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  A parent’s back is the safest resting place for a loon hatchling.





chapter one PRIMEVAL BIRDS


  Who is this Gladys?” asked my wife one Fourth of July as we hosted some friends for a backyard barbecue. “She just called and said, ‘Tell Bill the chicks are ready!’”


  When is a loon chick ready to meet the world? The one riding on its parent’s back in the picture opposite was still in its egg the night before this photograph. How did I get so lucky as to be there for such a moment?


  Loons tend their nests almost constantly during the twenty-eight-day incubation period, not only to keep the eggs warm but also to protect them from predators. While parents occasionally leave the eggs unattended for a short time, any interference that drives them off the nest places the eggs in great jeopardy.


  Once the chicks have hatched, the parents take them to the water as soon as possible. Loons walk with great difficulty and so feel much safer in the water, where they are strong, fast swimmers. A newly hatched chick rides atop one of its parents for most of its first week. After that it continues to ride for a few hours each day for several weeks. When it grows too large to go piggyback, it will swim along behind and wait patiently on the surface while its parents dive briefly after food.


  [image: For many people, loons are symbols of the northern wilderness.]


  For many people, loons are symbols of the northern wilderness.


  Riding on an adult provides the new chick with both warmth and protection. Death can come quickly to a loon chick temporarily abandoned by its parents. A snapping turtle might gobble it up from below. An eagle or, more commonly, a gull might strike from above.


  Loon parents generally stay in shallow and sheltered waters with minimal wave activity during the first several weeks of a chick’s life. They also stay close to shore, perhaps to enable their offspring to hide along the edge should danger threaten.


  The equally entertaining pursuits of wildlife watching and wildlife photography have encouraged me to become a better naturalist. Knowing as much as I can about the species I want to view makes it easier to know not only when and where to find them, but also how to observe them without interfering in their lives.


  Building trust helps a lot, too. In this case I needed the trust not only of the loon family, but also of the rangers who monitored the pond where the birds spend their summers.


  [image: Loon nests, built near the shore, are vulnerable to immersion caused by the wakes from passing powerboats.]


  Loon nests, built near the shore, are vulnerable to immersion caused by the wakes from passing powerboats.


  Loons typically mate for life and return to the same pond or lake, even to the same nest location, year after year. My experience of the past several years said that this pair would likely nest on a small island in the pond and would hatch our a chick or chicks in late June or early July. The rangers agreed to call when they first saw an egg at the nest. Knowing the incubation period made it pretty easy to guess when to be around for the blessed event.


  Being there for a sensitive moment in the life cycle of any animal also requires respect for nature. Because I’d proven myself to these rangers by raking care around wildlife, most especially the sensitive loons, they felt comfortable telling me where the nest was and when they’d first spotted the eggs that year—hence my July 4 phone call.


  The trust of a loon is a bit more difficult to achieve. Some folks might attempt to paddle right over to the loons’ nursery area—usually a sheltered cove where they keep their chicks for the first several weeks. Yet such a direct approach can nor only prevent getting close enough for a good look at the loons, but can also cause them irreparable damage. Ethical wildlife photographers avoid interfering with the lives of their subjects. They use long telephoto lenses and either hide from the animals or work with them for days to gain their acceptance.


  I paddled just to the edge of the nursery area and stopped there to watch the loons going about their business. Using six hundred millimeters of lens reach—the equivalent of twelve-power binoculars—permitted me to photograph the birds from a distance for several hours, netting me some decent pictures.


  When did I move closer to get the photograph that opens this chapter? Never. Because I’d been respectful and shown them that no harm was meant, the loons eventually came over to visit me.


  Who knows? Perhaps they wanted to show off their new baby.


  THE LOONS OF MAINE


  Loons are one of the oldest extant species, dating back at least twenty-five million years. Actually, five species exist today: the red-throated, the Arctic, the Pacific, the yellow-billed, and the common loon. While red­throated loons will overwinter in Maine’s coastal waters, the common loon is the only one that nests in the lakes and ponds of our northern forests.


  Common loons inhabit Maine lakes and ponds in spring, summer, and fall, migrating to the coast or farther south for the winter. The loon parents leave first in the fall, often after gathering with other adults for a few days before dispersing to their winter range. Most juvenile birds follow shortly afterward, usually flying first to larger bodies of water, where they also might gather with other newly independent young loons. Sooner or later the juveniles find their own way to the coasts or to climes where water does not freeze. Any that don’t will perish.
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  By Late autumn, this Loon chick will be on its own.
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  Loons feed on fish, primarily, plus a smaller amount of aquatic invertebrates.


  Historical records indicate that these birds have been common summer residents of interior Maine for as long as anyone knows. Common loons probably enjoyed almost every Maine lake and pond large enough to support them for millennia before development and the other pressures of civilization forced them out.


  Both Native Americans and the European settlers who followed once hunted loons. It’s noteworthy that in To Katahdin, a true account of the 1876 adventures of four young men in the Maine woods, author George Sewall twice lamented not being able to shoot loons they had encountered: once because the guns weren’t unpacked; the second time because it was a Sunday.


  Finally protected by the Migratory Bird Treaty Act of 1918, the common loon now enjoys celebrity status as an almost mystical resident of the northern wilderness. In the minds of most people, the presence of nesting loons marks a place as being still wild.


  Fieldwork by wildlife biologists with the Maine Department of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife and the folks at Maine Audubon Society indicates that more than 4300 common loons live in Maine today. That’s actually a significant increase over Maine’s loon population of the 1980s. But it doesn’t mean Maine will continue to enjoy loons forever. On the contrary, the common loon, one of nature’s longest-lasting species, is significantly threatened by modern society. As “progress” has come to wild Maine, so too have hazards never before faced by these ancient birds. Development of shorelines, anglers’ use of lead sinkers (which loons ingest), waves from powerboats and personal watercraft that wash over shoreline nests, and pollution are among the major concerns.


  [image: Loons raise one brood of chicks each year, usually laying two eggs per clutch.]


  Loons raise one brood of chicks each year, usually laying two eggs per clutch.


  The worst of these may be the mercury that gets concentrated in the flesh of fish, the loon’s primary food supply. Wind-delivered from power plants in the Midwest and trash incinerators closer to home, mercury is building up in the fish of Maine’s lakes and ponds at an alarming rate. Biologists fear that if the trend continues, someday—not many years from now—the call of the loon that has so pleasingly haunted wild Maine’s lakes and ponds for so long may disappear forever.


  ________________
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  Black bears may live as long as thirty years in the wild. In Maine, they are indeed usually black, but in western portions of North America some individuals may be brown, gray, or even white.



  chapter two BLACK GHOSTS


  When William “Burch” McCormick, of Wilton, stood atop a mound of snow on the side of a ridge in the woods of Franklin County and called his beagle, he never expected a black bear to show up as well. Especially not in February, when these animals are typically snoozing away the winter. Butch’s experience—or more appropriately that of his dog, Dodger—provides fascinating insights into the life of the seldom seen black bear.


  It starred on a Thursday, as Butch worked with his dog in the woods of Perkins Township in western Maine, training him to hunt rabbits. The beagle wore a radio collar so Butch could track him as he chased after scents. Sometime before noon, Dodger took off up a ridge, and Butch couldn’t find him. While the radio worked fine, Butch couldn’t “cut a track” on the dog. He only knew that his hound was up on that ridge, in a fixed position. He finally had to quit searching for the day when it got close to 10 P.M.


  On Friday, Butch and his son searched for the dog, again without success. When they went back on Saturday, they found Dodger’s tracks and followed them to a mound from which the radio signal seemed to be coming. When Butch called, Dodger popped out from under the snow-laden brush. But just as the dog emerged, a black bear grabbed his hind leg in its mouth and pulled him back!


  Butch left the den and came back on Sunday with a game warden. When the warden determined that this was a female bear with newborn cubs, he decided extra help was needed.
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  The Maine Bear Team works to retrieve Dodger from a bear’s den. Normally, this sow and her cubs would not wake and leave their den until mid- to late April.
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  Bear cubs remain with their mothers for sixteen to eighteen months. This one was photographed at Moosehorn National Wildlife Refuge in Washington County.


  Sandra Ritchie, then a seventeen-year veteran biologist with the Maine Department of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife, joined the rescue parry that set out early on Monday. At first, when she looked in under the edge of the brush-pile den, she saw only the black bear mother. Then the sow rolled in her sleep, and Ritchie caught a glimpse of two little cubs and the beagle cuddled up beneath her.


  Another biologist attempted to jab the mother with a dose of the tranquilizer the Maine Bear Team uses when surveying cub numbers in a sampling of den sites each winter. It proved to be too difficult a task: The biologists didn’t want to risk accidentally jabbing one of the cubs or the dog with the dosage required for the much larger adult bear.


  After three days of sleeping with the enemy, the beagle had to be terrified. Still, the sound of people outside the den must have offered hope. Sandy Ritchie described the situation: “The dog would try to come out, whining and barking and crying. But the bear would reach up and gently take his leg in her mouth and pull him back into the den.”


  Ritchie finally saw a chance when the dog struggled to get out again. She grabbed Dodger by the collar before the sow could pull him back, and ran from the den. The bear climbed out the other side and stared at the group of people. She sauntered off a ways, then walked back and forth a few steps while looking back again. Ritchie figured that the bear thought they’d taken one of her cubs.


  Finally, the unhappy mother wandered off into the woods, and the grateful dog happily rejoined his master with nothing to show for the experience bur a tooth mark in his collar and a few patches of hair missing from his ears—probably from the suckling of the cubs, the biologists speculated.


  Bur the biologists now had another concern: the possibility of abandoned bear cubs. The rescue ream pulled back and waited, bur when they checked the den a few hours later mother had not come back. As the day grew longer and colder and the cubs began to bawl and fidget, Ritchie got a space blanker from her pack and borrowed two old wool blankets from someone else to cover the cubs for the cold winter night.


  Fortunately, when the wildlife management team checked the den the next day, they found mother bear back on the job.


  Did the bear adopt the little beagle, thinking it was one of her own cubs? The wildlife biologists think so. And they figure that if they encounter any orphan cubs in the future, this female would make a good candidate for an adoptive mother. As one biologist put it: “If she’ll adopt a beagle, she’ll take in another bear’s cub.”


  [image: In Maine, a female bear will range over a six- to nine-square-mile area. Males’ territories are larger and may exceed a hundred square miles, according to the Maine Department of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife.]


  In Maine, a female bear will range over a six- to nine-square-mile area. Males’ territories are larger and may exceed a hundred square miles, according to the Maine Department of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife.


  [image: Bears can adapt readily to human presence, and they sometimes raid bird feeders, trash containers, and farm crops.]


  Bears can adapt readily to human presence, and they sometimes raid bird feeders, trash containers, and farm crops.


  THE BLACK BEARS OF MAINE


  Biologists estimate that as many as twenty-three thousand black bears live in Maine today—more than in any other state east of the Mississippi River. So why do we so seldom see them?


  Black bears are secretive animals. As one Maine wildlife biologist described it, they “ghost” through the woods. Accounts from early explorers of the Maine woods suggest that bears have always been so retiring. Partly because of this, no reliable estimates exist of historical black bear populations in North America—let alone in Maine. But “the bear” that colors many of the tales and legends of the


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  [image: Maine’s black bears average 100 to 400 pounds for females, 250 to 600 for males, yet these large forest dwellers are rarely seen.]
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