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ON THE WINGS OF WHOOPERS:

President’s Perspective: Lessons from a Corn Snake
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Continued from page 1

wintering destination, were free to come and go from the
pen as they please, but had not yet gotten their permanent
bands and transmitters. There were also a few older birds
in the area, one of which would begin to lead this group
north on their spring migration. On this dreary day, I sat in
the blind and recorded one adult’s behaviors and movements, while Sloane helped the caretakers feed the juvenile birds. When she got back to the blind and was cold,
wet, and covered in mud, I didn’t expect her excitement. A
huge smile stretched across her face as she whispered to
me (to not be heard by the cranes), “That was amazing!”
After leaving Florida, we headed north to Wheeler National
Wildlife Refuge in Alabama, where the 2011 ultralight-led
cohort was released, and where many of them have wintered in subsequent years. The Tennessee River flows
through the refuge, and adjacent to its sloughs are flooded

A gathering of Whooping Cranes on the Wheeler Wildlife Refuge in
Alabama.

agricultural areas managed for waterfowl. There are thousands of ducks, geese, and Sandhill Cranes, that have now
been joined by a large group of Whooping Cranes wintering
on the refuge. From the refuge’s observation tower, we saw
a flock of about 2,000 Sandhill Cranes and 11 Whooping
Cranes! The sound alone of all of those birds was incredible, not to mention the sight of cranes in every direction.
Most of the cranes we tracked on the refuge were using
sloughs and sandbars in the river, flooded fields, and basically anywhere with standing water shallow enough for
them to stand in. On one particular day, we were tracking a pair from the 2011 cohort near the refuge. They left
the flooded corn field and flew over us back toward the
Page 2

Sloane Wiggers wearing a crane costume to closer study juvenile cranes.

river. When we got close to where they landed, we could
hear beeps from their transmitters to our left, but we saw
a group of five Whooping Cranes to our right! We quickly
looked up their band combinations and scanned through
all of the frequencies of working transmitters, to find that
this was a group of cranes that was seen in southern Indiana only days before! A cold front had come through the
area and while some Whooping Cranes stayed in Indiana,
this group travelled south to Alabama, presumably to escape the cold. By the time we left Alabama, we had seen
one group of 21 Whooping Cranes on the refuge and about
30 Whoopers in the whole state. For a population of 100
individuals, it was pretty amazing to see such a large portion in one place.
Our migratory path winded north to observe cranes in Tennessee, Kentucky, and Indiana. Other highlights included
seeing the female Whooping Crane (W1-06) who had previously wintered at Nemours Wildlife Foundation, with her
new mate (1-10) in a snowy corn field in Kentucky. It was
also incredible to see the range of habitats used by wintering
Whooping Cranes in this population. While some migrated
as far south as Florida and foraged in brackish marshes of
the Gulf coast, others stopped short in snowy agricultural
Indiana. We observed flock sizes as small as one individual
bird to as large as 21 birds, or one fifth of the total population. These differences are something we plan to investigate
further with the data we collected this winter. Overall, we
had a very successful field season and located 79 of the 100
Whooping Cranes in this population. This research will help
us better understand the winter ecology of these reintroduced Whooping Cranes, which will help future reintroductions be more successful and ultimately will help safeguard
this species from extinction.
Hillary Thompson, Graduate Student, Clemson University
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NEWS AND NOTES

• It’s always a good day when Dr. George Archibald shows up
at Nemours Wildlife Foundation! George, as most of our
readers know, is the co-founder of the International Crane
Foundation. The extraordinary passion and dedication with
which George tackles the daunting task of - you can Google
it - Saving Cranes worldwide is energizing for all who work
in the wildlife conservation arena. George visited with us
in the spring, bringing an update on the whooping cranes
who have spent time in Nemours’ impoundments in recent
years. You can read more
about whoopers in Hillary
Thompson’s article in this
newsletter.

tion team recently spent several days at Nemours Plantation and in the ACE Basin filming an upcoming episode on secretive marsh life.

• There’s nothing more fun that seeing nature through the
eyes of a child. For the last few years, Nemours Wildlife Foundation has welcomed children, teachers and
parents from First Scots Kindergarten in Charleston.
Under the watchful eyes of staff biologist Beau Bauer
and intern Gillie Croft, the children explored Nemours’ fields,
forests and marshes, getting
up close and personal with a
variety of plants and animals –
and a smattering of skulls and
bones too. Needless to say, the
fox squirrels took to the trees
amidst the happy shouts of the
children but appeared again
soon after the children finished
their noon picnic and headed
back to Charleston. It’s never
too early to learn about protecting our natural resources.

• Tony Mills, well known
to many throughout the
Southeast as host of Coastal Kingdom on SCETV and
a frequent visitor to Nemours Plantation, recently
spent a day at Nemours
Plantation with cinematographer Rob Lewis filming
American bald eagle activity for an upcoming edition
•
Participants in Master
of his popular TV show.
Naturalist
classes and Beaufort
Accompanied by Nemours Tony Mills and Rob Lewis are joined by retired SCDNR biologist,
Senior
Leadership
also enjoyed
Wildlife Foundation staff Tom Murphy, while filming for an episode of Coastal Kingdom.
spending
time
at
Nemours
this
biologist Beau Bauer and Target of interest is the eagle’s nest in the pine in the background.
spring.
Nemours’
unique
outformer DNR biologist Tom
door classroom is an ideal setMurphy, Tony and Rob visited and filmed several of the
ting
in
which
to
insure
that
there are informed leaders
seven active eagle nests on Nemours Plantation.
in the community who will speak eloquently on behalf
• Expeditions with Patrick McMillan is another popular
of wildlife and habitat conservation in this fragile ecoshow on SCETV. Dr. Patrick McMillan and his producsystem we all call home.

R E M E M B E R I N G D AV I D M E R L I N E
David Merline was a friend and valued legal advisor since the inception of Nemours Wildlife Foundation. Dave’s quiet,

always carefully considered comments were a hallmark of the Foundation’s Board meetings until his declining health
prevented his regular attendance. When Dave passed away at his home in Greenville, SC on February 26, 2015, his
passing was noted with sadness not only in our corner of the Lowcountry but all across the state where he had served
as President of the South Carolina Bar and had been active in many professional and community organizations.
Among other awards, Dave was recognized by his peers with the DuRant Distinguished Public Service Award given to
lawyers who have committed their lives to outstanding service, not only in the law, but in their communities.
The many donations received by Nemours Wildlife Foundation in memory of David Merline provide perhaps the
most telling tribute of all: he was beloved and respected by countless friends and colleagues, and even in his death
he chose to continue his commitment to the organization to which he was dedicated for two decades.
Our friend David Merline will be missed for his dedication, his enormous expertise, and his joy for living. We thank
his large and loving family for sharing him with Nemours Wildlife Foundation for so many years.
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KENNEDY CENTER INTERNS STUDY IN THE ACE
Late in the fall of 2014, Clemson University and
the state of South Carolina received a wonderful gift from Mr. James C. Kennedy. The gift will
establish the James C. Kennedy Waterfowl and
Wetlands Conservation Center within Clemson
University. Mr. Kennedy is Chairman of Cox Enterprises, is owner of Clarendon Farms Plantation in the ACE Basin, and is an avid outdoorsman. The purpose of the Center is to train and
educate waterfowl conservationists, managers,
and scientists to ensure the health and viability
of waterfowl and wetland associated species.
The Center will have research, educational, and
outreach missions which will not only impact
waterfowl and wetland conservation in our
state but has the opportunity to become the
focal point of waterfowl and wetland conservation throughout the Atlantic Coastal region.
The Center will be housed at Clemson’s Baruch Institute on the Hobcaw Barony outside Kennedy Interns listen for final instructions on the technique they will use to sample
Georgetown, SC. The Center’s founding Direc- for invertebrates.
ate students in waterfowl and wetland research and nettor is Dr. Rick Kaminski who is internationally
work the students with practicing professionals. Students
known through his 35 years in waterfowl research at Misenrolled in this course are called Kennedy Undergraduate
sissippi State University. His involvement will give the KenInterns, and the course follows Clemson University’s very
nedy Center instant credibility and ensure the Center gets
off to a quick start. Here at Nemours Wildlife Foundation,
we are proud to be a partner with the Kennedy Center and
“The Kennedy program has benefitted my education
will help lead, collaborate and supervise the research and
outreach programs in the southern part of our state.
in several ways. First, the opportunity to meet multiple
professionals in the land/waterfowl management field
One of the goals of the Center is to engage undergraduhas aided greatly in my own professional development.
Also, the ability to help firsthand in invertebrate research has revealed a whole new realm of waterfowl
studies to me”.
“Our time in the ACE Basin at Nemours and Clarendon Farms was particularly special to me. I grew
Jacob Lazarus, Clemson undergrad Kennedy Intern 2015.
up right outside of Charleston and the rivers in the
ACE Basin are my ‘stomping grounds’. It is where I
learned the traditions of hunting and fishing from
my grandfather and my father, as well as many othsuccessful Creative Inquiry program for undergraduates.
Dr. Greg Yarrow, Chair of the Department of Forestry and
er things that a future steward is to learn. I felt as if
Environmental Conservation at Clemson, developed and
this spring break was my chance to give back to the
led the first Kennedy Intern course this spring semester.
land that had supplied me with so many lessons. I
have taken my little sister fishing just outside of NeBesides the traditional classroom lectures, students enrolled
mours twice since spring break, all the while trying
in this course were required to pass up their spring-break vato pass down the lessons that I have learned and
cation and in exchange spend the week on the coast wading
build a future steward”.
in pluff mud, providing free meals for mosquitos and sand
gnats, and otherwise being a wildlife biologist. Half the week
- Matthew Marburg,
was spent at the Yawkey Wildlife Center (YWC) in GeorgeClemson undergrad and Kennedy Center Intern 2015.
town and the other half at Nemours (NWF) and Clarendon
Farms Plantation (CFP) which is managed by Jason Hewett.
Page 4
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Biologists in coastal SC are becoming more interested in
examining the food chain within our tidal impoundments
with particular interest in better understanding what factors influence invertebrate abundance. The invertebrates
that are found both in the water column and mud substrate
are critical components of the food chain for waterfowl,
”Something I learned a little bit about and was not
expecting was at Nemours when we learned the basics
and conducted a prescribed burn.”
Carley Cofield, Clemson undergrad and Kennedy Intern 2015.

shorebirds, and fish. Therefore, the Kennedy Interns decided to tackle this question for their research project.
According to their course syllabus, the research project
for the 14 students was “to
acquire baseline information on invertebrate abundance in 3 impoundments
types (freshwater, brackish
water, and salt water). Students will work in teams of
2 to sample 3 impoundment
types on each of the 3 areas (YWC, NWF, and CFP).
After sampling, and back in
the lab, students will sort
through samples, ID invertebrates, enter data, analyze
and interpret results, and
present their findings in a
Kennedy interns examine one of
poster presentation.” The
their samples.
layman’s interpretation of
this assignment is: “Come
prepared to spend your week waist deep in marshes and
mud, probe for things most people refer to as creepy-crawl-

ies and want to avoid, don’t complain about insects bites,
humidity, rain, bad food, and no social life, and upon returning to Clemson be prepared to spend your remaining afternoons, evenings, and weekends identifying and counting
everything in your samples and then develop an intelligent
story about what you did and what it all means for wetland
conservation and management”. Not exactly the typical
‘what I did on my spring-break’ story!
I am happy to say the students along with Dr. Yarrow and follow scientist Jeremy Pike impressed us all with their enthusiasm, resourcefulness, inquisitiveness, and perseverance.
“This class has enhanced my educational experience
by teaching me how to properly manage impoundments manipulated by water control structures and
how to effectively work in groups by communicating
and teamwork” .
Carley Cofield, Clemson Undergrad and Kennedy Intern.

Based on their comments (examples are posted in this article)
they appreciated and enjoyed the opportunities presented to
them. It rained periodically and the sand gnats made themselves well known, but that did not deter the students from
completing their assignment. I was especially pleased to see
the amount of interaction the students had with the local biologists who worked with them during the week. The exuberance of youth can be contagious and there was a feeling
among us old-timers that the future generation of biologists
is in good hands. If this is an example of how the Kennedy
endowment will impact waterfowl and wetland conservation,
then we are off to a great start. The note below is copied
from a class thank you note to Mr. Kennedy, but I think everyone involved, especially the staff from the SC DNR, Nemours,
and Clarendon, should hear their message.
–Ernie P. Wiggers, Ph.D.

From all of the Clemson University’s Kennedy Center Interns,
thank you for your time and effort to create such an experience!
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Eastern Wild Turkey (Meleagris gallopavo)
Nesting and Brood-Rearing Habitat Study

The 2015 wild turkey nesting
season is in full swing and
Nemours biologist, Beau
Bauer, and intern, Gillie
Croft, are busy in the woods
tracking hen movements
and searching for nests. Nemours Wildlife Foundation
has been conducting a multiyear study on the nesting
and brood-rearing habitats
of the Eastern Wild Turkey
(Meleagris gallopavo) in an
effort to identify factors that
lead to nesting success. Current data show a decline in
turkey recruitment throughout South Carolina, which is
often attributable to nesting
success or failure.

Game camera photograph of smokey
hen who was captured one month
later and 1.5 miles away. Note
the second hen is carrying a radio
transmitter on its back and has a leg
band from previous capture.

Hens are captured during the winter with rocket nets and outfitted
with VHF radio transmitters that allow researchers to follow their
movements using radio telemetry. A sedentary hen during the
breeding/nesting season cues Nemours researchers that nesting has
begun. Nests are located and monitored until the hen has hatched
her clutch. Eggs are counted to determine how many poults where
successfully hatched and vegetative data are collected for habitat
analysis. However, this is not always an easy task. Turkeys are notoriously wary, especially nesting hens—often making nest searching an
exhaustive and humbling experience. Care must also be taken not
to disturb nesting hens due to their high proclivity for nest abandonment. Turkey hens are also highly susceptible to predation during
this time…and everything wants to eat turkeys.
The 2015 field season began with nine hens still on radio from
previous years (2013 & 2014) with an additional eleven captured

by rocket-netting in
February for a total of
twenty telemetered
hens. Five hens where
predated before the
breeding season and
two hens have traveled to properties inaccessible to Nemours
researchers. However, nest searching has
been successful with
Nemours Wildlife Foundation intern, Gillie Croft, eleven nests found as
of May 15, 2015. Five
holding a white-phase, “smokey”, Eastern Wild
hens have successfully
Turkey hen after successful rocket-net capture
hatched their broods
and radio transmitter attachment.
and two more are currently incubating. Three hens have abandoned their nests, but one
of those has already re-nested. One nest has been predated and
one hen was predated shortly after hatching her poults.
Habitat characteristics that lead to successful nesting are still unclear. Turkey hens in this study seem to nest in a wide variety of
habitats from broomsedge fields to hardwood forests and clearcuts to pine woods with successes and failures in all habitat types.
Field observations indicate overhead cover directly above the nesting hen to be critical to nest success and dense shrubby areas being
unfavorable, likely due to decreased escape routes from predators.
Bobcats have accounted for the majority of predation throughout
the study followed by raptors (typically Great Horned Owls). There
has also been minimal predation from coyotes and poachers. Early analysis of brood-rearing habitat supports previous studies with
emphasis on early-successional grassy fields that provide “bugging”
grounds for young poults. More to come as we continue this study
over the next several years.
-Beau Bauer

An Internship at Nemours

day, I decided to give back by devoting my life to understanding
and protecting the natural world.

I grew up in Summerville, and my connection to the outdoors
began early in life. I did not grow up with family members who
hunted, but for some unknown reason I was strongly drawn to
the sport. Fortunately, I connected with a great mentor who I
spent the weekends fishing and hunting with, while unknowingly developing a passion that would shape my life. While
afield my curiosity grew. I wanted to understand how all the
natural systems worked and interacted. When I was not hunting, I would read everything I could find to learn about the animals I pursued.

One of the biggest assets in preparing me for the field of wildlife biology has been my internships at Nemours Wildlife Foundation. My first exposure to the world of wildlife biology and
management was in the summer of 2011 as an intern here at
Nemours, while completing my associates in wildlife management from Horry-Georgetown Technical College. I quickly realized Nemours was a great place to be for students starting out
in the field. The experiences I had during that summer gave me
the skills and foundation to obtain several other internships and
ultimately led me to the decision of continuing my education. I
graduated from Clemson University and now hold a bachelor’s
degree in wildlife & fisheries biology as of December 2014.

I learned a lot about myself and the natural world through my
time outdoors. Because hunting and the outdoors have given
me so much and helped developed me into the person I am toPage 6

I returned to Nemours as an Intern in January and have been as-
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sisting the staff biologist on a research project on
wild turkey ecology. Studying turkeys has been
challenging but rewarding. It started with trying
to capture them. The process began soon after
I arrived at Nemours. We set up bait sites with
cameras so we could pattern and spend our time
in the field wisely. Once we had hen turkeys regularly visiting a bait site we set up the rocket net
and ground blind. Then we entered the blind at
daylight each morning and waited…..waited…..
and waited some more! We spent weeks in the
blinds through cold and rain waiting for the turkeys to come to the bait and position themselves
perfectly for an opportunity to capture them.
Once the stars aligned and that moment finally
happened--Boom! The rocket net was deployed
and turkeys successfully captured.

the last egg is laid. I then located the nest, determined number of eggs hatched, and conducted
vegetation measurements to characterize habitat
at the nest site. So far we have had 5 hens have a
successful nest hatch.
Beyond the turkey research, I have assisted the
biologist with leading tour groups, capturing and
banding Black-Bellied Whistling Ducks. I even
went searching for eastern diamondback rattlesnakes with a graduate student working out of
Nemours.

These experiences have prepared me well as I
continue my professional development. Working on the turkey project has given me hands-on
opportunities to see the scientific method firstIntern Gillie Croft using
hand. I have developed good record keeping habtelemetry
to
track
and
record
its which are important because of the volume of
The turkeys were fitted with transmitters and leg
data the turkey study generates. I have improved
bands and released. After releasing the birds, the daily movements of wild
my team-building skills by working within a group
the real work began. Using telemetry I began to turkeys.
to complete tasks. I have been able to practice
track and record their daily movements. Keeping
and
improved
my communication skills by participating in Neup with 15 hens is difficult because of their large movements. As
spring progressed the hens broke up from their winter flocks, mat- mours’ educational programs
ed, and then went on a journey to find a nest site. Some hens have
Nemours has helped me learn how to use my curiosity in sciennested almost 2 miles from where they were captured.
tific investigations. I experience something new every day and
Once a hen localized her movements within a very small area, I could not ask for a better outdoor classroom. I believe Nemours
assumed she was nesting. I then monitored her daily until she is a truly special place where staff becomes family and the ophatched her poults which require 28 days of incubation after portunities are endless. - Gillie Croft.

A Warm Welcome to Paula Berube

We are very fortunate and happy to announce the hiring of Paula Berube as our new Administrative Assistant. Paula’s first day was May 11th.
Paula joins us from Hunting Island State Park where she worked in many capacities. A short introduction about Paula is in the adjacent article.
Kay Merrill, whom most of you know through meeting her at our events and her posting on things like Facebook has retired or perhaps I
should say semi-retired. She remains with Nemours but in a much reduced capacity. She is overseeing our Nieuport Cultural/Historical
restoration project, something she is very passionate about. Congrats and thank you to both ladies!
Life has a way of throwing you a curve ball from time to time
and it can sometimes be a not so pleasant experience. For me, this
time, the curve ball could not get any better! It started with a job advertisement wedged in the screen door of my house. It was placed
there by a neighbor and friend who knew the winds of change were
heading my way: Nemours Wildlife Foundation. It sounded intriguing
so I promptly googled it and knew within minutes this was an opportunity I had to pursue.
Long story short, I did pursue it and now find myself in the position of trying to fill the shoes of Kay Merrill, as the new Administrative Assistant at Nemours Wildlife Foundation. Kay has done an
amazing job at Nemours over the past five years judging from all I
have seen and heard, proving that filling her shoes will be no easy
task. Rest assured, it is a task I am looking forward to fulfilling.
I am fortunate to have grown up in Beaufort and spent most of
my childhood stomping through the pluff mud or climbing a tree,
ever curious as to the occupant of the nest I could see. Having spent
endless summer days eating fresh mussels my friends and I harvested, watching fiddler crabs wave their fiddles and discovering all the
natural world had to teach us, I have a deep affection for this unique
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environment. I am looking forward to discovering all that the ACE
Basin can teach me.
I have spent the past fourteen plus years working at another
South Carolina Lowcountry treasure, Hunting Island State Park. I
was fortunate to hold several positions on the Park over the years
which allowed me to work with talented individuals who were also
striving to be good stewards of this unique barrier island and its inhabitants. My time at Hunting Island provided me with many, many
wonderful experiences from as simple as teaching a child to catch
his first blue crab to designing, orchestrating and executing a major
renovation of a park facility, chairing planning committees for Park
events, meeting people from every country in the world, helping
guests make memories and the list goes on and on.
To have the opportunity to work at another Lowcountry treasure and contribute to the mission of this Foundation is nothing
short of amazing. I hope to make my list of wonderful experiences
at Nemours Wildlife Foundation as long as the one from Hunting
Island State Park. I look forward to working with and meeting each
of you over the coming years.
-Paula Berube

www.nemourswildlifefoundation.org
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Kennedy interns and instructors from Clemson University celebrate the conclusion of a week of wading in the marsh to sample for invertebrates.

