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The Florida Dawn Loon Watch Becomes a Full “Rite of Spring”…

Daily Prelude:  

5 AM:  I wake in darkness, and step out to the south-facing deck, 50 feet above the Gulf.  The dazzling starry sky and bright planets mark a potential flight day.  With my (10X loon study) binocs, I look into the center of our Milky Way galaxy, using Sagittarius (“the Teapot”) as a marker.  Sag. is roughly due South at this spring season, predawn hour, and latitude (30 degrees N), and fairly high above the horizon (25 degrees?).  I dive into dense clouds of stars; beyond counting.  After contemplating this infinity of stars, I am very content to enjoy the local, earthbound spring loon migration watch: Possibly 100-200 loons?  What will today bring?

If the weather looks good, I consult the computer to look at the online continental wind map for current conditions.  This is fundamental. I check it frequently during the study period, especially on previous afternoons, to learn whether southerly tailwinds may be encouraging loons to move up the Gulf into dawn departure position.  It is a splendid privilege to be right on the Gulf; with a direct and visceral connection to the weather—I am living in the weather.  Sometimes big storms rage around me: Wind buffets the house; churns the Gulf to a froth. Or dense sheets of rain may flatten and silver the water, stippling its surface.  What a natural theater, what drama: I live these changes in light and Gulf water; and their interplay.  I may just be quiet and watch; or lie in bed and fall asleep, elevated 50 feet above the shoreline.  The top of a stately old Live Oak tree extends through the deck as part of my Gulfside view. It flowers and slowly puts out new leaves during my monthlong vigil.

If there is rain or dense fog, I roll over and happily sleep, giving my watch-worn eyes a rest.  Sleeping is a well-deserved break; and about 20-25% of the mornings are such “weather days”.

If it’s a GO, I brew coffee, then sip it out on the deck while enjoying the starry sky:  Gradually, gently, I wake up. Six miles to the East, the beam of the lighthouse where I will watch is visible.  Then my EZ breakfast:  Fragrant toasted raisin bread spead with hummus, and a couple soft-boiled eggs with salsa.  I pack an orange, an apple and coffee to go.  All will taste delicious when I’m up on the platform at the loonwatch site, where life is somehow magnified. 

I begin the drive in darkness, listening to the fabulous classical music on WFSU.  This is a connoisseurs’ station, tied to the academic program at FSU.  At this predawn hour, they play serene, contemplative music.

The growing light of a new day begins during my drive.  If I’m early enough, I stop for the last night bird calls while going down the NWR entrance road.  Chuck-will’s-widows arrive with April:  Sometimes their stentorian, declarative calls echo from every pine grove.  There can be many of these goatsuckers—and they are loud.  Probably this is a territorial statement before their daytime dormancy?  Perhaps some are stopover migrants, warming up for breeding season farther north?

If I’ve got the timing right, the St. Marks lighthouse should still be flashing when I arrive at the NWR observation platform. 

Aspects of the loon flights…

Sometimes flying loons tremolo overhead, at least 30 minutes before dawn.  Light is very limited for these earliest migrants, and some use tremolos as contact calls.  This is the morning’s first evidence of social mediation in their departure.

During three years of dawn loon watches, I have pondered the variations in what I see.  This is inductive science:  I hypothesize based on observations, then modify according to subsequent data.  This study examines when the loons fly; how many on a given day; and their behavior on each flight day:  I term this data “flight decisions”.  Loons are relatively slender-winged, heavy-bodied birds, with a high wing-loading.  They must flap continuously, about 3X/second.  They are venturing across the continent to their breeding grounds (most are adults), and they have restrictive, obligate water landing and long takeoff requirements.  For them this extended aerial migration is a marathon, following their long winter flightless wingmolt.

So their “flight decisions” are on the cutting edge of natural selection:  There is not a lot of margin for error.  It is a sort of “loon intelligence test”—I feel it requires decision and experience well beyond hard-wired instinct.  The annual survivors are those who score well.

How do they depart?:  Very carefully, when possible.  What are the variables and phenomena I see?:

1)  The dates of migration onset and ending are variable; apparently shaped by water and air temperatures. In warm 2012, loons began serious migration by March 18th.  I witnessed no big flights after April 7th – the weather was getting hot.  In cold 2013, the first big flight of 70 was on March 30th, and I tallied 180 migrants as late as April 18th.  The loons’ mean departure date was at least 10 days later than in 2012.  I think too much warmth debilitates them—as it does me when I try to swim laps in an overheated pool.  Cool conditions also shape the dawn departure, which is over within an hour (or two, on big flight days).  

2)  The second-hour birds typically come over high and fast (notable in 2013).  This argues that they initiated migration farther down the Gulf, and are well into their flight rhythm.

3)  The departure has a strong social component; but so far I have studied very little of that on a day preceding departure.  I do see flocks of typically 6-12 loons out on Apalachee Bay, along dropoffs and channels.  The next day these may fly over as “loonbursts”, spread out over as much as a mile, but presumably originating from a premigratory flock that rafted together the night before on open water.  Many loons also migrate in smaller numbers, or as individuals.

4)  Variable numbers of loons return south during the morning flight.  I term these “aborted missions” or “returns”, and argue that they also demonstrate migration’s social component.  I first noted these in 2012, in the early days of that early migration year.  I hypothesize these returns were socially stimulated to attempt departure, but were not physically ready to go.  Perhaps muscle tone or flight feather regrowth were not quite perfect; or they had been banqueting and had to lose a little weight, eventually flying without digesting food in their intestines.  These are speculations of course.  In mid-migration 2014, unprecedented spectacular returns were a collective response to unfavorable weather that was over the northern horizon, not foreseeable at Apalachee Bay.  The record return total of 209 loons (with 484 departing) on April 6 included small flocks of 5 to 20, apparently group decisions.  Returns often fly relatively slowly, perhaps conserving muscles and energy for the next try.  My count of returnees outnumbers departures on certain days:  They probably seek to fly over water and converge on the Bay, near the study platform. 

5)  Weather patterns have profound effects on the daily flight. Fog or low ceiling that obscure visibility prevent migration, as do stormy days. Torrential rain can down a flying loon, and is potentially lethal.  Loons fly in stable weather, with definite preferences for clear calm days and southerly tailwinds.  The online continental wind map is helpful in understanding flight days.  The 2014 counts dramatized two trends:  April 4 and 6 saw uncertain weather, but many loons ready to go.  This resulted in large flights, but also record return counts of 108 and 209. Then the weather stabilized April 9-14.  These 6 days of clear calm weather were a “natural experiment”.  Three big flight days alternated with no flights and one weak flight day, suggesting the loons were moving into position, then committing the following day.  This was relatively late in the migration period, and the proportion of returning birds was very low.

6)  It is clear that Apalachee Bay concentrates northbound loons, but the width of this “flyway” is a fundamental question.  I approached this in 2013, with the determined help of volunteers Bob Henderson and Nick Baldwin.  I posted them 6 miles west and 5 miles east of my lighthouse watch platform, and they kept daily dawn tallies for a portion of the migration period.  My total, also assisted, was 1,678.  We extrapolated from the other sites for an estimated grand total of about 3,600 migratory departures.  However, a sizeable coastline remains east of Nick’s post to the southward bend of the coast at the Aucilla River mouth.  This is a wilderness coastline, not susceptible to dawn survey.  It is possible, and not unreasonable, that the total spring flyway count could be 5,000 northbound loons.

7)  Our watch recorded occasional loons turning to the east as they approached.  Although not common or typical, such turns were more frequent at Nick’s eastern post.  If these were migrants crossing to the Atlantic, a flight of at least 160 miles, there are two possibilities.  Some adults cross the Florida peninsula to migrate north along the Atlantic, eventually turning northwest toward their freshwater breeding sites.  Most juveniles and subadults follow this route, and summer in north Atlantic coastal waters, thus avoiding the aggression of intensely territorial adults on their interior breeding lakes.  Such turns may be more common in the unsurveyed far northeastern coastline of Apalachee Bay.

Throughout the spring survey period, while compiling and considering all the details just described, my volunteers and I were treated to early morning skyscapes, which changed with each passing day.  It was great natural theater.

Daily Postlude:

A mile to the north of the lighthouse, the land rises from salt marsh to blooming oak groves laced with trails.  These groves are splendid in morning sunlight, and attract hungry passerines that have just crossed the Gulf.  As loon counts taper off in the second half of April, passerine waves sometimes compensate with another migration spectacle.  There is also fine spring shorebird habitat in nearby refuge impoundments, featuring several species.  Black-necked stilts can be gorgeous and abundant: Noisy, animated, slender, black and white—with those long long pink legs. Deeper in the refuge, prothonotary warblers sing loud in swamps, yellow-throated warblers high in pines, summer tanagers and vireos in forest. In upland areas beyond the NWR one finds swallow-tailed kites and broad-winged hawks.  The refuge flowers include roadside displays of Atamasco lily, abundant spiderwort, and Styrax “snowbell” shrubs.  Fringetrees are common in local forests:  So far, their delicate white bloom coincides with onset of the big loon flights.

