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* * *   NATURE NEWS   * * * 
 
 

SNOW SPARKS WILDLIFE TRACKING ENTHUSIASM 
     A series of snowfalls leaving fewer than 5 inches on the ground has reignited 

seasonal interest in wildlife tracking. Although mud and many other ground 

conditions provide opportunities for following the movements of wild animals, 

moderate blankets of snow really show tracks off to excellent effect. 

     Enter Bryan DiFabio, who has coordinated the formation of the Central Mass 

Wildlife Tracking Club, part of Northeast Wildlife Trackers, in order to introduce and 

make accessible the art of wildlife tracking to curious individuals. “It is a part of all of 

us!” says Bryan. The Club will meet 

monthly in various locations. The 

Club is geared toward newcomers, 

but all levels of interest are welcome 

to participate. Though instructor 

led, the concept is to find anomalies in the natural world, then discuss as a group 

what may have taken place. 

     Lively field notes from the Club’s walk at Quabbin Gate 35 on December 28th begin: 

The day started off a bit frigid, but with a nice blank canvas of snow from recent 

precipitation. We started at the parking area. . . it took us some time to hit the trail as 

there were plenty of tracks right by our cars. We discussed some nice coyote tracks as 

they intersected with a busy red squirrel leaving plenty of tracks to analyze. Following 

the red squirrel trail a bit, we saw some smaller tracks. This creature left one tree and 

didn't spend much time on the ground before moving up the next tree. About the size 

of chipmunk tracks but more boxy, so we determined we were looking at flying squirrel 

tracks (it was also pretty cold and unlikely a chipmunk would be out).  



A nice way to start the day . . . From there 

we left the woods and made our way to 

the trail only to be distracted by two 

trails, one next to the other. Both were 

small, but from different animals. Both 

were bounding/loping. One had a visible 

tail imprint in the snow, and was 

traveling for quite some distance on the 

surface. We discussed this a bit and 

landed on mouse. We spent some time on 

the adjacent trail, and for this we landed 

on ermine! It was very similar in size to the mouse and was moving in a 2x2 lope. . .  

 

Interested?  To learn about future walks, contact Bryan at bryan@dfabio.com . 

 

      

                                      

                 Mouse and Ermine tracks                                 

 

 
 

Otter slides                                                                                        Photos by Bryan DiFabio 
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CHALLENGES OF THE 2025-2026 CHRISTMAS BIRD COUNTS 
     If you’ve ever taken part in one of the National Audubon Society Christmas bird counts, 

you can appreciate the important role that weather plays for both participants and the birds 

they’re trying to count. Counts must take place within a 22-day period, there are many state 

count circles, and volunteers must be available. Throw an unexpected snow, sleet, or ice 

event into the mix, and coordinators must scramble to make decisions. The first nearby CBC, 

Groton-Ayer, was scheduled for December 14th, and one of the first snowstorms of the 

season came along. The count went forward, with a reduced number of counters spending 

a reduced amount of time in the field, but results were amazing. Compiler Jon Skinner said, 

“I was surprised that we were able to scratch our way to 81 species in such snowy 

conditions. It has to be a testament to the relentless nature of both our team and the 

birds!” Two new species were added: thirteen Black Vultures soaring over Lancaster and a 

Killdeer at Devens. Some of the other highlights: 

• Evening Grosbeak (observed in both Harvard 
and Groton)  

• Red Crossbills (observed in Townsend) 
• Lapland Longspur (observed at Fitchburg 

Airport and in Ayer) 
• Chestnut-collared Longspur (observed at 

Fitchburg Airport) 
• American Kestrel (observed in Groton) 
• Baltimore Oriole (two individuals, both in 

Groton, observed at feeders) 
• Eastern Phoebe (observed in Shirley) 
• Redpoll (observed in Lancaster) 
• Long-eared Owl (observed in Devens) 

Species seen three days before/after the actual 
count date and noted as such (CW) were  
Chipping Sparrow, Brown-headed Cowbird, 
Peregrine Falcon and Sandhill Crane.  

    The Athol CBC, conducted since the mid-1960’s, 
with December 20th as the count date, was smiled upon by the weather gremlins. Although a 
cold day, the sky was sunny and bright, and wind was minimal.  Athol Bird & Nature Club hosted 
the post-count pizza party and tally, an activity almost as much fun as the birding. A total of 58 
species included a Gadwall -- first time this species has been found on this count – Yellow-bellied 
Sapsucker, Eastern Towhee, Hermit Thrush, and Chipping Sparrow.     

 

 



     Also stymied by an unfavorable weather 

forecast was the Quabbin CBC. Slated for 

December 28th, the count was postponed to 

January 3, 2026 when an uncertain amount of 

overnight snow was predicted 12/27 -28. 

Compiler Scott Surner made a good call in 

rescheduling, since volunteers would have 

been unable to access most count-area 

locations within Quabbin Reservation, some 

of the most interesting sites.  January 3rd 

dawned bright and crisp, and wind held off for 

most of the day. Scott and his birding partner 

began their day in Hardwick Center with a 

flock of 16 Evening Grosbeaks and a Cooper’s 

Hawk. Other teams had already been out 

owling for a few hours, a practice that is of 

little use in stormy or gusty weather. Saw-

whet, Barred, Great Horned owls were heard this year. 

     New Year’s Day was designated for the Westminster CBC. The circle includes Princeton, 

Hubbardston, Gardner, Fitchburg, and more, and draws volunteers from Forbush Bird Club 

and WRNC. The day was cold, clear, and very windy, with temperatures starting off in the 

low teens and creeping up into the 20s F. later in the day. Conditions were not bird-friendly 

and made it tough for volunteers, too. Highlights included a Fox Sparrow in Gardner, several 

Northern Mockingbirds – often hard to find in Worcester County in winter –, and small 

flocks of Cedar Waxwings feeding on 

winterberry and other fruit, but the 

count wasn’t as robust as in past years 

due to the harsh weather. 

      

 

Final results are 

anxiously awaited. 

As we receive final 

tallies, they’ll be 

posted on the 

website at:    

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

Photos by Alan Rawle 
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ANNUAL DINNER MEETING & SILENT AUCTION 
      Timed to avoid peak birding season, the Super Bowl, Valentine’s Day, and the 

favored spring dates for weddings, showers, and other celebrations, the WRNC 

Annual Meeting will take place on the afternoon of Sunday, February 22nd . Plans to 

confirm the location are being finalized, and we’re searching for the perfect menu for 

a festive meal.  

      This year’s nature theme will focus on mammals. People who have enjoyed Jim 

Morelly’s extraordinary presentations featuring Quabbin area wildlife will be pleased 

to know he’s our guest speaker this year. Attendees will be treated to a premier 

viewing of Jim’s favorite images and trailcam footage of animals in the wild, 

highlights of his many years immersed in the backcountry habitats of Quabbin 

Reservation and other nearby public lands.  

     A silent auction of various and sundry nature/outdoor-related items will be 

ongoing.  We’ve already received many attractive objects, books, and artwork, but 

we’re still happy to accept donations. Contact warerivernatureclub@yahoo.com  

to arrange pick-up. 

     All are welcome to attend the annual meeting; members receive a discount. Also, 

there is the option to attend only to hear the guest speakers, and armchair attendees 

will be able view auction items online and place bids. So, anyone wishing to skip the 

in-person event may still support our celebration as we enter our fourteenth year.   

     We look forward to your participation!   
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* * *   UPCOMING EVENTS   * *  
 

 
PRINCETON OPEN SPACE COMMITTEE - PRINCETON HIKES! 

 

HIKING IN 

TO MUDDY POND 

WESTMINSTER 

Saturday January 10th 

9 a.m. 
 

We will choose one of two options for 

making our way to the Muddy Pond area, 

off Bragg Road. This will be a 4-mile hike, 

followed by an optional lunch at 

Wachusett Brewery. 

 

For more information or to register:  

TrailaroundprincetonMA@gmail.com 

 

 
                                                          Kris Parins 
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ATHOL BIRD & NATURE CLUB 

 

On-line program-- 

SPIDERS:  

WEB-SLINGING 

SUPERHEROES 
with Eric Eaton  

Wednesday January 14th  

7 – 9 p.m. 
 

 

 

Join author and 

naturalist Eric Eaton 

for an exploration of 

the fascinating 

world of spiders. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ZOOM registration: 
https://us02web.zoom.us/webinar/register/WN_zCj7uH8_REKZxtp2Ws4c4Q  

 

 

https://us02web.zoom.us/webinar/register/WN_zCj7uH8_REKZxtp2Ws4c4Q


WARE RIVER NATURE CLUB 

 

BIRD-BANDING: 

ITS ORIGINS, USES, 

AND FUTURE IN CONSERVATION 
with Christian Fezatte 

Saturday  January 17th  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 

 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! 
 

RED FOX FARM LOOP HIKE, PRINCETON 
Wednesday January 21st 10 a.m. 

 
 

This hike will take us to the Red Fox Farm property, out-and-back  
to the Mason fields. The trail is fairly flat and covers about 3 miles. 

For more information or to register:  TrailaroundprincetonMA@gmail.com 
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Birds are facing unprecedented challenges — and decisions made now will shape 

their future for decades. Our planet and our climate — and all of the communities 

that depend upon them — need bold action now more than ever. 

Join us for a free webinar about ongoing efforts to advance bird-friendly 

legislation in the United States. You'll discover how American Bird Conservancy's 

strategic shift to state-level advocacy delivered major wins for birds in 2025 — 

and learn how we can build on that momentum together to drive bold, effective 

conservation action in 2026 and beyond. 

You'll learn directly from ABC's government relations and policy experts, 

including: 

Brian Brooks, Vice President for Advocacy & Threats Programs 

Annie Chester, Policy Director 

Hardy Kern, Director of Government Relations, Birds and Pesticides Campaign 

Register for ZOOM link HERE 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://act.abcbirds.org/a/policy-2026-wbr?contactdata=IV0zXIOxJ5OxpDtc6XP+nURn69AMZluFkUFgW8TbHpUX4dfd+jlzld8wFe5nqoATlpwZgqAMF37HpSid7eaxtcfP%2fT98jyhINnjoVrAZMCZgSk3bVvmfKJWhGWhF5wZNNhILTeQayJ86+9QT8z+%2fvBGm%2f04IVNolrfgg5ayXVpNRn2fx%2fAb8eV0k2nwRkPGl7oDZB0s7YySTONlCZL76Avf83Nz0pRdVgihskt+TaytbX%2fTAGyxgE1NKUkvKJ9lKTdh346k7ZF5lTj55wnoEPQ%3d%3d&utm_medium=email&utm_source=webinar&omhide=true&utm_campaign=em_ev_wbr_gen_rsvp_jan26_policy_010726&ms=em_ev_wbr_gen_rsvp_jan26_policy_010726&emci=a1389f3e-a4da-f011-8195-000d3a1d58aa&emdi=f9182c95-f7eb-f011-8195-000d3a1d58aa&ceid=177246


PRINCETON OPEN SPACE COMMITTEE - PRINCETON HIKES 

 
 

MIDSTATE TRAIL 

PRINCETON 

HIKE 

Saturday 

January 24th   

9 a.m.  
 

This trail is a new addition to our group’s hiking sites, a segment of the 

Midstate Trail that begins at Westminster Road and ends at Four Corners. 

It’s an easy-to-moderate 4-mile hike, mostly downhill. 

For more information or to register:  TrailaroundprincetonMA@gmail.com 

 

 

 
Horned Larks                                                                                                             Photo by Ted Purcell 
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CENTRAL MASS WILDLIFE TRACKING CLUB 

 

WILDLIFE 

TRACKING 

OUTING 
Sunday January 25th  

9:00 – 1:00 p.m. 
Location TBD 

 

Leader: Bryan DiFabio 

bryan@dfabio.com 
  

Contact Bryan for details. 
     Porcupine trail              

 

     Bobcat scat on rock 

 
                                                                              Moose track 

Photos by Bryan DiFabio 



WARE RIVER NATURE CLUB 
 

BIRDING AND NATURE WALK 
NEW BRAINTREE AREA 

Saturday  January 31st  10 a.m. – 1 p.m. 
 
Conditions underfoot, wind level, and current 
bird reports will determine the location of this 
walk. We may explore Winimusset WMA’s 
hedgerows and marsh edges, which attract 
over-wintering sparrows. The open fields and 
marsh here host various raptors and winter 
passerines. A nearby section of the Mass 
Central Rail Trail along the Ware River is 
another option. The rail trail is forested and 
more sheltered from wind, and it affords 
access to the river’s edge. If we are able to 
venture off-trail, we’ll look for animal tracks 
and sign. 

 
We’ll cancel or postpone in the event of inclement weather.  
Please pre-register for meet-up location and more details: 

warerivernatureclub@yahoo.com 
 
 

 
Opossum, New Braintree 

December 17, 2025 

 

Photo by Alan Rawle 
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SAVE THE DATE! 
 

WARE RIVER NATURE CLUB 

ANNUAL DINNER MEETING & SILENT AUCTION 
Sunday   February 22nd    Noon- 5 p.m.   Location TBD 

With guest speaker Jim Morelly, Hiking Camera Nature Photography 

presenting 

THE BEST OF MASSACHUSETTS WILDLIFE 

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 will take us through four seasons of his best digital 

captures throughout the state. Jim will also share his photography goals and 

 the challenges he faces when attempting to capture unique and infrequently-observed 

wildlife activities and habits. 

 

 


