
A paddle up Sunkaze Stream brings you from a silver maple forest into 
an open expanse of waving grass.  The view itself is a curiosity.  The 
change in habitat is dramatic.  The open sky seems to spread for miles 
and the river winds ahead of your canoe out to the horizon.   

Beneath all of this openness, below the wavering grass, are hidden  
secrets of the marsh.  Few have seen them and few will ever see them.  
Tucked quietly below tussocks of grass and sedge, a few inches above 
water, are woven bowl-shaped nests made of dry grass, sedge, or   
cattails.  They are nearly invisible.  Vegetation is sometimes folded 
teepee-shaped over the top keeping them hidden from raccoons,   
weasels, hawks, blackbirds, marsh wrens, snakes, or other predators 
that would be interested in an egg for breakfast.  A small grass ramp 
leads up to the lip of the nest, providing a tidy entrance way for the secretive birds that call this nest home.  The nests are 

scattered throughout the marsh and are nestled deep in the vegetation.  They are easily 
ignored and easily stepped on if one ventures out of the canoe and isn’t careful.   

It is early morning and strange sounds are coming from the open marsh.  A ghostly        
descending grunt, a shrill trill, a clicking of stones, it could almost lead one to believe that 
this place was haunted.  Suddenly, how-
ever, an awkward looking bird with long 
legs, big feet, chestnut-colored wings, 
gray cheeks, a long orange bill, and a 
chicken-shaped body appears, pecking at 
the mud on the edge of the stream bank.  

It is a Virginia Rail, splendid in the morning light, busily gathering insects 
and seeds for its meal, and keeping close to the edge of the vegetation where 
it can retreat for cover if needed.   Its appearance, as always, is brief and it 
soon retreats back to its grassy home.  As it moves back into the vegetation 
it is impossible to follow its course.  The marsh bird body is laterally      
compressed so that it is able to weave around vegetation and hardly stir even 
the densest of grasses.  It follows narrow trails that it has made over time 
back to its entry ramp and back into its nest. 

If you peeked through the vegetation and into the nest you could see the 
eight small, oval-shaped eggs that are white with brownish spots.  These 
eggs were laid in early May, will be incubated by both parents, and will 
hatch simultaneously in early June into young, downy, and completely black 
Virginia Rail chicks.  Young rails leave the nest within a few days and remain 
mostly in the protective cover of shrubs and tall vegetation.   

Continue on page 3 
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Hello all of you wonderful supporters of our beloved Refuge.  We had a wonderful An-
nual meeting at the Mayhew Cabin.  We had a short meeting and elected our officers for 
the coming year.  It was a great day with the sun coming out just as the meeting ended.  
We had sub sandwiches, and Bill Mackowsky was kind enough to make us bean hole 
beans and biscuits!  Delicious, and many thanks to Bill.  We ended the meeting with a 
perfect hike on the loop to the Observation Platform. 

Once again this year, Ed Lindsey, a teacher at Old Town H.S., is conducting dragonfly 
larva sampling on the 4 major streams in Sunkhaze.  He and his class have been to all the 
streams to sample and to the outlet on the Penobscot.  I have joined in with the class as 
have several scientists from the community and Michael Langlois from the Coastal Ref-
uge.  A marvelous opportunity for Sunkhaze to get data from this study of mercury in 
the Sunkhaze Watershed.  It is great to see high school students out in the streams holler-
ing out what species they have netted!  I’m having a great time.  This project is coordi-
nated by Acadia Partners and involves schools all across Maine.  We are getting some 
very good data from it.  I thank Mr. Lindsay for getting us involved. 

Great news!  Dr. Alison Dibble will again lead a hike this April geared towards getting 
younger children on the refuge and engaged with nature.  I will be getting out the details 
soon.  Dr. Dibble is an exciting hike leader and I hope some of you and your children 
and grandchildren can attend. 

I am also working on a hike to be lead by a dragonfly expert.  Once we have chosen a 
date I will get the word out. 

I just realized that I’m basically giving away our spring plans without winter plans!  Not 
to worry, we have plans just nothing specific yet.  I’m hoping for the winter tracking 
hike and perhaps the twig id hike also.  If any of you have any ideas 
please email me and we will see what can be done.  I love the ref-
uge in the fall and winter.  A reminder that it is hunting season so 
please be sure to wear orange. 

I wish you all a great holiday season.  Please get out and enjoy the 
refuge without the bugs!  It is a glorious place. 

                                                                                 ~Jan 

P.S.  Ellen Bryan Obed, the author who did a book reading for us 
at Audubon last year has a new book out and it is wonderful.  
Who Would Like a Christmas Tree?  A Tree for All Seasons.  Great gift idea for a young 
child.  I really liked it! 
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Both parents feed and brood the young and can be 
heard communicating with them with double-chirp 
notes if you stand still and listen long enough. 

There are likely quite a few of these nests hiding      
beneath the grasses at Sunkhaze Meadows.  Other 
marsh birds such as Least Bittern, American Bittern, 
and Yellow Rail have been detected here and likely 
have similar nests tucked away   under the deep 
meadow.  If you are lucky, patient, and quiet enough, 
you might hear one of these birds if you paddle into the 
heart of Sunkhaze Stream.  Peak vocalization is between 
early May and late June when adult marsh birds are 
finding mates and defending their territories.  Chirping 
between parents and chicks is much quieter but can be 
heard between early July and mid-August.  The marsh 
birds are fairly quiet in the early fall but if you are    
observant, you may see one feeding in a muddy or  
shallow area during the morning or evening hours or 
possibly even a group of them flying low over the    
Penobscot River migrating south for the winter.    
Whatever it is that you see of a marsh bird, whether a 
nest, an individual, an egg, or a feather, consider yourself extremely fortunate, for these are the secrets of Sunkhaze 
Meadows that only a lucky few are able to witness.     

Ellen Robertson is a graduate student at the University of Maine in Orono, studying the breeding ecology of Soras and Virginia 
Rails. 
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* Habitat: Marshland 
* Food: Insects 
* Nesting: Ground 
* Length: 7.9 to 10.6 inches 
* Wingspan: 12.1 to 15 inches 
* Weight: 2.4 to 3.2 ounces 
* Forehead feathers are adapted to 

withstand wear from pushing through 
dense marsh vegetation 

* Can swim underwater, propelling  
itself with its wings 

* Build many “dummy” nests as well as 
that they lay their eggs in 

NWRA/Friends Back House Land and Water Conservation Bill  

The NWRA and Friends groups from across the nation have voiced support for H.R.3534, the Consolidated Land, 
Energy, and Aquatic Resources Act (CLEAR Act), newly-introduced legislation that would permanently and fully 
fund the Land and Water Conservation Fund (LWCF), one of the primary ways refuge lands are acquired. 
The CLEAR Act was brought to the House Natural Resources Committee by Chairman Nick Rahall (WV), and is an 
overarching energy bill that would overhaul energy development on public lands. Within this broad package are pro-
visions that would permanently and fully fund the LWCF. 
The LWCF was established by Congress in 1965 to provide funding for the acquisition of public lands- both federal 
and state - and is one of the primary funding tools used to expand the National Wildlife Refuge System. The source 
of funding for the LWCF is predominantly from offshore oil and gas receipts. While it is authorized to receive $900 
million annually, this level of funding has only been achieved once. The legislation proposed in the CLEAR Act 
would guarantee $900 million annually. 
Recently, $3 million from the Land and Water Conservation Fund was approved for the US Fish and Wildlife Ser-
vice (USFWS) to acquire a key property as part of the Rachel Carson National Wildlife Refuge.  The funding will be 
used to purchase the 110-acre Timber Point property, located in Biddeford, along the coast in southern Maine. The 
Timber Point project is significant because it is one of the last undeveloped properties from Kittery to Cape Eliza-
beth. The NWRA and many Friends join in support of H.R. 3534, proposed legislation that would fully fund the 
LWCF and help the Refuge System acquire and protect wildlife habitat. 



 

On a rainy day in October, a school bus pulled up to Buzzy Brook in the Sunkhaze National Wildlife Refuge and 
disgorged a group of chemistry students from Old Town High School. An unlikely gathering of scientific people 
from the world beyond the school walls greeted the students with nets. Among the scientists was Michael Langlois, 
biologist with the Coastal Islands National Wildlife Refuge office. The job was to collect specimens of dragonfly 
larvae from five sampling sites in the Sunkhaze watershed. Larvae from the collection (now recorded, labeled, and 
frozen) will be sent to the University of Maine to be analyzed for their mercury content. The data will be used to 
address research questions about the movement of mercury through the Sunkhaze system by looking at the accumu-
lation of mercury in the resident organisms. Dragonfly larvae are being investigated this year as indicator organisms. 

The project is pioneering new methodologies for citizen science and 
new ways to engage students in learning science through authentic 
inquiry. 

By learning chemistry through original research, students have 
worked side by side with passionately interested environmental scien-
tists, dragonfly experts, and community members. Their eyes have 
been opened to the diversity and abundance of other species in our 
midst. They have been exposed to a range of career options that 
would have been unknown. Students will prepare large posters detail-
ing the research findings and present these findings to the public in the 
spring of 2010, which will require a precocious level of responsibility 

and accountability that one hopes will become familiar to them. Two of the students have become the project’s 
public affairs officers and will manage communication with the project’s partners. They have taken on this addi-
tional responsibility through Old Town High School’s new Jobs for Maine Graduates program. 

The research is sponsored by Acadia Partners for Science and Learning, an educational branch of the National Park 
Service, and The Mitchell Center for Environmental and Watershed Research at the University of Maine. Students 
from Old Town High School are now in their second year of research in the Sunkhaze watershed, and have received 
tremendous support and assistance of the Friends of Sunkhaze. 
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We were just at Sunkhaze yesterday, rehabilitating the Ash 
Landing boardwalk.  The boardwalk was looking like       
something out of a  funhouse, tilted at all crazy angles.  We 
removed the sections of boardwalk, leveled the posts, added 
reinforcing cross-bracing to stabilize the posts, and bolted it all 
back together.  It is now level much more stable.  We hope it 
will better weather winter ice and spring flooding! 

The fire crew from Moosehorn NWR helped us with the    
project, and helped us with mowing several trails and other 
areas earlier this fall.  Work on County Road is coming along 
– it looks pretty raw right now, but new growth in the spring 
will cover some of the stumps and scars, and we can enjoy a 
better road.  Just “keep it   between the ditches,” - they are 
now pretty deep! 

STUDENT RESEARCH IN THE SUNKHAZE SYSTEM,  BY ED LINDSEY 



$8 Million in Funding From Federal Duck Stamps Adds Over 4,000 Acres of Wetlands to NWR  

Be sure to watch www.sunkhaze.org for upcoming events and annoucements 

or contact Jan Beckett at 827-0227 or email riverladyjan@yahoo.com for more information. 
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Proceeds from the Migratory Bird Hunting and Conservation Stamp, also known as the Federal Duck Stamp, have 
resulted in the addition of over 4,000 acres of wetlands to the National Wildlife Refuge System this year.  

Seven Refuge Units that will receive Duck Stamp Funds include: 
 - Great Dismal Swamp NWR, North Carolina – 51 acres for wintering waterfowl 
 - San Bernard NWR, Texas – 1,454 acres for mallard, gadwall, and northern pintails 
 - Silvio O. Conte NFWR, New Hampshire – 80 acres to preserve and protect important migratory water
 fowl habitat 
 - Grand Cote NWR, Louisiana – 265 acres to protect and enhance seasonally and permanently flooded wet
 lands for wintering waterfowl 
 - Tualatin River NWR, Oregon – 225 acres to manage for wintering waterfowl and tundra swans 
 - North Central Valley WMA, California - 388 acres for waterfowl and other migratory birds.  

The Duck Stamp program is one of the most successful wetlands conserva-
tion tools in the world, and has accounted for the addition of millions of 
acres of habitat to the Refuge System throughout its history. With an invest-
ment of nearly 98 cents to the dollar going directly towards conservation, 
Duck Stamps offer some of the wildlife conservation best bang for the buck. 

Buy Duck Stamps online at http://refugenet.com/new-general-info/
DuckStamp.html and learn how many acres of YOUR refuge were acquired 
with Duck Stamp dollars 
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