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Next Meeting  

Thursday, December 3, at 7:00 p.m. 

Sandy Creek Nature Center  
 

Charlie Muise, Georgia's Important Bird Area 

Coordinator, will discuss "Bird Conservation and 

You,” emphasizing ways all of us can help protect the 

birds we love. He will go over some of the sad news, 

bring in some of the good news, and talk about 

conservation efforts and citizen science. 

Charlie runs two Monitoring Avian Productivity 

and Survivorship (MAPS) banding stations in the 

Atlanta area, including Panola State Park and Joe 

Kurz Wildlife Management Area. Volunteers can 

learn how to mist net, measure, and band birds. 

Upcoming banding efforts are scheduled for Panola 

on December 5 and December 12 (6:30 a.m.) and for 

Joe Kurz on December 7 (6:45 a.m.). 

To participate, contact Charlie Muise at 

cmmbirds@yahoo.com or 678-967-9924. 
 

Invasive Plant Eradication 
 

The Memorial Park invasive plant eradication project 

is a cooperative effort between citizens of Athens-

Clarke County and the ACC Leisure Services 

Department. The Oconee Rivers Audubon Society 

and Cofer's Garden Center are also now sponsoring 

the project, providing funds and plants to help in the 

restoration effort. 

Regular workdays are held on the first and third 

Saturday mornings of each month, 9:00 to noon, 

(light) rain or shine 

Volunteers should park in front of the park's pink 

administration building, then walk around to the back 

of that building. Our work site is along the trail, near 

the wooden foot bridge. 

Workers should wear long pants, long sleeves, and 

close-toed shoes, plus bring work gloves and water. 

We will have tools on hand to share, but if you have a 

favorite tool, bring it. 

 

Meetings are held…the first Thursday of the month 

at 7:00 p.m. To get to the Nature Center, take 

Highway 441, exit # 12, off the north side of the 

perimeter, go north on 441 approximately one mile, 

and turn left at the Sandy Creek Nature Center sign 

displaying this logo: 

 
Go left at the end of this short road. The ENSAT 

building is a short way down the road on your right. 
 

The 110th Christmas Bird Count 
 

The Athens area Christmas Bird Count takes place on 

December 19 this year. To participate, contact 

Eugenia Thompson at eroberthom@bellsouth.net or 

Mary Case at mecase@uga.edu. 
 

Christmas Bird Count for Kids 
 

Oconee Rivers Audubon Society and Sandy Creek 

Nature Center are co-sponsoring a Christmas Bird 

Count for Kids this year on December 5. To  

volunteer to help with the first Athens CBC for Kids, 

call (706) 613-3615 or email Kate Mowbray at  

education@oconeeriversaudubon.org 

Children ages 7-16 will learn more about this 

nationwide citizen science project. Armed with 

binoculars, field guides, and a checklist, they will 

search for the birds making their home at Sandy 

Creek Nature Center. Participants should call SCNC 

(706) 613-3615 to sign up as individuals or as a team.  

Fee: $0-6/ACC residents (dependent on 

scholarship eligibility), $9/Non-ACC residents, 

$4/SCNC members.

mailto:mecase@uga.edu


                                                      Artist: Kirsten Munson 

In the Company of Loons     

by Tim Homan 

 

Judging from the photographs alone, Ontario‟s Killarney 

Provincial Park—with its deep blue lakes, white quartzite 

mountains, and spectacular vistas ranging to Lake Huron‟s 

Georgian Bay—looked idyllic, a northcountry canoeist‟s 

paradise. But the small print below the pretty pictures led 

us into troubled waters. Those words made us wonder if 

Killarney was like a lobotomized super model, beautiful 

but largely lifeless. The park suffered severe acid 

deposition pollution during the 1970s and 80s. PH readings 

plummeted well below 5.0 in the most poorly buffered 

lakes. This acidification, at its most lethal right after snow 

melt, killed the sport fish—northern pike, smallmouth bass, 

lake trout and the like. One trophic level after another 

collapsed as the food chain imploded, unraveling the web 

of life, leaving many of the lakes still beautiful but 

biologically comatose and largely sterile. 

 After stringent pollution abatement programs were 

implemented, pH levels gradually rose and most lakes 

slowly reclaimed some semblance of life, at least enough 

life to support limited numbers of lake trout. But still we 

wondered. The pH readings for a few of the lakes along 

our intended route remained alarmingly low. The stocked 

return of lake trout is an encouraging sign, a biological 

marker of partial restoration. But lake trout don‟t tremolo, 

and lake trout don‟t dance atop the water. Neither do lake 

trout wail or yodel, nor do they fly 90 miles an hour or 

possess a black-and-white breeding plumage so precisely 

patterned that it looks like the stylized work of a skilled 

artist.  

 As birders and northcountry paddlers, our indicator 

species of continued recovery was the common loon, the 

red-eyed diver of myth and magic. For us and many others, 

it is the loon, not the seldom heard and rarely seen wolf, 

that gives voice and living spirit to the Canadian lake 

country. The loon is the wild-wailing symbol of lake-

country wilderness, the every day totem waiting across the 

portage. Listening to loons on a moonlit night—like staring 

into a campfire, like watching a river run—has a hypnotic 

effect that transcends workaday time. The frequent sight 

and sound of loons are, at least to us, a necessary 

component of self-propelled northcountry travel—even 

more important than chocolate pudding after a wet and 

wind-blown day. A northern lake bereft of loons would be 

an inanimate and lonely sheet of water, eerily empty and 

silent. As bird-book author Arthur Cleveland Bent once 

wrote, “The weird and mournful cry of the loon…what 

would the wilderness be without it?” 

 After pitching the plan to paddle Killarney‟s lakes to 

Page, whose soul had been captivated by loon-wail on our 

first northcountry trip, I had to answer her two most 

important questions: how many and how long were the 

portages, and how common was the spectacular bird 

science calls Gavia immer? I called park staff on several 

occasions. “Are there loons? Are they common?” 

 “Yes” and “fairly common in most lakes” were my 

double-checked answers. But still we wondered. Would we 

witness the arrowing, slightly bowed flight of loons, would 

we hear the tremolo, the wail, the yodel—some of the 

earth‟s best music—as we had in other Canadian canoe 

parks? 

 We need not have worried; we spotted loons on every 

lake. We encountered our first three, an adult with two 

fuzzy brown loonlings in tow, within 300 yards of our put-

in point. Every lake had new beauty and more loons. We 

were loon rich. We saw and heard so many loons that their 

sightings and soundings wove their way into our daily 

paddling dialogue along with navigational comments and 

other exclamations: 

I think we turn right, to the west, after the big 

island. 

Two loons at three o‟clock, maybe a 100 yards 

out. 

Got „em 

That‟s campsite 28 on the point to the left. 

Lone loon at eleven, gone under now. 

Got „em. 

That looks like an orchid over there on that 

marshy bank. 

I bet that cliff is at least 200 feet high. 

Two on the wing, heading left to right just above 

the trees in the cove straight ahead. 

Got „em. 

You know, we haven‟t seen a pileated 

woodpecker fly across a lake yet. 

I hear a tremolo from the far northern end of the 

lake. You may not be able to hear it. 

Got‟em. 

 At our first campsite, where we spent three nights, 

loons in groups from two to five regularly swam past our 

rocky point, feeding along the way, frequently dipping 

their heads underwater for a look first, then diving with the 

ease of an otter. At dusk during each of those first three 

nights, loons flew by to the east, mostly solo, often 

tremoloing like drunken bedlamites. (Loons roost over the 

deeper water in their territories.) During the second 

evening, sandhill cranes often added their far-carrying 

karooo‟s, another of the earth‟s greatest sounds, to the 

quavering loon laughter. 

 During day three, as we explored pockets of marsh jam 

packed with pitcher plant, sundew, and bladderwort—



familiar residents of the Okefenokee Swamp—we were 

lucky enough to spot a nesting loon. I saw something that 

didn‟t fit the pattern of marsh vegetation, something gray, 

rounded, and slightly shiny in a low tussock. I raised my 

binoculars to verify my first impression—a large turtle, 

shell still slightly wet in the sun. Wrong. Wrong Family, 

wrong Order, wrong Class. My thumb and bird finger 

focused on the back of a loon, body flattened, neck 

stretched low over the edge of the nest, long-billed head 

pointed toward the ground. We snuck a couple of quick 

peeks, then paddled to the liftover at the beaver dam. We 

looked again from the dam; her periscope head was up and 

staring right at us (or him, both sexes incubate the eggs and 

feed the young). Later, as we paddled back out the narrow 

passage beyond the beaver dam, the loon was in the same 

position as before, body motionless as a shelved decoy, 

neck and head hung low out from and over the nest. As we 

would learn back home, the incubator had assumed what is 

known as the hangover posture, a position that both hides 

the head if possible and allows the loon to slip silently into 

the water if the disturbance continues. 

 Nearly every evening we took a slow paddle after the 

supper dishes were washed and the bear bag was hung high 

and safe. This was a sure-fire way to observe more loons, 

more loon behavior, and at least one or more otter, beaver, 

bear, or red-breasted merganser. One evening we were the 

agreeable victims of a fly-by looning. We were gliding 

along at the pedestrian pace of two miles per hour when we 

spotted a brace of incoming loons, rocketing toward us  

straight and low. (Loons average 75 mph during level flight 

and regularly reach 93 mph during a 15-degree dive.) They 

broke the sound barrier: their rapid and powerful 

downstrokes audibly ripped the air. When the pair was 

directly overhead, they strafed us with twin, high-decibel 

alarm calls, tremolos loud as full-blast rock n‟ roll. 

 Another evening . . . [to be continued next month!] 
 

Support 

Georgiaôs 

Important  

Bird 

Areas 

 

 

The Georgia Important Bird Areas program is a not-for-

profit organization dedicated to protecting the most 

significant bird habitats in the state.  

To make a tax-deductible contribution, please make your 

check out to "AAS" and write "IBA" in the subject line. For 

more information or to volunteer, contact Charlie Muise at 

cmmbirds@yahoo.com or 678-967-9924, or see the IBA 

website: http://www.atlantaaudubon.org/iba/ 

 
drawing from www.longleafalliance.org 

 

Longleaf Pines  
summarized by Maggie Nettles 

 

Shan Cammack of the Georgia Department of Natural 

Resources talked about “Longleaf Pine: The Fire Forest 

That Shaped and Built the South” at the November 

meeting. 

She outlined the history of the longleaf pine forest and 

how it has changed since the first descriptions by De Soto 

in the 1400's. From lumber to turpentine, this forest built 

the South. The intensive use of the forest—especially with 

the advent of the railway—the demand for cotton, and the 

gospel of fire prevention led to its demise, with longleaf 

found in only three percent of its original range.  

Conservation efforts are underway to restore and 

protect this incredibly diverse ecosystem that can range 

from the xeric uplands of the Ohoopee Dunes to the 

pitcher-plant bogs of Doerun. 

 Shan‟s signature fiery presentation style resulted in 

people asking where to go to visit longleaf pines.  Her 

recommendation?  Moody Forest. 

 

Sightings 
 

Reported at the November meeting: 

¶ American Woodcock, Oconee National Forest, 

Vanessa Lane, 11/4/09 

¶ 36 Ruddy Ducks, Lake  Varner, Mark Freeman, 

10/29/09 

¶ Saw-whet Owl, Pisgah National Forest near Shining 

Rock Wilderness, Tim Homan, 10/20/09 

¶ Rose-breasted Grosbeak, pair of Yellow-bellied 

Sapsuckers, Oglethorpe County, Linda Russell, 

10/15/09 & 10/25/09 

¶ Song Sparrow, Brown-headed Nuthatch, East 

Athens, Brad Hogue, 11/06/09 

¶ 11 Wild Turkeys, Madison County, Tim Homan, 

11/3/09 

 

http://www.longleafalliance.org/


Cartoon by Bill Brown & Tim Homan, from the 

December 1994 Yellowthroat: 

 
 

 

 

Oconee Rivers Audubon Society 
 

President Vanessa Lane 

President@oconeeriversaudubon.org  

Vice-President Edwige Damron 

vp@oconeeriversaudubon.org  

Treasurer Eugenia Thompson 

treasurer@oconeeriversaudubon.org  

Secretary Mary Case 

secretary@oconeeriversaudubon.org 

 

The Yellowthroat 

Published monthly by the  

Oconee Rivers Audubon Society 

PO Box 81082  

Athens, GA 30608 

Submit information to the address above or by e-mail to 

yellowthroat@oconeeriversaudubon.org. Articles, artwork, 

notices, and sighting reports welcomed. The deadline for 

submissions is the first Thursday of each month. All articles and 

artwork are copyrighted, and all rights are reserved by the 

authors. Opinions expressed in articles are those of the respective 

authors and do not necessarily reflect the official views of 

Oconee Rivers Audubon Society.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Oconee Audubon Society         

P.O. Box 81082 

Athens, Georgia 30608-1082 

 
Non Profit Org. 

U.S. Postage Paid 

Athens, GA 

Permit No. 41

mailto:yellowthroat@oconeeriversaudubon.org


 


