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BiRD COMMUNITIES OF THE INDIAN RIVER'MARSH .

. e

The Advanced Ornithology class at tne Uhlver31ty of Mlchlgan 5
-B1010g1ca1 Statlon; w1th some students 601ng special‘prdblems )

in ornlthology, sPen.t the morning of June 28 1947, from six-

' fifteen until eleven ) clock, in the Indlan River marSh study-

.AAlthough the‘nlgv

the wind was calm to fresh (0-4 mlles per hour), the huﬁldlty
was high, especlally after a thunderstorm whlch cansed to groupief*l
to seek shelter for}about 20- 25 ‘mimtes.

The Indian River marsh isvlocafed a few miles northeast of
the summer resort town of Indian River, which is situated onm -
» the.southeastern shore of Burt Lake, in Chebpygan Couﬁty; near
the northern tlp of the Southern Peninsula of Michlgan.‘ Indian. ‘
River forms the drainage from Burt Lake into Mullet Lake.

Thevarea in whlch these lakes and river are found has a vefy:
interesting and fairly,complicated'geelogjcal history. Most.
of this region is underlain by limestone, and some of the lekesH
afe'the result of sink holes caused by the dissolvﬁng of the
limestone. Howevef, Jjust es glaciologists believe that the -
present Great Lakes are the ice-scoured valleys.of a pre-glaeial
river system, se too, thé chain of lakes known as the “Inland' |
Route" - Black, Burt, Crooked, Doﬁglas, Mullet, Pickerel, ahd
Round Lakes and_Little Traverse Bay - all of which lie in a
.low land area (or depression) meyhave‘been the drainsge system

formed by stream erosion as the ice which covered the state



retreated, or by ice scour as the ice advancec, or by both.
During the Pleistocéne era, there flowed outward from a center
in Labradof, a éheetuof ice with its ﬁain’portion‘exténding
in a southwésterly direction as far as Kansas éhd‘Nebraska,
- and as far souih as the Ohio River, andz east to the Atlantlc
Ocean. Like a glgantlc caullflower, the lobes of this glacier

to‘one-

ntlnuous sheet.-

,#reached outward,iflnally mer 1ng

;tThen, as. the ci ateibecame warmerg the 1ce'fron¢‘me1ted faster
than it could be supplled by the maln body, there was a retreat,
the lobes came into being agaln, and at thelr heads were. formed -
as huge crescents,the earliest of ‘the glac1a1 lakes." These

‘were all in the southern part of the Great Lakes region, although -
‘there may have been a laeke that eitended northward almost to
the Straits, as "varved deposité" ha&e been found in the northern

- part of the state that do not correlate with the level of any

glacial lake whose existenceiis:peéiiivéiylknown; Evidence

does show, howevér, that this area was covered by water in bbth

the Elacial Lake Algonquin and the post-glacial Nipissing Great

Lakes stages. "At Indian River, the waters of Léké Algonquin
entérea a région of islands forming an archipelago of considerable

extent. The eastern islands are relatively small. One lying
about two miles northeast of Oﬁdian River and another zbout

two miles north along the east shore of Burt Lake are each

about two miles in Iength and‘roughly oval in'form. They rise

100 to 150-feet abovej;he highest Algonguin beach, which is

well developed around their sides." 1

Leverett, Frank and Frank B. Taylor, THE PLEISTOCENE OF INDIAMA
AND MICHIGAN AND THE HISTORY OF THE GREAT LAKES. lionograph KNo.
53, United States Department of Interlor, Geologial Survey.

1915, p. 423.




7t During the post-glacial Nipissing Great Lakés period, the
"Tnland Route" was a strait separating a 1arge island (now -
Emmet and northern Cheboygan counties) from the malnland anﬂ

A connecting the waters of Lakes Huron and‘Michlgan, Just as the

Stralts of Mackinaw do today. As the. 1evel of the water 'f:

;lowered anﬁkthe présent Great LakeS'were‘formeq, only theldeeperv

'ﬁParts of. this}straIt%were ieft w1th;wat€'a and these remaants

became the lakes mentloned above.

I. D. Scott, in hlS book, "Inland Lzkeés of Michlgan" Wfitéé 

that,‘"Indlan Rlver leaves the lake (Burt) at the extreme;southe.
eastern corner and flowé {hrough the north side of a break in
the upland which is shout a mile in width and extends té Mullet
Lake.. This rather broad channel is flanked on either side byi
the'high cliffs of Lake Nipissing. Its bed where not traveled
by the Indian and Sturgeén Rivérs, rise; gradually to a sandbar
which extends from cliff to cliff through the town of Indlan
River in a regular curve concave to the west. This bar grew
from the west and practically separates the Burt and IMullet
lake basim, forcing the outlet to the north. On the gentle
.front slépe of the bar are several minor béaches which were

- formed during the recession of Lake Nipissing and probably
mark levels of short duration; since small terraces and cliffs
at like elevations are found_along the shores of Burt Lake..

In the lagoons behind these small heaches swamp conditions

prevailed." 2

2 Scott, I. D., m;tmn LAKES OF MICHIGAN., Michigan Geologieal and
Biological Survey, Publication 30, Geological Series 25.. 1921
P. 79. ' ’



Scott also says, "The valle'y epreaés to a width of more than

one-half mile north of Tndian River and becomes a nwampy mud -
flat through which the Indian Biver still meanders. . The stream AT

was unable to keep a channel open at its mouth and in 1ts 1ower
course, which was undoubtedly a shallow arm o:f.‘ m:lllet Lale - now
fllled by the silt carrled down'by the SturgeonﬁRlver after

its d:.versz.on." 3

The questlon will arise, whar relationshlp does this geologlcal_

history have with, bird connmmitles.‘ The answer ie tha’c., _:Lf

the hlstory had been dlfferent, there would be-no marsh t.o
provide suitable habitats for the blrds found in the area.

Had this been a "driftless area" as is found in- centrel W:Lsconsm,
"no marsh eould have been formed, for the history of such a
area is entirely separate from that of a glaciated area. . So
it is that geology enters the pict.ure, and also .’affects the
ec:olog.ica_'l7 succession.For from a hydrosere or open type of
association (which often contains submerged ‘vegeta'tion and

aqua tic life), there succeeds a emergen't,'floating stagey “which
limits or eliminates the subrnefged type by depriving it of -
sufficient licht. The depth of water for -this stage is usually
about eight to ten feet as compared to the twelve to twenty

feet of the open water stage. Following the floating plants
thepe comes the bulrush stage, in water FTour thrsiX feet teep.

This gives way to- the cat-tail type in Water less than four
feet deep. These tvwo types intermingle, as do the cat-tail
and sedge stages; or any one of the three may be omitted in

the ecological succession. Shrubs.take over from the sedges-

2 Seott, Ibid., p. 89



in very shallow water or moist soil, and the final community is

the climex forest of either bzetk- ash, elm - maple, or cedar,

or in dry soil, by“beeeh.- msple, oek hickory; balsam - spruce,
or pme. . ) ; . -
The open water community is the rzver itself (with perhaps

a few open plaees here and there).' One member of the group

observed asfemale“Blaék'Duck (Anas rubrlpes trlsls) w1th,ten .

erathered youmg»swé' } "~ here ,
but usually on the ground;not far from water, 6 to 12 eggs,

1ndlst1ngulshable from those of fhe Mallard, are laid in a
well-concealed nest made of grasses and Weeds and llned with
down. The male Black Duck deserts its mate,after the eggs are
~ laig, leaving.her'to inoubate-fhe eggs fof about 26 days and
to care for the young until they are half growm. Food.isA?E'

obtained largely from pondweeds, grasses, sedges, mollusks, and
n 4

crustaeeans. A Blue-w1nged Teal (Querouedula discors) .
was also seen. "Seeds of sedges; pondweeds, grasses, and
smartweeds are favorite foods, and animal life, including
mollusks and insects, is taken in greater quantity than is usual

with most surface~feeding ducks." © An American Egret (Casmerodius

: \ glbus egretta) was seen on a log in the river by Dr. Nelson
ko and myself. ' '
'No nests were found among the floating plants, but the Red-wings

(Agelaius phaeniceus phaeniceus) were seen walking about on

~ the 1ily pads, eating the insects they found there.
Bulrushes (Scirpus sp.) were to be found alone and intermingled
with the cat-tails (Typha a_sp. }. In the bulrushes are to be

4 Sheldon, Col. H. P., WILD DUCKS., American Wildlife Institute,

941, G '
1; f don., Ibid. p. 10.
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found the nests of the Black Tern (Chlidonias nigra surinamensis)

According to Barrows, " Tt nests in large or small commmnities,
placing its one or two eggs on mats or wiﬁdroiws of floating
‘v.egetation, or sometimesoh a floating piarﬁ: .or 'log'; the nest 7

su.ally -is' only a bollow :m ‘bhe‘ vegeta;t.ion,' althoﬁgh sometimes the-
mat.erlals appear to be sllgh‘tly arranged ne 6 The flrst nest
we found had"three eggs in’ it.;:Tt was o

Nearby was another, also contamlng{ three eggs. Around'the “
bend, where 't.he channel d1v1ded, was another nest w1th two eggs

S . e

in it. This was in cat-tails, rather than in bulrushes, and

was more e:_;posed. Nearby was a nest contalnlng a baby PFied-billed

Grebe (Podii:gnbus podiceps podic'eps) 1n the downy stage - (but

was very bedraggled since it was wet) aml one egg. A baby Grete’
was found in water near a Ternhs nest in a dying cmdition,
apbarently having been struck on the head by 't,erns.~ Grebes

‘make their nests of wet inat,erials, never of dry, and build them
in either bﬁlrushes or cat-tails. Barrows says that, "During~
the nesting season the birds keep more closely to the marshes -
and the rank vegetation along the borders of stireams and ponds
where they- are less likely to be seen. Sometimes many pairs
will be found in small and isolated marshes where their prescence
would hardly be suspected. No doubt the Ieat of the d_ecayi_ng~
vegeta‘oion _o.f the nest a2ids materi 1ly on ha’tching the gggs;

and the mother usually covers the eggs with some such material
when leaving ‘the nest voluntarily. Tte young take to the water
immedistely upon hatching, end when a nest with one or two

stzined eggs is found, search in the vicinity, or a little

Barrows, Walter B.,, MICHIGAN BIRD LIFE., Spec:.al Bulletin,
Midh igan State College, 1212. p. 64
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‘ materlals of the same klnd.- It is most often attached to thelk
| stalks of grass, reeds, or flags at helghts ranging from a. few
lnches to several feet above the water, or in rarer 1nstances,

above the grounﬂ. « « « The birds are more or less gregarious

- -

patient watching, will usually reveal three or four newly
hatched young elose by. This b1rd is seldom seen on the w1ng,
since it seems always to prefer 10 escape by dlving "7 ;o

Also to be found in the cat-tails are the nests of the Red—wings
“"The nest is commonly a somewhat bulky and substantizl structure

woven out of coarse grasses and weed and llned w1th flner -

even when nesting, and in favorable locations scores, or even

hundreds of nests may be found placed here and there at 1ntervals

of but a few yards, sometimes only five or ten feet apart.™ 8
We' found several nests close to each other. in the cat-tails,
and a more thorough search would undoubtedly have revealed more
since there were qaite a few females in the vieinity. One nest
was 13 inches above the waterj another 14 inches. The first _ Lo
nest was made of grasses and sedges , lined w;th grass, and

with a few cat-tails in it. This nest had an overall diameter

of 43-5 inces while the second, sbout forty feet away, was 5%

inckes in dismeter and 5 inches deep. There were three eggs in

in,‘while nearby was a nest with four young. A tern's nest

with two young in it, two days old, was near the second Red~wing's

nest. This nest was 24 inches lomg, end 10 inches wide, and
was in water 16 inches deep. Flozting nearby mas a log with

a tern's nest containing one egg on it,

7 Barrows., Ibid., pe 39..-
8 . Bearrows., Ibld., p.4‘0
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The Coot (Fulica americena)was heard but not seen. "The -
nest is a heap'of vegetable rubbish,‘somntimés piaced well'up
emong the reeds and deeply hollowly, occa51onally almost floatlng
l1ike that of a Grebe. Coots are rather omnlvorous, eatlng L
gralns, seeds, bulbs, snalls, 1nsects, and tadpoles, and almost

-anything animal or vegetable whlch 1s avallable." 9

forthe number and character of the nests Whlch 1t bullds. These -

are globular or ov01d, and built malnly of dead flags, reeds, and
rushes, woven into a xompact mass and_the cracks filled w1th |
decayed vegétablé matter whjéh ihisomé cases givéS‘theimpreSSion '
that mud has been used. . » . The interior is rather neaﬁly

lined with fine grasses ana other soft materials, often with

down from the cat-tails. The entrance is through a small hole

in one side which is generally 1nconsplcuous. This nest is

swung among the reeds, grass, or cat—talls, usually ovep

standing water, but occasionally second nests are built in ,.
nearly dry situations aftee the spring floods have subsided.

In addition to the nest whicp contains the eggs, the birds

build :numbers of similar nests which apparently are neveﬁ
occupied, or are occupied for roosting purposes. It is a common
thing to find twenty .tq fifty such nesté in an erea of a few
acres., and the male is commonly belie#ed to have‘constructed

all these supernumefary nests in order t o mislead itSAenémigs

and prevent the discovery of the occupied nests. However this

- may be, not one rest in twenty is found to contain eggs or young,

9 Barrows., Ibid. pe. 64



and the birds seem to contnme building as 1ong as young remain

'in any of the nests, .o

"The blI'd is continnally ramblmg abou‘c. among the grass stems,
cl:.mblng to the tops ai’ reeds and cat-'bails, -and occas:.onally
flut't.erlng a few Jards upward J_nto the air, utternng his pecullar

creep up the marshy vege' a‘t.:.on'v as they transform from 'bhen.r
larval condltlon, and are easﬂy secnred ‘by the b:rd. It alsc
eats small crustacea, as well as spiders, caterplllars, and

such forms of minute animal life as abound in wet‘* places n 10
The nest -which we found‘ was 1n the sedges (ga_g_zg Sp.) and -was
made c.>f.-sedg.es. with a few cat-tails, lined with cat-tail down.
It was one foot above'vwa“t’er and had a hole of bhe méh'diaﬁeter.

The Virgina Rail {Rallus limicola limieola) and the Sora

(Porzana carolina) are to be found in the cat-tails and sedges-

In the skr ub connirunity_-are to be found the nests 6f the Swamp

Sparrow (Melospiza georgiana) and the Mississippi Song Sparrow

(MMelospiza melodia beata). The Swamp Spar:rjbw seems to prefér

the more open marshes, avoiding those grown up to willows and
trees, while the Song Sparrow is found along the edges of
wet woods or bushy meadovs..

. As we move m‘to the forest, which here was a mixed one, we
.flnd more of the song blI'dS, Near the forest edge 4, but

© still in the shrub community is the nest of the Northern

Yellowthroat (Geothlypis trichas brachidactyla), a warbler

that prefers a swampy habitat,

10 -Barrows., Ibid., . 679-680

e
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Since.we found these birds in thesecdifferent types of
commnities, it would see'xi that they‘rﬁi:ét be ‘able to find the
.'rlght kind of food in the marsh, or they could not survive -
there. .The food of the ducks was avallable as was “that of the
-1erns ( who are insect eaters, 1nstead of flsh ‘eaters, as are

other species. of terns) s and o

too,,was there

ffthe‘faod ef’the‘otherwblfas'seen

The terns and'the redéwangs seem t.‘nes, near each other
- w1th no trouble, but not so the terns and grebes. The rallsi

and bitterns were nelghbors‘ The nest of, an Amerlcan Bittern

(Boteurus lentiginosus) was found in mixeg cat-tails and
bulrushes;-with the female bfooding four eggs, one of which

was pipped. She illustrated to us the wéy'the-biitern imitates

a reed, but ﬁpuld not leave the nest.; The male bittern was |
seen flying.' While no nesis of the rails were found, a Virginia
Rail énd a Sora were seen. N

This marsh well iilustrateS‘the fact that birds have preferences

as to nesting sites, and are to be found in the plant communities
that are best suited for them{ even though we humans wéuld not
consider some of the places they like best. And like humans,
birds will live peéceably with their neighbors, or be trouble-

some.

~
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List of Birds Seen in the Indjan River Marsh (or heard)

Pied-billed Grebe

. )( American 4Egm=.t.

American Bittern -
Black Duck L
Blue-winged Teal

Herring Gull

Common Tern 4 ‘f
Black Tern |
_Belted'KingfiSheri_
Phoebe '
Tree Swallow
Long-billed Marsh Wrén
. Northern Yellow&throst
Red-wing

Swamp Sparrow

Mississippi Song Sparrow

Eastern Kingbird

Podilymbus podiceps podiceps

Casmerodius albus egretta

Botaurus 1ehtiginosus

' Anas rubripes tristis

Querquedula discors

Rallus limicola limicola o

“ Porzena carolina

Fulica americana ..

Larus argentatus smithsonianus

Sterna hdrundo hirundo

Chlidonias nigra surinamensig

Megaceryle aleyon alcyon

Sayornis’phoebe

Ifidoproche bicolor

Telmatédyies palustris palusteds

Geothlypis tf&chas brachidactvla_

Agelaijus pheeniceus pheeniceus

Melospiza georgiana

Melospiza melodia besta

Tyrannue tyrannus




' Crow

Robin

-] D

List of Birds Seen or Hezrd in the Mixed Woods

Black-billed Cuckoo

Eastern Hairy Woodpeckér
Crested Flycatcher |

. Least Fiycatcher

Blue Jay

:Blackecapped Chlckadee

Wlnter Wren

Veery .

Cedar Waxwing

Red—eyeé Vireo

Black-and-white Warbler

'Yellow Warbler

Oven-bird

‘American Redstart

Cowbird

Scarlet Tanager

- Rose-breasted Grosbeak

Indigo Bunting
Purple Finch

Chipping Spearrow

- Myiarchug crinitus boreus

' Empidonax'miﬁimus'

: Penthestes atricapillust

Nannus hiemalls hlemaln

Coccyzus erythropthalmus

Dryobates willosus_villosus =

SR

ann001tta crlstata crlstata ’

Corvus brachyrhvnchos‘brachyrhynchQSﬂ

A

Tardud mleratorlus mlgratorlus =

HV1oc1ehla fuscescens fuscencens

e

Bombycllla cedrorum ‘

Vireo olivaceus

Mniotilta varia

Dendroica zestiva aestiva

Seiurus aurocapillus

Setophega ruticilla

Molothrus ater ater

Pirenga erythromelas

Hedvmeles ludovicianus

Passerina cyvenea

Cerpodacus purpureus purpureus

Spizella pascserina passerina
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INDTANA AND MICHIGAN, AND A HISTORY OF THE GREAT LAKES., j
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Michigan State cO11ege.,'1912 i '




DISTRIBUTION OF BIRDS IN SUCCESSIONAL COMMUNITIES

Location of area:
Indien River lLiarsh

Date (or dates]:
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making study:
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Weather rating:
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General description
of area:

Communities and Ecotones

An area besgide a mean@qkf

=f=-.
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Species

Pied-billed Grebe

N American Egret

American Bittern

Black Duck

Blue-winged Teal

Virginia Rail

Sora

Coot

Herring Gull

Common Tern

Black Tern -

Elzck=billed Cuckoo

Belted Kingfisher

Hairy Woodpecker

Kingbird

Crested Flveceatcher

Least Flvcatcher
Phoebe '

Tree Swsllow

Blue Jay

Crow

Black-capped Chickadee
Winter Wren '

EIERER IR

Long-billed llarsh Wren

~obin

Veery

Cedar Waxwing

Red-eyed Vireo

M NI

Flack-end-Yhive Warbler
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Date (or dates):

Number persons
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~ Species

Yelldw Warbler

Oven-bird

liorthern Yellow-throat

American Redstart

Red-wing.

Covhird

Scarlet Tanacer

' Rose-breasted Gresbeak

Indigo Bunting

Purple Finch

Chipping Sparrow

Swamp Sparrow

Song Sparrow
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