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BIRDS OF THE INDIAN RIVER MARSH -

The study of birds in succe331onal communities in - o j.;

A'the Indian River Marsh area was made by a group of | |
advanced bird students under the direction of Dr. O S. .
Pettlnglll.‘ The group was distributed 1n five TOowW boats

i

*vﬂ’and;from:t;¥se the various channels of the rlver were

explored Whenever p0551b1e, we waded 1nto the beds of

_cat talls, sedges and rushed to flush‘blrds or to look
for nests. The study of the marsh 1tself was made in
.three nours, with about an nour of study in the wooded
' marginal area. ’
The Indian Rlver in Cheboygan County, Mlchlgan, is
the outlet of Burt Lake, draining it at the south

end through a low sand plain. »It g£lows to the north
~through a break in the uplands which is about a mile in

width and extends'to Mullet Lake. The stream is rather

/

slugglsh‘because of the small drop of less than one foot"
which occurs in the first mmle and a nalf from Burt Lake.
Soutn‘of the town of Indian River, the stream meanders
through a swampy mud—flat which is one-nalf‘nile wide.

In tnis flat are found the various plant associations which
nouse the birds of the marsh community. The; nave been
'affected by,anthroheic_(nan—made) factorg such as

building of piers, dredging of channels and continued - "

fishing and boating;



The study of the marsh area was made on a warm o \',;lg

sunny mornlng with an increasing cloudiness to the A |

- northeast.resulting 1n a qulck electrlcal storm which
was spent in about thirty mlnutes. The remainder of

the mornlng was clear and warm with but a slight breeze.

Tne temperature ranged from 70 to 80 degrees. -

B e The Open Water Community may contaln,plants such T

\

vir- A das Potamqgeton, Valllsneria, Ceratophyllum, Utrlcularia,

'M!?lophyllum, Elodea and Algae sPecles¢, *n thiS- e Vt?';,'f
Ev-< ' o associatlon species were not observed ‘as tne water Was, -
turbld and would have required ‘the use of a plant nook.
The plants ordinarllly harbour a supply of food for
Terns and Klngflsners in the form of insect larvae,
fishiand_invertebrates. Pa¥ts of the'roots,jgtems,
leaves and frnits are used-as_forage for Ducks, Ccots
and Grebes. The water depth isrvariable.

The.Floating Plant Community found in water not -
exceeding gignt feet includes species of Nym haea,
Nuphar and some'cf tne submerged.plants found in open
water. Additional insect and invertebrate iife 1is
present an the dpper and lower surfaces of the 1lily
pads and their rootstocks and stems may be used as forage.
This community was very restricted because of'the_artificialf

control of the stream for traffic.



The Bulrush Community found in water nbt more
than six feet deep was present in small . areas but
for the most part was 1n a Cat—tail or Sedge communlty

‘resultlng 1n a variahte ecotone structure., Plants of -

801rpus amerlcanus, S. occidentalls, S valldus, and v

a small area of Phragmltes maximus were present

'vand;Phragmites“‘w ' :,y_water

The se f §£1£2;; e eate
'fowl and tne bulbous bas»s of the Sclrgus are used as

forage.__ :

The Cat- tail Communlty was by far the~dominant one
in hhe marsn area w1th the water in most.Cases under
four feet\sut tne bottom was. uncertaln and an occca51ona1

deep hole- Was dlscovered by members of tne party.

Typha latifolisa was sbundant. Tne Red-winged Blackbirds

were common an-thxs area. Other than Imséét-larvae and

1nvertebrates small mammals such as the meadow mouse are

‘present. This aﬂcougts for flushing such blras as Coot

Bittern and Rails from this area. |
The Sedge Communlty merged from a €at- tail -Sedge

ecotone almost directly into one of Sedge and low shrubs.

Carex was the most common species, with Sarracenia, tne

pitcher plant; Femyanthes, the buckbean, and Iris being
invading species of herbaceous plants. Food supply in

this area includes seeds "and roots along with inserts and

small mammals. .- , e



The Shrub Community may be classified as to nigh

and low sorub areas. - The-low shrubs invading tne Carex.

include Myrica gale1 8alix spp.‘ Ly51machia and some

Cnamaedaphne.; The high shrubs include Alnus incana, - |

Salix Spp. Cornus stomonifera, and tree saplings such

as Acer rubrum and Thuja occidentalis. This area is

?ﬁmainly one df nestingiand 81nging sites,ratner than one -

The Climax Forest Community 1n this area was a“

mixture of Thul_ occidentalis, Acer rubrum, Picea mariana

and Populus tremuloides. The forest fringes the marsh
quife near the epen water with‘the eXception of the
Qaggg—low shrub ecotone in wnich there is a gradual
suecession from low snrub to high shrub to trees.f-
The birds of this area are malnly insect and seed -
eaters. - L _ .

Plant’aséociaﬁions by their mefging wifh nlangsb
of an adjoining area or by. their invasion'df_another
,associattonzform a region of mixed .vegetation commonly
called an ecotone. In the lndian River:Marsh, Cat-tail
and Bulrush, Bulrush and Sedge, and Sedge and Cat-tail
ecotones Were found each surrounded by onen weter in
the channel. In the marsh these ecotones were similar
in appearance but prov1aed -varied group of birds

depending on their specific requirement in the area.




BIOLOGICAL RELATIONSHIPS.

s

7/

The blrds .seen in. tne open water were w1thout questlon
'in search of food, namely the Baack Duck anid Ducklings, o
the Belted Klngflsher, Black Terns, Tree- Swallows, and
. Kingbird;a The Tree Swallows and Black Terns with their.

&ﬂ“ c;rcling’and then dlving>manne2%of_flignt in gettlng o ., l;,TA
. Ty - o 43 T ! A 5 _ A( h - ‘ ) .«’__ G

Klngbird nest on a post 1n open water was’ made of grasses-
' shaped into-a. cup—llke structure. -It contalned three
whlte somewhat speckled eggs. Tne 1nterspec1flc relatlon--

Shlp ex1st1ng here was mainly one of competitlon for

food. . R | » - | B

P

A nest of the Black Tern was found in the Bulrushes,
built on a platform of debrl
farther out than the Catfteils. The three eggs were
in a cup-iike depression 1in a mass of old.reeds of
'Sciréus. - They Werelq buffylcolor with chooolate‘
colored specks. The Herring Gull and Common Tern were S -
seen in flight over this area apparently in search of
food harbored around the rootstocks of tne plants. The
Bulrusnes were also used as perches and illustrated the
intraspecific relationsaips of t.i.e Black Tern in
competition fgor food, nest sites and perches.
| The eootone of Cat tail and Bulrushes was a popular

nestlng place for the Redaw1nged Blackbird, Pied-billed

>»

Grebe, American Bittern and Black Tern.



The Red-winged Blackbird'nest, made .of grasses in a cup--

like structure wasfsuspeaded Just above the ﬁater in the'
»"Cat talls., It was three 1nches in diameter, contalned
"4 blulsh speckled eggs and was feathered w1th down.;_

"~ This area serves as ‘a nestlng and 51nging terrltory for

‘this group of 1ndlviduals and partially as a feedlng

‘Tgroynd. ,Thelr:society is an'amiableyone anﬁ,tney tend

e I N

: to protectlanother blrds nest-

,;The Pled—billed Grebe bullds a large nest on a plle of

: floatlng debrls.f Tne 1n51deﬂd1ameter lS»&bOUt 10-12 incaes -
with a shallow hollow in which the eggs are laid. We
found one spindle—shaped whlte egg floatlng on the water.
Presumaple washed away by a prev;pus heavy_raln - wblcn
likewise may;have washed the‘baby Grebe into fhe'water.
Tt was water-logged and had a wound on- therhead and back
whlcn we presume was tne result of an attack by a Black
Tern. The blrd drled out and became fluffy but it died
on the same day. - -

The American Bittern was found on a nest in the -Cat-tails.

There were 4-eggs,_one-of which was pipped. The bird was
frozen btn the nest and could not be flushed from it.

A question arose as to the reason, tne apgroacning storm
or the pipped egg or both. Tne nest was loosely snaped
to fit tihe body and made of Cat-tails and Buirushef.

The Bittern in this habitat could meveVeasily between
the Cat-tails and thus escape predators - protective
coloration was very effective. | . ;

The Long-bllled Marsh ”ren gave us quite a search in the

"Cat- talls for 1ts nest whlcn WaS woven 1nto a basket—

Al

shaped structure witn an openlng on the lower side.. it

I




was lined with Cat-tail down and suspended about 2 feet
"_~above'the neter level' The nest’ contalned 3 young blrds,

'one chocolate brown egg and one white one. A question

,'arose as to the color but it seems to be a question of o Qﬁl;'i
‘plgmentation rather than one pﬁ para31tism. L 5*_ : f_53;;f'l;f

_The Black Tern nest found in thls area was 31m11ar in

”structure toAthat found 1n the Bulrushes but wastmade j:
2 = i : LR TR S’k E L
r;of floating Cat4Talls and contalned 2 eggs.A Other blrds§;

(

'Eseen as a result of flusnlng were the-Vlrglnla Ra11</ ) B B
‘ Least Blttern and Sora Rail. In the same area ‘the Coot ’iv;ﬁi ~
- ‘was neard calling. Ho 1nterspec1f1c relatlons were'lr - - : f?
-ascertained bnt one mlght deduce that competltlon for B
nesting 51tes and food would be & b1g factor. | B

The Sedge and Cat tail ‘ecotone mado an excellent
nesflng 51te fot the Long—bllled Marsn.Wren._ Here we
found three dummy nests of sedges without llnlngs and
one nest lined with Cat- tall down but which was
unoccupled. The adult bird gudrded tie nest closely : R
_and scolded loudly not far gway from it. A Red-wing
Blackbird nest was also found in the area with tﬁé-
sedges used for shaning the nest, and tne Cat-tails
for suspension. o

The Low Snrub ecotone was on the edge of tne SedgeA
and Cat-tail ecotone. Sedge was a dominant herbaceons
plant with scattered low shrubs in Whicn we eawftne
Chippiné Sparrow andASwamp Sparrow, Tne Yellow Warbler,‘;
Emerican Redstart and tne Northern Yellow Thnoat were
heard singing. Two nests of this bird (the Nortnern |

Yellow Throat) were found. One mest in the fork of a

- [
-



branch of Myrica gale was 3 inches in diameter, 2}}inches

on the inside.- The cup—shaped nest was made of grassy
materiél" It was 11 inches above the surface or the'
water and contained 4 speckled eggs. The other nesﬁ was
at 1east fifty feet away, 10 1nches above the water,

in the fork of some dry tw1gs in a clump of Mleca gdle

aod sedge., It also»contaiaedffour e

S "ﬁ’ p;&a‘a“‘

: soecific relationsihere woul lnclu e nestlng and.

151ng1ng territory whereas the interspeclflc relations

would more llkely be one of competltion for food.

- The High Shrub and Woods Edge ecotones can well
-be synonymous in this mlxed cllmax assoclatlon._jThe
birds heard here één'scareely be specificaliylplabed in
_one or the other and no nests were recorded, rThe ’
Black4b111ed Cuckoo, Halry Woodpecker, Crested Flycatcher,
Phoebe, Least Flycatcher, Robin, Red-eyed Vlreo,
Black and White Warbler, Oven Bird, American Redstart,
Cowbird, Rose Breasted Grosbeak, Puroie'Finch, Chipping
Sparrow, Song Spafrow and Indigo Bunting weré heard.
InterSpecifically these birds compete for singing
percheeénd nesting territories. <lhe variations in food
selection of tnese birds I would assume makes it
possibie for so many species to live in a liimited area.
of the species listed; the Indigo Bunting, Swamp Sparrow,
Robin and Red-eyed Vireo were seen.

The Mixed Climax aseociation offered a wide selection
of nesting sites and singing”posts.t The Oven.Bird;
Scarlet Tanager, Blue Jay, Black-capped Chickadee,

Winter ¥ren, and Veery were neard singihg in the forest.

The Winter Wren was about mid-way up the trunk of a

R




spruce, while the Blue Jay and Oven Bird were using the

tree tops. . _ . . o
ThlS marshlarea may be descrlbed from tne standpoint

of sinklng land, or, to approach it from the climax forest

it is a marsh area filling in as a result of accumulated |

g

_organic matter and the inward mlgrationgof plant specxes.};- .

vagetation%and spec1es of Blrds represented 1n each(
'vBecause of the gradual cnange in plants from She shore
growth of Spruce and Cedar into the lowland and open
water, there is a mlxed group of blrds, or overlapplng
of the‘blrd-spe01es, in Same of tne communlties. inls
may be explalned in terms of niche requlrements, .
namely - an adequate food supply, nestlng materlal
nesting site and 31nélng percn. On the ba51s of these
| faqtorSJnhé presence of absence of a spec1es may be
exﬁlained;'" ‘

'SUMMARY 
l. The study of "Successional.Communities"‘in the—Indian
River Marsh in Cneboygan County, Michigan, was made by
tne.Aduanced Ornithology class under thne direction of
Dr. 0.S. Pettingill.
2. The Indlan River drains Burt Lake into Mullet Ldake and
flows tnrough a low mud-flat. | |
3. The Open Water Community in deep water harbours many -
lnsect.larvae and invertebrates in its aquaticlvegetation.

’It is used mainly as an area for song flighte and

" flights for food.




4. The Floating Plant Community found in small <limited
areas was restricted as a result of anthropeic factors.
5. The Bulruzh Community'provides a limited cover for
protectlon, the seeds and bulbous bases of plants for
food and oid stems for nesting materials.,- .
6. The Cat-tail Commumty found in water under four feet |

B deep was most extensiv e in the area., It prov1ded ,

<A

f €;iexce11ent s giré”perches, estlngibites and»food for
itseveral bird species. , }in ',” R f":‘

7. The Sedge Communlty is mostly one of ecotones formed

w1th Cat tails and Bulrushes, and also low shrubs. As

a result of thls structure, argreater varlety of blrds

‘were noted here. V o - - .

8. The Shrub Community iquuite extensive due to tue

iuvasion‘bf low sirubs into the Sedge‘area; VWith a

' resulting varietion in the availeble niche“requirements3 i

an increase in blrd populatlon was noted. . .

9. The Climax Forest Community presents a mlxed assoclatlon -

':w1th a dominance of Cedar and Spruce. The populetion ina
actual numbers decreases with,an increased number of coni-
fer trees .. The plents compete for light and as a result
ground plants and low shrubs are absent, which means that
the insect population will be decreased.

10. The ecotones proved to'have the-greatest number of .
species. This is due to the more varisble specific re-
quirements. ) |

ll..ﬁach bird community has similar requirements for all
species such as an adequate food supply, nesting material,
neéting site eﬁd singing perch. The'presence of a certdin

species in mbre&han one community suggests either an ad-




- 11 -

aptation to the habitat or a similarity in the fequirements
of that species for survival. - , _ ;,
12. In. the marsh communities the Red-wing Blackbird Long—;
billed Marsh“Wren and Black Tern were found in more than _

one plant community. In the later stages of plant successson

the Red-eyed Vireo, American Redstart, Black and White Warbler,r ;7
o Oven Bird Chipping Sparrow and Indigo Bunting were found in

RN
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