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It is nearly April.  Last week, four Whooping Cranes from another refuge, 
part of the Class of 2008-09, left on their migration north to Wisconsin.  
A growing anticipation grips those of us who have watched this recovery 
project at St. Marks National Wildlife Refuge.  The birds remain in a 
secluded location, away from human contact, so we corner the two 
Operation Migration staff at every opportunity – how did the ‘kids’ do in 
the wind today?  Are they restless?  Do you see any indication that they 
are getting ready to leave? 
 
As the impending departure becomes more certain, there are pilgrimages 
to the blind to say goodbye.  This camouflaged structure, set into the 
palms, is located at the edge of the marsh about 800 yards from the 
cranes’ pen.  It has been a thrilling experience to bear witness to the 
reintroduction of these birds into the wild.  Some nights, after an 
evening’s farewell, we walk out of the wetland in darkness.  On the 
remote and primitive forest path, our only companions are the soft light 
from small headlamps, our thoughts, and the jeweled eyes of multitudes 
of spiders along the way. 
 
There are signs.  Last week the cranes, nearly in adult plumage, stood 
together, heads cocked sideways looking up at the sky, calling, calling, 
calling.  Two days ago, six inches of driving rain and wind pelted the 
wetland. The crane pen flooded, and for the first time, the birds were 
allowed to roost outside the enclosure, and independent of staff 
assistance, they selected a safe area to do so.  One day ago, in a nearby 
pool, they spent their first night away from a surrogate crane that stands 
on a small oyster bar constructed by staff and volunteers last fall. 
 
Monday, March 30th.  The morning is young.  It is sunny and cool, with 
an early north wind that is expected to shift to southeast.  A coyote calls 
in the distance.  The cranes stroll around inside the roofless pen, 
seemingly content.  They preen, snack on hapless crabs, playfully display 
and leap around with their buddies.  But then, the loafing stops.  It’s 
deadly serious out there. 
 
They call, and in a brief minute the seven birds are airborne, sweeping 
the wetland in a wide circle, and heading northeast.  The wind kicks up, 
and suddenly, they catch a thermal. They soar overhead, higher than 
they’ve been since they came in January.  They bank south toward the 
bay, fly out over the water, and disappear from view.  The radio receiver 
beeps more faintly.  We hold our collective breath, and watch as the 



seven sweep back up over the horizon, buggling a sound we will never 
forget, that can only belong to a wild Whooping Crane.  Altitude 
dropping, landing gear in place, the birds drift gracefully back into the 
pen.  It is 10:15 am. 
 
A couple of us dry a tear or two – this sight is very stirring – and shift 
from one foot to another as we watch another tedious round of snacking, 
preening, and loafing.  Six White Ibis fly in to feed in one of the pools.  
Yellowthroats, Red-winged Blackbirds and Clapper Rails call around the 
marsh.   
 
Then, the posturing, the call, first from one, then another.  We wait.  The 
anticipation spills over to impatience, and there’s some sputtering and 
pacing.  One of us jokes, “They know we’re all in here, and one crane just 
said to the other, ‘Hey, watch this!’” 
 
But it’s deadly serious again.  The seven take off, and in a heartbeat, find 
the thermal.  It carries them east, then north, as they kettle higher and 
higher.  We dash out of the blind into the marsh, where even our 
binoculars begin to fail us.  For a while, they are joined by a lone pelican, 
but the path of the cranes is clearly north now, and their companion 
soon abandons the journey.  The receiver in the blind becomes more and 
more faint, whispers, then is silent.  It is 11:15 am. 
 
It is over.  And it’s just beginning.  It’s a leap of faith in a valiant effort to 
save a species, and a brave cohort of young cranes who fly because 
something wild inside them tells them it’s time to go.  The story has a 
new chapter, yet to be written. 
 
Christine Barnes is a resident of Northfield, Vermont, and a volunteer at 
St. Marks National Wildlife Refuge in St. Marks, Florida. 
 



 

 


