Fanning the Flame of
Environmental Stewardship
Young Volunteers Work to
Protect Purple Martins
Laurie Doss
Marvelwood School–Kent, CT
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s a science teacher, I have
always believed in the
importance of experiential learning
and connecting students of all ages to
the natural world. It is important for
children to realize that they are part of
nature and that they can play a critical
role in the preservation of the flora and
fauna that surrounds them.
Marvelwood School, where I have
worked for 30 years, is a private
secondary boarding school located
in Kent, Connecticut. The school
places an emphasis on experiential
learning, and one of our core
values is Service. Because of our
longstanding commitment for our
faculty and students to serve others
in various capacities, teaming up
with the Kent Land Trust and the
Connecticut Department of Energy
and Environmental Protection (DEEP)
to form community partnerships that
raise awareness about the biodiversity
of avian species in the northwest
corner of Connecticut—and especially
those species of conservation concern

at local, regional and/or global levels—
was a natural fit. One project, “Raising
the Roof for Purple Martins,” addresses
the needs and recovery of inland
Purple Martins (Progne subis).
As many people already know, the
Purple Martin Conservation Association
has been concerned about the decline
of martins, and particularly inland
populations, in the New England
region. I had first heard about Purple
Martins in 1984 when I was preparing
to spend a summer as a field assistant
to swallow expert Dr. Charles Brown,
helping him study a different member
of the swallow family, the Cliff Swallow
(Petrochelidon pyrrhonota). In my
preparations, I read countless papers
about Dr. Brown’s pioneering work
on Purple Martins. Never in a million
years did I think I would ever see a
Purple Martin or become a Purple
Martin landlord! Everything changed in
2006 when I finally crossed paths with
the species. A few local Marvelwood
students and I started working with a
small historic colony of Purple Martins

on Skiff Mountain, about a mile from
the school’s campus, at the home of
a faculty member whose spouse was
on the Board of Directors of the Kent
Land Trust. Under the leadership of
Guy Lagrotta, a local Purple Martin
enthusiast, homeowners Leslie and
Donald Connery and several of their
grandchildren along with Marvelwood
students learned about martins
and helped to manage and expand
housing options on the property. We
were curious about whether subadult
martins would return to the same
area to breed. Since I am a licensed
bird bander, we obtained permission
from the State of Connecticut and
some of the students helped me band
the martin nestlings. We banded
twenty nestlings with USGS bands
that year. In 2007, we observed a
few martins with silver bands at the
Connery colony, and since no one
else we knew was banding martins in
the state, we concluded these might
be same nestlings we had banded in
2006.

Far Left- Marvelwood student,
Nathan Winter, performing a
nest check in one of the PMCA
grant houses at the Connery
Colony on Skiff Mountain in
Kent.
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Marvelwood Faculty child Téa Radday,
assisting fellow bander Mattie
VandenBoom, return nestlings to their
gourds after getting their color and
USGS bands at Marvelwood School.

Left- Marvelwood Faculty
child, Brian Hunt helping
Laurie Doss perform a nest
check at the Marvelwood
School colony.
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In 2008, I attended a meeting
of the New England Purple Martin
Working Group with representatives
from the DEEP. Inspired by John
Tautin’s (former Executive Director of
the PMCA) passion for martins and
Dr. Charles Brown’s pioneering work
with members of the swallow family, I
decided to solicit a partnership between
The Marvelwood School and the Kent
Land Trust to raise awareness about
the plight of the Purple Martin in the
local community and to help increase
the population of inland martins in
Connecticut.
The discovery of martins trying to
nest in the broken globe of a street
lamp on the main road leading to the
school’s campus, less than two miles
from the Connery colony, solidified the
partnership, and we proceeded to erect
martin housing on the Marvelwood
School campus for the 2009 season.
Soon after the house was up, we
started attracting nesting martins, ¼
of which had silver bands on them!
In 2011, the Kent Land Trust asked
Marvelwood to help with housing issues
involving martins nesting at the Lake
Waramaug Golf Course near one of
their conservation easements on the
Kent/Washington, CT town line. This
was obviously a historic colony with
3-4 pairs of martins still attempting
to nest in old, dilapidated housing.
In partnership with the Land Trust,
Marvelwood students helped to write
and eventually secure a grant offered
by the Purple Martin Conservation
Association (PMCA) and Songbird
Essentials Buy One-Get One grant
program. The Kent Land Trust and
Lake Waramaug Country Club helped
to finance one of the houses, and our
students helped Guy Lagrotta, Tom
Gaynor, Bill Arnold, Charles Makarewich
and other martin enthusiasts raise the
new houses on the golf course. Once
again, these houses attracted martins as
soon as they were erected!
In 2011, Marvelwood joined the
DEEP in their color-banding study of
Purple Martins to better understand
post-fledgling dispersal, site fidelity, and
the criteria birds use when selecting
nesting sites. The State also added

Left- Kent community volunteers,
Aiden Cherniske, Fuller and Woody
Manes helping Kent Land Trust Board
Member Darrell Cherniske, perform
a nest check in one of the PMCA
grant houses at the Lake Waramaug
Country Club Golf Course colony.

three new satellite houses with funds
secured through the Endangered
Species/Wildlife CT Tax Check-off near
the new main active historic colonies
we were working with in the northwest
corner. These houses have since
attracted nesting martins. In 2017, to
accommodate the increasing martin
population, Marvelwood School and
Kent Land Trust received a second grant
to erect additional satellite housing
near the two historic colonies. Both
successfully attracted subadult nesting
martins, many of which we had banded
as nestlings! Since 2006, we have
gone from monitoring one colony to
managing nine, and after banding 20
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nestlings in our first year, we banded
265 in 2017.
The success of this project lies
in the community volunteer efforts,
and especially the enthusiasm of the
students and children. Marvelwood
School students, alumni who live
locally, children from the community,
DEEP families, and Kent Land
Trust volunteers help to monitor
these houses every year. They
also help with the color banding
of the nestlings. During the school
year, Marvelwood students from
our Ornithology and Advanced
Ornithology classes and our
Community Service program clean

Below- Shannon Kearney,
Wildlife Biologist, DEEP-Wildlife
Division, teaching community
volunteers Brynja McGee and
Mackenzie Corkins how to
age Purple Martin nestlings at
Marvelwood School.

the houses, prepare them for winter
storage, make new nesting trays,
and then re-erect the houses in the
spring. Students can earn extra
credit or ice cream if they are able to
get me a picture of a color-banded
martin! In 2016, one of my students
submitted a photo of a bird with a
purple-colored band that was not
one of ours; this martin turned out
to be one banded in June 2012 in
Erie County, Pennsylvania, by the
PMCA. It had traveled roughly 350
miles from its natal site to nest on
Skiff Mountain in Connecticut!
Considering Marvelwood’s
commitment to service and

community outreach, and that our
first contact with Purple Martins
came at a historic nesting place less
than a mile from our campus, I guess
that our involvement with martins
was destiny. Due to the considerable
success of our efforts inland in
combination with the efforts of many
others across the state, the status
of the Purple Martin in Connecticut
has gone from a Threatened Species
to a Species of Special Concern. In
the northwest corner, many people,
especially Marvelwood students and
local children, have sacrificed their
free time during the summer to help
protect a sensitive avian species.

Through service to others including
our feathered friends, the young
people in our community have learned
first-hand about the responsibility all
share to protect species with which
we share this planet. The experiences
these children have had with the
conservation of Purple Martins in
northwestern Connecticut are like
embers in their hearts; it is hoped
that these embers will continue
to burn throughout their lives and
ignite passion and a call to action
in these young people when they
are challenged to protect threatened
species or to preserve habitat for other
wildlife of conservation concern.
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