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Manager’s Update – November 2015 
by Ken Sturm, Refuge Manager, Missisquoi NWR 
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So What about Saw-Whets?  
by Judy Sefchick Edwards, Wildlife Biologist, Missisquoi NWR 

Just when you think you’ve heard it all, you 
realize…you haven’t!   On the way back from 
waterfowl banding one night, an interesting thing 
happened (as if banding ducks wasn’t interesting 
enough).  A sound that I didn’t recognize resonated 
from a grove of trees right next to the refuge 
headquarters.  It was so unusual, methodical, and 
monotonous, that, at first, I thought it might be 
mechanical.   Then I realized it was a bird.  But this 
wasn’t your ordinary, “Who-cooks-for- you” or 
“Hoo-hoo-hoot” variety.  It was a northern saw-whet 
owl, stopping by Missisquoi National Wildlife 
Refuge to rest and feed, on its migratory route south. 

You may ask yourself, “So what, about saw-whets?”  
Being the smallest owl in eastern North America, 
northern saw-whets are more robin-sized than owl-
sized.  At less than three ounces and a mere 8 inches 
tall, this diminutive owl pales in comparison to its 
twenty-one inch, 1.6 pound, barred owl relative.  
The saw-whet’s small stature, combined with its 
disproportionately large head, white “V” forehead 
marking, and deer-in-the-headlights expression, 
gives the impression that it’s nature’s version of a 
cuddly stuffed animal.  But looks can be deceiving.  
Saw-whet owls are nocturnal lie-in-wait predators 
that ambush small mammals, rip them apart, eat one-
half for a meal, and save the rest on a branch for 
later!   

For such a small owl, saw-whets have a lot to say.  
With around 11 different vocalizations, saw-whets 
twitter, skew, and squeak their way through life.  
Their most notable call comes during the spring and 
summer:   If you think you hear a never-ending, 
back-up signal of a truck, but it’s in the woods, 
instead of on the road, it’s probably a saw-whet.  
This call can be heard up to half-a-mile away, and is 
mostly given by territorial males advertising for 
females.  To our ears, it’s an unrelenting series of 
repetitive constant pitches that can be downright 
annoying (especially if you don’t know what it is).  
But it’s music to a female owl’s ears—according to 

researchers, she hears variety and uses it to choose 
her mate accordingly!    

Hearing a saw-whet owl is a lot easier than seeing 
one.   Their small size, secretive character, and 
solely nocturnal nature make them easy to overlook.  
During the day, saw-whets silently roost in 
coniferous trees, but don’t think that makes them 
easy to spot.  Being masters of disguise, they remain 
motionless when sensing danger.  Relying on their 
camouflage feathers to hide, saw-whets may even 
elongate their bodies and cover their faces with one 
wing—an act that is affectionately referred to as 
“playing pinecone!”    

Besides their cool look, and quirky disposition, saw-
whet owls are the poster child for how much humans 
have yet to learn about birds.   Project Owlnet—a 
continent-wide mist-netting and banding effort, 
started in the 1990s, to monitor saw-whet 
populations and migration—blew the lid off of some 
common saw-whet misconceptions.  Once 
considered rare throughout most of their range, saw-
whets are now known to be one of the most common 
forest raptors in North America.  In addition, it was 
found that while some saw-whets silently migrate 
through the night to a new winter destination, others 
remain on their breeding grounds.  Whooo knew that 
northern saw-whet owls react to lunar events?   
During the light of a full moon, saw-whets hunt less, 
and may temporarily stop migrating, in order to 
lessen their chance of being eaten by predators, 
including other owls! 

In Vermont, we’re lucky.  Not only do northern saw-
whet owls nest throughout our coniferous and mixed 
forests, but they migrate through the state in even 
greater numbers.  Every September, October, and 
November, the fall migration is on, so why not enjoy 
the fall darkness with these amazing migrating 
creatures in mind?  After all, you just never know 
when a saw-whet, in all its wily wisdom, will show 
up to rest and feed in a woodlot near you!   
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Friends News Shorts 

�  School groups at the Refuge.  E�������"�����
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“Giving Goose” Donations 

In the lobby of the Refuge Visitor Center is a nearly 
25-square foot painting, titled “Blue Goose Marsh.”  
Along the top of the painting is a flock of 50 brass 
geese.  These geese, patterned after the National 
Wildlife Refuge System logo, can be engraved with 
a commemorative message honoring donors, or 
memorial donations, to the Refuge and Friends 
organization.   

The leader of the flock has been engraved with the 
name of Mr. & Mrs. Eugene Fries.  The Fries are the 
parents of former Friends director Christine Sweeny 
and parents-in-law of retired Refuge Manager Mark 
Sweeny.  Memorial contributions made at the time of 
Mr. Fries’ passing were used to fund the initial 
design and fabrication of the geese. 

The plaque at the base of the painting reads, “What a country chooses to save is what a country s ays about 
itself.”   This is a quote from Mollie Beattie, who was a University of Vermont graduate and the first woman 
director of the Fish & Wildlife Service. 
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Baby Blues 

19” x 24” signed and numbered print by artist 
Nancy Howe 

$50.00, includes a 1-year membership in the 
Friends of MNWR 

In honor of Missisquoi NWR’s 50th birthday in 1993, 
Nancy Howe, Vermont artist and winner of the 1991-
92 Federal Duck Stamp Contest, created a painting 
entitled “Baby Blues.”  The artwork features three 
Great Blue Heron young in their nest.  Nancy spent 
one day in a blind in the Refuge’s heron rookery.  
She observed and photographed the birds to get 
material for this painting.   

Signed and numbered prints are being offered by 
the Friends for $50.  Purchase of a print includes a 
1-year membership in the Friends. 

Consider giving a print as a holiday gift to a special 
bird-lover or nature-lover.  Prints can be picked up at 
the refuge, ordered via the Friends website, or use 
the order form below.  If ordered by mail or via the 
website, prints will be sent in a mailing tube.  
Shipping is free!  (If using the order form below, also 
please fill out the membership form on the front 
page of this newsletter.) 

Store Order Form 

To order by phone, call 802-868-4781.  To order by mail, fill out this order form and send to: 
The Friends’ Store MNWR, 29 Tabor Rd, Swanton, VT  05488   

Name  _____________________________________________________________ 

Address _____________________________________________________________ 

Phone _______________________ Email ______________________________________________ 

Please send me: ____ Baby Blues print ($50.00, Free Shipping) 

Payment:  Enclose check or money order, or fill in Credit Card information. 

Type of card: ___ MasterCard ___ Visa 

Credit Card Number _____________________________ Exp date ______________ 

Signature _______________________________________________________ 


