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FLYING HIGH : my almost-true recollection of the release of Flying squirrels 
B Y  J O  C L A N C Y 

I have been associated with the Mercer County Wildlife 

Center for years, and I have loved every minute of it! I 
work with the best people, my Wednesday morning crew, 

and look forward to my volunteer day more than my day 
off. I brought in a litter of five flying squirrels ( Glaucomys 
sabrinus) that had been dropped off at my veterinarianôs 
office. Diane Nickerson, Director, and I decided that I 
would release them, and another litter of squirrels, the 

following Wednesday. ñHow exciting!ò I thought, and 
how hard could it be? Famous last words!  

 
My volunteer responsibilities are primarily medical treat-

ments, and the winter season can be slow for injuries, so 

I was finished pretty early and ready for my adventure. 
Nicole Golden, my partner in crime, had also finished 

early. (I secretly believe that she is bionic but she will not 
confirm this). I was naïve enough to think that I would 

have no trouble releasing the squirrels on my own, but 

Nicole always manages to quadruple the ñfun-factorò of 
any project we are working on together, so I thought she 

would be a great addition to this one.  My conversation 
with Nicole went something like this:  

 
Me: Hey Nic, wanna release  squirrels with me? 

Nicole: When? Now? 

Me: Yeah! It should only take an hour and a half, or so. 
Come on, itôll be fun! A piece of cake!  

Nicole: Sure, letôs go! 
(This is when you know that Lucy and Ethel are about to 

get into real trouble!)  

 
We loaded up my car with hide boxes, a step ladder, a 

hammer and nails, extra food to sprinkle on the ground, 
my camera to record this precious moment and two glass 

aquariums full of squirrels. Flying squirrels are tricky little 

suckers, so you cannot just put them into any old carrier 
for transport. They can squeeze or chew their way out of 

most containers. So, Nicole and I decided it would be 
easier to just bring them in their tanks. When you are 

releasing squirrels in the winter you need to make sure 
they have a good food source, which means evergreens, 

Flying squirrel  

because they live on the tiny seed cones and sap. I had 

spotted a number of evergreens amidst the leafless trees 
around a reservoir that I pass on my way to MCWC, so 

that is where we were headed.  
(Continued on page 4) 
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Dear Friends, 
 

There has never been a more 

exciting time to be part of the 
Mercer County Wildlife Center. 

The new Wildlife Center is a 
unique, modern facility that 

not only allows greater possi-
bilities for treatment and reha-

bilitation of our wildlife, but 

new opportunities to engage 
and teach the public about 

nature. This facility is one of 
the only sites of its kind in all of New Jersey, and it is part of our continuing 

commitment to be respectful and responsible stewards of our native envi-

ronment. 
 

Over the past 26 years, the Mercer County Wildlife Center has provided an 
invaluable service to County residents and to our surrounding communities.  

In 2009, our staff and volunteers treated 2,144 animals at the facility and 
handled more than 11,000 telephone inquiries from the public. As County 

Executive, I am always awed by the number of our residents who choose to 

volunteer their time in the effort to aid the native wildlife of the area ð in 
total they supply more than 11,000 hours a year ð and Iôm equally grateful 

to the many businesses, organizations, veterinarians and others who do-
nate a variety of goods and services. The Wildlife Center would not be op-

erational were it not for this volunteerism.  

 
2010 was an unprecedented year for the Center. Inside this newsletter, you 

will find a wealth of information on everything from unfamiliar animals, dis-
eases that threaten our wildlife, and facts and insight from our staff and 

volunteers. I hope you enjoy this publication, and best wishes in the year 

ahead. 
 

Sincerely, 
 

Brian M. Hughes 
County Executive 
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The eagle has landed!!!  After planning and re -planning, the new building was 
finally ready for occupancy the second week of June - just in time for the abso-

lute busiest time of the year.  With assistance from the Park Commission main-

tenance department, many volunteers and the staff we completed the move in 
five days ï and did not misplace a single patient in the process.   

 
With a place for everything and everything in its place we prepared for our busy 

spring season.  This year it was very exciting to treat our patients to the best of 
our abilities with more diagnostic tools readily at hand.  The X -ray was up and 

running as well as the anesthesia equipment.  Our volunteer veterinarians were 

able to handle diagnostics and surgery on site; reducing expense for them and 
stress to the patients, a better outcome for all.  

 
Our 2009 volunteer orientation was the largest, most successful ever.  Over 100 

interested people spent a few hours learning about patient care volunteer work. 

We were pleased to welcome many new helping hands.  Looking ahead, there 
will be more and varied volunteer opportunities and we look forward to having 

more members of the community join us on a regular basis.   
 

County Naturalist Jenn Rogers has office space at the Wildlife Center.  We are 
centrally located for her field work and enjoy having her share space with us.  

We are working on combined and complimentary program scheduling.  Watch 

for announcements to come your way.  
 

The staff and volunteers of MCWC welcomed old friends an new on February 
18th of this year, when the Wildlife Center, Inc. hosted an Open House at the 

new building.  Doreen Masset from the Inn of the Hawk provided refreshments 

and set an ambience for the evening, turning our public education room into a 
French cafe. Thanks to all of the sponsors ï Jodi Specter (HyperGraphics), John 

Mierkrantz (AmeriCorp Press), Ron Kobli (Decoys and Wildlife Gallery), John 
Vanellis and Midmark Corporation ï who made the evening a success.    

 

Again, this year, Iôd like to extend a heartfelt thank you to Ron Kobli, owner of 
the Decoys and Wildlife Art Gallery in Frenchtown. Ron holds an open house 

every year on the last Sunday in February. He invites us to come, present edu-
cation programs, solicit donations and memberships and sell raffle tickets. At 

the end of the day he donates pieces from his gallery for the raffle. It is always 

a great afternoon of old friends, 
tasty refreshments and making of 

new acquaintances. This year, we 

were a bit upstaged by the United 
States Olympic hockey team, who 

played in the finals that afternoon.  
Congratulations to the team on their 

silver medal!!  Weôll look forward to 
seeing everyone next year on Febru-

ary 27, 2011. Many thanks to Ron 

for the exposure to possible, new 
supporters and the many gifts he 

sends our way.  
 

As always, more thanks than I can 

express to our volunteers. They 
show up week after week, month 

after month, and many, year after 
year. We could not do our work and 

be successful without them. Thanks 
to their efforts, MCWC treated 2,144 

patients during 2009, releasing 

62.3% back into the wild for a sec-
ond chance. In total, these volun-

teers provided approximately 11,000 
hours to MCWC and the wildlife of 

New Jersey. A big thanks also to our 

volunteers who do not have the abil-
ity to commit to animal care. They 

write thank you letters, organize and 
run events, staff the board of direc-

tors, design publications, handle 

donations and stuff envelopes. We 
would be lost without their help, as 

well.  
 

Finally, thanks to you, our members. 
We spoke to over 12,000 of you this 

year by telephone, trying to answer 

your questions and concerns about 
your wild neighbors. We also visited 

your schools and civic groups and 
reached out to about 25,000 of you 

with our education programs. We 

continue to be here to serve you 
because you care enough to be 

there to support us.  

OBSERVATIONS B Y  D I A N E  N I C K E R S O N 

from the  

director 
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Nic and I had a brilliant plan; we would 

drive into the designated area and look 
for clumps of evergreens bursting 

through the barren landscape. We 

would then drive directly up to the ev-
ergreens, magically attach the hide 

boxes to the trees in the perfect spot, 
release the squirrels, and be back to 

the center in time to brag to everyone 
about how gifted we were. People 

would be talking about it for years! 

Sheer brilliance! Yeahéright.  
 

We spotted the first batch of ever-
greens from the highway and headed 

straight for it. It was perfect! Big, 

bushy, healthy trees 
with lots of cover and 

loaded with food. All we 
had to do was trespass 

on private property - 
oops! Okay, not so per-

fect after all. We kept 

driving, and driving, 
and driving. We passed 

countless ñperfect 
spotsò, conveniently 

located on private or 

park property. Back in 
an hour and a half? I do 

not think so!  
 

We finally spotted a 

patch of evergreens 
that looked like it would 

work for one of the 
squirrel litters, and we 

could see it from the road so it had to 
be easy to reach, right? Riiiiight . Our 

goal was to carry the stepladder, cam-

era,  tools, hide box and ñtank-o-
squirrelsò all in one trip. We were the 

models of efficiency. We headed to-
wards the trees with all of our stuff, 

took a right turn off the trail, and 

walked straight up to the creek that 
was blocking our path. What the heck? 

Who put that there?!? Freezing, icy 
water rippled majestically over the 

rocky creek bottom. Nicole and I took 
one look at the creek, a look at each 

other, and we burst out laughing. Now 

what do we do? We unloaded our 

(Continued from page 1) 

goods and began placing wobbly, 

slippery stepping-stones into the 
creek. Did I say it would only take 

and hour and a half? Yeahéright.  
 

A half an hour later we managed to 

get everything across the creek, one 
at a time, reload, and head for the 

trees. We managed to reach the 
trees relatively unscathed, and I was 

ready to attach the hide box. Wait a 
minute, how does this attach to the 

tree? Is there a hook or something? 

The roof of the box is too long so it 
will not sit flush against the tree, am 

I doing something wrong here? I 
quick call to Diane brought to us the 

realization that these were NOT the 

right hide boxes! Aaaahhhh! Are you 
kidding me? Now picture two grown 

women, delicately balanced on one 

step ladder, trying to ñMcGyverò a 

hide box full of squirrels to a tree. 
Lucy and Ethel, eat your hearts out!  

 
Once the box was attached, we 

stepped back to review our work and 

celebrate in the joy of the free squir-
rels. ñHeyò Nicole said, ñShould we 

put some kind of perch near the box 
so they can get out of the box?ò 

ñNaw, they will be fine. Those guys 
can cling to anything.ò Yeahéright. 

One of the squirrels popped his head 

out of the hole, checked us out, and 
decided to check out his new 

neighborhood. He climbed out of the 

FLYING HIGH hole, clung to the front, and began 

to work his way around to the back 
of the box. ñSeeéò I said, ñNo prob-

lem.ò And the squirrel plummeted to 
the ground, uninjured. Oops. We 

were later informed ñOh yeah, I for-

got to tell you that you should use a 
wire brush to scrape the box so it is 

easier for them to climb on it.ò Good 
to know. So we climbed back up the 

ladder and attached a handy little 
limb-perch. This was only the first 

batch of squirrels! We still had an-

other batch to go! Sweet honey -
mustard! Do not forget our hike back 

to the car and repeat trip over the 
creek. Did I actually think I could 

have done this by myself?  

 
Once loaded back into the car, we 

debated the risk of capture if we re-
leased the squirrels 

onto private property 
and made up really cool 

aliases. Thelma and 

Louise sounded good, 
but I think Lucy and 

Ethel might be more 
accurate.  We drove 

less than a mile back up 

the main road to con-
template a group of 

trees that we had seen 
before. I guess we had 

paid our dues with the 

first batch of squirrels 
because we reached the 

trees with no complica-
tions and we had mas-

tered our two -woman 
stepladder-balancing 

act. We placed the hide box between 

existing branches of the tree so 
there would be no kamikaze exits, 

took some photos, and headed back 
to the car. ñThat wasnôt so badéand 

it only took three hourséthree 

hours?!?!ò  
 

By now, we were sure that a search 
party had been sent for us, I was 

suffering from minor hypothermia, 
and I was sure that Nicole would be 

filing a request for a schedule 

change the second we got back to 
the center. Just another ordinary day 

of wildlife rehabilitation! 
 

Flying squirrel  
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THE WILDLIFE  CENTER, INC. 

Have you noticed lately that people 

have become pretty fast and loose 
with the word ñlove?ò  Theyôll say, ñI 

love this song,ò or ñI love your 
dress.ò  But we were definitely feel-

ing the love  when we celebrated the 

grand opening of our beautiful, new, 
state-of-the-art facility at an Open 

House earlier this year. 
 

On a cold, snow-covered day in Feb-

ruary, over 100 people came out to 
see our ñnew digs.ò Masterfully or-

chestrated by Diane Nickerson, Di-
rector, and her staff, Jane Rakos-

Yates, Nicole Bencivengo, Nicole 
Golden and Emily Perryman, visitors 

were treated to a behind -the-scenes 

tour guided by a cadre of volunteers 
who loved the opportunity to show 

off the place and speak proudly 
about what they do to help the ani-

mals.  They were then treated to a 

magnificent spread of hors dôoeuvres 

provided by the Inn of the Hawke in 

Lambertville, NJ 
 

In addition, participants showed their 
love by purchasing T-shirts, auction 

items and ñHearts,ò helping us raise 

much needed funds that evening.  All 
proceeds go directly to benefit the 

animals. 
 

Heartfelt thanks go to all of the vol-

unteers who assisted throughout the 
evening:  Steve OôNeill, Rick Miller, 

Ben Strauss, Aggie Szilagyi, Pam 
Newitt, Kacy OôBrien, John Vanellis, 

Marsha Regn, Sharon Zimmerman, 
Debbie Smith, Rose Amato, Linda 

Covello, Jodi Harley and Jan Lilly.  

Board members Sharon Lauchaire, 
Rebecca McCorry, Sara Nicolls and 

assistant Karen Seehausen.  A spe-
cial thanks to our sponsors, Doreen 

Masset from the Inn of the Hawke 

for donating the food. Auction items 

I HEART THE WILDLIFE CENTER 
B Y  P A T  H U I Z I N G ,  P R E SI D E N T ,  B O A R D  O F  T R U S T E E S ,  W I L D L I F E  C E N T E R ,  I N C . 

were donated by Ron Kobli from De-
coys and Wildlife Gallery, Manette 

Jurczyk of MidMark, and John Vanel-

lis from the Lawrence Gallery. Video-
graphy for the evening was donated 

by Tom Upton of BetaWorks. John 
Meikrantz from AmericorPress and 

Jodi Specter of Hypergraphics han-
dled invitations and publicity.  

 

If you are interested in helping us in 
any way, please visit our website 

www.wcinc.org  or email us at 
MCWildlifeCenter@gmail.com.   

We would love to have you join us in 

support of Diane and her remarkable 
cadre of dedicated staff and volun-

teers.  Really, I mean it!   

Thanks!
Thanks!   

Board members, Sara Nicolls and Rebecca McCorry  
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It seems fitting, somehow, that at 
the same time we were moving into 

a new and exciting time at the Wild-

life Center some of the most unusual 
animals arrived at our doorstep. 

 
The first to arrive in 2009 was a 

young raccoon.  Case number 2009-
00780 arrived on June 5 at about six 

weeks old, apparently healthy, not 

injured and ééé a BLONDE!! Found 
wandering a backyard, she had been 

separated from her mother and sib-
lings.  

 

No fractures, no injuries, very bright 
and alert, responsive and growling.  

All one and one-half pounds of her, 
ready to bite anything that stood still 

long enough.  Her daily chart is full 
of notes like ñBites,ò ñAggressive,ò 

6 

PATIENT LOG  
M C W C  T R E ATE D  2 ,1 4 4  A NI M A L S  DU RI N G 2 0 0 9  

ñWill not take bottle,ò and ñNastyò.   
 

After two weeks of quarantine, we in-

troduced her to another raccoon about 
the same age, from the same area.   

Initial squabbling over space in the 
cage and food settled, they seemed to 

bond with each other and started to 
play as if they had been siblings all 

along. They were moved into an out-

side cage and conditioned for release. 
 

Though her light coloring put her at a 
slight disadvantage in the wild, her 

attitude certainly made up for any 

other shortcomings.  This was going to 
be a wild animal capable of staking out 

and defending a territory and identify-
ing and protecting her resources.  So, 

on August 31, she was released with 
her cage-mate to take her place 

among New Jerseyôs wild population.   
 

Our peregrine falcon, case # 1998-

00036, came to the MCWC on Febru-
ary 25 of 1998.  He was acquired 

from Toms River Avian Care (TRAC) 
for use in education programs.  After 

being hit by a car during the fall mi-
gration and being treated at TRAC, it 

was determined that the fractured 

left wing that had originally 
grounded him was to keep him per-

manently earthbound.  It had not 
healed well enough to provide him 

with the exacting flight needed by a 

falcon to survive in the wild.  
 

He spent the next eleven and one-
half years as an ambassador for his 

wild cousins, teaching many about 
his species and their special needs.  

Albino Raccoon  
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There were a number of outings to the Conserve Wild-
life Foundation events as an ambassador for endan-

gered and threatened species in the state.  He made 

an annual trip to the New Jersey Education Associa-
tion/ Conserve Wildlife Foundation 5th grade art awards 

program ï Species on the Edge.   A big hit at the Wild-
life and Decoy Gallery in Frenchtown every year, peo-

ple would come in off the street to see him in such an 
intimate setting.  

 

So, it was with great sadness (and greater surprise), 
that he was found dead in his enclosure on December 

21. A post-mortem exam did not yield any clues to his 
sudden death and we were all very sorry to lose this 

wonderful individual from our group of permanent resi-

dents. 
 

The last to arrive on December 2 was case # 2009-
02105.  It was an immature Coopersô hawk.  No wait, 

an immature northern goshawk? Or, maybe an imma-
ture red-shoulder hawk?  Weight was of no help in try-

ing to narrow down the choices since the bird was so 

emaciated.  It affectionately became known as the 
ñgoshoulderò.   

 
It arrived after being hit by a car.  Hypothermic, lethar-

gic, concussed with a fractured radius ï one of two 

bones between the elbow and wrist on both birds and 

humans.  It was very thin and unable to stand.  Dr. 
Batts recommended stabilizing the fracture with a 

wing wrap and providing supportive therapy.  

 
So, we started a regimen of tube -feeding and hand

-feeding small meals, still unsure of exactly what 
kind of a bird we were helping.  Then one day, 

feeling much more itself, the bird began to vocalize 
and identification became unmistakable.  We were 

treating an immature red shoulder hawk.  

 
After a number of ups and downs, on March 16 it 

was moved to an outside cage to start pre -release 
conditioning.  It needed a lot of exercise for the 

fractured wing and the atrophied muscles to ac-

complish hunting flight.  It also needed to molt 
feathers; it had broken many wing and tail feathers 

while inside.  This bird will be ready for release 
shortly, and will be fitted with a United States Fish 

and Wildlife Service band before going back to the 
Ewing neighborhood in which it was found.  

Red-shoulder hawk  

Peregrine Falcon  


