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MURDER AT THE SANCTUARY!?!                                                            by  Sam Masone 

Rockfish Wildlife Sanctuary is currently hosting a group of seven crows in our corvid cage, making it the scene of a mur-

der, the name for a collection of crows. Seeing our group of gorgeous black birds made me recall this little bit of trivia, 

which was imparted to me by my mother back when I was growing up and we had a crow of our own. That started me 

thinking about the odd names of animal collectives, which prompted me to do some research, which proved highly enter-

taining to me and the rest of my own little family (crowd, tribe) . 

 

For instance, I learned that the group of ravens we rehabbed last summer is known as an unkindness (a misnomer for cer-

tain as these are some of the most playful and engaging birds Iᾷve ever known). Last year we also released a gaggle of 

geese, a surfeit (odor) of skunks, a parliament (stare, wisdom) of owls, and a scurry of squirrels. In addition to our 

murder of crows (a phrase that sounds oddly out of sync with our mission here at the Sanctuary), we also have a sord 

(raft ) of mallards, a band (scold) of jays, a rafter of turkeys, a chime of wrens, and a gaze (nursery) of raccoons. Weôre 

already treated and released a bury (herd, litter ) of rabbits, a flight (gulp) of swallows, a chattering (murmuration ) of 

starlings, a host of sparrows and a trembling of finches. We fed most of the birds from our squirm of worms. 

 

If some of these names sound improbable to you, well...I have to agree. It seems that a lot of the names are derived from 

an attribute of the animal, a feeling it evokes in its human counterparts, a love of alliteration or - in some cases - a combi-

nation of both. Regardless of their origin, they certainly entertain and amaze!  

 

Here are some animals you will never see at Rockfish Wildlife Sanctuary but are of some interest nonetheless:  

A frenzy of piranha, a shrewdness of apes, a prickle of porcupines, a flamboyance of flamingos, a shiver of sharks, a 

barrel of monkeys, an ostentation of peacocks, a pandemonium of parrots, a loveliness of ladybugs, a court of kanga-

roos, a hover of hummingbirds, a risk of lobsters, a company of moles, a pantheon of panthers, a coalition of cheetahs, 

a leap of leopards, a troop of ostriches, a romp of otters, a scoop of pelicans, a parade of penguins, a bloat of hippo-

potami, a quiver of cobras and an intrusion of cockroaches. (Regardless of how the name came about, this last oneôs 

dead on the money in my opinion.) 

Rockfish Sanctuary is an approved charity  listed in the upcoming Common-

wealth of Virginia Campaign.  Employees of state agencies, including the 

University of Virginia, will receive their contribution forms in October.  

Please designate Rockfish Sanctuary to receive your campaign contribution 

in an easy payroll deduction or as a one-time charitable donation.  
 

Our CVC code is 3200.  
 

As always, your donation is tax-deductible. Thank you for your support!  

Established in 2004, Rockfish Wildlife Sanctuary  is a wildlife rehabilitation sanctuary in Central Virginia providing 

care for orphaned and injured wildlife from anywhere in Virginia.  

 

 

 

Designate  Rockfish Sanctuary 

for CVC Campaign Giving! 

CVC 3200  
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Animal Census: January 1, 2009ð August 31, 2009 
 

Barn swallow  12  Bat, Brown  1 

Beaver  1  Bluebird  18 

Bluejay  22  Canada Goose 4 

Cardinal   1  Carolina Wren 54 

Cedar waxwing 2  Chickadee  5 

Chimney swift  4  Crow   12 

Deer   3  Dove   7 

Duck, domestic 3  Duck, Mallard  134 

Duck, Wood  21  Finch   5 

Finch, Goldfinch 8  Finch, Purple  1 

Flycatcher  1  Fox, Grey  1 

Grackle  11  Groundhog  2 

Hawk, Broadwing  1  Hawk, Coopers 1 

Hawk, Red-tail  4  Kestrel   1 

Mockingbird   7  Nuthatch  2 

Opossum  31  Oriole   1 

Owl, Barred  3  Owl, Great Horned 1 

Owl, Screech  3  Phoebe  8 

Pigeon   5  Rabbit, domestic 2 

Rabbit   34  Raccoon  28 

Red-eyed Vireo 1  Robin   31 

Sapsucker  3  Siskin    1  

Skunk   4  Sparrow  5  

Squirrel, Grey  24  Squirrel, Flying  13  

Starling   15  Thrasher   2 

Thrush   1  Towhee  1  

Tufted Titmouse 6  Turtle, Box  8  

Turtle, Snapping  2  Turkey   14 

Vulture   1  Woodpecker,   1  

Woodpecker,   2  Downy   

Pileated 
 

TOTAL   603  

 

A Baby Opossum  
After being rescued by a brave 

woman from a drunk man who was 

kicking this 4 inch long baby, he 

came to RS with significant brain 

damage. He could only walk in cir-

cles. After some creative thinking, 

rehabbers put obstacles in his tiny 

circles forcing his brain to grow so 

he could move in a different direc-

tion or climb over things. While this 

tiny guy canôt be released, he will 

live out his days in Lynchburg as an 

education opossum.  

 

Bluebirds of Happiness 

 
A local builder discovered a nest of 

baby bluebirds in the crankshaft of 

his frontloader just after he moved 

the machine from Charlottesville to 

Montpelier. After hearing from  

Nathou that the babies wouldnôt sur-

vive the night without their mother, 

he climbed in the car and drove back 

to Montpelier, found  the babies 

with a flashlight and delivered them 

to RS. Thanks to his willingness to 

go out of his way, these babies were 

released one month later in fine  

condition.  

Established in 2004, Rockfish Sanctuary  provides sanctuaries  for orphaned and injured wildlife and helps people understand their needs and habitats.  
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Established in 2004, Rockfish Wildlife Sanctuary  is a wildlife rehabilitation 

sanctuary in Central Virginia providing care for orphaned and injured wildlife from anywhere in Virginia.  

Animal  

Stories 

Nelson County Life Magazine did a wonderful story on Rockfish Wildlife Sanctu-

ary in the September 2009 (#54) issue. Many thanks to Aaron Lee for writing 

about all the great work we do and showcasing the sanctuary. Lee Luther, Jr took 

many fabulous photos of animals in our care and has graciously agreed to let us 

share them with you here. All of the photos in the column on the right were taken  

by Lee for the story. 

Rockfish Wildlife Sanctuary in the News!   



R O C K F I S H  W I L D L I F E  S A N C T U A R Y  

 

Call of the Wild 

Conference on Wildlife  

Rehabilitation 

November 7-8, 2009 

Best Western Inn & Suites  

Conference Center 

Waynesboro, VA  

www.wildlifecenter.org 

Established in 2004, Rockfish Wildlife Sanctuary  is a wildlife rehabilitation sanctuary in Central Virginia providing 

care for orphaned and injured wildlife from anywhere in Virginia.  

WoodyðA Self-Determined Pileated Woodpecker 

A cat-lover in Greene County called Rockfish Wildlife Sanctuary after she 

found a fledgling woodpecker on her porch. She was certain that the numerous 

feral cats that shared her property would injure him. At the sanctuary, he 

quickly grew out of the smaller cages and as soon as he began capturing spi-

ders through the wood slats of his enclosure, he was released. (The wood is 

pressure-treated and staff worried that he might become poisoned.) He adapted 

to the outside easilyðhammering on the porch or trees with his enormous 

beak when he was ready to eat and gradually easing himself off the support 

and attention of staff, coming less and less frequently. He stopped demanding 

food two weeks ago but still calls to staff overhead when he flies by.   

A Great Wildlife Rescuer ... 

§ Keeps orphaned or injured wild animal warmðbaby birds maintain a 

body temperature of 104 degrees!  

§ Wears gloves when handling wild animalsðthey are scared and will de-

fend themselves with claws, beaks and teeth.  

§ Provides rescued animals with a dark, safe and protected place to await a 

wildlife rehabilitatorðcover boxes with pillow cases or napkins.  

§ Makes sure that orphaned or injured wild animals can breathe with good           

ventilation holes.  

§ Reduces stress on the animal by keeping voices and gawking to a mini-

mum and keeping family pets away.  

§ Doesnôt feed or provide water to an animal without advice from an ex-

pertðmost baby birds donôt drink water and can get water in their lungs 

easily.  

§ Calls a wildlife rehabilitator for help immediately! 

During an argument between a local man and 

his wife, a small hawk, called a Kestrel, landed 

on the manôs arm. He shooed it away and the 

couple returned to their animated discussion. 

But, the kestrel returned, this time landing on 

the wifeôs head, scaring them both enough to 

end the argument and attend to the matter of a 

kestrel who wonôt leave! It was clear to staff 

that this kestrel had imprinted on humans and 

was likely raised by a human.  
 

The kestrel, named Nemesis, will become a permanent resident of 

Rockfish Wildlife Sanctuary and will serve as an educational ambassa-

dor for the sanctuary. Staff are actively working with Nemesis to learn 

how to be óon the gloveô.  

An Education Kestrel for Rockfish  

Wise Words 
 

Only animals were not expelled from 

Paradise.  

-Milan Kundera  

 

If all the beasts were gone, man would 

die from a great loneliness of spirit, for 

whatever happens to the beasts, also 

happens to the man. All things are con-

nected.  

-Chief Seattle 

 

An animalôs eyes have the power to 

speak a great language.  

-Martin Buber  

 

Our task must be to free ourselvesðby 

widening our circle of compassion to 

embrace all living creatures and the 

whole of nature and its beauty.  

- Albert Einstein  
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Pileated Woodpecker 

 

Established in 2004, Rockfish Wildlife Sanctuary  is a wildlife rehabilitation sanctuary in Central Virginia providing 

care for orphaned and injured wildlife from  anywhere in Virginia.  

 

1. Donôt litter.  

2. Check for nesting birds before 

doing tree work.  

3. Move turtles from the road.  

4. Limit use of insecticides.  

5. Put a bell on your cat to prevent 

them from killing songbirds.  

6. Put caps on vents.  

7. Keep motor oil and antifreeze in 

lidded containers.  

8. Help birds identify glass doors 

and windows by placing stickers 

or streamers on them.  

9. Drive cautiously in places where 

wild animals live.  

10. Educate young people about our 

wild animals & habitat. 

Top Ten List:  

Simple Things You Can 

Do to Help Wildlife 

There is a bird, slightly smaller than a crow, who excavates tree cavities so 

large that other birds and even mammals use them for their survival. Can you 

guess which bird it is? Well, that wasnôt a wealth of information upon which 

to hazard a guess, so here are another couple of hints: The birds are non-

migratory and defend their territories, which can range in size from 1000-

4000 acres, year round. To declare their territory, these feathered critters 

drum on trees or utility poles at 14.5-16.8 beats per second. Any idea yet? 

Just in case you missed that last, rather broad hint, hereôs the give-away: This 

bird was the inspiration for the famous cartoon character, Woody 

Woodpecker. 
 

The Pileated Woodpecker whose name stems from the Latin term pileatus, 

meaning ñcappedò, the third largest woodpecker in North America, which 

seems hard to believe when you consider that they stand 16-19 inches tall. 

Eclipsed in size by the Imperial and the Ivory-Billed Woodpeckers, the 

Pileated is nonetheless an impressive specimen with its long tail, formidable 

beak and distinctive red crest. These Woodpeckers occupy forested regions 

that feature lots of dead trees, both deciduous and coniferous. Feasting on 

Carpenter Ants and wood-boring beetle larvae in addition to fruit and nuts, 

they expose ant colonies by stripping the bark off trees and creating rectangu-

lar excavations. The holes they make are so large and so deep that they can 

provide nesting and feeding areas for other birds and mammals, and in some 

cases, can actually cause small, dead trees to topple, thus giving the wood-

pecker his designation as ñecosystem engineerò. When it comes to carving 

out (sorry, couldnôt resist that one) their own homes, Pileated Woodpeckers 

prefer to roost in cavities they create in large, old pine trees. 
 

They hollow out their spots, which typically have more than one entrance and 

exit to provide escape from predators, and peck away at the area around the 

entrance holes to keep the sticky pine sap flowing. This serves to keep those 

predators (especially snakes) away while the mama bird lays 1-6 eggs, which 

both parents take turns incubating. Only one clutch is laid per season and the 

parents, who are monogamous, tend to the babies from the time they hatch 

until they fledge (grow feathers and start to fly) at about 3.5 weeks of age. 

The population of Pileated Woodpeckers declined around the turn of the cen-

tury, but rebounded in the 1950ôs and has been increasing steadily since.  
 

Given that these amazing creatures are so integral to the environmental bal-

ance, and because their sightings are so highly prized by bird-watchers, you 

may wish to attract them to your property (talk about a conversation starter!). 

To that end, you can can construct at birdhouse designed to their specifica-

tions: Make the floor area approximately 8ò x 8òand the overall height 16-24 

inches. The entrance hole should be 12-20 inches from the base of the house 

and should be 3-4 inches in diameter. The box should be placed 

15-25 feet above the ground in a large tree. And in the event that these direc-

tions are too complicated, you can take the path my husband discovered quite 

by accident: Build a slightly oversized birdhouse (woodpeckers seem partial 

to cedar, just as a side note), hang it in the woods and let the Pileated charac-

ters enlarge the hole and modify the house as they see fit. The enjoyment is 

the same, for both birds and birders alike. 

The Ecosystem Engineer   
    by Sam Masone 


