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President’
President’s Message

Remembering Don Prentice
______Lynda Johnson

At this year’s annual meeting, I became the next person to
lead Sand Bluff Bird Observatory as president. I would like to
thank Megan Pease, Donna Hilton, Bryan Biehl, and Sharon
McCoy for their years of service as the officers of the board. I
hope that I can lead our group of volunteers to the same levels of
success they fostered for this great organization.
While we love to share our passion and knowledge of birds
with countless visitors, at our core we are a research organization. We brave the cold, mosquitoes, and cardinal beaks to learn
something about bird populations and other special research topics. Since our inception, we have always contributed our data to
a national database, but we have other research projects that are
ongoing at the banding station. We are excited to keep doing this
research and sharing it with the scientific community. Check out
some later articles about some of the research happening at the
station right now.
As spring is just around the corner, our volunteers are ready to
spring into action for a new season. We hope to put up nets for
our regular banding season on March 2nd at 7am, but we will see
what mother nature has in store for us with the lovely winter we
have had. As always, we welcome visitors, new volunteers, and
birds to visit us at Sand Bluff just like we have for the last 52
years.
I am excited to continue to lead Sand Bluff Bird Observatory
and make it an organization that is poised to flourish.

____Justin Keller
President of SBBO

Don Prentice, long-time friend of Sand Bluff Bird Observatory, passed away in November in Oracle, AZ. Don was one
of the three people who started
the North Central Illinois Ornithological Society (Rockford
bird club) in 1946. Lee Johnson
and his sister, Pat, met Don and
Dave Seal at Burpee Museum
of Natural History and started
attending NCIOS at that time,
thus began a long-time friendship with Milton Mahlbug, Director of Burpee Museum for 43
years.
Photo by John Longhenry of Don Prentice
Lee, Don, and Dave Seal
on October 14, 2010 when 2 HY Peregrine
went birdwatching many times. Falcons were captured and banded at the
hawk station.
Don was a little older, and not
only had a car, but knew all the
good birding spots in the area, including the "Blue Hole" at
one of the Forest Preserves.
Don is the person who told Lee and Dave about Cedar
Grove Ornithological Station in Wisconsin, which is where
Lee and Dave learned how to band birds in the late 1940s.
NOTE: At Don’s request, according to his daughter-in-law
Lisa Prentice, his ashes will scattered in the Madison River in
Montana this summer. He had a life-long passion for birding
and fly-fishing.

Robert Chapman concentrated on banding LongLong-eared Owls
———article and photos by John Longhenry

SBBO concluded another successful owl trapping season at the end of December 2018. The weather was not all that
cooperative during October due to warmer temperatures and rain, but as the days
grew colder we were able to trap and band more Northern Saw-whet Owls. Our
overall numbers were down for the year with 37 new owls and 10 recaptures, two
of which had foreign bands--one from Hawk Ridge and the other one from Green
Bay.
Robert Chapman, ornithologist and long-time SBBO volunteer, was able to
spend more time with us this year and he
decided to concentrate on trapping and
banding Long-eared Owls. He trapped his
first LEOW on Halloween Night and it was
a treat for those of us who were able to see
this magnificent owl. But Bob was not
through; over the next two months, he managed to trap and band a total of ten LEOWs, including four in one night on
December 15th. SBBO has never trapped and banded so many LEOWs in a season. Terrific job! Thanks, Bob for the time and effort spent on this project which
was much appreciated and SBBO looks forward to when you can return for
another owl banding season.

Fall 2018 Banding Report
As I sit here at my desk on January 30, 2019, the polar vortex has hit northern Illinois at -24 degrees. It’s a good time
to reflect on the 2018 fall banding season at Sand Bluff Bird Observatory. Overall quality and quantity of birds banded
in 2018 improved from 2017 totals. Much of this must be contributed to our increased presence at the banding station.
Our fall season total was 4,011 birds with 104 different species represented. 2018 was again led by the Swainson’s
Thrush with a total of 481 caught, banded and released.
Followed by: Gray Catbird
321
Ruby-crowned Kinglet
142
Cedar Waxwing
309
American Goldfinch
112
Slate-colored Junco 259
Hermit Thrush
106
House Wren
173
White-throated Sparrow
106
Tennessee Warbler
167
Our largest day catch was 239 birds of 33 species.
Some interesting captures this season included two Northern Saw-whet Owls both caught on the same night. One
was originally caught at Hawk Ridge in Duluth, Minnesota and the other was from Brown County Wisconsin, both over
3 years old. Another recaptured bird was a Slate-colored Junco that we banded at Sand Bluff on October 28, 2016 as a
hatch year bird and caught again on November 8, 2018, now 2 years old. They do come back to winter in the same area.
That’s all for now except for a big “Thank You”
You” to all our donors and visitors. Without you, we don’t function!
See you at the Banding Station this spring.
__________Mike Eickman Station Master

Baltimore Oriole Plumage Research
_______by Justin Keller
As part of my permit to band birds, the banding lab wanted me to propose a research project. One event stood out to me that I just
had to investigate. Several years earlier, I remember banding a Baltimore Oriole that had a complicated history. According to our
records, this individual had been identified as male and female on several different occurrences spanning several years. Now, Baltimore Oriole plumage changes significantly from the breeding season (alternate plumage) to nonbreeding season (basic plumage). A
male can indeed look like a female when they are migrating south for the winter or are very young.
This encounter made me want to study how the plumage of an oriole can change over time. This last spring, we banded and characterized the plumage of a handful of Baltimore Orioles. Since this study focuses on how an individual’s plumage changes over
time, I am really hoping to retrap individuals in subsequent years to see how their plumage compares to photos taken in previous
years. Below are a few of last year’s Baltimore Orioles caught and banded during the spring 2018 season. What struck me was the
surprising diversity in plumage when you closely observe an Oriole’s feathers.

Classic female plumage. Orangish brown overall with
very little black mottling in the head or back. No
black tail feathers either. (All photos by Justin Keller)

Mostly a female plumage, but heavily mottled in the head
and back with black feathers.

This was the most interesting plumage of the season.
Notice the black mask, orange/brown cap, black
back, but no black tail feathers.

Classic male plumage. Jet black head and back. Bright
orange wing bar and black in the tail.

PLEASE HELP US ... in any way you can
Our non-profit organization survives because of private contributions of time and money from friends just like you. Please examine the list below and help
us continue our important banding program by making your contribution!
Enclosed is a (tax-deductible) contribution of
$10.00 (Subscriber)

Enclosed is a (tax-deductible) donation of ________________
in memory of __________________________________

$25.00 (Donor)

to honor ______________________________________

$50.00 (Supporting Member)

for the Sand Bluff Bird Observatory Endowment Fund

$100.00 (Net Sponsor)

I’d like to learn more about volunteering, please call me!

$250.00(Sustaining Member)

Please contact me to schedule a program/tour for my group!

Name (please print)
Address
City

State

Telephone (days)

(evenings)

Zip + 4

(e-mail)

Please return this form to: Sand Bluff Bird Observatory, P. O. Box 2, Seward, Illinois 61077

The Cedar Waxwing, Bombycilla cedrorum
_______by Ivy Otto

Waxwings, family Bombycillidae, are plump, silkysmooth, medium-sized, highly social birds. The name waxwing derives from the red drop-like tips of their secondary
flight feathers, which resemble the wax once used to seal
letters in historical times.
The Cedar Waxwing, a species fond of Cedar berries, is
common in northern Illinois.
Its close relative, the larger
Bohemian Waxwing, occurs
in more northernly climates.
At SBBO, Cedar Waxwings are regularly banded,
especially in fall. To learn
more about the identification Adult Cedar Waxwing
Photo provided by Ivy Otto
and natural history of this
charming passerine, visit our
website at www.sandbluff.org and click on the online version of this newsletter for bonus
content on page 5.

EDUCATIONAL OPPORTUNITIES
FOR CLASSES AND GROUPS
Classroom teachers keep us in mind to
enhance your spring curriculum involving
birds, habitats, adaptation, and migration. We
can provide a list of possible birds to expect.
Group leaders of youth and adult organizations, we welcome your visits, too.
Weekdays or a weekend group of 10 or
more can schedule a “group presentation”
with a suggested donation of $5 per person.
Photo by Thelma Bottum
Smaller groups may join the general visitors.
Call Kathy Hoel (pictured), 815-877-2938 or e-mail
info@sandbluff.org/subject: SBBO group visit, for details and
to reserve your spot. Allow 1½ hours to watch the banding.
process and visit the nets.

SBBO ANNUAL BOARD MEETING
The annual board meeting was held at 10:00 am on Saturday, January 26, 2019 at Severson Dells Nature Center with 20
attending.
Minutes and treasurer’s reports were read and approved; an
audit of the 2018 books was completed prior to the meeting.
Upcoming events, research projects, policies and procedures
were on the agenda.
Elected to the board for three year terms were Stacey
Bivens, Deb Eickman, Esther Schippers, Kathy Hoel and Dave
References:
Seal. Chosen as 2019 officers were Justin Keller, President; Ivy
Ehrlich, Paul R. 1985. The Birders Otto, Vice President; Stacey Bivens, Secretary and
Handbook: A guide to the natural Deb Eickman, Treasurer.

history of North American birds.
New York, N.Y.: Simon and
Schuster Inc.

An adult Cedar Waxwing rests
in a blossoming apple tree.
Photo provided by Ivy Otto

WOULD YOU LIKE TO VOLUNTEER?

Contact Justin Keller: sbbo.volunteer@gmail.com
or visit the banding station this spring.

SPRING BANDING TO RESUME IN MARCH

If the weather cooperates, volunteers will gather on Saturday, March 2 at 7:00 am to set up the nets for spring banding
with regular banding schedule to begin March 9. Should conditions prevent putting up the nets, the schedule will move forward one week for each event. If you would like to assist in
putting up the nets, please contact Justin Keller at the email
address below—even if you can only offer a few hours of help.
At the beginning of each season, it is always recommended
to call the station to confirm that banding is taking place before
traveling to Colored Sands Forest Preserve. Inclement weather
and lack of staff sometimes dictates whether SBBO is open for
visitors.
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WHOO’s coming
to Birdfest?
Hope it’s YOUU!
Photo by John Longhenry

Birdfest 2019
Sat. May 11—8 a.m.-4 p.m.
Sun. May 12—8 a.m.-3 p.m.

ADDRESS CORRECTIONS

Warbler Spring Migration Week
Mother’s Day Weekend

If you wish to cancel, subscribe or correct your mailing address for
the Sand Bluff Birder, please e-mail: bottum4548@gmail.com.
Subject: SBBO Birder

Adults—$4.00 donation
4-12 yrs.—$2.00 donation
3 & under—free
Get close to a wild bird & learn why birds are
banded. See raptors, visit the Kid’s Korner,
Kayak down the Sugar River
with Rocktown Adventures $$
Silent Auction, Eickman’s food tent
and much, much more.
Details soon on our website or Facebook
Come on out to Colored Sands & SBBO!
Here’s How To Reach Us!
During Operating Hours: 815-629-2671
Mailing Address: Sand Bluff Bird Observatory
P. O. Box 2
Seward, IL 61077
GPS Address: 10602 Haas Rd, Rockton, IL
Be sure to visit our website at: www.sandbluff.org
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The Cedar Waxwing Bombycilla cedrorum
______by Ivy Otto

Cedar Waxwings were the fourth most numerous species banded at SBBO in 2018 with a total of 316. Fall
produced the highest number of birds at 309 of which 215 were hatched during the 2018 nesting season.
Those who know Cedar Waxwings recognize them by their soft red-brown plumage, crested head, black
mask, and the unusual red wax tips of their secondary flight feathers. Their quiet, high pitched Seee-calls are
usually what first alerts me to the presence of a flock. Flocking is central in Cedar Waxwing behavior and a
clue to identification in the field.
Although the sexes look similar, in the hand it is often possible to distinquish
them apart. Males are known by a larger amount of black on the chin and a greater
width to the yellow tips of fresh tail feathers. Males also tend to have more wax tips
than females although numbers increase in both
sexes with age. The length and number of wax tips
are thought to serve as a status-signaling structure
and thus may influence mate selection during
courtship.
Through the window of Cedar Waxwing plumage is seen an interesting intersection of human
activity, plant ecology, bird physiology and behavior, and molt patterns. Feather structure and plant
pigments are responsible for the color of feathers.
A young female Cedar Waxwing
The red wax tips on the secondaries and the yellow
having small wax tips.
terminal band on the tail feathers of Cedar Waxwings are derived from dietary carotenoid pigments called xanthophylls. On occasion, we band birds having orange tipped tails instead of yellow. This phenomenon
was first noticed in eastern North America around 1960. Using biochemical analyCedar Waxwing having both
sis, scientists determined that birds feeding on berries containing the carotenoid
pigment rhodoxanthin, as they were in the process growing new tail feathers, devel- yellow and orange tipped tail
feathers.
oped orange tips instead of the normal yellow. Orange tips were often observed on
hatch year birds whose tail feather growth coincided with the ripening of the rhodoxanthin-rich berries of Morrow’s Honeysuckle, implicating it as the source.
Morrow’s Honeysuckle is an exotic Eurasian shrub that was introduced to the United States before 1900. It
increased its range and became highly established around 1950 when well-meaning government agencies propagated and dispensed it into the landscape for its beneficial food value to wildlife. Biologists ask, knowing
plumage coloration can influence mate selection in birds, do the orange-tipped tails of honeysuckle-eating
waxwings affect their attractiveness as potential mates?
Cedar Waxwings breed in the northern half of the United States and in Canada. In winter Cedars can be
found in the southern United States and may also migrate into Central America.
Pair formation takes place during spring migration and within flocks. I
have been fortunate to witness a delightful aspect of their courtship ritual
called the side-hop display. While bird watching in my backyard, I observed
a pair sitting next to one another on a branch in a highbush cranberry shrub,
both facing the same direction. There they passed a berry back and forth.
Holding the berry in its bill, the first bird hopped sideways to the second
bird and passed the berry to its mouth. The second bird, now having the berry in its mouth, hopped away from the first and then towards it, passing the
berry back to the first bird. They continued passing the berry back and forth
for several minutes until one of them, presumably the female, finally ate it. I
was able to witness this amusing behavior a second time when another pair
A pair engaged in the side-hop courtship display. Note the unripe mulberry chose a mulberry as their nuptial gift.
in the mouth of the bird on the right.
Cedar Waxwings breed late in the year, the timing coinciding with summer fruit production. Nests are built in trees 3-50 feet up, usually in the fork of a horizontal limb and out from
the trunk. Nest construction takes an average of 6 days and is done by both male and female. The loosely built
cup-shaped nest is made of twigs and grass, and lined with moss, hair and other fine materials. Webbing from

old tent caterpillar nests is often included. Since a pair defends only the immediate area around their nest,
Cedar Waxwings sometimes nest in small colonies. Even while nesting the birds will join a flock to forage.
They’ll return with the flock and peel off when they reach their own nest.
Cedars lay 2-6 eggs and may have two clutches. The eggs hatch from 11-13 days. The young are altricial;
born naked, blind and helpless, weighing only about a mere one tenth of an ounce. It will take 14 to 18 days
before they leave the nest and another ten days before they become independent from their parents. Once on
their own, they join flocks of other young Cedars.
Cedar Waxwings eat berries, fruit, sap, flowers and insects. In
spring, flocks descend on
my apple tree to feast on
the blossoms and, if any
berries remain on the
Highbush Cranberry,
they are soon devoured.
Elderberry fruits, ripening in late summer and
fall, are also relished. If I
had room, I’d plant a
crabapple, as their fruits
A Cedar Waxwing snacks on an apple blossom are also very attractive to
in my backyard.
Cedars. Although Cedar A young Cedar Waxwing feasts on Elderberries.
Waxwings are primarily
frugivores, they also eat insects. While canoeing the Kickapoo River (WI) in August, my friends and I were
entertained along the way by dozens of Cedars catching flying insects over the river.
You can attract these lovely birds to your home by providing water and planting fruiting shrubs such as Elderberries and
Highbush Cranberry. Crabapple, cherry and apple trees are
also a sure bet.

Cedars are social birds that welcome a thirst quenching bath. Note the orange tip on the tail feather of the
bird on the left.

A Cedar Waxwing preens itself after
taking a bath in my backyard water
feature.

Cedar Waxwing in spring.

References:
https://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Cedar_Waxwing/lifehistory
MOUNTJOY J. AND R. J. ROBERTSON. 1988. Why are waxwings “waxy”? Delayed plumage maturation
in the Cedar Waxwing. Auk 105:61- 69
STOKES, DONALD W. AND LILLIAN Q. 1983. A Guide to Bird Behavior, Vol. II. Boston: Little, Brown
and Company.
WITMER, MARK C. 1996. Consequences of an alien shrub on the plumage coloration and ecology of Cedar Waxwings. The Auk 113(4):735-743.
Editor’s note: Ivy Otto has been a SBBO volunteer since 1998 and is a sub-permittee bander. She resides in
Evansville, WI. All of the photos included in the article were taken by Ivy.

