
   

Whatõs Inside >> 
Artwork by Volunteers Wanted ........................................ 2 

Nell Baldacchino Retires .................................................. 3 

The Big Sit ........................................................................ 3 

ñIf you canôt bring the schools to the refugeéò ............... 4 

Teaching Russian Cranes How to Fly............................... 5 

2012 Waterbird Nesting Season ....................................... 7 

Friends Board, Up Close and Personal ............................. 8 

Chestnut Orchard Sign ...................................................... 9 

Winter Artist at the NWVC ............................................ 10 

National Champion Tree Tidbit ...................................... 11 

Champion Tree Tour ....................................................... 11 

2013 Wildlife Art Show and Sale ................................... 12 

Volunteers Honored at the Volunteer Dinner ................. 13 

Honey Harvest Festival ................................................... 14 

Wildlife Festival.............................................................. 14 

Forests of Patuxent Discovery Hike ................................ 15 

Wildlife Holiday Bazaar 2012 ........................................ 15 

2013 Refuge Events ........................................................ 16 

2012 Friends of Patuxent Run for the Refuge 5K ........... 17 

Newsletter Help Wanted ................................................. 18 

Project Budburst Completes Its First Year ...................... 18 

Tree Plantings at Patuxent............................................... 19 

January - March 2013  Vol.24, No.1  

           Friends of Patuxent  
A quarterly newsletter for Friends and Volunteers of the Patuxent 

Wildlife Research Center and Patuxent Research Refuge  

www.FriendsOfPatuxent.org 

WƻŜ 5ƛDƛƻǾŀƴƴƛ - нлмн ±ƻƭǳƴǘŜŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¸ŜŀǊ 
Joe DiGiovanni has been selected the Patuxent Research Refuge 2012 Volunteer of the Year. A Master Gardener, Joe 

has provided landscaping, garden plantings and clean-up as well as shrub and tree pruning at various areas and gardens 

around the visitor contact station on north tract and the visitor center on south tract. He has helped create new trails and 

gardens, acted as a trail monitor and helped improve and preserve the condition of old cemeteries at north tract.  

Joe has led presentations and demonstrations on pruning techniques for Patuxent staff and as a special Friends of 

Patuxent Members Only program. He has helped with both refuge and Friends' special events and festivals, and 

contributed his photography of the refuge for the Patuxent Research Refuge website.  

In his spare time, Joe hand-carves nature-themed rocks which have been placed in and around gardens, ponds and trails 

at both north and south tracts. He has donated his carvings to the Friends of Patuxent for the Wildlife Art Show and Sale 

and also to other refuges, including Blackwater and Eastern Neck National Wildlife Refuges.  

Joe is active in his community, giving educational presentations at libraries, garden clubs and community centers. In 

addition, he gave a presentation at the UMD Extension Service in Ellicott City and helped with garden clean-up in 

preparation for the Master Gardener Job Fair for new interns at the Howard County Conservancy.  

Joe joins the ranks of past Volunteers of the Year 

2003-Malcolm Livingston 2008-Ken Lavish 

2004-Emy Holdridge  2009-Brenda Stone 

2005-Dennis Hartnett  2010-Lucy Grimes 

2006-Rod Burley  2011-Jeanne Latham  

2007-Ed Grimes 

We feel very fortunate to count Joe among our dedicated group of 

volunteers. His work for Patuxent is invaluable and much 

appreciated. 
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Contributors are reminded that their input to 

the newsletter is due on the 1st of the month 

(i.e. March 1 for the April-June edition) so that 

the newsletter can be sent for printing by the 

15th of the month. Special thanks are due to 

the many contributors who have made this 

publication what is has become today. 

Contributors 

ñFriends of Patuxentò is published quarterly and can be mailed to 

our Friends upon request. 

The editor, layout artists, contributors and other assistants are all    

volunteers. There are regular contributors, however, we welcome and 

encourage all volunteers and Friends to submit items for the         

newsletter by sending or bringing them to: 

     Editor, Friends of Patuxent Newsletter 

     National Wildlife Visitor Center 

     10901 Scarlet Tanager Loop 

     Laurel, MD 20708-4011 

     Or email to Diana_Ogilvie@fws.gov 

To become a member of the Friends of Patuxent or send a donation, 

please see ñMembership Applicationò in the reverse side of the      

address page of the newsletter 
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Jessica Helmbold, Patuxent Volunteer 

For the first time ever, the Big Sit birding event was coupled with the well-attended and popular Patuxent Wildlife 

Festival, increasing participation dramatically. With the help of Jessica Helmbold, Ross Feldner, Lisa Garrett and Tony 

Ku, the 2012 Big Sit was very successful. Over 40 people participated, including many families as well as individuals. 

Normally, the event only records different species observed, but we allowed families to put tally marks next to species 

that were already listed, so everyone could participate. Even if Canada geese were the only birds a family saw, their 

sighting still counted. Our goal was to encourage people to become interested in birding.  

This year we saw 41 species, spanning across all major groups from waterfowl to raptors and songbirds to gamebirds. 

Some of the highlights from this yearôs count included palm warbler, pileated woodpecker, northern parula, dark-eyed 

juncos, ruddy duck, common yellowthroat, bald eagle, sharp-shinned hawk, magnolia warbler, cedar waxwing, 

Lincolnôs sparrow and sandhill crane. The cranes were a species that was on display during the festival. Dr. Greg Smith, 

of USGS, jokingly said we should count those as well, and we did! 

The Big Sit is always a fun event. Participants borrow a pair of binoculars and a field guide and look for birds from the 

loop trail area where various types of habitats abound, and then they record their results on our flipchart. Participants 

observe for as short or as long a time as theyôd like, depending on their interest in birding, and any birds they see during 

their ñsitò can count. Sometimes we encourage individuals to pick a bench on the loop trail and complete their ñsitò from 

that spot. Since Patuxent hosts the event during the hours the refuge is open to the public, the event usually lasts for 8-9 

hours.  

The Big Sit was a huge success this year. At the end of the day, many people had become interested in birding after their 

participation in the Big Sit.  

bŜƭƭ .ŀƭŘŀŎŎƘƛƴƻ wŜǝǊŜǎ ŀƊŜǊ по ¸ŜŀǊǎ 
After over 43 years with the Fish and Wildlife Service, it is with mixed emotion that I am submitting my retirement 

papers.  ñItôs been a wonderful life!ò 

After grad school in wildlife management, I began my career at Chincoteague NWR in June of 1969 ï then to the 

swamps of Okefenokee and the marshes of Blackwater ï all the time developing a passion for the Refuge System.  I 

took a detour from Refuges in the mid-1970s, working with the Division of Ecological Services in the Annapolis Field 

Office; and then, when our kids were little, I worked part-time in the Washington Office Division of Refuges dealing 

with such issues as steel shot, trapping policy, feral animals and public use. 

I escaped DC and came back to the field at Patuxent in 1988 when it was still part of the FWS Region 8 Research 

Division; and I was thrilled having the opportunity to share Patuxentôs research and management history and discoveries 

with the public.  Opportunities increased with the transfer of the North Tract from the Army in 1991 and the opening of 

the National Wildlife Visitor Center in 1994. 

Patuxent is continually blessed with dedicated staff and volunteers ï I will miss the day-to-day interaction.  However, I 

find I am less and less able to keep up with the demands of the job, and think it is time to pass the torch to younger, 

more energetic and technologically able staff.  I am grateful for the friendship and support I have received over the years 

from my FWS and USGS colleagues and wonderful volunteers, and I hope to stay in touch! 

Nell 
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άLŦ ȅƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘ ōǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ  
ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŦǳƎŜΧΧέ 

Brad Knudsen, Refuge Manager, Patuxent Research Refuge 

On September 25, 2012, Patuxent Research Refuge recently took a bold step in the new Urban Refuge Initiative that is 

explained so eloquently in the National Wildlife Refuge Systemôs (NWRS) ñConserving the Futureò document in 

Recommendation 13.  We hired our first ever Urban Refuge Intern.  Alex Fetgatter will be working primarily with the 

Fairfax County Public School System (FCPS) in northern Virginia, delivering a variety of environmental education and 

natural resource expertise to administrators, teachers, and students.  The FCPS is one of the largest and most culturally 

diverse school systems in the United States, with over 180,000 students enrolled in nearly 200 schools, with large 

populations of African-American, Hispanic, and Asian-American students.   

This new outreach effort will allow Patuxent to reach numerous students and educators ï most within 45 miles of the 

refuge ï with whom we would otherwise not be connected.  The main objectives of this partnership include creating and 

maintaining additional schoolyard habitats; guiding student citizen science projects such as native bee surveys to feed 

into the U.S. Geological Surveyôs national database on native pollinators; canvassing various schools to see what 

ñgreenò practices they are already engaged in; identifying opportunities for wildlife-friendly practices on school grounds; 

and providing continuing education opportunities for teachers. 

This is truly a unique partnership, with the refuge funding the position with a modest stipend, and providing him with 

materials to promote the NWRS and the Fish and Wildlife Service, while FCPS provides office space and daily 

supervision.  In forming the partnership, Elaine Tholen ï FCPS Environmental Education Coordinator  stated, ñOur 

school district has about 50 schools that are registered Eco-Schools in the National Wildlife Federationôs Eco-Schools 

USA program and at least 30 or so more asking for technical assistance to get involved.  Having Alex working with us 

and representing the Refuge System will allow us to interact with that many more students and teachers, and hopefully 

create an even broader base of environmental stewardship in our county.  We are actively looking for ways to create 

more wildlife habitat on school grounds and having some help to do that will be crucial to our success.ò 

Recently, FCPS organized a training session for 40 high school science department chairs at Huntley Meadows, a 1,425 

acre county-owned park in Fairfax County with exceptional habitat diversity.  Various stations were set up, showing 

teachers how to use an outdoor setting to illustrate principles taught in their various disciplines, such as biodiversity, 

plant adaptations and succession, and the water cycle.  Alex staffed a station in a meadow, where he discussed the 

importance of native vegetation on the landscape, the threats from invasive species including disruptions to food webs, 

and how to establish bluebird habitat on school grounds. ñJust getting teachers to feel more at ease in an outdoor setting, 

and recognizing the potential for such an environment to actively promote successful learning was one of our main goals 

of this particular continuing education event,ò offered Elaine.    

Through his first six weeks, Alex had interacted with over 260 students and 30 teachers.  This has included weekly 

sessions with 15-20 under-performing fourth graders, where environmental principles are introduced to them in the 

schoolôs very own schoolyard habitat.  ñThis is such an exciting opportunity for me,ò he said recently.  ñI love working 

with kids, and I love working in nature.  The impact each can have on the other is an amazing dynamic to witness and to 

be a part of.ò 

With increasing obstacles to a school systemôs ability to fund field trips for their students, the Urban Refuge Initiative is 

an innovative way to bring the refuge to the schools.   Through our partnership with FCPS, my hope is that hundreds, if 

not thousands, of people ï only an hour away from Patuxent ï will learn about the Service and the NWRS, and the 

nurturing and exciting experiences that await them at a national wildlife refuge.  And ï even more basic than that ï learn 

about the nurturing and exciting experiences that await them in nature! 



 р 

¢ŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ wǳǎǎƛŀƴ /ǊŀƴŜǎ Iƻǿ ǘƻ Cƭȅ 
by Matthew C. Perry, Research Wildlife Biologist  

On September 6, 2012, the Washington Post and several national TV stations reported 

that the flamboyant Russian President, Vladimir Putin, had put on a white costume 

with a glove that resembled a birdôs bill, and flew a motorized hang-glider to lead a 

group of captive-raised Siberian cranes on their winter migration to Central Asia.  To 

most of the world observers this was just another one of Putinôs stunts to draw 

attention to himself.  However, to folks familiar with 

the Patuxent long-term program assisting whooping 

cranes to migrate, it had a much deeper significance.  

The motorized hang-gliding technique with an ultra-

light plane has been commonly used for many years by 

Patuxent staff, in collaboration with Operation 

Migration, to assist parentless captive-reared cranes in 

migration. 

Patuxent helped establish the Russian migration 

program in 1991when they donated a male sandhill crane and shipped it to Russia to 

become part of their breeding program.  The Russians had requested a crane from 

Patuxent and our Director, Mr. Hal OôConnor, was willing to comply due to his previous 

role of international exchanges with Russian and US scientists.  The transport by plane 

occurred due to the generosity of KLM Airlines at Baltimore Washington International 

Airport (BWI).  Patuxentôs good friend Walter Townshend, President and CEO of the Baltimore Washington Chamber 

of Commerce, made the initial contact with KLM at BWI requesting free 

transport.  KLM agreed and were extremely gracious and accommodating to all 

aspects of the trip, especially the welfare of the bird. 

After the crane was inspected by Patuxent veterinarian, Dr. Glenn Olsen, it was 

transported to BWI Airport.  KLMôs main location is Amsterdam, Netherlands.  

Most international flights go through this city so KLM established a large 

Veterinary Hospital there to accommodate any animals being shipped to or 

through Europe.  Our sandhill crane was immediately taken to the hospital on 

arrival and received an inspection by their veterinarian.  After a 2-3 hour 

layover in Amsterdam the crane was 

back on the plane for the trip to Russia. 

Upon arrival in Russia, Mr. OôConnor 

recalls a quick overnight rest for him 

and the crane and then first thing in the morning escorting the crane to a Refuge 

about 300 miles south of Moscow.  The Russians provided escorts and 

interpreters on the bus.  It was an all day trip on roads that were well below our 

interstate quality roads.  Mr. OôConnor recalls that the refuge manager had a 

bathroom in his small house, but the guest house had an outhouse.  The walk at 

night in 2-feet of snow made Hal happy that the stay at the refuge was for only 

one night. 

The Russians followed the protocols Patuxent had established with our captive 

colony of cranes.  They took the eggs from the Siberian cranes and placed them 

ό/ƻƴǝƴǳŜŘ ƻƴ ǇŀƎŜ сύ 
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Crate with crane ready for long 

flight to Russia 

Tight quarters, but I am okay! 

Animal Hotel maintained by KLM  

in Amsterdam 

Sandhill crane loaded on bus for long  

trip to refuge 
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visit our gallery at  
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under foster sandhill crane parents.  The Siberian cranes then laid additional 

eggs (double clutching), thereby increasing the production of the valuable eggs. 

The propagation program has been successful so the second phase of 

ñteachingò the cranes to migrate has begun.  The current endangered Siberian 

cranes were raised by the Russian 

World Wildlife Fund.  Putin had 

been learning to fly the glider for 

several months, and hoped to be 

able to start the cranes on their 

journey before his attendance was 

required at the Asia-Pacific 

Economic Cooperation Conference 

later in the week. Unfortunately, on 

October 11, 2012, we learned that the assisted migration had failed and the 

cranes were returned to their propagation site.  Patuxentôs program also has 

had a few setbacks, but, hopefully, with more experience and effort the 

Russian migration program with captive reared Siberian cranes will be 

successful.  Staff at Patuxent can be proud that 

they assisted directly with the propagation 

program of an endangered species in Russia by 

providing techniques to raise Siberian cranes in captivity and to teach them the most 

important first migration. 

ό/ƻƴǝƴǳŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǇŀƎŜ рύ 

Patuxentôs sandhill crane in 

Russia after long trip  

by air and bus 

Mr. Hal OôConnor in middle with  

Russian escorts 

Indoor facility of crane pen complex in Russia 

¢ŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ wǳǎǎƛŀƴ /ǊŀƴŜǎ Iƻǿ ǘƻ Cƭȅ 

Siberian cranes in covered pens similar to pens at 

Patuxentôs captive crane colony 


