even my lap! It was getting time to move him to the outdoor enclosure behind our house. But first, its current occupant had to be released.

On BK’s third day with us, he was joined in the bathroom—the warmest room in the house—by an owlet, an orphaned owl, that had been found on the ground on the TAM (Trail Around Middlebury). The owl still had lots of down, meaning it was a nestling that had somehow gotten out of its nest and was unable to fly. I knew it was not a barred owl, our most common kind of owl, because two yellow, unblinking eyes stared up at me on either side of a large beak, all nestled within what looked like dirty gray cotton balls. Moreover, the owlet had two fuzzy little ear tufts, or “horns,” starting on the top of its head. Barred owls always have brown eyes and no horns. That it was an owl, there was no doubt, as the bird turned its head 180 degrees (i.e., with its back facing me) to get a good look at me. Owls can do that because their skulls are not attached directly to their backbones.

Once I had settled the owlet into a makeshift nest, it soon started making “cheep, cheep” noises, meaning it was hungry! At first I fed the bird “pinkie” mice, baby mice that were almost pure meat and easily digestible. But later in the day I found a cough pellet, which all raptors cough up since they can’t digest the bones and fur of their prey. So I knew the owlet’s parents had fed her whole mice before she was orphaned. I then fed her “fuzzies,” or little furry mice, in order to transition her to more normal food. I got all my mice—shipped frozen in varying sizes—from a rodent supply company, patronized not only by rehabbers but also by owners of mice-eating pets, such as snakes, lizards, and imprinted birds of prey flown by falconers. I kept all these frozen mice in a dedicated chest freezer downstairs in the basement, for which Laura was grateful because it meant she didn’t have to see dead mice every time she opened the fridge!

Throughout this process, I employed an “imprinting protocol,” which meant I covered my face and hands so the bird did not associate humans with food. With raptors and corvids (i.e., crows and ravens), such a protocol is necessary if the birds are to be safely released back into the wild. Every time I fed the owlet, I wore a leather mask with a pointed beak over the nose to resemble a bird’s beak. I also wore blue gloves over my hands and used forceps to insert the mice into the nestling’s mouth.

The owlet grew a lot faster than BK. Just ten days after she came to me, the owlet’s pin feathers emerged, and about twenty days after that, by mid-June, she had come into her adult plumage. In the meantime, I had moved her to the outdoor enclosure behind our house. The enclosure was twelve feet long by eight feet wide by eight feet high, with wooden slats on the inside so birds could not hurt their feet on the wire mesh that covered the ceiling and one wall looking out onto the forest. After her adult plumage came in, the owl began flying around the enclosure, trying out her flight feathers. I could also now identify her.

She was a long-eared owl, the dead giveaway being, of course, her long “horns,” or ear tufts, although I noticed her right horn was growing faster than her left. (Was she “right-horned?!”) But there were other indicators, such as her mottled brown plumage; her soft, high-pitched mewling noises that sounded something like a cat’s meow, or “jaiow, jaiow” (hence the nickname “cat owl”); and the fact that she stretched up tall and thin whenever I came into the enclosure, typical behavior of long-eared owls, who are known for camouflaging themselves against tree trunks. By this time, the owl weighed in at nearly three hundred grams, on the heavier side for long-eared owls, indicating the owl was a female.

I no longer had to wear a mask and gloves when around the owl because she was now self-feeding, eating on her own the mice I put out for her. The owl was also flying well, circling around me whenever I came into the enclosure. But the last test the owl had to pass before being released was a “live prey test,” in which the owl had to catch and kill live mice, a skill she would need to survive in the wild. This involved me capturing several live mice in a small Havahart trap, hobbling them, putting them on the shelf next to where the owl was perching, and seeing what she would do. Initially the owl simply watched the mice crawl around, but eventually she went after the mice, plucked them up in her talons, and pecked at them until they were dead. She then ate the mice by tearing off bits of their flesh, starting with their heads. Apparently the brain was the tastiest organ.

On July 14, the owl was released. I picked that day because the weather was fair and mid-July was when long-eared owls typically fledged, or left the nest. I found a site in Hinesburg, Vermont, for the owl’s release, as it was on the western side of the state, in the vicinity of where the owl had originally been found, and where a number of long-eared owls had been sighted by bird-watchers. The site consisted of wide-open farm fields bordered by forest, a habitat favored by long-eared owls because they hunt in fields and nest in forests.

We left home with the owl at six o’clock in the afternoon. It took an hour to get to Hinesburg, so by the time we got to the release site, it was approaching dusk. This is the ideal time to release owls as they are more active at night. The owl had had a last meal of three mice during the day, so she should have been well-fed for her release. I wanted to give her as much of a head start as possible.

During the whole ride to Hinesburg, the owl was quiet in the carrier. When Laura and I got to the release site, I took the owl out to a field stretching to the east with a forest to the west that advanced toward the road within easy flying distance. I opened the carrier and set it on the ground. The owl would not come out, but rattled around inside the carrier. I scooped her out with my gloved hand, and the owl flew low a short distance to the east to a mowed part of the field. Immediately a flock of swallows came out of nowhere and dive-bombed the owl, like Messerschmitt Bf 109s swarming an enemy target! The owl took off, flying high this time, west toward the forest and the cover of the trees, getting great lift from her strong wings. She was flying high and fast now, escaping the pursuing swallows. Soon she was lost to sight. Although I had not bonded with the owl like I was doing with BK, I felt a great sense of exhilaration as I watched her fly off. She was free now, a fully wild bird. I picked up the carrier, and Laura and I headed home, back to BK.
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