
 Loonicide
by
Eyes Right 
Greenville, ME – One of the perks of spending each summer here at a camp in the deep woods of Maine is the opportunity to observe wildlife up close and personal.  The good news is that, so far, these encounters have not included a bear, although I have seen numerous piles of bear scat while picking wild blueberries and raspberries!   
Because our camp overlooks Lower Wilson Pond, we have been treated each summer to watching, and hearing, loons.  These intriguing water birds are known for their haunting sounds, mostly at night, which carry across the water making one think that they are next to your bedroom.   These “calls” are difficult to describe in human terms.  The most frequent variety, commonly referred to as a “wail,” consists of three “syllables” sounding like “Woo-ooooooh-ooh” with the middle syllable the higher note of the three.   This is the sound we have heard most frequently at night as the loons “talk” back and forth to determine each other’s location.   There is also an elongated yodel which males use to claim territory.   Supposedly, each time a male moves to new territory, he changes his yodel.  Loons also make a third sound similar to a tremolo which is quite long and varies rapidly in pitch.  I am told that this sound is used when the loon is alarmed.   The final type of call is more of a hoot - a short, much softer call just to keep in contact with each other at night.  We heard this hoot for the first time this year as one of our local loons has a chick near her at all times.
This mother loon appears to be an excellent parent.  I have not been able to locate her nest, nor did I see the youngster when it was very small and riding on the back of its mother.   However, we have seen it nearly daily in the small bay in front of our camp as it stays close to the mother while learning how to survive.  It has progressed from always staying on the surface while waiting for its mom to bring it food, to starting to dive on its own while searching for fish.
Loon are a fascinating species.  There are several varieties, but the ones here in northwest Maine are the common loon, Gavin Immer.  It is a large bird the size of a goose with a black head and a large, prominent grey beak.  Half way down its neck there are three rings, one white, one sort of very dark, almost black, aquamarine, and another white which begins at its breast.  The “white” rings are actually vertically striped black and white lines.  Its eyes are a reddish-maroon color.  The wings are checkerboard white and black on top of a black background filled with white dots.  The belly region is all white, although this region is usually all below water.  I have seen this lower section of the loon only when it elevates to stretch its wings as I kayaked in the vicinity.  The total package is stunningly beautiful.
Loons are relatively long-lived and have a lifespan up to 30 years.  The males and females are visually indistinguishable, at least to most of us humans.  Because they are terrible walkers due to center of gravity issues, the loons build nests right at the water’s edge so that they can easily exit when a predator appears.  They are incredibly swift swimmers and can remain underwater for at least a minute;  I have witnessed a loon dive, and then appear nearly 90 seconds later in a distant location.  Generally, when they are underwater they go no deeper than 15 feet as they search visually for food (fish, frogs, snails, but mostly fish).  Apparently loons have life partners (although some banded loons have been found to be philanderers) and take turns incubating the eggs and protecting the nest.  I have assumed that “our” chick has been primarily with its mother, but since there is no way to distinguish male and female, who knows?
Loons on our lakes head east and south to the ocean shore when ice sets in, usually in mid-November.  Most appear to always return to the same lake each year, but the males and females apparently travel separately.  Because their schedules differ from mine, I have never observed a loon flying.  I am told that their take-offs from water involve a long strenuous effort to become airborne.
A few weeks ago, I was watching “our” baby loon being fed by its parents.  The adult would dive, find a small fish, come to the surface and paddle to the youngster and deposit its find in the eageryoung mouth.  This process continued for some time and the pair eventually drifted just out of view from our camp.   Suddenly I heard a loud splashing of water - very loud - and an equally loud series of the loon alarm sound.  I rushed down to the water’s edge and saw the adult loon, but no baby.  It was gone!  In a few minutes I saw the adult surface, but no youngster was in sight.  Our neighbor, Betty, a much more informed birder than I, had topped by and witnessed the entire event.  Her immediate words were, “Oh, no!  I think we just witnessed a loonicide!”  We both almost cried, knowing that neither of us had seen a baby loon in years on our section of the lake.  Now it was gone by some foul/fowl deed!
I raced to put my kayak in the water to investigate, but now saw two adult loons swimming in the middle of the lake as if nothing unusual had taken place.  “What callous birds!” I thought.    Shortly, Betty yelled, “I see the baby.  It’s way over there near where we think the next is.”  Sure enough, the youngster had apparently swam underwater at least a hundred yards and seemed perfectly safe.   So….there was no loonicide on our pond this time, but the entire episode further cemented in my mind how little we know about the creatures who share this Earth with us.  I have no idea what actually happened during the “noisy encounter” but I feel blessed to have these wonderful creatures as my daily (and nightly) companions.
I thought you might like to know.
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