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by Mary Taylor Young

pring is the vernal season, the time when the earth
blooms, the season of birth. For wildlife, it is a time
for homes and tamilies.

What 1s there to see and hear this time of year? Chorus
frogs emerge from winter chambers to turn quiet ponds into
opera houses. Spotted fawns step quietly after their mothers.
Lark buntings spiral up in the prairie sky. Mating snakes lie
entwined in a tangle of serpentine bodies. Fox kits pounce and
tumble, attacking bones, scrap% of fur, and each other.
. like kids. Prairie dog
young sit atop burrows like a class of thlrd-amders Cliff swallows
make endless trips from mudhole to ov erhang, formmg pottery

Mountain goat kids gambol and play .

nests with bits of mud carried in their bills.

The activity is evident all around us. Peek in your hanging
plants and you may find a house finch nest. A city park with its
urban forest attracts all kinds of animal families, from the usual fox
squirrels and crows to black-crowned night-herons (check out
Denvers City Park), Mississippi kites (Lamars Willow Creek
Park) and beavers (along the rivers at Confluence Park in Delta).

That icon of the North American spring, the robin, brings
the whole process of nest-building and rearing close to us.
Living in our backyards, robins let us peek into their lives,
showing us every step of the homemaking process. The female
robin weaves her cup nest of twigs and grass. She sets her home
in a fork of tree branches, gluing the plant fibers together with
mud. Bobbing down, she presses her breast into the cup to

blacktailed
prairie dogs

shape it. Finally she lines the cup with soft grasses, a gentle cra-
dle for her eggs. Then she lays her clutch of eggs —robin's egg
blue; of course—and incubates them dutitully. As anyone
knows who has watched a nest of robin hatchlings outside their
bedroom window, baby birds are noisy, fascinating, and able to
get their parents dancing with their plaintive cheeps. Finally the
big babies leave the nest (fledge), but remain dependent on their
parents. Songbird young are the size of the adult by the time
they fledge. But they're not yet ready to be grownups.
Throughout summer you can tell fledged young from adults by
their begging behavior —feed me, mama!

ummingbirds build tiny nests the size of Japanese

sake cups, wedged in the fork of a branch. They line

their nests with spider silk —satin sheets for the
crib. But not all parents make a soft and fancy nest for their
young. Birds whose young are able to move around and fend
for themselves soon after hatching —precocial, biologists call
this —have less need for a cozy nest. Killdeer scrape together
a few pebbles or may lay their eggs on a bare patch of sand,
or atop a gravel roof. Kestrels, though their young are more
dependent than killdeer, use cavities but lay their eggs on the
bare surface.

With vigilance and a good deal of luck you may spot the
round face of a screech-owl (check out your local park) or a
bandit-masked raccoon peering from a hole in a tree. Mammals
are not as dependent on holes in trees as are the many cavity-nesting
birds, which include bluebirds, chickadees, house sparrows,
nuthatches, tree swallows, even wood ducks. Most cavity-nesters
aren't capable of excavating their holes and depend on those pre-
mier tree engineers _woodpeckers% making cavity-nesting species
very vulnerable to declines in woodpecker populations.

Some animals return year after year to re-use old nests. If

you watch such nests over several seasons, you can see them
grow. One enormous bald eagle nest, in use and added to for
more than 34 years, measured eight-and-a-half feet across and
12 feet high. It weighed about two tons and finally collapsed
the tree which held it. Bald eagles have nested at Barr Lake
State Park near Brighton since 1986, though they have had to
rebuild when their nest was lost to storms and a fallen tree.
More familiar are the grass and stick nests of songbirds, built
each spring, blown down in fall, and carried home by kids to
take to show-and-tell. '

The natural world is dynamic, and we see that when we're
able to watch an animal family through a season. By late

killdeer

January or early February, the female great horned owl is sit-
ting on her big nest, often the former home of a great blue heron
or red-tailed hawk. As the snows of late winter fall upon her
back, she stays steadfast upon her eggs, fed by her mate. Finally
the owlets hatch, but still her job isn't done and she patiently
broods her downy babies, sitting higher and higher on the nest
as the owlets grow. Even when The"}f_ fledge, the babies still
depend on their parents. You may see the owlets clustered
together on a branch, several pairs of enormous eyes peering
down at you as they wait for their parents to bring them dinner.

irds aren’t the only animals that make use of nests.
Rodents are great nest-builders—ask anyone who's
had mice invade their basement. A weekend in the

mountains with your car parked under the pines is enough

time for deer mice to construct a home in your glove box from
those extra fast food napkins you keep there. Among all the
specialized rooms in a prairie dog burrow, the birthing cham-
ber is a place reserved for babies like the nursery in a human
home. Messy clumps of leaves high in city trees are the win-
ter shelters and summer nurseries of fox squirrels. Woodrats
build marvelous nests, collections of sticks, leaves, wire,
cloth or anything that captures the animal’s interest.
Woodrats earned their nickname, packrat, because of their
attraction to shiny objects. These rodents, not much bigger
than large mice, carry home all sorts of interesting things.
During the California Gold Rush, prespectors suddenly got
the idea a wealth of gold nuggets might be found in woodrat
nests, and countless packrats had their nests torn apart.
Look for woodrat nests in canyons, forests and around old
mining claims throughout western and southern Colorado.
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Don't expect to see activity at a nest year-round. Most nests
are a place to rear young, not live in. But other signs of animal
habitation are everywhere. Mysterious mounds of loose dirt are
the only evidence a pocket gopher leaves of its extensive bur-
rowings beneath the ground. Oval areas of matted-down grass
can indicate a spot where deer have bedded down. Elk wander
the whole mountainside but they return to favorite areas to rest,
often sheltered by a canopy of tree limbs or shrubs. They also use
traditional calving grounds where the cows feel safe giving birth.
Black bears build day beds, soft collections of grass, twigs and
leaves in a hidden spot where they can nap safely. Of course the
bear’s winter home is its hibernation den, which mtghr be a cave
or rock shelter, a cavity beneath a fallen log, or just a burrowed
spot within a pile of leaves.

Bats are one seldom-seen animal group whose family and
home ybu can bring to you, with a bat box. Common species
like big and little brown bars raise their young in communal
nurseries. You can watch the adults come and go and occa-
sionally peek in for a glimpse of the females and their young
clustered together —all hanging upside down, of course. Bats
seem happy to move into properly built and positioned bat
boxes, though it may take a few seasons. Set your bat house on
the south or east side of a house or tree where it gets at least
four hours of morning sunshine. Place it at least 10 feet off the

" ground so predators can't get at the residents.

rom the time you notice nest-building or denning behavior

until you actually see babies varies by species.

Songbirds incubate their eggs a relatively short time.
About two weeks after the parents finish the nest and lay
eggs you can expect to hear the hungry peeping of nestlings.
Though great horned owls are ontheir eggs by February,
don’t expect to see owlets out ol the nest until June. Prairie
dog pups are born in March and by mid-April begin to make
their. appearance above-ground. Coyotes and foxes begin
excavating dens in the ground, usually beneath the cover of
shrubs, rocks or fallen trees, in L\Lxrcfh. Look for those fox
and coyote young to emerge sometime in April and May.

Now that you're looking, you may find a curious structure

but not know whose home it is. Watch and wait —careful not
to disturb the occupants —until someone arrives or emerges.
You just might be surpriégé by who pops out.
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You may notice house finches checking
out nest sites and beginning construction
as early as late February. These familiar
back yard visitors may rear up to three
broods of young in a season.

o & e 5uﬂdfing nests, giving birth, raising their young. By slowing down, listen-

Like elk, mOOse cows bear their calves in '_s.
late May and early June, but don't expect a0
to see them in herds with other moose.

Moose are solitary animals and the mother
cow and her calf will keep to themselves.

For many of us, the natural world

goes about its fhythms almost invisible to the
human world, as if it were parallel to, but not a part of,
‘ours. But in spring and early summer, perhaps better than at
any other time, the rhythm and hum of nature is abundantly

~ evident, if we pay attention. Wildlife are engaged in housekeeping —

w ing, watching, waiting, we can discover the richness of activity around us.

; Obsewing wild homes lets you enjoy wildlife while learning about their
behaviors and lifestyles. Just e g oy g babies, who need
vour discretion and respect as a wildlife watcher to help them survive to adulthood.
‘Robin hatchlings in a nest, elk calves weak and vulnerable, raccoon kits with éyes ‘
: barely open —they are sought by countless predators. When you encounter wildlife

- in spring, take care not to endanger animal young in any way. Spending too much




time at a nest may attract the interest of other watchers, ones on the hunt.

I e sure not to disturb a nest or handle young animals. That mule deer fawn

~hidden in the grass hasn’t been abandoned. Does hide their young for safety, S\
E= ! AN o
returning to reclaim them once danger has passed. Even baby birds fallen from YO P ” # 8 TS

a nest are best left alone. None of us need to be reminded to be careful if - These baby striped skunks were likely
- born in May or early June. They weren't

¢ weaned until about two months old, then
‘joined their mother on her nightly rounds

' _ to learn how and where to find food.

~ we come across the young of bears, mountain lions, coyotes and other
carnivores, but wildlife parents of most species will react defensively if
~ they perceive a threat to their young. Unwary hikers coming too close -

~ to nests or young have been dive-bombed by red-winged blackbirds, -

: ~ American avocets, great horned owls; charged by elk and moun-
Begin listening on sunny days in April £ ‘ ‘

{later at higher elevations) for the songs

of western chorus frogs, rising in pitch
like semeone running their thumb down

a comb. Check those same ponds throughout
spring and summer for hatched tadpoles and
metamorphosing young.

~tain goats; sprayed by skunks. The best choice is to observe -

 wildlife homes and young from a distance, and with

~respect as well as delight.

ElK cows are fussy about their calving
grounds, selecting places with nearby food
and water and secure cover. They leave the
herd to bear their calves, most of which are
born in late May and early June,

Great horned owl chicks begin hatching
in March and are kept warm and safe within
the nest by their attentive parents. Look

for owlets perched on tree limbs around

the nest about two months later, from
mid-May through June.
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Buliock's oriole

bright patch of orange and black moves nesting material, city-dwelling geese have made

busily about the branches of a cotton- use of it, tucking their nests away in these

wood along the Purgatoire River. The hidden hollows of oftice buildings and homes.

female Bullock's oriole weaves her nest, an Burrowing owls use an abundant grass-
intricate pouch suspended from springy land resource, cattle dung, to line their nest
branch tips. Dangling sometimes upside cavity. Why choose what seems to us a
down, she uses her bill like the weaver’s distasteful material? The animal dung
shuttle, intertwining weft and warp. Plant masks the scent of the owls from badgers
fibers are her material of choice, but anything and other predators. Cow droppings are a
threadlike will do, and oriole nests may incor- modern substitute for what was once
supplied by bison. ‘

Many hawks place fresh green leaves in
~ their nests, not for a Martha Stewart-effect

but to help control lice and parasites.

porate Christmas tree tinsel, shoelaces, yarn
and monofilament tishing line. ‘
 Soft plant silk or animal hair make for soft nest
linings. If you have a long-haired cat or dog, comb
their coats then tuck the fur in a notch in the fence They choose leaves with natural pesticides like
where nest-building parents can find it. Then ' hydrocyanic acid.
watch as your resident sparrows and finches , ' . Some flycatchers and titmice use
fly off with tufts of dog hair in their mouths. The Thln S snakeskin in their nests, to help water-proof
The female Canada goose builds her nest of them. Willing to Change‘ with the times,

. 4
grass, moss and sticks. Then she plucks the Anlma] NeStS these birds have used cellophane and plastic
down from her own breast to make a soft nest Ar e M a d e Of insulation as snakeskin substitutes. Hey,

lining. If an aluminum window well can be called whatever works!

JOIN US IN A WATCHABLE WILDLIFE VIEWING SKILLS WORKSHOP “Wildlife Watch” is an § hour workshop covering
where, when and how to see wildlife; wildlife identification; econytems; how Lo wse binoculars and spolting scopes; ethics; the basics of wildlife
management; and a field trip. Price i $15 per person or bousebold (not recommended for children under 12 due to length and intensity of
clas dessions). Workahopas are beld around the state. To find out about claswes; call (305) 291-7258 or fuce the botline at (303) 291-7110.

(:‘,l‘lrJuh?.Q “1'("“‘" C(!ll’lpl\]l_\'i pll‘li‘yhl'll I']ﬂ.'ll"l"'l_\.- ‘"n"Il‘ll Ires J\'. l"i‘u'"l_.'l' Permismon l_!l'u“"l'ii tor T";‘('“""' tion tor (‘l*{"'u‘ilil‘”\.“l <I||\I “‘lﬂ‘i'('l'lll“i.‘rl"rfll s “""!_\.‘ “'"h L rL‘iii: to writers.
Cillustrstors, Colorado’s Wildlife Company, and the Calorado Division of Wildlie Printed on 75 % recycléd paper Send letters to the editor cfo Mary Fayvlor Young, Editor; PO, Box 57551,

Denver. CO BO257. For subscription changes or additfons or to request back issues contact Rende Herving, Colordo Dhvision of Wildlife, 6060 Broadway, Denver, CO B0216: (305)291-7258,

‘megr<» COLORADO DIVISION OF WILDLIFE

John W Mumma, Director
6060 Broadway
Denver, CO 80216

STATE OF COLORADO

Bill Owens, Governor

DEPARTMENT OF NATURAL RESOURCES
Greg Walcher, Executive Director

%@* s R Bulk Rate
v, & : o o oot U.S. Postage
e > ' PAID
Denver, CO
e Permit 1533

GreatT OUuTDOORS
COLORADO

Address Service Requested

-



	DOC001.pdf
	DOC002
	DOC003
	DOC004
	DOC005

