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Programs
Meetings are held in Scottsdale:  

Papago Buttes Church of the Brethren 

(northwest of 64th Street and Oak Street, 

which is between Thomas Road and 

McDowell Road). Southbound, you may 

enter from 64th Street, just north of Oak 

Street. If coming from the south, turn left 

(west) at Oak Street and then right at 

the Elks Lodge. Continue north along the 

eastern edge of their parking lot and turn 

right into the church parking lot. Look for 

signs that say “Audubon.” Come and join 

us and bring a friend! MAS holds a monthly 

meeting on the first Tuesday of the month 

from September through April.

Committees/Support
Arizona Audubon Council Rep

Position Open

Bookstore
Sochetra Ly

602 860-0370

Poet Laureate
David Chorlton
480 705-3227

Website
Laurie Nessel

602 391-4303
laurienessel@gmail.com

Maricopa Audubon Website
http://www.maricopaaudubon.org

Colors are the smiles of nature.

Leigh Hunt (1784-1859)

An Investment in the Future
Bequests are an important source of 
support for the Maricopa Audubon Society. 
Your chapter has dedicated itself to the 
protection of the natural world through 
public education and advocacy for the wiser 
use and preservation of our land, water, air 
and other irreplaceable natural resources.

You can invest in the future of our natural 
world by making a bequest in your will to 
the Maricopa Audubon Society. Talk to your 
attorney for more information on how this 
can be accomplished.

December 4, 2018 

Zachary Graham  
The Natural History and Fighting Behavior 
of Freshwater Crayfish
Freshwater crayfish are aquatic invertebrates 
that play a central role in the ecology of their 
habitats. Over 650 individual species are 
currently recognized; although all crayfish have 
similar body plans, a wide range of behavioral, 
morphological, and physiological diversity exists 
within the group. Interestingly, the survival 
of many crayfish depends entirely on their 
ability to intimidate and fight other crayfish 
for resources. Zack’s talk will cover general 
aspects of crayfish biology with an emphasis on 
their fighting behavior. 

Zack Graham is an animal behavior doctoral 
student at Arizona State University. He was 
born in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania and like 
many Appalachian children, has memories 
of catching crayfish in local streams. After 
receiving a psychology degree from Penn 
State University, he somehow ended up 
working with a thermal biologist studying the 
fighting behavior of crayfish. 

January 8, 2019

David and Diane Reesor   
Birds of Sri Lanka 
This program highlights the best of the 
Reesors’ explorations in Sri Lanka, including 
sloth bears. A professional photographer, David 
Reesor’s skills with a camera along with pithy 
remarks on each image will impress and edify. 
The Reesors include interesting excerpts from 
their encounters with the locals, who Diane 
refers to as “the most engaging people we 
have ever met.”

February 5, 2019

Jeff Perry  
Least Bitterns at GWR 
In spring 2016, three adult Least Bitterns were 
spotted around the fishing pond at Gilbert 
Water Ranch. Jeff Perry has spent most of his 
weekends since observing and photographing 
the birds, from the male competing for the 
female’s attention, and a failed nesting attempt 
that summer, to a successful pairing and raising 

of two broods in 2017. Join Jeff as he shares 
some of his anecdotes and images.

Jeff Perry started birding and bird 
photography in the Seattle area in the late 
1980s. He moved to Iowa City in 1992 where 
he focused on owl photography and followed a 
pair of Barred Owls for three years. He enjoys 
behavioral observations as much as capturing 
images and spends more time learning about 
species of interest and less on increasing his 
life list. Jeff moved to Phoenix in 2009. Having 
taken a hiatus from photography for some 
years, he found the beauty of the desert and 
species of the Southwest reignited this interest. 

March 5, 2019

Jim Burns   
Local Patch: Treasures Nearby 
The last time Jim Burns gave a MAS program 
he went exotic and took us to Costa Rica.  This 
time he’s going local and taking us just a few 
miles from his front door for a peek behind the 
curtain into the lives of common Valley birds 
with which we’re all familiar. Come with Jim for 
a visit to his local patch.

Pied-billed Grebe with sunfish.
Photo by Jim Burns

Asian Paradise Flycatcher. 
Photo by David Reesor

Least Bittern. Photo by Jeff Perry

Fighting Crayfish. Photo by Zack Graham



3W i n t e r  2 0 1 8

p
resid

en
t’s m

essag
e

Fall storms, often remnants of Pacific hurricanes, sometimes 
bring the Sonoran Desert the promise of a spring full of 
wildflowers. Let’s hope that the storms we are having in 

early October do just that! Of course, this unusual fall moisture 
needs to be followed by regular, evenly spaced winter rains 
and snows in the high country throughout the winter. In the 
past several years we haven’t gotten any of that and we have 
not received the full complement of summer rains, either. 
Extended and severe drought has been the result and the natural 
systems—the birds, the other wildlife, and the special vegetation 
they require have all suffered. Let us all hope and pray that 
the weather pattern favors us this winter with gentle rains that 
engender a healthier, more fruitful desert and less fire danger 
next year. 

Speaking of fall storms, we are now experiencing the long overdue end of the hot weather 
of summer. It also means that many of our members will be returning to the Valley for the 
winter and attending our monthly meetings, our field trips, and our other activities. Remember, 
the Christmas Bird Count season is just around the corner and we need you to participate! 
You do not need to be an expert birder to contribute in a positive way during one of these 
counts. Just look on the list of counts in this issue of The Cactus Wren•dition for one in 
which you would like to help and call or email the compiler to say you would like to take part. 

In addition to urging you to participate in a Christmas Bird Count, I would like to take this 
opportunity to ask you, the members, for any comments or suggestions that you might have 
about how we can make this a more effective and more enjoyable organization. I and the 
Board of Directors sincerely endeavor to make improvements and we welcome your input. 
My contact information, as well as for all of the Board, is available on the back page of  
the Wren•dition. @ 

Mark W. Larson
President

Mark W. Larson

Letter from the Editor
b y  G i l l i a n  R i c e

“Thousands of tired, nerve-shaken, over-civilized people are 
beginning to find out that going to the mountains is going home; 
that wilderness is a necessity…” I was struck by this quotation 
by John Muir that Eric Rutkow includes in his book, American 
Canopy: Trees, Forests, and the Making of a Nation.  
A contemporary observation but written over a hundred years 
ago. Research continues to support Muir’s view: being out 
in nature is good for us. One reason might be that when we 
experience the natural world and watch the flora, fauna, or even 
the clouds floating by, we live in the moment.

Our minds don’t wander. We are in the present. We are not 
agonizing over the past (Should I have said that? Why did I do 
that?) or worrying about the future (What should I say to so-

and-so? What should I plan for the holidays?). 
Think of a special nature moment you’ve had. I remember seeing Saturn for the first time 

through a telescope: oh, look, the rings! Somehow, it’s just different when you see something 
“for real.” I thought of nothing else but Saturn’s rings in that moment. I wanted the moment to 
last and last but had to share and let someone else look through the telescope. When I saw a 
family of coyote pups, it was impossible to think of anything else I was so thrilled. 

Read about special nature moments experienced by contributors to this issue of the 
Wren•dition: Andrew Hoppin spots a rare egret; Robert Ashton encounters an owl; Matt 
VanWallene writes of his excitement at pelagic birding; and Walt Anderson tells how safari 
travelers become captivated by birds of the East African grasslands. But you don’t have to 
go far to be close to nature. Mary Martin relates her tale of helping a family of White-winged 
Doves in her backyard.

We can’t always be out in nature, but we can bring nature close. Watching birds is 
meditative. Taking a few minutes now and then from our day to watch hummingbirds at the 
feeder and contemplate nothing else but their beauty helps us reduce stress, even that tough 
holiday stress. 

Many thanks to this issue’s contributors. To them and to all of you, I wish many special 
experiences in nature this winter season. @

Gillian Rice
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On the Cover: Reddish Egret
Nikon D800E, Lens: Tamron SP 150-
600mm G2, 1/1250sec, f/8, ISO 1250, 
Salt River, October 1, 2018, by Andrew 
Cahill Hoppin

Andrew says: Tropical storm Rosa had 
just rolled into the valley, but I was determined 

to make my routine trip to the Salt River. I made my usual trek 
upstream from Granite Reef to the Kerr nest site where I usually 
rest and say hello to my eagle friends. The weather was dismal, 
and I was the only person along this particular section the whole 
time I was there. I noticed the usual Great Blue Heron pair, 
Snowy and Great Egrets, and this darker buddy that immediately 
caught my eye. I trudged through the mud up to where it 
was frolicking joyfully after the fish at its feet, but it tended to 
avoid me. I then got back in my kayak and positioned myself 
perpendicularly to its location and came in slowly. The bird was 
extremely lenient of my position, and only flapped away once, 
more out of respect for my space rather than fear. I got home 
and sent the images to my friend Jack Holloway for the definitive 
identification: juvenile Reddish Egret. What a wonderful joy it 
was to capture this beautiful rare bird.

The Birds of Phoenix and Maricopa County reports that the 
Reddish Egret is a casual summer and fall post-breeding visitor 
along the edge of rivers, marshes, irrigation ditches, ponds, 
lakes, and reservoirs. Only three winter records exist; all juveniles 
probably from breeding areas in Mexico’s Sea of Cortez region.

Are you a Friend?
Do you enjoy reading The Cactus 
Wren•dition? Are you a “Friend of Maricopa 
Audubon?” Or have you renewed your 
membership this year? Please support 
Maricopa Audubon by becoming a Friend. 
Please see the back page of The Cactus 
Wren•dition for full details. Your contribution 
will help fund the publication of the 
Wren•dition. Thank you for your support!
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Maricopa Audubon Society Field Trips & Workshops
Car Pooling: Please make every effort to organize 
your own car pool, consolidate vehicles at meeting 
places and/or contact leaders for car pooling 
assistance. Be courteous to the trip leaders and 
help cover their gas costs. We recommend that 
passengers reimburse drivers 10 cents per mile each.

Reminders:  
• �Avoid wearing bright colors. Wear neutral-colored 

clothing and sturdy walking shoes.
• �Bring sunscreen, sunglasses, head protection, and 

water.
• �Always bring your binoculars. Bring a scope if 

recommended.
• �Submit trip and leader suggestions to the Field Trip 

Chair, Larry Langstaff.
• �Unless stated otherwise, reservations are required.

Day Passes: Many locations in the National Forests 
require Day Use Passes. For details, see  
http://www.fs.usda.gov/main/tonto/passes-permits

Wednesday, January 9

Arlington

Thanks to Donna Smith of Sonoran Audubon Society, 

a great route around Arlington, west of Phoenix, 

through agricultural fields, is reliable for Burrowing 

Owls and diurnal raptors, sparrows, and common 

desert species, plus waterfowl at canals and farm 

ponds. Start 7:15 am in Buckeye and end there six 

hours later. Mostly car birding. Limit: 8 

Leader: Kathe Anderson, kathe.coot@cox.net

Saturday, January 12

Santa Cruz Flats 

See wintering raptors perched on roadside poles. 

Search agricultural areas south of Casa Grande for 

location specialties: Crested Caracara, Mountain 

Plover, and Sprague’s Pipit. Leave Tempe 6:15 

am, with sunrise occurring before we arrive on the 

flats around 7:25 am. Return early afternoon. Bring 

binoculars (and a scope if you have one), water and 

snacks, and wear subdued-colored clothing. Limit: 11 

plus leader in three cars.

Leader: Dave Pearson. To reserve, send cell # 

to Larry Langstaff, larrylangstaff1@gmail.com

Saturday, February 9 

Base & Meridian Wildlife Area

Visit an urban riparian and marshland area owned by 

AZ Game & Fish. Explore habitat along the Gila River 

looking for water and marsh birds, raptors, and a 

variety of songbirds. Leave Tempe 7:00 am; return by 

noon. Bring water, binoculars, and a hat. Difficulty: 2 

(mostly an old paved road). Limit: 6.   

Leader: Cindy Marple, clmarple@cox.net

Wednesday, February 13

Arlington Valley 

Look for hawks, Sandhill Cranes, sparrows, and 

waterfowl in this agricultural area southwest of 

Phoenix. Riparian habitat and low desert brush boost 

our species total. Bring snacks, a drink, and a scope if 

you have one. Easy. Limit: 11 plus leader in three cars.

Leader: Dave Pearson. To reserve, send cell # 

to Larry Langstaff, larrylangstaff1@gmail.com

Monday, February 18

Sweetwater and El Rio

Start 5:30 am from Phoenix, and head south to 

explore El Rio (formerly known as the Coachline 

Gravel Pits) and Sweetwater Wetlands, just outside 

north Tucson. Good days here top 40 species, mostly 

waterfowl, shorebirds and water-related songbirds 

like Common Yellowthroat, Yellow-headed and Red-

winged Blackbirds, and Vermilion Flycatcher. Also 

unexpected sightings such as Bobcat. Paths mostly 

level dirt and easily negotiated. End 1:30 pm in 

Phoenix. Difficulty 1-2. Limit: 8. 

Leader: Kathe Anderson, kathe.coot@cox.net

Saturday February 23 

Pima Canyon (South Mountain Park)

Hike a gently rising wide path to see and learn some 

typical Sonoran desert birds, including Canyon 

Towhees, Costa’s Hummingbirds, possible Bendire’s 

and Crissal Thrashers, and raptors. Also see adjacent 

petroglyphs and beautiful wildflowers. 8:30-10:30 

am. Difficulty: 1. Bring water, hat, walking shoes, 

optional scope. Limit 8. 

Leader: Myron Scott. To reserve, send cell # to Larry 

Langstaff, larrylangstaff1@gmail.com

Friday, March 8

Big Day: Birding from Oak Flat to the Water Ranch 

Goal: over 70 species in at least four habitats, 

including the uplands of Oak Flat, the oasis of Boyce 

Thompson Arboretum, and the suburban wetlands 

of Gilbert Water Ranch. Walking areas are mostly 

level; plan to cover up to four miles. Start 5:45 am 

from Gilbert and return at 2:00 pm. Difficulty 1-2. 

Limit: 8. 

Leader: Kathe Anderson, kathe.coot@cox.net

 

Saturday, March 9 

Oak Flat (Ga’an Canyon)

View lingering winter and typical spring Sonoran 

upland and oak-juniper birds: juncos, Crissal 

Thrasher, Black-chinned Sparrow, Bewick’s Wren, 

probable early Vermilion Flycatcher, three towhee 

species, and raptors. This area is sacred to the San 

Carlos Apache, but planned for mining. Look at test 

drilling sites and impacts. 9:00-11:30 am. Difficulty: 5 

(some uphill walking). Bring snacks, water, hat, sturdy 

walking shoes, optional scope. Limit: 10. 

Leader: Myron Scott. To reserve, send cell # to Larry 

Langstaff, larrylangstaff1@gmail.com

Wednesday, March 13  

Glendale Recharge Ponds

These large ponds attract huge numbers of waterfowl, 

shorebirds, and raptors during the winter. Bird for 

two and a half to three hours. Bring water, hat, and 

binoculars. Scopes useful here! Difficulty 1. Limit: 8. 

Leader: Cindy Marple, clmarple@cox.net

Saturday, March 16

Flagstaff Area Lakes

Meet 8:00 am in Flagstaff. Bring lunch and warm 

clothing. Look for waterfowl on the lakes. Possible 

species include Bald Eagle, Red Crossbill, Cassin’s 

Finch, Pinyon Jay, and Rough-legged Hawk. Minimum 

of 6 people required.

Leader: Charles Babbitt, 602 840-1772 

or cjbabbitt@cox.net

Monday, March 18 

Mt Ord 

Mt. Ord (7100’), in the Mazatzal mountains, is one of 

Maricopa County’s few choices for high elevation bird 

habitat. An early start could grace us with one of the 

premier sunrises in the county. See Western Bluebird, 

White-breasted and Pygmy Nuthatches, Hairy 

and Acorn Woodpeckers, Woodhouse’s Scrub-

Jay, Bridled Titmouse, Hutton’s Vireo, and Spotted 

Towhee. Potential sightings include: Painted 

Redstart, Olive Warbler, Cassin’s Finch, and Red 

Crossbill. Difficulty: 2. Uneven rock surfaces and 

short travel down moderately steep drainage. Meet 

at 5:00 am. Return at about 1:00 pm. Bring snacks, 

water, hat, sturdy walking shoes, hiking poles if 

necessary for drainage, and lunch. Limit: 8. 

Leader: Dara Vasquez. To reserve, send cell # to Larry 

Langstaff, larrylangstaff1@gmail.com

For additional field trips, sign up for the 

e-newsletter (see page 11). To join a 

Christmas Bird Count trip, see page 21.

WORKSHOPS

Raptor Workshop and Field Trip with Kathe 

Anderson. 10:00-11:30 am, Papago Church of 

the Brethren, February 19, and 6:30 am to noon, 

Arlington, February, 24, 2019. 

See www.maricopaaudubon.org for details and 

registration or call Laurie Nessel, 602 391-4303. 

Sparrows without Anxiety: Workshop and Field 

Trip with Tom Gaskill. 6:00-9:00 pm, Papago 

Church of the Brethren, March 7, 2019 and 7:00 

am-3:30 pm, Rio Salado Audubon Center, March 

9. Sparrows are beautiful. They can be enjoyable 

(and even fun). Get past the angst that sparrow 

identification causes by seeing sparrows differently: 

focus on habitat niche specialization, genus, and 

shape, not on plumage. We’ll focus on strategies for 

identifying and appreciating LBJs (“little brown jobs”). 

The field trip will put those lessons into practice.

See www.maricopaaudubon.org for details and 

registration or call Laurie Nessel, 602 391-4303.
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In June, the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) published 
a new Resource Management Plan (RMP) for those 
portions of the San Pedro River included in the SPRNCA. 
The Plan compares four alternatives, but the preferred 
alternative would dramatically increase cattle grazing, 
hunting, and off-road vehicle use.  

Under the BLM’s preferred alternative, cattle grazing, now 
limited to 7030 acres, would be permitted on 26,450 acres, 
3.8 times as much and almost half the SPRNCA. The actual 
burden from grazing would be even greater, since animal unit 
months would rise from 592 at present to 3955 under BLM’s 
preferred alternative, almost seven times as many. 

The RMP has not been well received by MAS or others 
concerned about the San Pedro. MAS members who attended 
the September meeting endorsed a letter written by Kathe 
Anderson, since submitted to the BLM, questioning the 
increases proposed in roads, off-road vehicle use and grazing. 
Robin Silver, MAS Vice President, submitted detailed comments 
on behalf of the Center for Biological Diversity and MAS. 

Reading the RMP, it’s difficult to understand how BLM could 
recommend more hunting, grazing and off-road vehicles. The 
RMP describes conditions on the ground that undercut its 
preferred alternative. The RMP itemizes these harms  
from grazing:

“[The preferred] Alternative C would increase livestock grazing 
in areas that have a severe susceptibility to erosion from grazing.”  

“Livestock grazing can compact soil by forming dense layers 
near the surface….[T]oo much compaction can decrease the 
rate of water infiltration and gas exchange.”

“Decreased gas exchange rates can cause aeration 
problems and soil chemistry changes, and negatively affect root 
metabolism. All of these are stressing agents of vegetation, 
which is a key component of soil stabilization.” 

“Livestock grazing reduces perennial vegetation cover by 
approximately 30%.” 

 “[The preferred] Alternative C would also require new wells  
in upland areas to service livestock.”

“Grazing hurts wildlife by reducing vegetation, spreading 
weeds, reducing water quality, altering water channels, 
trampling egg masses and causing erosion.” 

And after all this, the BLM prefers: more grazing!
Dean Bibles, Arizona Director of the BLM when the 

SPRNCA was established also wrote. In his words, “Frankly, 
there is no scientific or other common sense reason to allow 
privately owned livestock in the area.”  

Former Director Bibles’ letter also addressed whether the 
BLM’s Plan violated the law establishing the SPRNCA by 
treating this National Conservation Area as though it were 
ordinary BLM land, subject to the doctrines of multiple use. He 
wrote: “The preferred option is contrary to the expressed and 
intended purpose of the SPRNCA and misunderstands that the 
BLM is responsible for some for some special areas that are 
not to be managed as multiple use.” 

To quote the BLM: “The SPRNCA law calls for conserving, 
protecting, and enhancing the riparian area and the aquatic, 
wildlife, archaeological, paleontological, scientific, cultural, 
educational, and recreational resources, while allowing only 
such use that would further the primary purposes for which the 
conservation area was established.” 

The stated goal of that legislation was to “conserve, protect, 
and enhance.” The assets to be conserved, protected, and 
enhanced were limited to “aquatic, wildlife, archaeological 
scientific, cultural educational and recreational resources.” 

The authorizing legislation required the BLM to allow only 
such uses as further the primary purposes for which the 
conservation area was established. The RMP appears instead 
to have been written to consider BLM’s usual mandate, 
allowing multiple economic and recreational uses. MAS and 
several of its allies have stressed this difference in their formal 
comments. @

San Pedro Riparian National Conservation Area (SPRNCA)
b y  M a r k  H o r l i n g s

Arizona’s Department of Environmental Quality plans to assume responsibility for issuing Clean Water Act 
permits. ADEQ would investigate plans to fill or dredge wetlands, review environmental effects, and then approve, 
deny, or seek changes to the project. 

When federal agencies make these decisions, courts review them under the Endangered Species or National Environmental 
Policy Acts. State control would remove this oversight.  

In July, ADEQ organized six committees of stakeholders to advise on different aspects of the changeover. I’m a member of 
a committee on the Endangered Species Act and another advising on consultation with Arizona’s tribes. Reports are due in 
December, and ADEQ hopes to publish final plans for the takeover in mid-2019.  @

Be Social!  
Find MAS on 

Facebook
facebook.com/MaricopaAudubonSociety

404 Permits Update: 
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Picky, picky, picky -- that was my thought as I watched 
a White-winged Dove select one twig with great care, 
only to quickly decide that another one was better... 
no, this one over here. Finally, it settled on one, then, 
looking about with caution, it flew up into our backyard 
tree.  When I saw no dove activity, I took my binoculars 
and discovered the beginnings of a nest, and later, the 
whole nest.

The nest looked complete after a few days, but it was many 
days before I saw the dove actually in the nest. Every so often I 
would head out under the tree with my binoculars and check. At 
last, there she was! Then I never seemed to catch her on the nest 
for several days.  

I marked my calendar for the time when I saw an adult on the 
nest regularly. It could have been a her or a him, I realized, since 
I had learned from my book, The Sibley Guide to Bird Life & 
Behavior, that both parents share incubating duty, with males 
doing duty part of the daytime hours and the female during the 
night. After two weeks had passed, I checked every few days but 
I never was sure I saw any little ones. I never heard any cheeping 
or begging coming from the nest, so I wondered if the eggs had 
been infertile. I didn’t continue to monitor the nest  
as often.  

Then, after more than a week, a monsoon dust storm hit in 
the late afternoon, with mighty winds, but no rain. When calm 
returned, I went out to gather up various bits of trash that had 
blown in. As I entered the rear yard, I saw two doves, nestlings, 
on the ground. The nest had been blown upside down several 
branches below where it had been.

One dove was quite a bit larger than the other and I thought of 
it as a teenager. Gawky, helpless, worried, disheveled, laughable, 
kind of cute ... all these words came to mind but never “pretty.” Its 
feet seemed too large, as did its beak.  

I came inside and told my husband about their fate and then 
suddenly realized that it would be up to me to rescue them. Their 
parents had no way of getting them back off the ground to safety. I 
grabbed an old biscuit basket, headed back outside, and plopped 
them one at a time into it. I wedged basket and nestlings tightly in 
an orange-bell shrub in our rear yard. All this time, I had not heard 
any sound out of them. I worried that the parents might not find 
them. I checked online for information on how to feed a dove. It 
was wasted worry, as a parent was on the nest quite soon. I did 
learn that doves, like pigeons, feed their young “crop milk,” or 
“pigeon milk.” According to my Sibley reference book, crop milk is 
“derived from sloughed off, liquid-filled cells that line the crops of 
both male and female adults. Rich in fats and proteins, crop milk 
meets the nutritional needs of young pigeons and doves in the 
same way that insects and animal protein do for the young of most 
other bird species.” The little ones stick their heads inside their 
parent’s mouth to collect the crop milk. This is fed to them for five 
to 10 days, after which they get regurgitated food from what the 
parents are eating. This must be a lot of saguaro fruit  
and seeds.    

I returned to check on the nestlings around nine the next 
morning and realized that they needed more protection from the 
sun than was available in the shrub. I brought out an old sheet and 
apologized to them as I was sure my attempts to fling the sheet 
up over the whole shrub would scare them. It took more than one 
attempt, but I finally achieved my goal and secured the sheet with 
about 15 clothespins, leaving a tepee-like opening facing north for 
the parents to enter and leave.  

Empty Nest. Photo by Mary Martin

Protection on Shrub. Photo by Mary Martin
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Four days later, when another windy dust storm approached, 
I stepped out to see if a parent was with them. They were 
alone. By now the wind had started to hit and I decided that a 
few more clothespins would 
be wise. When I approached 
to secure the sheet with 
another 10 pins, it seemed to 
frighten the larger of the doves 
and, much to my surprise, 
it popped right out of the 
nest and “hopped/flew” to a 
corner of the stucco fence 
of the backyard. Much to my 
relief, a parent flew right to 
the ground to be with it. The 
fledging managed, awkwardly, 
to gain the top of the fence 
then, just as the wind hit with 
great ferocity, I saw both the 
parent and the young one on 
top of the storage shed in 
the yard behind us. I quickly 
finished securing the sheet 
and dashed for the door just as the dust arrived full force. I did 
worry that the fledgling would be blown away by the wind, but 
I had learned from Sibley that doves fledged before they were 
strong fliers and that they would seek shelter in bushes and 
shrubs and that the parents would continue to feed them for 
many more days, until they could fly with them. I hoped it would 
all work out.

This storm came with rain; huge drops of forceful rain, (a 
third of an inch in our gauge.)  I doubted that the sheet would 
hold but could not see it without stepping outside. When things 

calmed down enough for me 
to step out and look, I saw that 
the sheet had held and the 
basket was cockeyed, but still 
there, as was the nestling – 
wet, wild-eyed, and frightened 
– and definitely ticked off, but 
alive and present! As I righted 
the basket and made sure it 
was secure, I noticed how 
rapidly the birds grew. This 
one looked as big as its older 
nest mate had when I first 
rescued them, just a few days 
earlier. I returned to the house 
and hoped that the other 
parent would return soon to 
brood. It did!

Two days later at about  
9:30 am, movement on our 

patio caught my eye over the top of the newspaper I was 
reading. I looked up to see the second nestling, now fledgling, 
walk boldly up on our patio in full view. It paused, and I took 
that as a thank you and wished it well. I was richer for the 
experience and so little doves, I thank you. @  

 
Mary Martin is a naturalist by love. 
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White-winged Dove fledgling. Photo by Matt Van Wallene

White-winged Dove and nestling. Photo by Matt Van Wallene



8 T h e  C a c t u s  W r e n • d i t i o n

When in the outdoors one needs to always be ready 
for the unexpected. My wife was taking an early 
evening art class at the Desert Botanical Garden and I 
took the time to wander the garden looking for photo 
opportunities of the flower, cactus, and succulent 
variety. While walking on one of the less traveled trails, 
I noticed some Cactus Wrens that were very excited 
about something. I quickly found the object of their 
concern. Just a foot or so above eye level, and almost 
hanging over the path was an owl. The prospect of owl 
pictures pushed botany right out of my mind. I was fully 
prepared; my camera with long lens was already on a 
tripod, which was a necessity as the light was fading.

I was sure that as soon as I pointed my camera, the owl 
would silently swoop off out of sight. I needn’t have worried. 

This owl knew in its bones that I was no threat. It looked on, 
sometimes with a look of disdain, for the next 15 minutes as I 
took pictures; first from one angle, then another, trying to move 
carefully and slowly so as not to disturb my subject. But my 
subject was most cooperative, or he, or was it she, was just 
bored by my presence. I was even able to motion to another 
garden visitor to approach quietly and she observed the owl for 
several minutes as well.

But who was this patient owl? I am not much of a birder. I was 
proud of myself for identifying the Cactus Wrens, but there are 
a number of owl possibilities and they never seem quite right in 
the bird books. Fortunately, some of my wife’s artist friends are 
avid birders; Marceline VandeWater identified the species as a 
Western Screech-Owl. I hope I didn’t disturb his early evening 
very much, or maybe he found me amusing. @
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An Unexpected Find
b y  R o b e r t  A s h t o n

Western Screech-Owl. Photo by Robert Ashton
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Open Board Position: Publicity
The Maricopa Audubon Society is seeking a board member to assume responsibility for Publicity. This board 
member chairs the Publicity Committee, which writes press releases and communicates with the media. 
Familiarity with social media is desired. If you have relevant experience, please contact any Board member 
to express your interest in serving. You do not need to be a year-round resident of the Phoenix area to serve 
effectively in this role. @

Release
f o r  P a u l  H a l e s w o r t h

I
Six Northern Rough-winged

Swallows in the dark
container wait

for what comes next
after being rescued from a vent,

raised in the suburbs
and prepared for this

bright moment
above still, green water

where the sky
has shaken loose insects
shining in the morning’s

buzz of light
when the sun

opens wide its arms.
 
II

There used to be more flowers here,
used to be more citrus

groves, and scents
that drifted up to houses

miles away,
while now the road

is lined with new convenience
stores up to the wooden house

alone on reservation land
whose people live in a century
of their own. The woodpeckers

in their containers
aren’t aware

of what they’re passing, or
the world they’ll soon become

a part of, until the lids are opened
and they need no history

to guide them.
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OK, that’s an easy one: we are. Humans occur on every 
continent and many islands of the world, but what about 
other animals and plants? We’re not talking about the 
highest numbers here. That would likely be something 
like phytoplankton, roundworms, or Antarctic Krill. Or the 
Bristlemouth, a three-inch, deep-ocean luminescent fish 
that is so numerous it is believed to have more biomass 
than any vertebrate in the world. If just limited to the 
most abundant bird species, that might be the seed-
eating Red-billed Quelea birds, which gather in enormous 
flocks and terrorize African farmers. What we are talking 
about here, however, are the most cosmopolitan (widely 
distributed) species of each major group. Here is what I 
found so far. Twelve of them occur in Maricopa County.

Mammals
 If we don’t count the wide-ranging Orca (Killer Whale) and limit 
ourselves to terrestrial mammals, it might be the Brown Rat, 
also known as the Norway Rat despite having likely originated 
in China. It has followed humans around the world and even 
to islands uninhabited by us where they often wreak havoc on 
indigenous species.

Birds
This one might surprise you. It’s the formerly endangered 
Peregrine Falcon. Again, it’s not abundant, but so widespread 
that it occurs on every continent except Antarctica in even 
more remote places than do the widespread Osprey and Barn 
Owl (domestic chickens don’t count).

Snakes
The Brahminy Blindsnake (or “flowerpot snake”) is considered 
the most widely distributed terrestrial reptile in the world. 
However, I had never even heard of it until a friend, Stacie 
Beute, found two; one of them in her Phoenix home and one 
in her yard. She had just brought home several potted plants 

from some commercial nurseries in town. Genetic studies 
suggest origins in southern Asia, but a long history of human 
introduction of this species in the soil of potted plants, ballast 
of ocean-going ships, and other means have obscured its 
geographical roots. The reptile’s success is facilitated in part 
by its having only one gender –female, enabling it to reproduce 
from a single individual. It is not venomous, but Stacie says, “it 
smells awful’.

Lizards
The Mediterranean House Gecko. This is the one you might 
see chasing insects around your patio lights if you live in urban 
areas. Again, it likely spread by hitchhiking on houseplants and 
other objects shipped around the world.

Turtles
 If we include sea turtles, it would likely be the Leatherback 
that occurs throughout the world’s oceans from the North 
Sea south to the Cape of Good Hope. If limited to freshwater 
species, it’s the Red-eared Slider that many of us had as pets 
when we were kids. Native to the southeastern US, it now 
occurs throughout most of the Americas and around much of 
the world after more than 52 million were exported for the pet 

What are the Most Widespread Species in the World? 
b y  T o m  G a t z

Brahminy Blindsnake – coming in a flowerpot to your 
garden soon. Photo by Jeff Servoss

Peregrine Falcon. Photo by Matt Van Wallene


