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Bird-watching: A fascination that never fades

Avian behavior can be an environmental warning


By C. L. Kelly CORRESPONDENT

	

	



Visitors to Thompson’s Fort Hill Farms with Grafton ornithologist Mark Blazis, fourth from right, on Sunday, June 11. (C.L. KELLY)
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“They look like a flying cigar. Look how stiff they beat their wings.”[image: image4.png]




HELEN BLAZIS,
GRAFTON AVIAN STATION 


	




THOMPSON— Ten participants in an organized bird walk huddled to observe newly hatched barn swallows on a chilly Sunday early morning, June 11, at Fort Hill Farms in Thompson, Conn. 

Minutes before, visiting ornithologist Mark Blazis of Grafton had predicted that the parents would try to distract unwelcome guests. “They’re going to put on this broken-wing behavior to lead us away from the nest,” he had said. 

Sure enough, a parent bird noticeably hopped away from the grassy nest as a decoy. The group marveled that the barn swallow, which migrates the farthest of any North American bird, coming from the tip of South America, would choose such a precariously accessible spot. 

	




“They will nest in football fields,” said Helen Blazis, who, like her husband, has nurtured a lifelong study of bird habitats. 

A recently retired middle school science teacher from Auburn, Mr. Blazis whipped out his “bird bible,” “Neotropical Migratory Birds” by Richard DeGraaf, to describe ideal environmental conditions attractive to this species. “The bird indiscriminately occupies open areas like pastures and meadows, where grass is short, and it nests in bare ground or a gently sloping roof, like at my school,” the avian expert said as hikers adjusted their binoculars for a closer look. 

“It prefers edges of fresh water ponds and wet fields,” he said. 

Every condition that Mr. Blazis described was present near the spot the group stopped, just past strawberry fields and not too far from a small pond and a massive cornfield used as an educational maze later this summer. “All of us should be grateful to Peter and Kristin Orr (Fort Hill Farms owners) for preserving this land,” he said, adding that the town of Grafton recently paid $1.2 million to preserve 12 acres. 

Mr. Blazis regaled listeners with a personal account of how a surprised Auburn middle school principal discovered the former middle school science teacher and his class quietly perched on top of the school roof early one morning to observe nesting barn swallows. 

The Thompson hike represented another in a series of forays that Mr. Blazis has conducted through the years, including annual eighth-grade field trips to the Amazon jungle. A master bird bander, the former national science teacher of the year has also tracked birds with the United States geological surveys, and has served as long-time director of a Monitoring Avian Productivity and Survivorship Station in Grafton. Mrs. Blazis is assistant director of the same station. 

A killdeer flying close to the pond served as an example of the type of bird that the couple band to collect data. “We’ve recaptured these birds after seven transcontinental flights,” said Mrs. Blazis, who works as an Oxford High School Spanish teacher. “The killdeers are very territorial and will fly back to where they were born every year, so if the property becomes a house, they’ll die.” 

Other factors affect avian longevity. Billions of mating birds that have overwintered are ready for juicy caterpillars that feed on fresh green spring leaves. However, pesticides applied to decimate the hungry larvae population also affect birds. One participant wondered how the gypsy moth population was checked so well. 

“The gypsy moth population only crashed because of diseases within,” replied Mrs. Blazis, as a red-winged blackbird soared back and forth near the pond, guarding its territory. “This male is paying a high price for the show — it could be with his own mortality.” 

Weather patterns can also greatly affect avian survival rates. 

“Most of these birds started mating around May 5. The eggs are two weeks in the nest and then the hatched babies spend two weeks in the nest, however, they may not have survived because of the cold and rainy weather this past spring,” explained Mr. Blazis. “They will try another time to mate, and maybe even a third time. That’s very hard on the mother because of the nutrients required from her to form the eggs.” 

“In a nest of four, you’ll usually have two that will fledge and fly south and of those two, one will come back,” Mrs. Blazis said, adding that the male who offers the best protection, food and territory is the one that the selective female bird mates with. Forest fragmentation, coupled with nest-stealers such as cowbirds — also spotted at Fort Hill Farms — have also negatively affected birds like the wood thrush, which are dependent upon woodland habitat. 

The Blazises pointed out the swiftly flying, aptly named chimney swift. “They look like a flying cigar,” Mrs. Blazis said. “Look how stiff they beat their wings.” Her husband added that the bird species would harbor annually in a large chimney in Grafton each night and would leave right before the heat kicked on, when they migrated south. Birds nesting in a chimney that needed longer periods (of use) up North would have been out of a home. 

“These birds that we consider ours constitute half the birds in the tropics,” explained Mr. Blazis. “We can make laws outlawing DDT (a lethal pesticide) but if it’s allowed ‘down there’, birds can be wiped out.” He added that rain forest decimation also negatively affects tropical migrates, although species such as starlings, pigeons and house sparrows — typically regarded as “trash birds” — will continue to thrive and take their place in the total of quantity of birds worldwide. 

“If you don’t care what birds you see, we’ll always have enough birds to populate the world,” said Mr. Blazis. 

He identified an American Redstart in a fringe of nearby woods. The American Redstart warbler flies from the Venezuelan Andes mountains north to where it was born. 

“Thompson, Connecticut is the most important place on the earth for this bird,” marveled the Grafton avian specialist. “Can you believe it?” 



