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*** NATURE NEWS * * *

NOTICING NORWAY SPRUCE (Picea abies)

In our region, conifer cones in abundance 2023-2024
and into fall 2025 included those of white pine (Pinus
strobus), attracting high numbers of Red Crossbills and a
moderate influx of Red-breasted Nuthatch. This winter, if
you take a look at the tops of the many towering Norway
spruce trees in our area, you’ll notice an abundant crop of
cones developing. Norway spruce produces both male
and female cones, with male cones being small and
reddish and clustered around stems; female cones are
notable for being the largest among spruce species,
measuring 9 to 17 cm long. Female cones are found on
the upper third of the tree and are easy to see. It’s from
May to June that cones open for pollination. The resulting
seeds usually ripen and mature in late in the year,

" released in warm
temperatures in late autumn to winter. However, there are
instances of seeds not being released until spring. [We could not
find specific information explaining the causes of delayed
release.] Seed shedding occurs when cones are dropped or when
# they open while still held on the branches, dispersing the seeds
via the wind or through the activities of birds and squirrels.

¥ It can be complicated trying to figure out whether the maturation
| of these cones will entice Red Crossbills to our region once again.
: Note: White-winged Crossbills are not attracted since they

4% possess the slightest bill among the crossbills.




They feed principally on the smaller-coned spruce and larches, and, outside of the boreal
forest, the small cones of the eastern hemlock and cedar. Unlike White-winged, Red Crossbill
is known to be able to use a much wider variety of conifers to meet their energy
requirements for nesting. (This is due to this species having a stronger jaw musculature.) But
other bird species such as nuthatches and chickadees also exploit the bounty of soft-coned
Norway spruces, resulting in competition for the cones. Red squirrels, too, are said to be
partial to Norway spruce cones. It will be interesting to observe the numbers and species of
birds that take advantage of this seed crop in fall/winter 2026.

The Finch Reserve Network
coordinates an iNaturalist
Citizen Science Finch Food
Assessment Project.

FINCH RESEARCH NETWORK

To become a Finch Forecaster and report observations of wild seed and fruit crops:
https://www.inaturalist.org/projects/become-a-finch-forecaster-finch-forecast-food-
assessment

Consider that Norway spruce is a non-native tree
that’s been part of the northeast’s “human
forests” for almost a century. Many stands date to
the 1930s, when the Civilian Conservation Corps
planted the species extensively. Norway spruce is
also a popular specimen tree in yards and parks.
Although prevalent and often considered invasive,
it does not spread as aggressively as more
notorious non-native tree species such as autumn
olive and buckthorn. Instead, it shares many traits
with eastern hemlock. Like hemlock, Norway
spruce’s growth form is tall and densely foliated, trapping heat beneath its boughs in winter
and creating deep shade in summer. In areas of heavy hemlock wooly adelgid (HWA)
infestation, Norway spruce may offer critical habitat for birds and other species that might
otherwise decline as hemlock stands dwindle.

Calvin Ritter raised the question of whether this non-native tree might provide ecological
benefits in a study of bird species diversity in Norway spruce plantations.

In 2020, Ritter, then a master of science candidate in environmental conservation at UMass
Ambherst, published the results of research he conducted under UMass wildlife biologist
David King. According to Ritter’s observations, stands of non-native Norway spruce in his
western Massachusetts study area hosted a similar number and diversity of native forest
birds as did nearby native eastern hemlock stands. To learn more, go to:
https://northernwoodlands.org/knots and_bolts/hemlock-norway-spruce



https://www.inaturalist.org/projects/become-a-finch-forecaster-finch-forecast-food-assessment
https://www.inaturalist.org/projects/become-a-finch-forecaster-finch-forecast-food-assessment
https://northernwoodlands.org/knots_and_bolts/hemlock-norway-spruce

Eastern Bluebird pair in Princeton 1.1.26
Photo by Alan Rawle

Bobcat in Hardwick 1.14.26
Photo by Alan Rawle

Can you identify?
Answer at the end of the newsletter



*** ANNOUNCEMENTS * * *

REMINDER

MassWildlife is gathering public input on:
Sunday hunting
Hunting with crossbows
Minimum setback distances for hunting

To submit your feedback:

Fill out the online form by 5 p.m. on February 6

Attend a public listening session

» February 3 at 1 p.m. on Zoom

Learn more and submit your comment HERE


https://www.mass.gov/info-details/hunting-laws-public-listening-sessions

SILENT AUCTION NOW UP ON THE WEBSITE

Items on offer at our fundraiser silent auction -
part of the WRNC Annual Dinner Meeting on
February 22" - are now available for viewing on
the website. This year’s donations range from a
selection of wildlife and gardening books to unique
framed bird art to colorful nature-themed games
and puzzles. There are also some attractive and
useful household items, along with a few
wearables. Take a look at:
https://www.warerivernatureclub.org/silent-auction-2026.html

CHARLEY®
HARPER¢& *

For more information or to place a bid, write to warerivernatureclub@yahoo.com .
After checking the minimum bid amount, you may place a
bid for the maximum amount you would pay for the item.
Proxy bids will be placed accordingly at the event.

We’re still accepting
donations, so drop us
aline if you have
something you’d like to
contribute.

LOCAL CHRISTMAS BIRD COUNT RESULTS

Dedicated compilers of the Christmas Bird Counts
in our region have passed along this year’s species
and numbers lists. To view them, click on the link
below. Not yet in: results of the Westminster CBC,
which took place on January 1%. Keep checking
back, as we’ll post the tally as soon as it’s available.

https://[www.warerivernatureclub.org/announcements.html


https://www.warerivernatureclub.org/silent-auction-2026.html
mailto:warerivernatureclub@yahoo.com
https://www.warerivernatureclub.org/announcements.html

*** UPCOMING EVENTS **

PRINCETON OPEN SPACE COMMITTEE - PRINCETON HIKES!

MASS CENTRAL
RAIL TRAIL HIKE

MILL STREET, HOLDEN
Thursday February 5™ 2 p.m.

“ This easy 2-mile hike will take us up
and back along a new section of the
MCRT. The walk is to the top of the hill
via a mile of switchbacks, then back.

Jennifer Goldberger

HEYWOOD RESERVOIR LOOP HIKE
71" 9 a.m.
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A favorite hike of the group is
this easy-to-moderate 4-5 mile
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mailto:TrailaroundprincetonMA@gmail.com

WARE RIVER NATURE CLUB

BIRD-BANDING:
ITS ORIGINS, USES,
AND FUTURE IN CONSERVATION

with Christian Fezatte

Saturday February 7th 10:30 a.m.
Rutland Public Library 280 Main Street Rutland

Please join us for an
informative presentation about
bird-banding. In a nutshell, it
consists of capturing,
| measuring, and marking wild
birds. Many people have heard
of this widespread monitoring
technique, but few get to
experience it. Christian will
cover the history of the practice,
how it’s done today
4 in a worldwide collaborative
effort, and what banding tells us about our feathered friends’ futures.

Christian Fezatte has experience as a
Wildlife Education Steward for the
state of New Hampshire and has
volunteered as an assistant

on bird-banding projects.

He lives in Bedford, NH with his wife
and pets and enjoys snowboarding and
photography in his spare time.




PRINCETON OPEN SPACE COMMITTEE - PRINCETON HIKES!

CALAMINT HILL TRAILS LOOP, PRINCETON
Wednesday, February 18™ 10 a.m.
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Samuel Dixon

This is a moderate, 3-mile hike for seniors.
For more information or to register: TrailaroundprincetonMA@gmail.com



mailto:TrailaroundprincetonMA@gmail.com

ATHOL BIRD & NATURE CLUB

Zoom PROGRAM—
NEW ENGLAND

* | BLIZZARDS
" with Cyrena Arnold,
Meteorologist
Wednesday
February 18%
7 p.m.

Join lifelong meteorologist Cyrena Arnold as she explores the causes and
challenges of New England’s winter storms. She'll explain the science behind
snowstorms and blizzards, talk about past storms that made weather history, and
discuss predictions about winter, all against a backdrop of questions about

a changing climate.

Cyrena Arnold is Director of Product
Marketing at Atmospheric G2 and a lifelong
meteorologist. Her career spans NASA
aviation safety initiatives, remote Alaskan
fieldwork, Mount Washington, broadcast
meteorology, and executive roles in weather

USA Today, and Wired, she is also an author,
storm chaser, award-winning leader, and
upcoming TEDx speaker.

Please register HERE in advance for this ZOOM presentation.


https://us02web.zoom.us/webinar/register/WN_8MazXCexQPuJzU8yP4DXPA#/registration

ANNUAL DINNER MEETING
& SILENT AUCTION

Harvard Forest, Petersham

Sunday February 22, 2026
12-5 p.m.

Guest Speakers

THE BEST OF MASSACHUSETTS WILDLIFE
with Jim Morelly, Hiking Camera Nature Photography
&

ADVENTURES OF A LOCAL WILDLIFE REHABILITATOR
Melissa Morris, Frog Hollow Wildlife Rehabilitation

SCHEDULE

~ SILENT AUCTION ONGOING ~

12 p.m. Social hour with appetizers and beverages
1 p.m. Hot buffet meal, casual seating
1:45 p.m. Welcome & Introduction
2 -3 p.m. THE BEST OF MASSACHUSETTS WILDLIFE - Jim Morelly
3 p.m. Break
3:15 - 3:45 p.m. ADVENTURES OF A LOCAL WILDLIFE REHABILITATOR - Melissa Morris
4:30 p.m. Last call for auction bids and wrap-up
5 p.m. Farewell

The Harvard Forest Fisher Museum’s primary exhibit is
23 internationally-acclaimed models (dioramas), the
first seven of which depict 230 years of landscape
change in central New England, beginning with
European colonization in 1700. The remaining
dioramas portray 20th-century forest management
techniques and a series of conservation challenges
including erosion and fire. Additional displays now
bring the story up to modern times, begin to address
the harmful erasure of Indigenous people in our land
narratives (this work is ongoing in partnership with
the Nipmuc tribe), and include a brief overview of
current Harvard Forest research.




THE BEST OF MASSACHUSETTS WILDLIFE
Jim Morelly, Hiking Camera Wildlife Photography

=g e

By exploring miles of Massachusetts forests with a camera and carefully
positioning trail cameras to observe wildlife behavior, Jim has observed some of
nature’s most remarkable and challenging moments. He’ll take us through four
seasons of his best digital captures throughout the state. Be prepared for a
stunning selection of still shots and video footage of encounters with the creatures
that make the Quabbin region so special. Jim will also share his photography goals
and the challenges he faces when attempting to capture unique and infrequently-
observed wildlife activities and habits.

REUR

Avid hiking and the desire to improve his wildlife
photography skills began for Jim Morelly back in 2010. This
led to writing his first article for MassWildlife magazine in
2012. Since then, Jim has authored several articles for local
magazines. Now, fourteen years later, he's hiked seven
thousand miles throughout the Quabbin region, taking
photographs of wildlife and other natural subjects along the
way. After adding trail cameras to his wildlife photography
toolbox, he started to record and capture videos of the
secretive behaviors of numerous wild animal species.

Jim maintains a website and an online blog and recently
earned increased recognition after winning two trail camera
competitions.

Jim loves exploring new wild places and camping.




Melissa Morris has been a wildlife rehabilitator in i ' ‘
Hubbardston for nine years and runs Frog Hollow & L 2
Farm, where she rehabs porcupines, cottontails, 11 &
opossums, grey, red and Southern flying squirrels, f t ‘ : !
and occasionally, snapping and painted turtles. She 2 - P
is the state mentor for porcupine rehab and one of e

two state mentors for Eastern cottontails. In

recognition of her skills and her help with training

new rehabbers in technical challenges, she was

awarded the WRAM President’s Award for Rehabber

of the Year in 2024. Melissa recently received a

major donation enabling her to build a second

wildlife clinic in South Carolina where she will be

rehabbing armadillos, opossums, squirrels and

rabbits during the winter months. She and her

husband live on a small farm in Hubbardston with

their two mini donkeys, chickens, two rescue dogs

and cat.

ADVENTURES OF A LOCAL WILDLIFE REHABILITATOR
Melissa Morris, Frog Hollow Wildlife Rehabilitation

It's not easy being a wild critter! Wildlife
rehabilitators are there to help when things
don't go quite right for the wild animals that co-
exist with us. Melissa will share her experiences
of getting started in caring for wild animals and
developing a non-profit clinic. She'll elaborate
on some of the orphaned, injured and ill small
mammals and turtles she cares for until they
are healthy enough for release back into the
wild. She'll also describe the struggles
rehabbers face as our suburban neighborhoods
continue to encroach and shrink natural
habitats, putting many species at risk. Melissa
believes we can all be stewards of our
properties and enhance wildlife survival rates.




WARE RIVER NATURE CLUB
Annual Dinner Meeting & Silent Auction
February 22,2026
Reservations/Membership dues

NAME(S):

EMAIL or TELEPHONE:

Amount
Entire afternoon & dinner buffet

MEMBERS @ $ 60 $

Entire afternoon & dinner buffet

NON-MEMBERS @ $ 80

Presentations only

MEMBERS @ $20
NON-MEMBERS @ $30

Membership dues 2/26 - 1/27 @ $20

TOTAL

** RSVP by February 12,2026 **

Please make check payable to Ware River Nature Club (preferred)
and mail to:
WRNC, P.O. Box 76, Hardwick, MA 01037
OR
Remit through PayPal (please add 3% for fees) to
warerivernatureclub@yahoo.com



CENTRAL MASS WILDLIFE TRACKING CLUB

WILDLIFE
TRACKING OUTING

Federated Women’s

Club State Forest

Sunday February 22nd
Hours TBD

Leader: Bryan DiFabio
bryan@dfabio.com

Contact Bryan for details.

Porcupine trail

Right: Unidentified mammal (?rabbit) bounding

Wing prints



mailto:bryan@dfabio.com

Yellow-bellied Sapsucker 1.20.26
g
5 . \f *7

Northern Cardinal
1.8.26

Bird ID quiz answer:
Tufted Titmouse

Photos by Alan Rawle




