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IS THAT A HORSE IN THE WOODS?
By: Jennifer Bowman, Wildlife Biologist

Surely you must be wondering what creature would be making a horse noise in the woods at Bombay
and Prime Hook. You may already know this, it is a soda-can sized owl actually that makes this sound. To be
exact it is the Eastern Screech-Owl. This bird makes a couple of different sounds/calls, one sounding similar
to a whinnying horse and another being a whistled trill/screech. You can hear this whinnying call most often
around dusk because it is a nocturnal and crepuscular bird.
This bird caught my interest after my first hand experience with one. It all started when Arthur let
me tag along with him one day while he was doing his yearly Wood Duck nest box cleaning. We gathered all
of our supplies like a ladder, hip boots, a woven basket back pack, and wood shavings. Throughout the day
we came across many boxes showing evidence that Wood Ducks occupied them last nesting season. Inside
the nest box we found used shavings, down feathers, egg shells and dried membranes. We counted the membranes to see how many ducklings successfully hatched, cleaned out the old shavings, and put clean shavings
back in the box. Then we continued on to the next box. There are about 175 Wood Duck boxes in Bombay
Hook alone so we needed to keep moving.
Surprisingly, two nest boxes we came across were not vacant. Like every other box we slowly open
the door not knowing what is inside, but this time it was different, and to our amazement there it was… an
Eastern Screech-Owl! It was looking back at us with its big yellow eyes in alarm. Arthur gently took the Owl
out of the box and handed it to me while he cleaned out the old shavings. I was amazed! Looking at the rich
color of its eyes and the intricate color detail on its feathers, I was in awe. The Owl was very small and extremely light. It also had very long and sharp talons. I could have stared at it all day!
In the nest box we found this owl had a frozen Leopard frog, he must have been saving for later. After we cleaned out the nest box and placed some new shavings and the frog back inside, we put the Owl back
in his clean nest box and off we went to the next one. I thought to myself, that was amazing!
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So, to say the least I was charmed with this little bird.
The Eastern Screech-Owls diet also consists of mice,
voles, small birds, reptiles and even fish. The Eastern
Screech-owl occurs in the eastern United States and it has
two color morphs, the red morph and the gray morph. Red
morphs tend to live in deciduous hardwood forest while
the grey morph lives in pine forests. It is thought that the
exposure to predators, such as the Great Horned Owl, influence the protective coloration of these birds.
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OWLS, Continued from page 1
Pretty much every feature of this magnificent bird is perfected for the job it needs to do every day to survive, and that is to hunt. Owls have well developed binocular vision which enables them to precisely estimate
the location of their prey. Their eyes are not set on the sides of their head like most birds but are located in the
front of their head. This allows the field of each eye to overlap almost like our vision. Owls predominantly
hunt at night so their retinas contain mainly rods, or the receptors of the retina that are specialized to function
in dim light.
In the absence of light Owls are not hindered in the least bit because along with their great vision they
have an excellent sense of hearing. The ears of an owl are asymmetrical which causes sound to reach the ears
at different times. This time differential helps the bird to locate its prey with pinpoint accuracy. The facial ruff
also enhances the sound by reflecting and funneling the sound in to the ears. Their excellent hearing helps in
catching prey but intimate knowledge of their hunting ground guarantees success.
Owls have a unique digestive technique. An owl has a gizzard (the muscular section of the stomach
that is used to break food into smaller more digestible pieces) that is unique because it accumulates the indigestible parts of its prey, like hair, bone, and teeth and it is packed into a pellet and remains in the owl until it
is ejected. You can often find these pellets around their favorite roosting sites.
Their feathers also aid in its stealthy hunting ability. Owls have a modification on the first primary
feather on each wing. Each primary feathers forward edge is serrated and muffles sounds. Instead of the wings
edge being smooth and making a vortex noise it is silent and they can attack prey without ever making a
sound.
What a spectacular bird! So next time you hear a whinnying horse in the woods you will know that
there really are no horses in the woods at Prime Hook or Bombay Hook, it is the Eastern Screech-Owl!

2011 MEMBERSHIP DUES
The Friends of Prime Hook NWR would like to thank all of our members for their generous support
throughout the years. Your contributions have helped to make many projects possible on the Refuge from the
construction of bird houses, to supplies for various educational programs, to financial support for many of the
programs offered on and off the refuge. We couldn’t do it without you. Thank you!
The Friends Board of Directors meets at the Prime Hook wildlife refuge. To contact us please leave a
message at the Friends store or with refuge staff. We are working on updating our web site and hope to have it
fully operational again before long.

WHAT’S NEW AT THE STORE!
We have a beautiful new silk-screened T-Shirt for you! It’s Delaware inspired, painted by Marsh Holler and printed by her husband, using earth friendly inks. Marsha’s illustration is a moonlit scene of a Blue
Heron on a grassy marsh. This indigo (blue-gray) shirt is a flattering color for everyone! It comes in all adult
sizes - S, M, L, XL, XXL, & XXXL - so it is sure to fit your needs. Pick some up now or on Horseshoe Crab
Festival Day, May 28 when everything at Prime Hook Refuge is 10% off. (Remember, Friends receive an additional 10% discount.) See you there!
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WHAT’S IN STORE AT THE STORE?

New Indigo Blue Heron T-Shirts
Novel Earrings, Light Weight,
Inexpensive Nature Inspired Earrings
For Nature Lovers:
Latest Field Guides, DVDs
Singing Bird Identifliers and Cards
Prime Hook Scenic Notecards
Enamel and Pewter Jewelry
Custom Embroidered Clothing
Handcrafted Notes
And More . . .

For Those Special Children:
Plush Animal Puppets
Nature Books
Singing Audubon Birds
Hours: 9:00 to 4:00, Weekdays
Weekends - 10:00 to 4:00,
Friends Members Always 10% Discount

V O L. 13 , NU MBE R 1

P RI ME HOO K N OTE S

PAGE 4

PURPLE MARTINS
By David Weber

Everyone likes swallows and of all the species the Purple Martin is the most popular. Houses are put
throughout the country to attract these pleasant birds. Like most swallows, they nest in colonies and Prime
Hook Refuge has a very active nesting colony just
outside the Refuge Headquarters building. Martins
like the sense of protection from predators that being
near man provides. In the distant past they nested
along open river valleys and meadows, but never in
the great forests of America. Native Americans were
the first people to erect Martin Houses to attract them
to their villages. Early settlers did likewise. Now
Martins are totally dependent upon mankind for housing; although west of the Rocky Mountains, Purple
Martins still do use natural cavities such as woodpecker holes.
While Martins eat many flying insects such as
dragonflies, moths, and beetles they do not eat mosquitoes. Because Martins are relatively large and so
active, they feed on larger insects. Occasionally Martins will feed on the ground eating ants, grasshoppers, and
even stink bugs.
To watch Martins on the wing is to see aerial grace at its best. Flight consists of a rapid flapping of the
wings followed by a period of sailing, either in a straight line or a long sweeping curve and all the while keeping up a constant twitter. This graceful flight is to seek food, but it is also done for the sheer joy of flight.
Martins have a high level of site fidelity, returning year after year to a location that they have bred in successfully. Our Martins at Prime Hook have a well established nesting site, and so these birds returning from
their winter home in the Amazon River basin know our refuge well.
Martins are fearless in defending their territory driving away crows, hawks, and vultures. Years ago they
were used as sentinels to warn of an attack on poultry. The worst enemy the Martins have to face are House
Sparrows and Starlings. When these foreign evaders were first introduced to this country, the numbers of Purple Martins plummeted. Nesting boxes now have to be continually monitored for these invading pests. Imagine returning from an exhausting flight from South America, only to find these overwintering pests in your
home.
The Friends of Prime Hook’s Board of Directors have decided we need more Purple Martins at the Hook so
they approved the purchase and installation of additional houses at the Headquarters Building. There is no
such thing as too many Martins.
One of the best activities this summer will be watching the aerial display put on by these Martins. Why not
spend some time sitting under the roof of the new pavilion watching these friendly aerial artists dive, twist and
turn.
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An Evening at the Hook
FREE - OPEN TO THE PUBLIC - FAMILY FUN
March 10: What Energy Means to You
Scott Lynch, DNREC’s Energy Office

April 14: The Bats of Delaware
Brittany Benson & Megan Wallrichs, Graduate Students at
Delaware State University

May 12: Monitoring Wetland Health at Prime Hook National Wildlife Refuge
Bart Wilson, Environmental Scientist at DENREC’s
Coastal Programs Section

June 9: Conservation Efforts for the Sand Tiger Shark
Dr. Dewayne Fox, Associate Professor of Fisheries at
Delaware State University

Where: Refuge Headquarters
When: 7:00 PM

Light Refreshments at 6:30 PM

LIMITED SEATING AVAILABLE ON A FIRST-COME, FIRST SERVE BASIS
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BOARD OF DI RECTORS
PRESIDENT:

Glenn Garner

VICE-PRESIDENT:

David Weber

SECRETARY:

Sally Fintel

TREASURER:

Bill Fintel

MEMBERSHIP:

Matt Golminiak

SALES OUTLET:

Ann Darling

WHAT ARE FRIENDS FOR?
The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service encourages Friends
groups to expand and extend support of national wildlife refuges. Here at Prime Hook, the goals of the nonprofit Friends of PHNWR are:


To provide educational and interpretive material in
the Friends’ Store and raise awareness of the
environment and habitat at Prime Hook NWR.
The funds generated through store sales are used to
support Refuge activities and programs.



To seek public and private support for new and existing programs.



To contribute time, talents and funds for construction, repair and maintenance of recreational and educational facilities and grounds.



To sponsor activities to encourage the public to become stewards of our natural resources.

Judy Naegele
FUND RAISING:

Glenn Garner

Rob Craig

Jack Schulze

Matt Golminiak

David Weber

ACCESS:

Bill Fintel

EDUCATION:

Jean Charles

GIFTS:

Glenn Garner

CHAMBERS OF COMMERCE:

Bob Craig

OTHER:

George Naegele

Charles Darling

Jack Schulze

Mike Short

Joyce Lindsay

PAGE 6

FRIENDS OF PRIME HOOK NWR

THE FRIENDS OF PHNWR GIVE A SPECIAL

MEMBERSHIP APPLICATION
Remember: Membership dues and all donations are tax
deductible. Mail checks to FRIENDS OF PRIME HOOK
NWR, INC., 11978 Turkle Pond Road, Milton, DE 19968.

“THANK YOU!” TO OUR 2010 SPONSOR MEMBERS:


David & Rosemary Baues



Craig & Ingrid Bogen



Bob Chambers



Audrey Conaway



Nicholas Constantinople



Micki & Jim Crellin



Glenn Garner

E-mail



Owen Henning

Year___________



Janice M. Henning

ANNUAL MEMBERSHIP



John Kramer

(Choose one level from list below)



Vince & Sue Parada



Lois & Charles Peters



Rosanne Smith & Brenda Butterfield



Elisabeth Stoner



Evelyn Unger

_____________________________________________
Name

________________________________________________
Street Address

________________________________________________
City

State

ZIP

_______________ ________________________________
Phone

( ) New Member ( ) Renewal

( )

Individual

$ 10.00

( )

Family

$ 15.00

( )

Student

$

( )

Sustaining

$ 25.00

( )

Supporting

$ 50.00

( )

Sponsor

$100.00

AND OUR CORPORATE MEMBER:

( )

Small Business

$125.00

Wyoming Millwork

( )

Corporate

$250.00

8.00

