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A Feathery Field of View
The south Florida landscape where our nuthatch reintroduction 

will take place is not the only place where songbirds are struggling. 

Hammocks and forested wetlands in the Red Hills region have also 

lost some musical magic in recent years. Annual breding bird sur-

veys conducted on Tall Timbers, for example, have not detected a 

Wood Thrush in over a decade. Numbers of Kentucky Warbler and 

Louisiana Waterthrush also are much lower.

Unlike the nuthatch declines in south Florida, songbird de-

clines on Tall Timbers are not linked to timber harvests and a loss 

of habitat. A big hammock on the property has just as many ancient 

beech trees and magnolias as it had in the 1980s when the thrush 

was more common there. Instead, Wood Thrush declines are linked 

to pernicious, broad-scale changes that include loss of wintering 

habitat, increases in nest parasites, neighborhood cats, and even 

changes in the amount of calcium found in woodland soils. The 

phrase “acid rain” doesn’t appear in the news much these days, but 

The pine forests of south Florida aren’t quite as noisy 

as pine forests in the Red Hills. Loud songsters such as 

Indigo Bunting and Orchard Oriole simply don’t breed 

in south Florida, while other birds were eliminated by 

timber harvests that took place decades ago. 

One of the birds affected dramatically by south 

Florida timber harvests was the Brown-headed Nuthatch. 

The squeaky notes of this pineland endemic could once be 

heard from Orlando to Miami, but the nuthatch has dis-

appeared from large swaths of the region, blinking out in 

some places even before the endangered Red-cockaded 

Woodpecker disappeared from those same areas. 

While pines have grown back on many public lands 

in the region, today’s managed forests are isolated by 

expanding residential and agricultural development as 

well as natural swamps and marshes (see map on page 2). 

As a result, the nuthatch, woodpecker, and other missing 

species may need a bit of help to re-occupy some former 

haunts. 

The Stoddard Bird Lab is working with the Florida Park 

Service to return the Brown-headed Nuthatch to Jona-

than Dickinson State Park near Hobe Sound, Florida. The 

park contains over 10,000 acres dominated by pine-

woods that once supported both the nuthatch and the 

Bringing Back the Squeak to South Florida

A thunderstorm approaches the pine flatwoods on Jonathan Dickinson 
State Park. Nuthatches have not been seen on the park in over 60 years.

George M. Sutton’s watercolor of a Wood Thrush painted in 
1952 as a color plate for Georgia Birds by Thomas Burleigh. 
The painting is part of the Stoddard Collection at Tall Timbers.
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woodpecker. Most of these pinewoods were harvested when the site served 

as a military training center in World War II (and well before the park was 

established), and the nuthatch has been missing for over 60 years.

Population reintroductions often seem like expensive endeavors (think 

Whooping Cranes), but it need not be the case. Data from our nuthatch re-

search suggest there are portions of the annual cycle where capture, trans-

location, and release of juvenile nuthatches might mimic natural dispersal 

and settlement patterns. Young nuthatches often leave home just a couple of 

months after they fledge. It’s easy to net them during this exploratory phase 

of life, meaning that re-establishment could be as simple as catching and 

releasing a bunch of young, independent birds into an unoccupied site. 

We plan to test this approach next year by netting young juveniles and 

quickly transporting them to Jonathan Dickinson State Park. Not only will the 

project assess the efficacy of this simple method for returning the nuthatch to 

former haunts, it has added benefits given the source population we plan to use.

Bringing Back More Than Just Squeaks
St. Sebastian River Preserve State 

Park lies 60 miles due north of Jon-

athan Dickinson State Park. The site 

supports a large nuthatch population 

and is part of Tall Timbers’ Upland 
Ecosystem Restoration Project. Based 

on genetic assessments the Stoddard 
Bird Lab performed in collaboration 

with the University of Florida, the 

St. Sebastian population has a dis-

tinctive genetic signature that likely 

arose from the nuthatch’s sedentary 

nature, coupled with gaps in pine 

habitat created by the St. Johns River. 

Extensive marshlands associated 

with this major river system could 

have isolated nuthatch populations 

along the Atlantic coast from regular 

genetic exchange with central Florida. 

Cultivating  
Appreciation

–Bringing Back continued on page 3 

Bringing Back continued–

Pineland habitats once dominated the south 
Florida landscape (gray shading). Pinelands the 
still support Brown-headed Nuthatches are 
shown in green. St. Sebastian (above) and Jona-
than Dickinson (below) are shown in orange. 

Seven Days of Opening Nets
There are new twists added to our 
traditional fall/winter bird banding 
adventures. Dr. Marianne Korosy with 
Audubon of Florida will be assisting 
and two drives will take place on a 
power line corridor managed using 
prescribed fire. Prescribed fires can 
control the vegetation at a fraction 
of the cost needed to mow or apply 
herbicides. Fire also provides import-
ant benefits such as better flower and 
seed production that could benefit 
wintering sparrows. Times and places 
will be announced on the Tall Timbers 
Facebook page and through email. To 
have your email address added, drop a 
note to jcox@talltimbers.org.

Upcoming Presentations 
and Bird Walks
Tuesday, Oct 10. Evening bird walk at 
Tall Timbers. Meet at Wade Research 
Center parking lot at 6:00 PM. 
(Directions)

Saturday, Oct 14. Osher Lifelong 
Learning Institute field trip to Tall 
Timbers. (Info)

Sunday, Oct 15. University of Georgia 
Wildlife Habitat Class field trip 

Saturday, Oct 21. Florida State 
University Ornithology Class field trip 

Wednesday, Oct 23. Covey Film 
Festival introduction to eagles, hawks, 
owls, and other raptors. (Info) 

Saturday, Nov 14. Red Hills’ ecology 
class for teachers. (Link)

Friday, Dec 1. The unique, irreplaceable 
old-growth forests of the Red Hills 
region. Enlightening Bites, Thomasville 
Public Library at noon. (Link)

Saturday, Dec 2. Orange County 
Audubon field trip.

Thursday, Jan 25. Presentation 
to Hernando County Audubon, 
Brooksville, Fla.

Feathery Field continued–

increasing soil acidification has been linked to the depletion of much-needed 

calcium. A calcium-deficient diet can lead easily to defective egg shells and 

fewer eggs laid for birds.

We hope to hear the haunting, flute-like song of the Wood Thrush again 

someday and readily promote shade-grown coffee as a way to conserve win-

ter habitat for this migratory bird. It’s probably not enough to turn the tide, 

but we’ll take solace in the fact that we are improving conditions for many 

other troubled species. 
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Bringing Back continued–

Mary Mack Gray at an artificial Brown-headed 
Nuthatch nest box.

St. Sebastian is the only public landholding that now harbors the distinctive 

genes, but using it as a source for this reintroduction would add a back-up 

copy in a former part of bird’s historic range.

In addition, the nuthatch is an important cavity excavator that provides 

homes for other cavity-nesting birds. Re-establishing the nuthatch should 

provide benefits to Eastern Bluebirds and other species that do not readily 

excavate cavities on their own. The curious tree-top antics of the social nut-

hatch will also certainly appeal to some of the 250,000 people that visit the 

park annually.

“Reintroduction of Brown-headed Nuthatches to Jonathan Dickinson is 

a unique opportunity to foster a public-private relationship while enhancing 

and restoring south Florida pine flatwoods ecosystems,” says Parks Small, 

head of the Natural and Cultural Resource Division for the Florida Park Ser-

vice. “Bird enthusiasts come to see the parks’ Bachman’s Sparrows, Florida 

Scrub-jays, and Bald Eagles, and reintroducing the Brown-headed Nuthatch 

will further enhance visitor enjoyment and appreciation.”

“In addition,” Small notes, “the reintroduction will allow park staff to 

interpret the historical human impacts on the parks’ landscape and the core 

mission of the Florida Park Service to both conserve natural resources, while 

providing resource based recreation.”

It’s an exciting project on all fronts, and just one more way to provide 

others with the sights and sounds that we enjoy daily amid the mature, 

fire-maintained pinelands of the Red Hills region.

Publications 
Awards & Grants

FSU graduate and Tall Timbers intern 
Chente Ortiz received a prestigious 
Charles H. Turner Award this summer. 
The award enabled him to attend a 
meeting of the Animal Behaviour Society 
in Toronto and present his senior thesis 

research on Brown-headed Nuthatches.

The Stoddard Bird Lab received a new 
grant that will support woodpecker 
conservation and management in the 
Red Hills. The lab will soon be hiring a 
new biologist to inventory cavity trees 
in the Red Hills, create scores of new 
artificial cavities, and translocate wood-
peckers to bolster the population.

BirdQuest is Coming!
Thursday, October 12
Our most important fundraising event provides everyone with a chance to 

support the important projects featured in our Firebird Newsletter.

BirdQuest 2017 takes place on the gorgeous Gem Land Company prop-

erties in northern Leon County. The sites feature a diverse mix of mature 

fire-maintained pinelands, hardwood hammocks, fields, and marshes and also 

buffer two large lakes (Miccosukee and Iamonia). Stoddard Bird Lab staff will 

rise before dawn and count all the species they can see in a single day. By day’s 

end, we hope to have 90 species tallied.

We encourage everyone to make a pledge NOW for the number of 

species seen on Oct 12. BirdQuest supports our graduate research students 

($15,500), and this year’s support will help Mary Mack Gray, who is studying 

genetic variation in the Brown-headed Nuthatch. 

To make a pledge, simply drop a note to jcox@talltimbers.org 
or visit our on-line pledge form at this link.

This QR code will also take you there.
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Where Are They Now?
Aubrey Sirman was a Tall Timbers intern 

and field tech from 2009–2010. She worked 

with Bachman’s Sparrows and Loggerhead 

Shrikes and published a short paper on 

factors affecting the rates at which male 

Bachman’s Sparrows sing. Through a stroke 

of pure serendipity, Aubrey also (1) grew up 

in Chuluota, Fla., where Herbert Stoddard 

once lived and (2) is the daughter of a taxi-

dermist (one of Stoddard’s claims to fame). 

Aubrey is wrapping up her doctorate 

at North Dakota State University in Zoology but took a moment recently to 

remember her time at Tall Timbers. 

“My favorite part of my work at Tall Timbers was following around all the 

shrikes and sparrows. I also really loved (and still love) the Wade Tract as I've 

got a soft spot for longleaf pine habitat,” she noted in a recent email.

“The experience helped solidify my plans to continue doing field research. 

Even though I now study the cellular mechanisms of aging, there is still a 

strong field component to my research and I always try to connect my re-

search back to natural systems. 

“Birds are really interesting because they grow faster but age slower 

compared to similar sized mammals,” she adds. “Basically, I want to know what 

birds are doing that mammals aren't.” 

“I also credit Tall Timbers with my love of birds and birding — who knew I'd 

acquire a hobby for life!”

Support Tall Timbers!

Become a member. 

Join Today

Field Notes

Former Bird Lab tech Aubrey Sirman

Twelve breeding groups of Red-cockaded Woodpeckers were monitored on Tall 
Timbers this summer, the highest number ever and a sure sign the reintroduced 
population is doing well. The woodpeckers have also excavated over 20 natural 
cavities.

A new discovery on the nuthatch front: young males sometimes leave home togeth-
er rather than dispersing independently. Since 2014, 7 pairs of brothers have been 
found collectively defending a territory after dispersing more than mile from home. 
These “fraternal coalitions” are just one more indication of a highly social lifestyle.

Volunteer-in-Chief Dave McElveen discovered a new butterfly on Tall Timbers, the 
Dorantes Longtail (Urbanus dorantes). The species entered south Florida in the 
1960s from Texas and has steadily moved northward since.

Field biologist Elliot Schunke has been rising before dawn to record the call notes of 
migrants as they pass over Tall Timbers. The notes can be used to distinguish many 
different species, and you can find his recordings, sonograms, and notes by scanning 
his submissions on eBird.

The Bird Window is up and running after a summer hiatus. Come check out the 
new bathing bowl we added last Spring. We also have Red-cockaded Woodpeckers 
roosting along the Stevenson Bird Trail.


