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Letter From the Editor
Dear Michigan Merlin readers,

Our first MIYBC field trip took place in 
January, where we visited Michigan State 
University’s Ornithology Lab and went on a 
behind-the-scenes tour with Dr. Pamela 
Rasmussen. Since then, we have gone on two 
other field trips that have represented the start 
and end of spring migration: we enjoyed 
waterfowl at Maple River State Game Area in 
March, and marveled at migrant songbirds at 
Tawas Point State Park in May.

At Tawas, several MIYBC members had the 
opportunity to give presentations. The 
combination of these presentations, and the 
chance to go birding with other young birders 
in a fantastic birding location, proved to be an 
excellent learning and bonding experience. As 
we catch our breath before the first shorebirds 
usher in fall migration, we can enjoy the 
memories we have created and hope to create 
more memories in the months to come.

Overall, we are very happy with MIYBC’s 
initial success. I am equally excited to see an 
increasing number of people submitting to the 
Michigan Merlin. The Young Birder Spotlight 
this month is 18-year-old Dana Neufeld. 
Dana also submitted a story for part two of a 
four-part column on Wisconsin’s Conserve 
School, known as “Conserve Revisited.” This 
edition also features “Birding Near and Far” 
stories from May Martineau and Sarah Toner; 
a patch report by Benjamin Hack; and art 

from May, Nathan Martineau, and Marisa 
Kronenwetter. Thanks also to Travis 
Mangione, Marie McGee, and Drew Meyer, 
who submitted in other ways as well.

If you want to be among the Michigan Merlin 
contributors, we encourage you to submit 
your work! Whether it is a trip report, a piece 
of art, or anything else appropriate, we will be 
happy to share your piece. 

Good birding,

Matty Hack

Contact Info

Michigan Young Birders’ Club is operated by 
Michigan Audubon. For information on 
membership, contact Michigan Audubon at 
PO Box 15249, Lansing, MI, 48901, or at 
517-641-4277. You can also contact Wendy 
Tatar at wendy@michiganaudubon.org.

If you have any questions about the MIYBC, 
contact Sarah Toner at strix09@gmail.com.

If you would like to 
submit to the 
Michigan Merlin, 
contact Matty Hack 
at mdh98@me.com.

Red-shouldered Hawk 
Quest

Sarah Toner
Two years ago, I had a strange birding dream. I often 
dream about birds, and, like all dreams, those dreams can 
be peculiar. I was birding out of the back door of a 
friend’s house—which was very strange, because it was 
right off of US-23, in an impossible place for a house. 
With the highway behind me, I looked out of the sliding 
glass doors at a raptor trifecta: a Bald Eagle, a Red-tailed 
Hawk, and a Red-shouldered Hawk, all in the same small 
yard. When I woke up, I realized how bizarre the dream 
was, and I felt an ache of longing for the Red-shouldered 
Hawk. If only it had been real! 

I had never seen a Red-shouldered Hawk in Washtenaw 
County. They are unusual birds in our county—erratic 
winter residents in certain neighborhoods and shy 
breeders in the thick forests of northwestern Washtenaw
—but they are common enough that I should have seen 
one or two in eight years of birding. My friends Matty 
and Benjamin Hack were inspired to start birding after 
watching a Red-shouldered Hawk pair nest in the woods 
behind their school; however, by the time they met me 
and heard about my nemesis, the pair was long gone. 
Every few days, an eBird alert had sent me news that 
another county birder had lucked out where I had not.  
Matty and Benjamin even saw another one! I kept an eye 
out every time I went to those locations, making trips 
around the county to try to find those elusive Red-
shouldered Hawks. I grew more and more frustrated with 
each trip.

One Friday, I got another Red-shouldered Hawk alert. 
Chris McCreedy had spotted yet another of his frequent 
Red-shoulders. I ignored it; I was going birding on 
Saturday, but I wouldn’t have any time to try to chase 
these phantoms. On Saturday, I took my friend Dana out 
birding on the Washtenaw Audubon Society’s One-Road 
Challenge. (cont. on page 5)
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How long have you been birding and what got you 
started?

I started birding just over a year ago when I attended 
Conserve School. I hung out a lot with Sarah Toner 
and Drew Meyer, who were both birding even before 
they got to Conserve. They were constantly pointing 
out the birds around us, and eventually I started to 
notice and pay attention to them as well. The next 
thing I knew, I had started birding. 

Tell me some about your experience at Conserve, 
and developing your birding skills there.

Conserve was amazing, and it was a great place to 
begin birding. Everyone was so supportive of the 
“bird nerds,” as they called us. There was one 
morning when we were checking the Daisy house 
feeders, and Sherry, one of the adults on campus, 
leaned out her window and joked that we should 
“Stop stalking the birds!” before inviting us in for hot 
cocoa.  

What is your favorite place to go birding? Favorite 
place in Michigan if it’s different?

The Calumet Sewage Ponds are amazing. There’s 
always at least one pond that’s mostly drained and is 
perfect for shorebirds, while the others often have 
ducks. Best of all, they’re only a short, four-mile bike 
ride from my house.

What are some of your favorite aspects of birding?

I really like the community aspect of birding. When 
you bird with other people, you’re all part of a team, 
each person helping the others to achieve their 
individual goals. I like that. 

What are some of your favorite birds?

Although it is difficult to pick favorites, Barred Owls, 
American Kestrels, Hermit Thrushes, Yellow-rumped 
Warblers, White-throated Sparrows, and anything 
boreal are certainly up there.

Can you tell me about one of your favorite birding 
experiences?

One afternoon at Conserve, Drew, Sarah, Emma 
[Beachy], and I were walking along the causeway, and 
we noticed that Drew had seen 4 species of 
woodpeckers that day, and was only missing Pileated 
to have a five-woodpecker day. It had been a goal of 
his to get five species of woodpeckers in a day for a 
long time, but for some reason the most he’d ever 
gotten was four. Suddenly, Sarah called out that she 
saw a Pileated, but by the time Drew looked up, it was 
gone. Less than a minute later, three Pileateds 
swooped over the trail right in front of us.

How are you active in the birding community?

I’m really not as involved as I’d like to be, but I do 
participate in Copper Country Audubon censuses and 
encourage other semi-interested people at my school 
to bird.

What is the best field guide and why?

I really like the way that Sibley separates the different 
species. 

What is the coolest place you’ve ever birded and 
what did you experience there?

My dad and I went backpacking in the Grand Canyon 
over spring break, and it was amazing to get a taste of 
Southwestern birding. As we were hiking out, a 
California Condor flew overhead, and we were able to  
point it out to some of the other hikers. Two of them 

in particular got really excited about it, and it was 
great to watch their enthusiasm. 

Top dream birding locations.

Everywhere I haven’t been yet!

What are some of your biggest nemesis birds?

I haven’t really been birding long enough to develop 
any yet. 

What is it like birding in the UP? Sarah has 
described your birding as “a stark contrast” to the 
“reserved, localized birding in Ann Arbor.”

Well, it is quite different from what I’ve experienced 
of birding downstate. For one thing, I rarely drive 
hotspot to hotspot, instead using my bike to transport 
me wherever I feel like going. Usually I bike to ponds  
and marshes, stopping whenever I want to check 
something out—as long as it’s not right in someone’s 
front yard, of course. When I’m biking, depending on 
the day, I’ll cover between 10 and 20 miles. That’s 
what I do in summer and the weekends in spring and 
fall. School days, I’ll just go for a walk on our trails 
and those of the neighbors – they all love four-
wheeling, so the woods around my house are full of 
trails. In winter, I either walk the road in front of my 
house, or snowshoe or ski in the woods.  Another 
thing that is different is that it is extremely rare to run 
into other birders while birding. There are fewer 
birders up here, mainly because there are fewer people 
in general, and we’re not concentrated in parks, so 
seeing someone else is not a common occurrence. 

Who are your ornithology idols?

Anyone who writes about birds is awesome.

Do you want to pursue a career in ornithology and/
or biology?

Yes; in fact, next year I’m headed to UW-Stevens 
Point where I plan to double major in Biology and 
Wildlife Ecology.
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What the Ice Brings In
May Martineau (photos by May 

Martineau)
I step out of the car, latte in hand, arriving home from 
a flute performance. I walk in the house at 9:15 AM.  
Forty-five minutes later, I’m on the way out of the 
house again! We’re off to Muskegon, MI, about two 
hours away.

Not only are there Long-tailed Ducks as close as 15 
feet away, but there is also a first winter King Eider, 
and a Barrow’s Goldeneye! To pass the time on the 
way to Muskegon, I draw a male Golden-crowned 
Kinglet with ink for one of my friends, Kiki.

We arrive at Muskegon and immediately see rafts of 
hundreds of waterfowl across the channel leading out 
to Lake Michigan. There are birders everywhere, 
walking along the channel and looking through their 
scopes. What I find amazing are the birders looking 
over the railing, cameras pointing straight down at 
Long-tailed Ducks. What beautiful, amazing birds!

I look around and see another duck. It looks similar to 
the Long-tailed Ducks, but with more color, and a 
clearer face pattern of blue-gray and brown. The other 
birders are looking at it. Its bill is pink with a black tip 
and base, whereas the other birds’ bills were mostly 
dark, with just a little blue near the base.

I follow the duck along the channel railing as it dives. 
Now I’m standing over the duck, inadvertently 
cornering it between the wall of the channel, a 
submarine, and myself. I’m blocking the duck from 
swimming away from me and further into the 
channel. As the duck comes up from the water and 
sees me standing over its head, it makes a small, 
startled sound and immediately dives back 
underwater. Just this brief glance at this bird gave me 
a good idea what it was. Its bill shape resembled that 
of the other, presumably female, Long-tailed Duck. It 
also has brighter colors and more complicated 
patterns, but the overall shape and size are close to 
that of the others. If the shape and size doesn’t give 
the identification away, then surely the long black tail 
sticking up in the air does! 

I walk away from the male Long-tailed Duck. I look 
up to where some of the birders are pointing their 
cameras. I’ve never seen any scoters before, but I 
could still identify one in an instant with their easily 
identifiable and unique bill shape. One thing I don’t 
know, however, is how to identify the different species  
of scoter. I see the multicolored bill and assume that it 
must be a Surf Scoter; I shout it out and end up feeling  
a little humiliated.  Upon hearing my exclamation, two 
of the older birders look up as well as my younger 
brother and proceed to explain to me why those birds 
are White-winged Scoters. Don’t get me wrong 
though, I did appreciate their correction!

A birder looking through a scope says, “I’ve got the 
King Eider in the scope!”, especially excited about 
this bird.  I’m picturing a male eider in full breeding 

plumage and the incredible bill.  As I walk toward the 
scope, I hear the man state that the eider is a first 
winter male.  Wow, that’s disappointing.  I take a look, 
I see a bird, it has white speckled with dark brown 
breast, and a little orange at the base of the bill.

One of my biggest goals for today is finally seeing a 
goldeneye for the first time in a few years. Every day 
in the past few winters that my family has gone out to 
see waterfowl, we just miss the goldeneyes.  I think 
today is going to be my lucky day, considering the 
tremendous amount of waterfowl. I look down the 
channel and see a large gathering of people; I assume 
that that’s probably where the Barrow’s Goldeneye is.

I start making my way down to the group of birders, 
but it’s definitely not easy going. The snow is deep 
here, but a path has been created by the many boots 
that have passed this way. The compressed snow is 
icy. Despite the slippery trail, I press on. I get close 
views of more stunning waterfowl as I walk, and I pull  
out my camera and snap a few shots before moving 
on.  

After about five minutes, I hear a shout from behind 
me, “Merganser coming your way!” I look back and 
see a gorgeous male Red-breasted Merganser in flight. 
As he glides by, I whip out my camera. As I turn it on, 
I lose track of the merganser. When I look up again, I 
cannot find him anywhere. I scan as far down the 
canal as possible and yet I still can’t find him. But I 
am looking the wrong way. Incredibly, he is right 
below me! I can’t imagine how he got there, 
considering that I watched him fly by me. I follow him 
snapping photo after photo, and he leads me towards 
his mate.  She is also beautiful, with her punk-y, red-
feathered head! 

As I keep walking, I watch how the ducks start 
swimming away from me when I am about 25 feet 
away. Not long after noticing this, I see a group of 
ducks with more and brighter white on the flanks 
swimming away from me. I yank my camera out. The 
first field marks I see are the white stripes on the 
wings leading down to the white on the flanks: 
GOLDENEYES!!! Success! I reach my goal for the 
day.

As I watch, I realize that not only is that my goal but 
also my mom’s goal. I run to go find her and tell her 
where they are. When I find her I lead her to the 
goldeneyes and on the way we stop to watch the 
merganser pair. Afterward, I lead her toward the raft of 
Goldeneyes. Also tagging along with us is my little 

brother—no, younger brother (he’s barely a half 
centimeter taller than me). 

We have to make a decision to either go back to the car 
or continue on towards the Barrow’s, which we hear 
hasn’t been seen for about 30 minutes. Well, I have 
never seen a male Barrow’s, so we decide to make our 
way over to the group of birders. On the edge of the 
group, I try to squeeze around a man looking into his 
scope. I end up falling almost hip deep into a snow 
bank! Laughing, I lift myself out of the hole in the 
snowdrift and walk on. I continue and ask if anyone can 
see the Barrow’s. Several people reply that they hadn’t 
seen the bird in a few minutes.  

Soon after this disappointing news, I hear someone say, 
“I think I’ve got the Barrow’s Goldeneye in the scope!”  
I point my camera across the canal in the direction his 
scope was pointing.  I zoom in on the first Goldeneye I 
see, “Oh, he just dove!” I hear the guy with the scope 
announce as the Goldeneye in my camera dives.  I hear 
a cacophony of frustrated remarks.

When the Goldeneye hasn't been spotted for a while, we 
decide it's probably time to go.  As we walk away, my 
mom phones my dad and asks him to pick us up at the 
nearest parking lot.  He picks us up and we drive off to 
Holland State Park.  There’s not too much to note in the 
canal there, except one new species though, Red-headed 
Duck.  The water isn't completely open: there are sheets  
of ice floating in the channel. Occasionally, the Red-
breasted Mergansers get stuck in the middle of a sheet 
of ice.  They either try and struggle through the ice or 
dive under and come up on the other side.

It’s bitter cold in Holland with a biting wind.  After 
scanning for a Red-throated Loon that has been spotted 
recently here, we decide to head home.  We all walk 
back to the van together, pile in, and drive off toward 
Lansing.
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Below: Goldeneyes.

White-winged Scoter.
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Conserve Revisited: “A 
New Point of View”

Dana Neufeld
(left and center photos by Matty Hack)

“A Harlequin Duck’s just been seen in Copper Harbor,” 
Sarah said, looking up from her computer. “I wish we 
could go see it.”

“A Harlequin Duck?” I replied. “Isn’t that the bird Drew 
has seen–”

“—and I haven’t. Yep, that’s the one.”

“Well…” I mused, “I might be able to convince my 
parents to drive us up there. They wanted a visit 
sometime soon anyways. I’ll ask them when I call 
tonight.”

My parents said yes, as long as we could stay with 
Drew’s family and they could drive us back, and so a few 
days later, on May 18, we were laughing and joking as 
my dad drove us toward the Keweenaw. There were four 
of us on this trip: Sarah Toner (from Ann Arbor), Drew 
Meyer (from Hancock), Emma Beachy (from Madison, 
WI), and myself (from Calumet). Together, we 
represented the more involved birders of Conserve 
School, a semester school in northern Wisconsin, where 
nature is a major focus of every class. When I left home 
to go to Conserve I never expected to begin birding. Nor 
did I really expect the rest of it: caring teachers, dancing 
in the rain during a tornado warning, jumping out of a 
dugout canoe into barely thawed water, or the sense of 
home. Sarah and Drew introduced Emma and me to a few 
of the feeder birds, and we were hooked. Now we were 
heading back towards Drew’s home and my home in the 
Keweenaw, a place where, of those among us, only Drew 
had birded.

After grabbing some pasties for lunch in Houghton we 
crossed the bridge, where, craning my neck around and 
staring out the back window, I got my first lifer of the trip 
—a Peregrine Falcon. Drew told us that the city council 
had been unsure about whether they would allow falcon 
boxes on the bridge until one of the people advocating for 
them had mentioned that Peregrines ate pigeons. Their 
response? “We’ll take two!”

We continued driving up the Keweenaw, passing The 
Cliffs and watching the rain drizzle down on the car. We 
stopped at the monastery, because in the summer they sell 
amazing jam and baked goods, but their shop, the Jampot, 
was closed, so we climbed up the waterfall beside it 
instead. Our hands found minute crevices in the basalt, 
and we pulled ourselves up, scraping our knees on the 
slick rock. Roots and grass provided footholds, and we 
carefully tested them to be sure that they would not give 
way beneath us. The rain had turned even the edges of the 
slope to mud, and we slipped and slid on the dirty moss 

as we pulled ourselves up it, struggling not to slide our 
way down into the water.
 
We found a less treacherous but muddier way down, and 
soon we were at our last stop before Copper Harbor—
Mount Brockway. Drew says that during migration 
Brockway’s usually a wonderful place to bird, but it was 
not the case that day. The wind drove the rain every 
which way. It poured down on us from above. It drove 
against us from the right. It showered on us from the left. 
It blew up into our faces when we looked over the edge 
of the cliff. As we returned to the shelter of the van, Sarah 
offered the perfect response to the Keweenaw’s weather: 
“holy cow.” “Holy cow” was indeed the only thing to say 
in the face of such power.
    
When we got to Copper Harbor we scanned the water, 
looking for birds. A Common Goldeneye, a Red-breasted 
Merganser, and a Bufflehead played in the waves. A 
Spotted Sandpiper took off over the water. Killdeer 
called. A Herring Gull alighted on the boardwalk next to 
us, but there was no sign of the Harlequin Duck.
    
We drove back to Hancock with Drew’s parents, and the 
next day we birded for a few hours at Maasto Hiihto 
before heading back to Conserve School. Maasto Hiihto 
is less than a five-minute walk from Drew’s house. We 
meandered through a couple of fields where we saw 
several Clay-colored Sparrows, a common bird up here in 
the right habitat. We then followed a single track down 
Swedetown Creek for a ways and got stunning views of a 
Black-throated Blue Warbler, which is very uncommon 
up here. We headed back to the two-track ski trails and 
were navigating a particularly large puddle when a 
yellow and black streak flew through the air—a Wilson’s 
Warbler! This was Drew’s lifer, and our excited chatter 
accompanied us back to his house.
    
When we got back to Conserve, Sarah and Emma 
couldn’t stop talking about how much they’d enjoyed our 
trip up the Keweenaw and all of the cool birds we saw. 
For them it had been a new place, and, although I’ve 
lived there my whole life, the Keweenaw became, in a 
way, a new place for me as well. Birds, things I’d never 
known or cared much about while living there before, 
were as plentiful and varied at home as at Conserve.

Patch Report:   
Crooked Lake

Benjamin Hack (upper right photo by 
Benjamin Hack)

Crooked Lake, a 115-acre kettle lake in western 
Washtenaw County, is one of my favorite places to go 
birding. My family owns a house on the lake, so we get to 
survey the area all the time. The lake isn’t very deep, so it 
froze over during this winter’s infamous Polar Vortex. At 
other times, however, it had been amazing.
 

The lake is developed on the east, but the west borders 
Waterloo State Recreation Area, an excellent place for 
finding birds in Washtenaw. The nearby habitat is mostly 
oak. On the south end, there is a small marsh that has 
turned up some of our best finds, right next to the aptly 
named “Warbler Point.” Our house is on a small island, 
where the vegetation is almost entirely oaks, with a few 
cedars mixed in that attract warblers.
 
I first came to the lake in February 2013, when the lake 
was frozen. As the thaw began, many different species of 
diving ducks began to appear on the lake. I was proud to 
get all three mergansers in one day. Early on in the 
winter, we began to discover the lake’s common species, 
such as Sandhill Cranes and Great Blue Herons breeding 
in the marsh.
 
Before we knew it, May hit us. On May 19th, 2013, I 
recorded 60 species! This was aided by birding from 
kayaks. To this point, I’ve recorded 16 species of warbler 
from Crooked Lake, including Hooded Warbler (but not a 
possible Cerulean—oh, the ones that get away!). 
 
The summer months were a great time to record the 
expected breeding species at the lake. I saw some birds I 
was expecting, like Mallards, and some I wasn’t 
expecting, like Sedge Wren in the marsh. There were also 
some birds that I should have seen and didn’t, like Rose-
breasted Grosbeak. It was also nice to simply observe 
some of the species present, like floating gently on a 
kayak to be within mere yards of one of the breeding 
Green Herons. 
 
Fall migration was also pretty great. We could tell it had 
started once a Great Egret showed up at the lake. But 
after that, it really got going. A Yellow-bellied Flycatcher 
was a nice surprise in late August. Warbler Point was 
named on the first of September, with sightings of Olive-
sided Flycatcher, Northern Mockingbird, Northern 
Waterthrush, and Tennessee Warbler. Fall continued with 
an Orange-crowned Warbler and a Blue-headed Vireo, as 
well as a Bald Eagle and an Osprey.
 
The winter of 2014 wasn’t memorable in any way at the 
lake, except maybe for how much snow had piled up. The 
spring started with a Purple Finch that came to our 
feeders, and we’ve even picked up a few rarities this 
spring. A Solitary Sandpiper was a pleasant surprise in 
May—but it was only second place for the day, as a 
Northern Goshawk flew over later! Later in the month, 
we were shocked to find Black Tern that was feeding at 
the lake (MIYBC bird of the month!). 
 
I have seen a total of 134 species at Crooked Lake (133 
on eBird, as the goshawk hasn’t been confirmed), and 92 
in 2014. Birding at Crooked Lake has been a great 
opportunity to go off the beaten birding path and try out a 
new place—one that has turned out to be very productive. 
It may be hard to find a patch that you like, but it doesn’t 
have to be a big challenge—it could even be your 
backyard.     
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Left: The Red-shouldered Hawk! Photo by Sarah Toner. 
Right: A male Prothonotary Warbler. Photo by Matty Hack.

Red-shouldered Hawk 
Quest (cont.)
After having a great time on our “Young Turkeys” team 
with fellow MIYBC members Benjamin and Matty Hack, 
we heard about a nearby Long-tailed Duck and headed 
out to find the lifer for Dana. It was a short trip, just past 
US-23, and we were talking and laughing along the way 
to our destination as I gazed out of the windows at the 
fields running by. I shifted my focus to the right side of 
the car, idly scanning.

I picked up the silhouette of a hawk on the powerline. My 
eyes focused and locked onto it; as the car zoomed closer, 
the colors slowly resolved. The breast looked a bit too 
uniform for a Red-tailed, and as we passed it, it turned, 
showing a black-and-white tail for a fleeting instant 
before it was out of sight.

“Dad.” I said emphatically. “There was a hawk back 
there.” The pieces aligned themselves in my mind for the 
identification: perched on a power line (smaller than a 
Red-tailed, then), uniform breast (I couldn’t make out the 
fine red striations of a Red-shoulder, but it did not have 
the Red-tailed’s defined belly band), and—strongest of all
—the black-and-white tail. I couldn’t be certain that my 
eyes hadn’t played tricks on me, though.

“Want me to turn around?” he asked. I paused. It was 
generous of him to take us out birding for this short jaunt, 
and turning around would be a hassle, but this hawk 
seemed different. 

“Yeah, let’s go back.” We turned around, slowing down 
as we approached the place on the powerline where the 
hawk had been. It’s probably gone, I thought. However, 
there was still a shape on the line, and I could clearly 
make out the black-and-white tail, red shoulders, and 
ruddy breast. It was a Red-shouldered Hawk.

It was also conveniently perched next to the driveway to 
a parking lot. We pulled alongside it, right beneath the 
powerline, and we stayed there taking pictures of it and 
watching it for a very long time. The fact that my nemesis 
was now right next to me slowly began to sink in. After 
several minutes of patiently abiding the sounds of my 
camera shutter and our whispered exclamations, the hawk 
flew off, moving further down the power line. We then 
decided to go, continuing on our quest for the Long-tailed 
Ducks.

We found them easily, and we enjoyed great views of 
them for half an hour as we relaxed by the river, 
discussing the days’ birds. I was amazed that after 
spending hours, days, months, and years searching for a 
Red-shouldered Hawk, I had simply stumbled across one, 
only a mile from where I had dreamed about it. If I had 
been looking the other way, I would have missed it. How 
many others had I unknowingly driven past? I’ve long 
known that keeping my eyes out while driving can be 
productive—I’ve actually seen many lifers by doubling 
back after spotting the bird in motion. This experience 
with the Red-shouldered Hawk reminded me how easy it 
is to miss a bird by looking the wrong way, even for a 
second. It also reminded me that our contact with the 
natural world can be as fleeting and elusive as a dream.

Bird of the Month — 
Black Tern!

Matty Hack 
(photo by Matty Hack)

More often than not, the name of a bird is  not a 
good  method of identification. Any tern that  is 
black in Michigan, however, can safely be 
identified as a Black Tern. For most of us, these 
sightings are only a sporadic treat, as Black Terns 
are the least common of the regular terns in the 
state. Rare to locally  uncommon, Black Terns can 
be found in Michigan from mid-May to early 
September.

Black Terns are quite small for terns—only about  9 
to  10 inches long, with about a two-foot wingspan. 
They get their name from the adult breeding 
plumage—primarily black, with paler wings and 
vents. In the fall  and winter, however, the black 
turns to  white, confusingly enough. Though Black 
Terns mostly behave like other terns, they  rarely 
dive. The only bird recorded in  the ABA area that 
appears similar to the Black Tern is  the White-
winged Tern—a close relative with paler wings that 
is casual in the Western hemisphere.

One can  possibly find Black Terns anywhere in the 
United States or southern Canada during migration, 
and they nest in wetlands in the northern part of 
their range. In  the winter, Black Terns make their 
home along the oceanic coasts of northern South 
America and become pelagic birds.

Black Terns are denizens of marsh, wetlands, or 
open freshwater areas that are healthy and 
undisturbed. Their nests are often floating nests on 
water. Sadly, this habitat is  constantly being 
destroyed or developed, and the Black Tern 
population is now in jeopardy. According to 
National Geographic’s  Complete Birds of North 
America, the Black Tern’s “North  American 
population in early 1990s was a third of what it 
was in the late 1960s.” Similarly, Michigan’s Black 
Terns have become rarer year by year. Once a 
reasonable possibility  across all of Michigan’s 
appropriate habitat, Black Terns are primarily 
hanging on in a select few large wetlands, like 
Shiawassee NWR, Houghton Lake, Lake Superior 
SF, and Tuttle Marsh. Indeed, Black Terns have 
become somewhat  of a conservation icon, and 
remind us of the importance of protecting our 
wetlands.

Cool Bird Report
Some of the awesome birds seen and 
reported by Michigan Young Birders.

On April 22, 2014, a Scissor-tailed 
Flycatcher was seen in Barry County.

On May 10, 2014, three Hooded Warblers 
were seen at Cannonsburg SGA in Kent 
County.

On May 18, 2014, a Prothonotary Warbler 
was seen in Barry County.

On May 19, 2014, a male Blue Grosbeak 
was observed at Lake St. Clair Metropark in 
Macomb County.

On May 24, 2014, a Black Tern was recorded 
at Crooked Lake in Washtenaw County.

On May 26, 2014, a Kentucky Warbler was 
seen and heard in Pinckney SRA, Washtenaw 
County.

On May 30, 2014, six American White 
Pelicans were observed at Clark Lake, in the 
Sylvania Wilderness.

On June 1, 2014, 12 more Prothonotary 
Warblers were recorded along the Huron 
River in Washtenaw County, between 
Hudson Mills and Dexter-Huron Metroparks.

On June 1, 2014, a Cerulean Warbler was 
seen at eye-level in Barry County.

On June 4, 2014, 13 Mourning Warblers 
were found in the Keweenaw Peninsula.

Also on June 4, 2014, in the Keweenaw 
Peninsula, a Willet was discovered.

Besides Cerulean Warblers, the 2014 
Cerulean Warbler Weekend had Prothonotary 
and Worm-eating Warbler, Louisiana 
Waterthrush, Dickcissel, Olive-sided 
Flycatcher, and Yellow-billed Cuckoo.

Want to submit to the cool bird report? E-mail 
your sighting using the above format to Matty 
Hack at mdh98@me.com.

mailto:mdh98@me.com
mailto:mdh98@me.com
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Milestones!
Nathan Martineau’s recent 
milestones include American 
White Pelican as his 120th 
Gogebic County and 250th 
Michigan bird, and a checklist 
submitted at Conserve School on 
5/18/2014 as his 600th checklist 
submitted to eBird.

Matty and Benjamin Hack got their 
100th neighborhood bird—an 
Eastern Kingbird, on 5/18/2014.

Do you have a recent milestone 
you want to share? E-mail the 
milestone using the above format 
to Matty Hack at mdh98@me.com. 
Possible milestones include life, 
ABA, state, county, patch, or yard.

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            

Michigan Merlin

Art Box & Photo Box

Trumpeter Swan
Marisa Kronenwetter

Quotes of the 
Month

“No, don’t drink 
towhees!”

—Benjamin Hack

“No, Benjamin, those are 
pretzels.”

—Matty Hack

“This is how we mesh.”
—May Martineau

“Teeny National Wildlife 
Refuge.”

—Sarah Toner

Blackburnian Warbler
May Martineau

For the Ovenbird
Nathan Martineau

Golden-winged Warbler
Benjamin Hack

Prothonotary Warbler
Marisa Kronenwetter
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