Recent Prairie-Chicken Publications and New
Challenges
by Don H. Wolfe

Quick—what is Oklahoma's largest woodpecker? The answer to that question really
depends on what the definition of is is. At one time, the largest woodpecker in Oklahoma (and
the U.S.) was the Ivory-billed Woodpecker, now very likely extinct due to unrestrained logging
of old growth bottomland forests in the southeastern U.S. during the 19th and 20th centuries.
The demise of this spectacular animal, once known colloquially by the name Lord God Bird
because of the dramatic impression it made on the people who saw it, means that the Pileated Woodpecker is currently the
largest woodpecker in Oklahoma.
Essentially non-migratory, Pileated Woodpeckers mate for life and inhabit mature forest, especially river bottom forest,
where their loud calls and stentorian drumming announce their presence. Mature forests are required, in part for the very practical reason that Pileated Woodpeckers are big, and they therefore require large trees in which to nest and roost. Often
described as "crow-sized," Pileated Woodpeckers are nearly 17 inches long and have a wingspan of nearly 30 inches. Males
have a red forehead and moustache, while these areas are black on females. The red crest, along with white head and neck
stripe, are prominent features, as is the large white underwing patch visible in flight. Indeed, one of the most impressive views
one can have of a Pileated Woodpecker is when it is flying across a forest opening. Its size becomes particularly evident, and
its broad wings seem to move in slow motion, giving the impression that it may fall from the sky at any moment.
The strong, chisel-like bill of the Pileated Woodpecker makes it an efficient and powerful excavator. Nest cavities are
chiseled in a dead tree by both sexes, though mostly by the male, in 3-6 weeks. The oval-shaped entrance typically measures
about 3.5 inched wide by 4 inches tall. A clutch of eggs, often 4 in number, is incubated by both sexes for about 18 days, and
young leave the nest in another 24-28 days. Nest cavities are rarely reused for nesting, though they may later be used for roosting.
The chiseling ability of this species helps it specialize in eating carpenter ants and wood-dwelling beetle larvae, though it
also consumes seasonal fruits and nuts. Pileated Woodpeckers have themselves served as food for a number of animals.
Though John James Audubon described their flesh as being unpalatable, Pileated Woodpeckers were shot for human food and
even sold in markets in the 19th century. A 1910 observation suggested that a "huge wildcat" had captured one unlucky woodpecker as it foraged on a low stump. More commonly, avian predators are responsible for capturing this species. Coopers
Hawks, Northern Goshawks, Great Horned Owls, and Barred Owls are all known or suspected predators of Pileated
Woodpeckers. Writing in 1930, George M. Sutton described personally witnessing a Peregrine Falcon in Pennsylvania "pursue and with ease strike down a pileated woodpecker that had started to fly across the river...A cloud of feathers burst from
the body of the victim as it collapsed."
Occasional predation notwithstanding, the main threat faced by this species today is loss or fragmentation of its mature
forest habitat. Paying a visit to a nearby woods may reward you with a glimpse of this impressive bird, and perhaps cause you
to reflect on the loss of Oklahoma's true largest woodpecker.
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USFWS Intern
The services of Naomi Burnes, an Intern for the U. S. Fish and Wildlife
Service, were loaned to our Oklahoma Lesser Prairie-Chicken research site for
two weeks in May 2003. Naomi is a Junior at the University of Science and Arts
of Oklahoma (USAO), Chickasha. During her stint at our study site, she had the
opportunity to assist trapping and banding prairie-chickens, radio track prairiechickens, conduct vegetation sampling, and even search for missing birds from
an airplane. Many thanks to Erich Langer, USFWS, for allowing her to spend
part of her internship with us, and to the entire USFWS Tulsa Ecological
Services office for their continued support of our research.

Dan O’Hair, an area rancher who has
been very helpful to our field crews,
poses with intern Naomi Burnes.

Over the past few months, two significant manuscripts on our prairie-chicken research have been published. The first one
was published in the journal Wilson Bulletin (Vol. 114, pages 142-144), and presents the results of a range-wide survey for reticuloendotheliosis viruses in prairie-chickens that we coordinated in 1999 and 2000. The second manuscript was published in the
journal Molecular Ecology (Vol. 12, pages 675-683), and presents the results of genetic surveys that we carried out on Lesser
Prairie-Chickens, in collaboration with geneticists Ronald Van Den Bussche and Steven Hoofer at Oklahoma State University.
Both of these manuscripts are available electronically, and we can provide them upon request.
While we are pleased that neither reticulotheliosis nor loss a of genetic diversity appear to be major threats for prairie chickens at this time, new ones loom. Researchers from Texas A & M University have recently found another disease of concern,
Infectious Bronchitis Virus in Lesser Prairie-Chickens in the Texas Panhandle. The results of some of their findings can be
found in the Journal of Wildlife Diseases (Vol. 38, pages 834-839). Another new threat, one that everyone has been hearing
about a lot over the past few years is West Nile Virus. Although West Nile Virus has not yet been found in Lesser PrairieChickens, the effects in other birds, horses, humans, and even reptiles is certainly alarming. For the latest on West Nile Virus
spread and effects, please see the Centers for Disease Control web site (http://www.cdc.gov/ncidod/dvbid/westnile/).
To give some background on West Nile Virus, we would like to share what was seen in Oklahoma over the past year. Before
July 2002, West Nile Virus had not been found in the state even though the Oklahoma Health Department had been testing bird
carcasses throughout the state for several months prior. From July through December 2002, West Nile Virus was found in 438
individuals of 28 bird species in Oklahoma. There were also 954 horses in the state infected, as well as 18 humans (two of
whom died). As bad as that sounds for Oklahoma, it was much worse in other parts of the United States. In fact, nationwide,
there were 15,745 bird cases, 12,038 horse cases, 3,989 human cases, and 259 human deaths. As with many issues in the past
(e.g. DDT), birds have proven to be good indicators. In 10 of 13 counties in Oklahoma where there were human cases of West
Nile Virus, the disease was first found in birds. Thus, we are concerned about what impact West Nile Virus might have on
already rare species, and continual surveillance for this and other bird diseases is certainly warranted.

Dr. Dean Amadon, a renowned authority on birds of prey and former Lamont Curator
of Birds at the American Museum of Natural History, died Sunday at his home in Tenafly,
N.J. He was 90.
Starting in 1937, Dr. Amadon spent his professional life with the museum, traveling
to exotic places for field work, writing books and articles and giving his expert advice well
into retirement. He was Lamont Curator from 1955 to 1973 and was active in the museum's work and as a consultant after taking emeritus status. During his tenure, he was
responsible for the museum's bird research center and custodian of the million bird specimens of the museum collection. From 1957 until 1973, he was also chairman of the department of ornithology.
The author or co-author of 400 publications, he had his name on books considered
classics by naturalists and bird lovers. Among them was the two-volume ''Eagles, Hawks
and Falcons of the World'', an encyclopedic treatment of the behavior and natural history
Dr. Dean Amadon generously donated
of raptors. He compiled “Birds Around the World: A Geographical Look at Evolution and
part of his ornithological library to the
Birds” and was co-author of the richly illustrated “Land Birds of America.”
Sutton Avian Research Center.
Dr. Amadon did field research in Africa, Australia and the South Pacific. He spent
weeks in the Galapagos Islands, and in Mexico with the wildlife artist Don R. Eckelberry. He was a past president of the American
Ornithologists' Union, the John Burroughs Memorial Association and the Linnaean Society of New York. He was a fellow of the
American Association for the Advancement of Science and a director of the Explorers Club.

J. Beckett/American Museum of Natural History.
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