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Welcome to the second issue of A Wild Read. As I write this in late November, here in the UK 
we are in the grip of an early arctic blast following a harsh storm a couple of days ago which 
whipped the last of the autumn clothing from the landscape, revealing its winter attire. I woke 
this morning to a light dusting of snow and a heavy frost, not something we get very 
often in my part of Hampshire, especially when winter is still officially a few days off. 
An influx of Blackbirds and a solitary Redwing feasting on an apple I put out on
the lawn told me that winter really had arrived. There will be plenty of cold days
ahead with limited daylight hours, but that northern hemisphere winter light
 can be superb for photography – if only I had more time to get out in the
 field……

This month we have another incredible selection of articles for you to enjoy
and my thanks go to all our contributors for the time they have invested in
producing these articles and the lovely images that illustrate them. Gail Bisson
shares her love affair with the Piping Plover and shows some of her amazing
images of this North American shorebird. New contributor Meera Sulaiman
looks at the reintroduction of the Trumpeter Swan in Eastern Canada, 
Michael Snedic shares his six top tips for better wildlife photography, and Ian Parsons 
explains how to identify both Silver and Downy Birch. Plus much more of course.

By now, many of you will know how passionate I am about my love of wildlife and photography – 
one of the very reasons behind A Wild Read of course which is just one of the conduits through 
which I can share this passion. WildArt is developing into a community of people who share 
these passions, or simply want to know more about the subjects we cover. Inspiring people to love 
and care for our environment is one of the main aims. 

I hope you all have a great Christmas and New Year. Stay safe and see you in the spring!

Rob Read.

Cover Image: Eurasian Nuthatch ©Rob Read
Back Cover Image: Common Frog ©Rob Read
Published by WildArt Publishing, a trading name of Freeze Frame Images Ltd
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Piping up for 
Plovers!

Gail Bisson shares her 
life-long love affair life-long love affair 

with the Piping Ploverwith the Piping Plover

Main Image: Dogs must be kept on a leash on the beach 
where nesting occurs. ©Gail Bisson



6 7

My love affair with Piping Plovers started as a 
young girl. In 1963, The Canadian Wildlife Feder-
ation introduced shorts clips on television called 
‘Hinterlands Who’s Who’. The black and white vi-
gnettes, lasting a minute and accompanied by a 
haunting loon-like melody, introduced Canadians 
to various birds and mammals. It became an icon-
ic television staple for Canadians and was much 
more interesting than commercials for laundry de-
tergent! These vignettes were my first introduction 
to Piping Plovers. As a young girl, I loved how tiny 
the birds were and how sweet the brooding behav-
iour was. It may have even been the first time I 
heard the word ‘endangered’.

Piping Plovers are small migratory shorebirds that 
nest along sandy coastal beaches of the Atlantic 
Ocean from Newfoundland to South Carolina, the 
Great Lakes (70 known pairs), and on the Northern 
Great Plains of the US and Canada.

They have sand-coloured heads and backs that al-
low them to blend into their environment perfect-
ly; a black ‘headband’ adorns their forehead and 
chest, and their legs and beaks are orange. Their 
feet are turned inwards slightly, making it easy to 
spot their little footprints in the sand. Their call is a 
rather plaintive ‘piping’ sound.

Piping Plovers nest on the beach and rely on their 
cryptic plumage to blend into their surroundings; 
thiry camouflage is so effective that I only spot 
them if they are moving and feeding on the beach. 
If a person strays too close to the nest, the parent 
will move away from the nest and exhibit a broken 
wing display, a behaviour designed done to draw a 
predator away from the nest and follow a seeming-
ly easy meal of injured Piping Plover.

I am very fortunate to live near a beach with an es-
tablished pair of Piping Plovers. ‘PU’ and ‘MJ’ have 
been nesting for many years at our local beach in 
Cape Breton, Nova Scotia. PU is the banded male 
and MJ is the banded female. They have success-
fully raised many chicks and I have been privileged 
to watch over them (photographically) for the past 
six summers. However, 2021 brought some unex-
pected change. 

PU (the male) usually arrives first in late April fol-
lowed by MJ approximately two weeks later. There 
is always a bit of trepidation when awaiting the 
arrival of PU, so when I heard of his safe return on 
22nd April 2021, I was relieved and happy. They 
are such small birds, and they face an arduous and 
dangerous journey from the Bahamas to Nova Sco-
tia. When you think about it, the chances of repeat-
ed survival during these journeys seems slim. 

Two weeks passed and there was no sign of MJ. I 
checked the beach several times in the following 
two weeks, but she never returned. I was surprised 
by my level of sadness as I realized she had likely 
died during the previous year, and the likelihood 
of PU finding a new mate seemed low. The spe-
cies is endangered; there are only an estimated 
45 known nesting pairs, and a total of roughly 100 
individuals here in Nova Scotia. My head was full of 
questions.  How would PU find a new mate? Would 
he move on to another beach? The days passed 
and I stopped checking the beach.
 
And then some wonderful news - a local birder had 
photographed a new female at the beach. And so, 
a new match and union were made! This female 
was unbanded and I called her Stella. It is amaz-
ing that such a rare and endangered shorebird can 
find a new mate in this vast expanse of Eastern 
North America. It seems there is no need for dating 
apps for these birds!

Main Image: A Piping Plover chick chasing invertebrates on the beach.
©Gail Bisson



8 9

PU and MJ always nested in the same area of the 
beach, but this new bride wanted her own home 
and she and PU nested in a slightly different area. 
The nest is a simple scrape in the ground (made 
by the male PU) and is lined with rocks and bro-
ken shells. The nests are literally invisible to most 
beachgoers and the area was cordoned off by biol-
ogists and volunteers. After a quick visit from “out-
side the ropes” I waited for the four eggs to hatch.

Hatch day produced three chicks, with one egg 
lost. As soon as the chicks are born, they are liter-
ally off and running, catching various bugs and ma-
rine invertebrates. Incredibly, they receive no help 
from Mom or Dad for food. Both parents spend 
their time protecting the chicks from predators 
such as birds of prey, off-leash dogs, foxes, and 
coyotes. However, there is little they can do about 
human disturbance like ATV (all-terrain vehicle) 
use, and careless walkers - one of the main rea-
sons their nesting sites are protected by cordons.

Both parents take responsibility to brood the 
chicks to keep them warm, and a brooding patch 
is found on the belly of each adult. This patch of 
featherless skin allows the parent bird to provide 
extra warmth from his or her own body to the eggs 
in the nest, and to the growing, newly hatched 
chicks in the first days of life.

There is nothing sweeter than watching the chicks 
jostle for position under their parent’s belly. The 
young chicks are simply adorable – to me they re-
semble little cotton balls resting on tall toothpick 
legs. They quickly lose their down feathers and, as 
fledglings, start to grow real feathers, transitioning 
into the ugly duckling/teenager phase of their life. 
They learn to fly at 25 to 27 days old.

Stella left about two weeks after the chicks 
hatched, behaviour identical to her predecessor 
MJ, and left all the chick-rearing to PU. He is an 
awesome Dad. I last saw the family in late July and 
all three fledglings were doing well. They have now 
left the beach and are on their way South. A new 
chapter for this couple has begun and I am looking 
forward to seeing them both next summer!

Below: A Piping Plover chick is simply adorable and 
there is nothing better than watching them jostle for 
position under the parent’s belly. ©Gail Bisson

Here in Nova Scotia, we have a wonderful group of 
volunteers who cordon off the plovers’ nesting area 
and erect signs to warn and inform beachgoers. 
Dogs must be leashed on the beach, and motor-
ized vehicles are forbidden - owners can be fined 
for ignoring the rules. On a more personal level, 
simple things like leaving driftwood and seaweed 
on the beach for the plovers to use for food and 
cover and picking up garbage to deter predators 
such as gulls and crows are very helpful. Walking 
on the beach below the high tide water line will en-
sure there is no chance of accidentally stepping on 
the nest. 

In 1985, the Committee on the Status of Endan-
gered Wildlife in Canada designated the Piping 
Plover as endangered, which means that the spe-
cies is at great risk of disappearing from Canada. 
The Piping Plover was listed under the federal Spe-
cies at Risk Act in 2003. Provincial endangered 
species or wildlife legislation to protect the Piping 
Plover exists in all Atlantic provinces as well as 
Quebec.

Above: A new female arrived on the scene. As she was 
unbanded, Gail called her Stella! ©Gail Bisson

Below: A Piping Plover fledgling stretches its wings.
©Gail Bisson



In the US, Piping plovers were common along the 
Atlantic coast during much of the 19th century, 
but commercial hunting for feathers to decorate 
hats nearly wiped them out. Following passage of 
the Migratory Bird Treaty Act in 1918, plovers re-
covered to a 20th century peak in the 1940s. In-
creased development and beach recreation after 
World War II caused the population to decline and 
led to Endangered Species Act protection in 1986.
 
The future looked very grim in 1986, with just 790 
breeding pairs surviving on the Atlantic Coast, but 
intensive protection has helped the population 
more than double in the last 20 years. The work 
is not yet done, with the most recent surveys still 
placing the Atlantic population at fewer than 2,000 
pairs. In Massachusetts, the population of Piping 
Plovers has increased by 500%. It feels so good to 
type that last sentence. Finally, some good news!

Piping Plover numbers are slowly rising, and they 
are getting a lot of media attention. In 2019, the 
arrival of a new nesting pair of Piping Plovers at 
busy Montrose Beach in Chicago has created a 
huge positive response from the residents. An area 
of 15 acres has been cordoned off and established 
for the birds. They have been called Monty and 
Rose (after the beach) and have had three suc-
cessful broods. It led to the creation of a 50-min-
ute documentary in 2021 called ‘Monty and Rose 
2: The World of Monty and Rose.’ Pixar’s six-min-
ute animated short movie ‘Piper’ about a plover 
learning to feed, has garnered numerous awards. 
Although not specifically a Piping Plover, Piper has 
introduced shorebirds to a young new audience, 
just as “Hinterland’s Who’s Who” introduced me to 
them, albeit in a much splashier and colourful way. 
For Piping Plovers, there is no such thing as bad 
press!

Gail Bisson.

Main Image: A Piping Plover on its nest nest on the 
beach ©Gail Bisson
Inset Image:A Piping Plover fledgling. ©Gail Bisson

10 11



18 19

Six of the Best
Michael Snedic Michael Snedic 
outlines six outlines six 
techniques fortechniques for
taking better taking better 
wildlife photoswildlife photos

Michael Snedic is an Australian wildlife photogra-
pher, tutor and founder of WildNature Photo Ex-
peditions. He has been photographing the natural 
world for the last 25 years. Michael has been writ-
ing magazine articles on wildlife and nature pho-
tography, since 2001, including ‘Australian Geo-
graphic’, ‘Wildlife Australia’, ‘Birdlife Australia’, the 
UK’s ‘BBC Wildlife’ and ‘Australian Photography’ 
(Australia’s largest-selling photography magazine) 
which he has been a feature writer for since 2006. 
He is also a Nikon School tutor in Queensland, 
Australia.

https://michaelsnedic.com/

Main Image: An African Elephant puffing dust. 
©Michael Snedic
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1. Choosing The Right Lens. If you can afford 
it, I suggest you buy the longest focal length lens, 
with the smallest aperture, for wildlife photogra-
phy. Telephoto lenses such as the 300mm f2.8, 
400mm f2.8, 500mm f4 and 600mm f4 are all in-
credibly sharp, with super fast focusing.  They allow 
you to shoot at wider apertures which let in more 
light. The more light, the faster the shutter speed 
and therefore the sharper the image will generally 
be.

Zoom lenses such as the 150-600mm, 200-
500mm, 100-400mm (to name a few) have small-
er apertures (in size) at the longest focal length. 
One of the disadvantages to these lenses is that 
it can make hand holding tricky in low light situ-
ations such as rainforests. One major advantage, 
however, is that you have so much more flexibility 
when composing your subject due to the lenses 
having the option to zoom.

2. Lens Stabilising Options. I have always been 
an advocate for using a monopod with a dedicated 
monopod head, when needing to stabilise a heavy 
lens. This allows you to shoot at much lower shut-
ter speeds and still get sharp shots. If you don’t 
own a monopod and are out walking in the forest, 
you can also lean the camera and lens against a 
tree. You will be amazed at how much more stable 
your gear is, compared to hand holding.

A great option option for extra stabilisation is to 
use a photographer’s beanbag. This can be filled 
with beans, wheat or rice (not polystyrene) and 
used to nestle your camera and lens on a fence 
post or fence, on a rock, on your car bonnet or 
placed on top of a half-opened car window. It is 
quite impressive to see how much more stable a 
beanbag is compared to hand-holding. When pre-
senting my photography workshops in Africa, my 
guides know automatically to supply beanbags for 
my guests!

Another way to stabilise a heavy camera/lens is 
to use a sturdy tripod with a gimbal (such as a 
Wimberley). This is especially useful for situations 
where wildlife are fairly stationary such as bathing, 
preening, feeding or performing a display ritual. 
That way you can set up in one spot and not lug 
the heavy gear around. I always use a small camp 
chair to sit on, for extra comfort.

3. Shoot At Eye Level. From the first time I 
picked up a camera some 25 years ago, my pho-
tography mentor mentioned the importance of 
getting as close to eye level as possible. Being at 
eye level creates a much more pleasing image, 
rather than photographing a subject from a height, 
looking down on to it. The same goes for looking 
straight up at an animal. If you can, position your-
self so that there is less of an angle. If you are 
shooting wildlife with a tripod and a gimbal (such 
as a Wimberley), I suggest you splay the tripod legs 
to as low as possible. In some cases, you can re-
move the tripod’s centre column, so that it doesn’t 
limit how low you can go. 

4. Focus On The Eyes. It is important to focus 
on the eyes, when shooting wildlife. The first thing 
a viewer generally looks at when looking at a wild-
life image is the eyes, so if they aren’t sharp then 
the image doesn’t work. If the subject is a fair way 
away, it isn’t always possible to focus on the eye, 
but if the subject is closer then that’s where you 
should place your camera’s focus point. If you are 
going for an abstract image, such as motion blur, 
then this rule need not apply.

5. Photographing Wildlife Behaviour. Whether 
photographing birds in flight, a cheetah going for 
a kill, a polar bear leaping over ice or young ele-
phants playing, the important thing is to use a fast 
enough shutter speed. For birds in flight, for ex-
ample, I recommend a minimum shutter speed of 
1/2000th of a second (and even higher for fast-fly-
ing birds). To capture a whale breaching, including 
freezing the water surrounding its body, I regularly 
use 1/4000th of a second or similar. Quite sim-
ply, a faster shutter speed gives you a far greater 
chance of capturing those special wildlife ‘action’ 
shots. 

The fast shutter speed should be coupled with us-
ing auto focus and continuous shot or ‘burst’ mode. 
By half-pressing your shutter button and locking 
the camera’s focus point onto a moving animal, 
then moving with that animal while keeping the 
focus point on it, you have a greater chance of cap-
turing stunning wildlife behaviour shots. Once you 
are ready to take the shot, hold the camera’s shut-
ter down and allow the continuous shot to work.

Left: Fast moving subjects like this breaching Humpback 
Whale require fast shutter speeds. ©Michael Snedic
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 6. Do Your Research. One of the best pieces 
of advice I was given some 25 years ago when I 
started photographing wildlife, was to do some 
research before you actually start shooting. For 
example, where are the best spots to photograph 
certain species? What is the best season to photo-
graph them? What particular movement predates 
a particular behaviour (for example, some raptors 
nod their head a few times before launching into 
flight) or where is the best position to set up in or-
der to achieve the best light on your subject. 

Prior research really does pay dividends. For in-
stance, if you are planning to walk a few kilo-
metres in the dark before sunrise to get to your 
subject(s), then do a ‘reccy’ beforehand, so you 
know the terrain and aren’t tripping over in the 
dark. Also, certain behaviours will only occur at 
specific times of the year. Research when these 
behaviours happen so that you are fully prepared. 

Most of all, enjoy getting out there with your cam-
era. With so many types of wildlife, found across 
the world in every imaginable environment, you 
certainly won’t run out of subjects!

Michael Snedic.

Left: Getting the camera at eye level to the subject 
creates a more intimate connection for the viewer. 
©Michael Snedic
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A Second Chance
Meera SulaimanMeera Sulaiman

looks at thelooks at the
reintroduction of reintroduction of the the 

Trumpeter SwanTrumpeter Swan
in Eastern Canadain Eastern Canada
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Originally native to Ontario, the Trumpeter 
Swan disappeared from Eastern Canada early 
in the 20th century due primarily to hunting. 
They were hunted for their feathers, meat, and 
even the leather on their feet. 

In 1982 biologist Harry Lumsden initiated the On-
tario Trumpeter Swan Re-introduction Programme. 
A long multi-year process involving creating breed-
ing pairs, obtaining licenses and permissions to re-
lease birds into appropriate summer habitats, and 
initially rendering the birds flightless so they could 
establish familiarity with their breeding grounds, 
were just some elements of the reintroduction pro-
cess.

The first Trumpeter Swans were hatched in Mute 
Swan nests – the females didn’t object to the new-
comers, but unfortunately the males did. They at-
tacked the trumpeter cygnets, which were a silvery 
colour compared to the brown mute cygnets. To 
protect the little trumpeters, Lumsden ingeniously 
tinted the feathers, so they were darker

in colour to make them look like Mute Swan cyg-
nets, and that seemed to satisfy the male swans.

With excellent wetlands and archeological evi-
dence showing the historical existence of Trum-
peter Swans in the Midland, Ontario’s Wye Valley, 
the Wye Marsh Wildlife Centre became the home 
to the first captive breeding pair of Trumpeters 
in 1988. “Big Guy” and “Lady Girl” as they were 
called, successfully raised the first cygnet “Pig 
Pen” in 1990. In 1993, Pig Pen and her mate be-
came the first wild nesting pair of Trumpeters in 
the province of Ontario in over 200 years. Pig Pen 
and her cygnets were also the first Trumpeters to 
winter at Lasalle Park in Burlington, now the prov-
ince’s premiere overwintering location for these 
birds.

Through these conservation efforts, the Ontario 
population has reached around 1,500 self-sustain-
ing Trumpeter Swans, with at least 131 breeding 
pairs.

Every healthy individual and breeding pair is an ex-
tremely valuable asset to the Trumpeter Swan Res-
toration Program as their success will largely influ-
ence the continuation of an increasing population. 

Trumpeter Swans learn how to migrate from their 
parents. This learned behaviour becomes behav-
iour that they repeat for the rest of their lives. But 
if parents have been bred and raised in captivity, 
the migratory patterns are lost; and their offspring 
don’t have peers from which to learn the migration 
routes.

Ontario’s Trumpeters chose their own winter lo-
cations. Today, about 200 Trumpeter Swans, one 
fourth of Ontario’s population, choose the LaSalle 
Park area as their overwintering grounds. This is 
the largest concentration of wintering Trumpeters 
in Ontario.

LaSalle Park seems to be an ideal location for the 
Trumpeters because it has shelter from northerly 
and easterly winds. It also has an abundance of 
aquatic vegetation, which is what they feed on, and 
it grows at the correct depth. Swans don’t dive to 
feed like ducks, they dip their necks underwater, 
therefore, the vegetations needs to be relative-
ly shallow. Further, it also has a beach, enabling 
them to get out of the water easily and rest on the 
beach. The most important thing is that the wave 
action tends to keep that water open for most 
of the winter. Elsewhere, human encroachment 
around the Great Lakes, the draining of wetlands, 
and development have practically eliminated suit-
able overwintering grounds for the Trumpeters. 
Without LaSalle, they have nowhere to go.

Main Image: Trumpeter Swans over-winter at LaSalle 
Park. Note the wing tags. ©Meera Sulaiman
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Yellow wing number tags mean Trumpeters are 
from Ontario. Marking birds is an important tool 
in the reintroduction programme. The Trumpeter 
Swan restoration groups main banding station is at 
La Salle Park in Ontario. The winter concentration 
there usually peaks at about 200 birds.

They are hand caught for banding by the licensed 
volunteers from the Swan Restoration Group. 
Swans are fitted with two yellow wing tags, one on 
each wing, plus a leg band. Males receive a band 
on the right leg and females on the left. Volunteers 
band the swans and register tag numbers in order 
to identify them, track their nesting and migrating 
patterns, their mates and offspring, their longevity, 
and their health. They also rescue those that have 
become sick and injured.

Data from tagged bird sightings allows biologists to 
produce a genetic family tree and to record chang-
es in the population and range. They now band 
50-100 swans every winter at La Salle Park. Today, 
after over 30 years of effort to bring back the Trum-
peters, the population in Ontario numbers just over 
1,500 birds. There are several reasons why their 
population remains low. Trumpeter populations 
across North America are closely monitored for 
lead poisoning, which is a major cause of death.
Lead shot from hunting waterfowl has been dis-
charged for many years into the waterbodies where 
swans and other waterfowl feed. Similarly, the use 
of lead shot for fishing, plus discarded line, hooks, 
and other tackle, have all contributed to fatalities.

Fishing line is a serious problem for birds and every 
year many are rescued with fishing line, hooks, and 
lures attached to them. Some birds die as a result. 
Others are lost to collisions with power lines and, 
occasionally, some are shot by hunters - although 
it is illegal to do so as they are protected under the 
Migratory Bird Convention Act 1999.

The most serious threat to the continued well-be-
ing of the Trumpeter Swan is the loss of habitat, es-
pecially of wintering areas, which greatly impacts 
their restoration.

How You Can Help

Use Lead-Free Fishing Tackle - When a swan in-
gests a lead sinker while tipping and feeding, they 
die a slow and painful death.

Prevent Fishing Line Fatalities - Fishing line is a se-
rious problem for birds. Every year there are many 
birds rescued with fishing lines, hooks and lures at-
tached to them. Some birds have been euthanized 
that have accidentally ingested them.

Always dispose of your fishing line properly. You 
could be saving a bird’s life!

Meera Sulaiman.

Main Image: Trumpeter Swans at Lasalle Park. Inset 
Images (top) Harry Lumsden (bottom) Volunteers 
banding. All images ©Meera Sulaiman
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This poem is one from Matt Merritt’s collection of 
the same title. Combining amazing photography 
and beautiful poetry, the collection features 30 
poems centred on Matt’s favourite subject birds. 

Available as an eBook that you can carry with you 
everywhere, click the book link opposite to 
purchase your copy. Price £7.99

https://www.wildartpoty.com/book-shop-1
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Subscribe to our new YouTube Channel!

A Wild Vision is the new YouTube channel from WildArt. As well as hosting all 
the WildArt Photographer of the Year Awards presentations, news, and judge 
interviews, A Wild Vision will offer a series of interviews and instructional fea-
tures on a regular basis. WildArt is all about building a community of wild-
life enthusiasts, conservationists, and photographers to share experiences and 
knowledge through discussion and education in an entertaining and inform-
ative manner through a series of live discussions and videos. We hope that you 
will subscribe to the channel and become a further part of the WildArt journey. 
Click the logo above to go directly to our YouTube channel.

As a community, we would like to hear from our community members. If you 
would like to contribute to A Wild Read, or have subjects that you would like us 
to cover, then please do get in touch via email – wildartpoty@gmail.com

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCmjuUn0rLC8_hBtTvNvLLuw


We hope you have enjoyed the selection of articles and images in this edition of 
the magazine. A Wild Read is a free offering for the enjoyment of the WildArt 
community. Please don’t forget to sign up for our regular blog to enjoy even more 
content and subscribe to our YouTube channel A Wild Vision. We look forward to 
inspiring and entertaining you throughout 2022 and beyond.
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