




















































































































































































































































































T H E  F I E L D  G U I D E  T O  W I L D L I F E  H A B I T A T S

out a hortzontal, satellite stem known as a "rhtzonler" or it extends a
rootstock under the ground. A new plant will arise as much as a foot away
from the parent plant.

Sedge shoots sprout, not in the spring like most plants, but in late
summer. The tiny shoots remain green all through a winter locked in snow

and ice. They bolt from the gate as soon as the ice thaws, gaining a critical
head start in growth over other wetland plants. As the sedges die, more

and more leaves, matted roots, and rhizomes are added to the soil, creating

a dense, fibrous peat-the perfect growirg medium for the meadow maker.

Another reason sedges dominate wet meadows is that they can with-

stand the characteristic up-and-down water levels. Their aerial stems are

tall enough to remain above the water, even when the marsh is flooded.

When water levels drop, the leaves can fold up neatly to conserve moisture.

W H A T ' S  I N  T T  f  O R ,  W T t D t I T E ?

To a mouse-sized rodent, the Z-foot-high blades of sedges, grasses, and

rushes can seem like a towering jungle. Because the tussocks are so densely

packed with leaves, they make good cover for arctic shrews, meadow voles,

and other small animals foraging for insects and seeds. The tangle of last

year's dead leaves and rhizomes also makes a tightly knit fabric under

which to burrow. When traveling between tussocks, these animals must be

C H A R , A C T E R , I  S T I  C  P  T A N T S  :

Herbaceous Plants: Scattered Shrubs:

angelica panicled aster narrowleaf meadow-

bedstraw bellflower purple meadow rue sweet

blue-ioint purple-stemmed aster sandbar willow

Canada anemone rattlesnake grass speckled alder

common cattail rushes sweet gale

field horsetail sedges

fowl-meadow grass sensitive fern

golden ragwort southern blue fl"g

goldenrods spotted ioe-PYe-weed

greater bladderwort swamp milkweed

marsh bellflower water horehound

marsh marigold
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S E D G E  M E A D O W

on constant alert for northern harriers and short-eared owls. two birds of
prey that are attracted to the high rodent population here.

Many ground- or shrub-foraging birds also find safe feeding in the
sedge meadow. The triangular seeds of sedges are relished by birds such
as rails, grouse, sparrows (swamp and Lincoln's), snow buntings, and com-
mon redpolls. Insects attracted to the rank growth keep wrens, swallows,
and common snipes busy. watch the tops of small bushes or tall stalks for
singing yellowthroats and swamp sparrows.

Thumbprint ponds rich with algae and tiny foating animals offer late-
developing tadpoles the sheltered warer and food they need to mature into
adult northern leopard frogs. Trigger-quick egrets and herons often snap
up the unsuspecting frogs that floar on the surface at breeding time. In fall,
winter, and early spring, shallow water frequently covers the meadow,
giving dabbling ducks such as mallards, northern shovelers, pintails, and
blue-winged teals a place to rest and feed. Nearby, elevated tussocks keep
the nests of sedge wrens and Le Conte's sparrows from getting wet.

N o r t h e r n  H a r r l e r
The hawk flies low and likingly across the tops of the sedges. Its head

is pointed down, parienrly combing the dense sea of blades. suddenly a
blade parts, and the retreating form of a meadow vole fashes in the gap.
The harrier overshoots, then somersaults back, hovering for a moment like
a gigantic hummingbird. In a blur of speed, it dives down, extends irs
talons, and gracefully plucks a limp form from rhe meadow.

watch carefully now. A female harrier flies to meet the hunter, and
they twist and turn together in midair. Finally, the hunter drops the vole
and the female tucks her wings for a headfirst descent. At the last moment,
she swoops beneath the falling vole, snatching it before it lands. you've
just seen an aerial food pass, performed some 15-20 times a day when
females are bringing food to the young in the nest. when the nestlings get
a little older, they will fly out themsclves to receive food via the oass.

These aerobats are also tireless travelers. They spend 40 percent of
their day plying the meadow, covering some 100 miles a day in their search
for rodents, shrews, rabbits, frogs, snakes, and even insects. whenever thev
can, they catch a ride on air currents, tilting their wings into a slight ..v;'
and rocking their bodies from side to side. They are listening as hard as
they are watching. These hawks have a ruff of feathers 

"ro.rrrd 
their face

that directs sound to their ears, allowing them to detect the sound of
shuffling paws up to 18 feet away. As they get closer, they can pinpoint
the source of the sound to within a millimeter. Their .y., 

"r. 
also built

for picking up detail from a long distance. Hawk .y., 
"r. 

packed with a
million visual receptor cells-five times more than we humans have.

143



b

o
tl,
o

tt
€l
a!
cr

b

c,€
.E

.
o 9

- t E

E ' i
JE 'N

( l ) o
x i <
( ! ( !

t b r r

( !  o ( n a

E g  9  b  F
A t v

C -  Y  < o OE s-'-=P
E L b E

+ L . - L \ - P

Y o = o o =: F - ; ,
N ! , I 1 5 Ug +-J (D +, f- r=
( o b . 5 6 H
> 2 .  c D Z Z t i

o o
} E E
9 = =
E F F
u ) o c
r - O ( D
o = E

5F-8

c(l)

o
o

c
o
E
E
o

C)

F.;
.=
tt
c
IE

6 c
- - c '
e €

. E . !: -
!5 =,

, ^ b

-i c,= €
! P ( !

a =

:(o
: E
'9 .g- c

90'6 g
L L

. a . -  v

Y . > A

=t
c=
C'
f-

g
Q

C'
U,

E'
a,
o

l|.

=
Eg=

P & E.FF
,Q; t?a I
f  s ;P-s* :
E ES5 sEE
, FsEs  6 i 8

3
I
6 p
E ' -( l ) r -

J 9 6
. J , J
b o g g

6g;
FAF
- c c €
t  ( ! =

238

=
o
(U
o_
a
o_
E
(I'

3(n

o0
o

l-L
rc

tb(o
o

o 0 0
o o

E b( t ) c

E b
d . z

a
0
e
.!
CJ
o
ct
L-

F

.=
0

It
o
c,

lr

a
+' -A( t l -
O E

P ' o
B c
o ' -

Ffi
C C

9 o
c @
t r 6
6 -

O

b

e
o
b

l-

at,
tl
o
C,
lr

E ;
= o
$ o- o )

bs
.C, P
E O
: &
z . a

E
C t . t t
o B
a ^ 3
6 e

- g rtEEI
C'

=E5
E€ s
U) U0C)
ct c, .Cl
- > <

.E
- - b
j c z | '
t l t s
: i . !
iz-

T H E  F I E L D  G U I D E  T O  W I L D L I F E  H A B I T A T S

g
g

s
w

p
H
F

B
(J

qJ
F{

=l
ol
a l
< l
El l-l
trl Ixl
trr I

il
F I
4 l
( l
El
U I
/
o
l-

t/
o
rl

il
I

j

o
rJ
II

=

4g
e
VI

a
B
3a

EF=
!'l

E g
z
b{

tsletretr

fuF
H t-rl

aeKtsa&
r31

I M



S E D G E  M E A D O W

It is interesting to note that the nighttime counterpart of the northern
harrier, the short-eared owl, is equipped with similar hunting appararus:
a round, disklike face to amplify sound, ultrasensitive eyes and ears, and
a low, quartering flight. Indeed, the habitat dictates the adaptations, even
across species lines.

look for noilhern harrlerc-skimming along the tops of sedges, l0-
30 feet above the meadow. They roost on the ground in groups oiusually
less than 10, but occasionally as many as 50.

Lcngth: lTYz-24 inches.
watch for courtshlp fllghts-or "skydances" in the spring. The male

ascends steeply to 60 feet, rolls or somersaults at the top, then dives down
to within l0 feet of the ground before swooping upward again. He performs
as many as 70 of these U-shaped flights in a row, thus advertising his
willingness to mate and to defend his territory. Later in the season, the
female will join him in aerobatic feats, and they will spend much time
flying together.

Don't dlsturb nests-on the ground in a protected hollow, or built
as high as l8 inches above the water, on a clump of sedge or willow, or
on a stick foundation. The nest typically measures 13-20 inchcs across and
3-10 inches deep. other harriers may be nesting as close as 200 yards away.

ustcn for-a nasal "pee-pee-pee" or a sharp whistle when on the nest.

M e a d o w  V o l e
At ground level, where the grass blades rise like tree trunks, a small

mouselike rodent finds a new plant blocking one of its regular routes, called
a "runway." It immediately bites at the base until the pLnt falls, and then
cuts it up into smaller pieces that are easier to eat. othei voles are elsewhere
in the meadow, also cutting grasses to keep their runways open. There may
be as many as 4.6 miles of runways crisscrossing the m."do- that you walk
through on your way to work. But have you ever seen a volel

consider the fact that a femare vole, under ideal conditions, is capable
of producing I million descendants in her lifetime. A single acre ofgrassland
may hold up to 200 of these living lawn mowers, all eating .rp to 6'tt percent
of their body weight daily and reproducing prolificrtt-.y. i" a full-scale
explosion, it's a wonder our meadows aren't shaved bare.

The fact is that nature's system of checks and balances is always at work
regulating the vole population. Almost everything that eats meat eats voles,
from snakes to bobcats. [n fact, voles compose up to g5 percent of the diet
of some hawks and owls, making them 

" 
premier link in the food chain

and an invaluable source of meadow energy. Thus, the average vole lives
only 2-3 months, long enough to have about three litters.

Despite these controls, vole numbers tend to swell every 3-4 years. The
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