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Introduction  
 

The ecological landscape of Northern Wisconsin is a mosaic of unique intersections, an 

uncertainty of tension between the cool boreal forests of the far north and the hot, arid 

influence of the Great Plains.  This tension zone brings tremendous biological diversity to 

Polk County, and it places Bone Lake squarely in the middle of a landscape rich in 

natural history.  Many species exist here at the northern and southern extents of their 

natural ranges.  The result is seen in Polk Countyôs biological communities being 

punctuated by neighborly associations that are the exception rather than the rule.  It is not 

commonplace in North America to hear a yodeling loon and a crowing pheasant from the 

same vantage, yet, for those of us here, it is part of our usual morning chorus.  In our 

region, Blue-winged Warblers meddle wih a precious population of Golden-winged 

Warblers in an intersection of north and south.  The Blue-winged Warblers are not 

merely a competitor.  The species are so closely related and so recently diverged that 

Blue-wings threaten the Golden-wings by hybridizing with them, pushing the Golden-

winged Warbler closer to the brink of extinction by producing a dazzling array of unique 

and colorful offspring, living works of genetic sabotage.  

 

The forests here are similarly influenced by north and south, and the intersection of white 

pine and red oak creates havens for Yellow-throated Vireos and Scarlet Tanagers.   Our 

forests here are dominated by sugar maple, American basswood, white pine, and red 

maple.  In lowlands, we find black ash, red maple, tamarack and yellow birch.  Some 

wetlands produce willow, while, more commonly, others produce alder.   The 

characteristics of the forests play an important role in the bird communities present, and 

those avian assemblages are as much dependent upon the physical structures of the 

habitat as on the species of trees and shrubs present.   

 

Perhaps the most common birds within the landscape of Wisconsinôs northern forests, 

Red-eyed Vireos and Ovenbirds are to Wisconsinôs forests what the endless and distant 

stars are to the Milky Way galaxy.   In Northern Mesic Forest stands, two or three 

individuals of each species may be detected on each and every fifty-meter standardized 

bird survey, forming a continuous constellation of territories spreading from the St. Croix 

River to Lake Michigan, from the northern reaches of Bayfield County to the wooded 

river bluffs of La Crosse.   Such abundance of insect-eating, tropical birds is testimony to 

the importance of functioning ecosystems at the landscape level.  It should serve to 

remind us of our own importance in maintaining a high standard of quality in our 

surroundings as we lend to the rich continuity in the web of life.  

 

This paper is a scientific report, but it is also a treasure map.  May it serve as a tool for 

education and inspiration.   Enjoy the birds! 

       --Brian M. Collins 
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Bone Lakeôs Habitats: An Overview 
 

Bone Lake is a biologically diverse, valuable mosaic of high quality terrestrial and 

aquatic habitats.  Extremely bird-rich, 85 species of birds were detected from May 28 to 

June 7, 2011 in a shoreline survey of the entire lake.  An average of just over 31 

individual birds were detected from each ten-minute watercraft bird survey for a total of 

1707 individuals on 54 survey points.  Surveys of Northern Mesic Forest habitats in other 

parts of Wisconsin average just over 20 birds per survey, and the bird-rich trout stream 

habitats of Northern Wisconsin average between 28 and 32 birds per survey.  Bone 

Lakeôs size, habitat complexity, citizen stewardship, and landscape ecology lend to its 

exceptional biological diversity.    

 

Bone Lakeôs areas of residential development are often beneficial to a variety of wildlife 

species in that large trees remain healthy and standing.  Significant verge vegetation and 

buffer plantings prevent damage to the quality of the lake.  Areas of verge vegetation and 

the quality, age, and continuous canopies of older trees are of great importance to many 

forest species of birds and birds of thickets and edges.   Many acres of second growth 

mixed deciduous forests, free of residential development, provide additional habitats 

required by more sensitive species.  An exceptional example of northern lowland habitats 

occurs in the northwestern section of Bone Lake and includes wet northern sedge 

meadow, alder swamp, and tamarack swamp.   These wetland habitats contribute 

tremendously to the occurrence of unique and rare bird species on Bone Lake.  Mature 

white pine and Eastern cottonwood trees are of great importance to nesting and roosting 

Bald Eagles and are key to the abundance of Bald Eagles enjoyed by Bone Lake residents 

and visitors.   Bone Lake residents clearly take pride in the quality of the lakeôs terrestrial 

habitats and the birds that rely on them.  

 

For the purpose of study, habitats are broadly classified, though enough information has 

been gathered to analyze some of the structural characteristics of the habitats at a finer 

resolution.   The major classifications include Residential Woodlot, Second Growth 

Deciduous Forest, Tamarack Lowland, and Transitional Habitats/Thickets. 

 

The majority of survey sites (36 of 54, 67% of area surveyed) occurred in ñResidential 

Woodlot.ò  Residential Woodlot refers to habitats that have a home, cabin, or other 

living structure, some degree of mowing, landscaping, or other continuous human effect 

on the habitat, and the presence of large trees with sufficient numbers or biological mass 

to create arboreal habitats.  
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Figure 1: An example of a habitat classified as ñResidential Woodlotò 

 

Second Growth Deciduous Forests were the second most common habitat surveyed (13 

of 54 survey sites, 24% of area surveyed).  ñSecond Growth Deciduous Forestò refers 

to sites that have a majority of trees less than 80 years of age, a continuous area of forest 

with minimal human disturbance (no buildings, roads, etc.), and a continuous canopy of 

large trees.  

 
Figure 2: An example of a habitat classified as ñSecond Growth Deciduous Forestò 

 

Transitional habitats, including lowland thickets and hard edge transitions between 

residential habitats and wilder habitats were present at 3 of 54 survey sites (5.5% of area 

surveyed).  None of these habitats were the same, though all were early succession 

habitats with young trees, weedy and shrubby thickets, and signs of recent disturbance.   
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Figure 3: An example of a habitat classified as ñTransitional Habitatò 

 

Tamarack Lowland sites (2 of 54 survey sites, 3.5% of area surveyed) were 

representative of a large, contiguous block of high-quality wetland habitat.  This area is 

owned by the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources.  Tamarack Lowland sites 

were characterized by a base of sedges, bur reeds, cattails, and other marshy, emergent 

plants.  Further in from the emergent edge and following a classic line of lake succession, 

a large patch of alders formed the shrub layer.  Younger tamaracks contributed to the 

shrub layer, and an overstory of tamarack formed an isolated canopy.  In the analysis of 

this habitat, a third site was included from further south on Bone Lake.  

 

 
Figure 4: An example of a habitat classified as ñTamarack Lowlandò 

 


