Solstice at the Sanctuary
Swan Lake Nature Narratives
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Winter Solstice, the shortest day of the year, arrived at Swan Lake and
now the days will begin to get longer again. It is time to celebrate one
of the most meaningful seasonal changes in nature and in many human
cultures too. After we have endured the darkest days we know winter
has officially arrived, but now we can have hope for a sunnier future
that is growing a little brighter each day. I’ve already seen some
brighter moments in the lives of some of the citizens of Swan Lake.

Do you remember the gangly and awkward
Great Blue Heron who fell off his log?

And he does have a
tendency to strike some

But he finally pulled off

very unusual, one foot on

a perfectly timed and

He still seems to have

the log, one wing tip in

very graceful strike to

some balance issues.

the water, poses.

get his dinner. Brilliant!
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And do you remember the juvenile Bald
Eagle acting like a delinquent trying to
harass his mother? Well he has finally
flown the coop and left his two mature
parents to rest in the high branches of the
Cottonwoods. The sanctuary trail went
right under their perch and as I was
craning my neck to look almost straight up
a very serious photographer with tons of elaborate equipment and a
huge, huge lens came by. I was being distracted by my lens envy when
I realized he was trying to warn me. "That’s a very difficult and
dangerous shot,” he said from a safe distance away. I thought he was
referring to the kink I was getting in my neck when he continued, “If
you see his tail feathers ruffle and lift up a little I would get out of
there in a hurry if I was you. Either that or put up an umbrella!"
The eagle got the joke right away and as he chuckled I moved to a
better, more protected viewing position as quickly as I could.
However the look in his eye told me he wasn’t fond of all the attention
he was getting from the paparazzi.
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And sure enough he left soon after, but it did
seem like he was experiencing the brighter
days of a carefree parent whose child is off
hunting on his own at last.

I certainly like seeing the bright eyed young
people enjoying nature at Swan Lake and I
love some of the comments I hear from them.

One youngster noticed the ducks taking off
as he arrived and he yelled out to his
parents, “Swan Lake is running out of ducks!”
I promised him that they were all on a break
and would be back in a few minutes.

Another young man pointed out these bubbles in the
water that totally confounded him. As an old teacher
missing the classroom I was so excited about this
teachable moment that I could hardly contain myself.
I just got started on a very teacherly explanation of how Swan Lake staff
aerates, or blows air into the lake, which makes the bubbles to mediate
the effects of lake eutrophication, which occurs when a body of water
becomes overly enriched with nutrients, often from rain run off that
contains lawn and garden fertilizer, which causes huge algae blooms,
which consumes oxygen as they degrade, which threatens the ability of
fish to breathe, when I noticed another young man approaching...
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who also was very puzzled by the bubbles,
so I paused to include him in my imminently,
illuminating, grand lecture.

He took one look at the bubbles and, before
I could resume my lesson, summed up the
situation quite eloquently and succinctly
when he said, “Hey look, a duck jacuzzi.”
Which I guess is one more bright light for the
ducks to celebrate at the sanctuary, or
should I say spa?

Swan Lake also had one more gift for me
before I left. I spotted this fellow, pretty
far away and partially obscured by the tall
grasses. He was hard to see but I didn't
think I had ever seen him at the lake so far
this year.

I couldn’t get a really clear picture, but I
was very happy to have seen this Northern
Pintail duck at all. They are a gorgeous, long
slender duck with very distinguished
markings and colouring. They look like they
are dressed for a formal affair complete
with the long tails of their tux. What a gift to
see such a bright light during the darkest
week of the year.
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It seems no matter how
you celebrate the Winter
Solstice at Swan Lake,

Whether you rejoice in
a festival of light with
Christmas, Diwali,
Hanukkah, Kwanza,

or by watching the sunrise
on the shortest day,

you will always find
something at Swan Lake
to brighten your spirits
and help you on your way.

Happy Solstice!

Lenny
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