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A Brief History of Sandhill 
Cranes on Wheeler National 

Wildlife Refuge

Sandhill Cranes are a conspic-
uous winter bird on Wheeler 
NWR. However, that has not 
always been the case. The 
reason…historically, Sandhill 
Cranes in the eastern popu-
lation migrated well east of 
Wheeler, moving from northern 
Canada and the Great Lakes 
area through Indiana, eastern 
Kentucky and Tennessee to 
spend their winter in southern 
Georgia and northern Florida.

The earliest known reference 
to them occurring in Alabama 
can be found in A.H. Howell’s 
Birds of Alabama (1928). He 
noted that “A few pairs are 
resident and breed in the pine 
flats of Baldwin County.  D.R. 
Peteet reports a small bunch 
living within two miles of Foley, 
and a few are known to occur 
about the shores of Perdido 
Bay, having been frequently 
heard calling in January, 1912, 
by the residents of Orange 

thousands, of Sandhill Cranes.  
At their seasonal peak we now 
expect to see up to 10,000 in 
the fields surrounding the Vis-
itor Center and Wildlife Obser-
vation Building while 15,000 
to 20,000 use the Refuge in 
most years and, in good years, 
upwards of 25,000 have been 
recorded. They proclaim their 
presence in flight and on the 
ground by raucous call….some 
might even call it a noisy din.

If we travel back to the winter 
after July 7, 1938 when Frank-
lin D. Roosevelt established 
Wheeler NWR by Presidential 
Proclamation, we wouldn’t hear 
a Sandhill Crane whimper. As a 
matter of fact, we would have 
to wait 25 years, when on 
November 28, 1963, the first 
Sandhill was reported on the 
Refuge and we wouldn’t see it 
because only Ernest Jemison 
of the Refuge staff saw the 
bird! Fast forward 17 years 

Beach.  A pair was reported 
in the same vicinity in August 
1911, and during the same 
summer an adult and a young 
bird were captured near the 
mouth of Perdido Bay, on the 
Alabama side.”

In the early 1990’s, for rea-
sons unknown, small groups 
began to linger and spent the 
winter in east Tennessee near 
Hiwassee. The number of 
birds wintering there increased 
dramatically and about the 
same time small numbers 
found their way to Wheeler. 
Three wintered on the Refuge 
in 1995; 11 in 1997; 50 in 
2000; 500 in 2005; 1200 
in 2007; 10,000 in 2015…
doubling and tripling in number 
some years.

Fast forward to now. Walk out-
side the Refuge Visitor Center 
on any winter day and you will 
probably see hundreds, if not 

to 1980 and we might have 
gotten to see the next Sandhill 
because it hung around for 
most of December.

Sandhill Crane sightings in late 
fall and early winter increased 
through the late 1980’s but 
the first wintering birds were 
in 1992 when three birds re-
mained through January 1993. 
Small numbers wintered each 
year through 1997 when 
numbers started to increase 
dramatically. Wintering num-
bers seemed to double each 
year from 2000 through 2008, 
establishing the Refuge as 
an important Sandhill Crane 
wintering site.

To witness this spectacle, join 
us January 9-11, 2026 for the 
Festival of the Cranes. Hope to 
see you there!
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Endangered Whooping 
Cranes Fly on the  

Wheeler Landscape

By Sophie Pedzich
Alabama Outreach  
Program Assistant
International Crane  
Foundation

Whooping Cranes are an 
endangered species whose 
story includes a long histo-
ry of conservation efforts 
across North America. 
Whooping Cranes popula-
tions dropped dramatically in 
the 1800s alongside Europe-
an settlement. Unregulated 
hunting and habitat loss 
caused the population to fall 
from an estimated 10,000 
individuals to approximately 
20 in the wild by the 1940s. 
In response to the noticeable 
decline of Whooping Cranes 
and many other iconic 
North American species, 
a series of laws and acts 
were put into place to help 
safeguard their future, such 
as the Endangered Species 

Currently, the EMP’s esti-
mated population size is 
72 individuals. Last year, 
approximately 18 of those 
birds wintered in Alabama, in 
and around Wheeler National 
Wildlife Refuge. Excitingly, 
8 chicks raised in human 
care were released into 
the EMP this fall. Preparing 
chicks to be released into 
the wild is done multiple 
ways; they are either raised 
by captive Whooping Crane 
“foster parents” or by ICF 
staff wearing costumes that 
resemble Whooping Cranes. 
Researchers put colorful 
leg bands on nearly every 
Whooping Crane in the EMP 
with a unique combination of 
red, green, white, and black 
bands so they can monitor 
individual birds once they 
are released. If you observe 
a banded Whooping Crane, 
you can submit your sighting 
to bandedcranes.org and an 

Act and establishment of 
a National Refuge System. 
Today, there are over 700 
Whooping Cranes in the wild. 
Their remarkable rebound 
was aided by the Whooping 
Crane Recovery Plan and the 
establishment of a breeding 
and reintroduction program, 
in which Whooping Cranes 
were hatched and raised un-
der human care before being 
released into the wild. This 
effort was made possible 
through the collaboration of 
federal, state, and nonprofit 
organizations, including the 
International Crane Founda-
tion, or ICF. The Whooping 
Cranes present in northern 
Alabama are part of the 
Eastern Migratory Popula-
tion, or EMP, that was rein-
troduced in 2001. The EMP 
resides in Wisconsin for the 
spring breeding season and 
migrates south to Illinois, 
Indiana, and Alabama. 

ICF staff member will give 
you information about the 
Whooping Crane you saw! 
Sightings from the public 
provide invaluable support 
in monitoring this small but 
growing population.

Despite the remarkable 
recovery of the species, 
Whooping Cranes are still 
endangered and face many 
threats across their flyway. 
The loss of wetland habitat, 
due to human development 
or degradation, threatens 
cranes and other species 
that rely on wetlands as 
a safe place to rest and 
forage. Predation, vehicle 
or powerline collision, and 
poaching also pose threats 
to Whooping Crane survival. 
Whooping Cranes are very 
territorial and sensitive to 
disturbance, so it’s important 
to respect their space and 
avoid causing them stress. 

Continued on page 8
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Flushing birds, whether 
intentionally or accidentally, 
risks sending them into new 
and unsafe habitat. To safely 
observe Whooping Cranes, 
remember to stay at least 
200 yards away, respect 
private property boundaries, 
and do not share the location 
of the birds with others or on 
social media.
For those hoping to see 
Whooping Cranes at this 
year’s Festival of the Cranes, 
don’t skip a visit to Wheeler 
National Wildlife Refuge’s 
Visitors Center! The observa-
tion building provides visitors 
a chance to view Sandhill 
and Whooping Cranes. ICF 
will be present throughout 
the Festival to answer any 
questions you have about 
cranes and conservation. 
Cultivating a sense of com-

munity pride and steward-
ship for Whooping Cranes is 
essential to protecting this 
charismatic species.  
We hope to see you at this 
year’s Festival!

Instead of thinking
outside the

box, think inside
the box…

Offering Storage Containers,
Dry Van Storage or Custom Builds

We accommodate any
situation you may have
with a fully customized
container with a kitchen
and bedroom. We have
skilled fabricators building
here on-site to ensure a

quality product.

Decatur Containers
Local (Jason Cato)
256-751-3800
(Select Option #2)

sales@decaturcontainers.com
decaturcontainers.com

673176-1

Decatur, AL
(256) 355-2686

673177-1

Armor’s Contracting provides
water and gas line repair and
trenchless sewer rehabilitation
services to the Decatur, AL area.

1202 Hwy. 31 NW, Hartttselle • (256) 751-1050
117 2nd Ave. SW, Cullman • (256) 739-5888

Follow us on
Facebook
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Cranes Are My
Spirit Animal

By Amber M. Coger
Northwest District Naturalist 
Alabama State Parks

Cranes are my spirit animal. 
No, really. Crane sightings 
have literally altered the 
course of my life and I 
am so thankful for it. This 
grainy, old cell phone photo 
of a flock of cranes is from 
2015, when I went hiking in 
metro Atlanta, where I am 
from. On that chilly February 
day, a walk in the woods was 
just what I needed to try and 
clear my mind so I could 
make a critical decision 
about my future in Environ-

were loud and there was a 
lot of them, but I couldn’t 
see them through the trees. 
I was perplexed. Finally, I de-
cided perhaps I should look 
up and there I saw a flock of 
Sandhill Cranes flying over 
me. At that point, I knew my 
decision had been made for 
me. If that isn’t an obvious 
sign, I don’t know what is.
 
I took the internship with the 
International Crane Founda-
tion in Wisconsin and didn’t 
look back. This is a picture 
of me standing in front of 
the prairie area at the Inter-
national Crane Foundation’s 

mental Education. See, I 
was offered two AMAZING 
internships on the same 
day. One for a camp in San 
Diego and another for some 
bird organization called the 
International Crane Foun-
dation in Wisconsin.  At the 
time, I had never heard of a 
Sandhill Crane or Whooping 
Crane in my life, but the job 
sounded like so much fun!
 
I was riddled with anxiety 
about which job to take. As 
I walked through the forest, 
going back and forth on the 
different jobs, I kept hearing 
these crazy bird calls. They 

facility when I first arrived. 
Since 2015, I have worked 
with the International Crane 
Foundation on two other 
occasions spreading knowl-
edge about these incredible 
birds to as many people 
as will listen. They are silly, 
graceful, tough, resilient, 
loyal, and charismatic birds. 
They have personalities of 
their own and I can’t wait to 
share some of my stories 
from working with these 
birds with you all at the Fes-
tival of the Cranes 2026!
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112 2nd Avenue NE, Decatur, AL
princesstheatre.org

Princess Theatre

SATURDAY 
January 10, 2026

9:30 am 
Lauren McGough 

(falconry)

11:00 am 
Wings to Soar

12:30 pm 
Wings to Soar

2:00 pm 
Michael Forsberg 

(Whooping Cranes)

3:30 pmm 
Richard Bielfuss (ICF) 

Live Raptor Show

All Times Central Standard Time

SUNDAY 
January 11, 2026

10:00 am 
Paul Bannick 

(Woodpeckers)

11:30 am 
Wings to Soar

1:00 pm 
Wings to Soar

2:30 pm 
Lauren McGough 

(Midway Albatross)FRIDAY 
January 9, 2026

7:00 pm 
The Cleverlys

Presentations are 1 hour unless otherwise noted

CATHEDRAL
CAVERNS

STATE PARK
“Make it a weekend of fun!”

OPEN YEAR ROUND

Call 256-888-0230 for tour times
or visit www.alapark.com

637 Cave Road, Woodville, AL 35776

673159-1

CAVE is in our Area

Local
Cave
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133 2nd Avenue NE, Decatur, AL
alabamacenterforthearts.org

Alabama Center for the Arts
Performing Arts Building (Recital Hall)

Presentations are 1 hour unless otherwise noted

10:00 am 
Christopher Joe 

(Black Belt Birding/Ecotourism)

11:30 am 
Paul Bannick 

(Woodpeckers)

1:00 pm 
Lee Hedgepeth 

(Climate/Environmental Issues)

2:30 pm 
Southern Film Festival 
(Environmental Issues)

SUNDAY 
January 11, 2026

10:00 am 
Amber Coger 

(Cranes)

11:30 am 
Jimmy Stiles 
(Reptiles)

1:00 pm 
Jimmy Stiles 
(Reptiles)

3:00 pm 
Andy Caven (ICF)

Visual Arts Building 
(Room 113)

10:00 am - 12:00 pm 
Children’s Activity 

with ACA staff

1:00 pm - 3:00 pm 
Timothy Joe  

(Art Demonstration)

All Times Central Standard Time

SATURDAY 
January 10, 2026

Performing Arts 
Building (Recital Hall)

Visual Arts Building 
(Room 118)

10:00 am 
Amber Coger - Cranes Can Dance (family) 

(45 minutes)

1:00 pm - 3:00 pm 
ICF Crane Behaviors (Family Activity) 

(2 hours)

Visual Arts Building 
(Room 113)

10:30 am 
Jessie Taylor 

(Crane Habitat)

2:00 pm - 4:00 pm 
Tracy Roberts McCann Art Class 
($ and registered event - not by WWRA)

Visual Arts Building 
(Room 118)

10:00 am - 12:00 pm 
ICF Crane Behaviors 

(Family Activity) 
(2 hours)

1:00 pm - 3:00 pm 
Forsberg Photography Workshop
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133 4th Avenue, Decatur, AL
cookmuseum.org

Cook Museum

All Times Central Standard Time

FRIDAY 
January 9, 2026
12:00 pm - 1:00 pm 

Meet & Greet with Hope 
Come meet Hope, the mascot for the  

International Crane Foundation!

Events FREE for members or with General Admission

SATURDAY 
January 10, 2026
10:00 am - 5:00 pm 

Wild About Whoopers 
FREE General Admission

10:30 am & 11:30 am 
“The White Feather” Story Time &  
Book Signing with Phoebe Goodwin

11:00 am & 1:00 pm 
Slow Birding Presentation with the  

Land Trust of North Alabama

10:30 am, 11:30 am, 12:30 pm & 1:30 pm 
Cool Cranes Science on the Spot

10:00 am - 4:00 pm 
Hands-On Activities & Photo Station

All Day 
The Whoopers At Wheeler Video

All Day 
Crane Dance Party

All Day 
Migratory Birds Collectible Cards
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Decatur, Hartselle & Priceville Area
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Larry’s Pistol
& Pawn
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University
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Big Bob
Gibson

Priceville
Foodland
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Weaver Realty

Hometown
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Containers

Havoline
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Nash
BBQ

Hexcel

LOCAL SCENE
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shopping • dining • events
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Cavern
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Printing

Bank St. Grill

Lynn Layton Chevrolet
Lynn Layton Cadillac
Lynn Layton Ford

Summit
Urgent Vet

Care

Exit 351

In front of
Wal-Mart
Spring Ave.
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673249-1

21652 Beltline Road SW
Decatur • 256-351-4264

Since 1957

Voted Best Meats

We are yourWe are your
MEAT MARKETMEAT MARKET

store!store!

DECATUR
474 HWY. 67 S
PRICEVILLE

Located in Foodland Plaza

256-353-0100

Fast, Friendly, Service

FREE DELIVERY AVAILABLE

• prescriptions filled while you wait
• easy prescription transfer
• most insurance accepted
• medical equipment

673251-1

MONDAY-FRIDAY
9 AM - 6 PM

AND
SATURDAY
9 AM - 2 PM
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FEATURED PRODUCTS
• Calendars
• Labels & Stickers
• Invitations &

Announcements
• Advertising Materials
• Stationery
• Magazines
• Packaging
• Tags
• Canvas Prints

The Tennessee Valley
Press, Inc. (TVP) since
1928, celebrates 90 years

of printing service.

673250-1

104 12th Ave. NW, Decatur, AL
256-341-0370

You’ve had
the rest,
now try
the best.

674104-1

Walk-In
Urgent Vet Care

in Decatur, AL
256-937-7776 - DECATUR
Thurs-Sun 12PM-10PM
summitvetcareal.com

A Burger with an

Attitude!Attitude!

6677
4400
4433
-11

256-686-2006
719 Bank Street NE, Decatur

Voted the
Best All Around
Restaurant 2025

LOCAL SCENE
Check Out the shopping

dining • events
entertainment

470 Alabama 67, Priceville

256.355.5412

always
DELICIOUS!
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504 Cherry Street NE, Decatur, AL
mydpl.org/cranes

Decatur Public Library

All Times Central Standard Time

SATURDAY 
January 10, 2026
11:30 am - 12:30 pm 

Trunk Goes Thunk! Story Time,  
with author Heather C. Morris 

Author Heather C. Morris will  
read her book Trunk Goes Thunk! A 

Woodland Tale of Opposites and talk with 
kids about opposites, forests, and using 
all five senses to explore our wide and  

wonderful world. All ages are  
welcome to this free program.

1:00 pm - 2:00 pm 
Meet & Greet with Hope 

Come and meet Hope, get your picture 
made with her, or even practice your 

crane dance moves with her!

2:00 pm - 3:00 pm 
Photography Tips  

with Donald Hood of  
Status Image Photography 
Donald Hood, of Status Image  

Photography, will discuss ways to make 
sure your wildlife pictures are the best 

they can be. Whether you shoot with your 
phone, a point-and-click camera, or a  
professional-grade camera, there are 
techniques you can use to take your  

pictures to the next level. We will also 
introduce the amateur photography  
contest that will be part of the 2027  
Festival of the Cranes, giving you one 

year to perfect your technique.  
This program is for all ages.

FRIDAY 
January 9, 2026
4:00 pm - 5:00 pm 

Story Time with Hope 
Hope, mascot for the International 
Crane Foundation, will present this  
free story time for all ages. Hope  

appears courtesy of the International 
Crane Foundation.

Decatur Public Library will host free  
children’s activities during the festival
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All Times Central Standard Time

207 Church Street NE, Decatur, AL
carnegiearts.org

Carnegie Visual Arts Center

SUNDAY 
January 11, 2026
1:30 am - 3:30 pm 

Art Workshop with Timothy Joe 
Join artist and instructor Timothy Joe for an inspiring watercolor workshop focused on capturing  

the beauty of nature in your own handmade mini zig zag watercolor journal. Participants will  
explore painting techniques suitable for plein air studies and intimate nature sketches,  

guided by Timothy’s expertise in watercolor and storytelling through art.

Registration Fee: $75    Skill Level: Beginner to Intermediate

Supplies: Students should bring their own painting materials.

Spaces are limited. Reserve your spot today and experience the joy  
of painting the natural world in a unique, personal format.

For registration and additional information, please contact the  
Carnegie Visual Arts Center or visit www.carnegiearts.org/events

If I Were a Crane 
By: Amy H. Stewart

Dedicated to my grandsons Jaxton and Braxton whose imaginative dreams of the life of a crane inspired this poem.

If I could be a crane even for a day, I would float and I would flutter and I would soar and I would swoop.
I would flap my enormous wings and fly with my family to places that my natural instinct leads me. 

I would fly in perfect formation until I reached my winter destination.
I would land on still waters beside all my relatives at a lovely refuge that welcomes me each year.

I would make loud and beautiful crane calls that sound like a symphony.
When I landed, I would call out to all my feathered friends letting them know I had arrived.

I would dance in the air and make smooth landings with a flair.
I would admire my handsome reflection in the deep blue water and I would think, oh what a magnificent sight I am.

I would dip my head and long neck deep under the water and catch a tasty fish to eat then  
I would come back up shaking my long feathers as I ate.

I would float and prance on blue waters or take off and fly about and land, then call out loudly to all  
the many visitors who come to see me or take photos and admire my beauty.  
They might even have a special festival just for me because I am so special.

I would fly to the same place year after year guided by my inner compass that tells me exactly how to get there.
Then one day when it is time, my family and I will fly into the clouds and disappear from sight  

until just the right time to return rolls around again.
What a wonderful adventure it would be, if I were a crane.
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Where Are The
Whooping Cranes?

By Tom Ress
Volunteer Naturalist

Wheeler NWR

Whooping cranes are one 
of North America’s most en-
dangered species, with only 
about 500 left in the wild. 
We are fortunate to have 
a dozen or more of these 
special birds winter on the 
refuge every year. 
 
The whooping cranes that 
winter on Wheeler NWR 
cover more than 700 miles 
and cross several states 
migrating from their summer 
home in Wisconsin to Wheel-
er National Wildlife Refuge 
in Alabama. Knowing where 
these whooping cranes feed 
and roost and where they 
stop and rest on their migra-
tion is crucial to the conser-
vation of the species.

regular in the fields around 
the Observation Building and 
visitors often ask about her.

The refuge puts a lot of effort 
into whooping crane tracking. 
Around the first of November, 
when the cranes are antici-
pated to arrive on Wheeler, 
our volunteer whooping crane 
tracker springs into action. 
Equipped with binoculars, a 
spotting scope and telemetry 
equipment, she travels miles 
of refuge roads and trails 
tracking and identifying the 
elusive cranes on the ref-
uge’s 35,000 acres. Through 
the entirety of the winter she 
spends multiple days locat-
ing and recording the loca-
tion of every resident crane. 
Thanks to her efforts we are 
able to keep up to date on 
numbers and locations of 
“our” whooping cranes. 

An important part of this 
effort is location tracking.  
By following the coming 
and going of the cranes on 
the refuge we can manage 
refuge resources and focus 
efforts on those areas that 
the birds frequent. Thanks 
to the unique combination 
of colored leg bands and, 
on some birds, transmitters 
or GPS satellite trackers, 
individual birds can be  
identified and tracked and 
their preferred habitat  
better understood. 

One side benefit of this 
individual identification is 
that some birds who are 
multiple return visitors to 
the refuge have become 
local celebrities among area 
whooping crane aficionados. 
One in particular, affection-
ately known as “Reba”, is a 

This season she is keep-
ing tabs on around fifteen 
whooping cranes that are 
wintering on the refuge.  
“Around” fifteen because 
they move on and off the 
refuge throughout much of 
north Alabama so the num-
ber present on the refuge 
on any given day varies. We 
may also experience addi-
tional arrivals as the season 
progresses. 

 If you see a whooping crane 
on the refuge, check out 
the array of the colored leg 
bands and report it to refuge 
staff or volunteers.
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Decatur Brown ServiceDecatur Brown Service
FUNERAL HOMEFUNERAL HOME

256-863-3777256-863-3777
711 Memorial Drive SW711 Memorial Drive SW
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$2,995 Traditional Funeral
Service & Casket

$895 Cremation
Service

Memorial GardenMemorial Garden
To Honor Veterans whoTo Honor Veterans who

Bravely Served ourBravely Served our
Great Nation and toGreat Nation and to

Honor First ResponderHonor First Responder
who Bravely Servedwho Bravely Served

our Great Community!our Great Community!

2105 Beltline Road SW, Decatur
256.353.1620

67
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rs

!

Complimentary for Veterans and
First Responders, or purchase a brick

to honor any loved one
in our Memorial Garden.
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Decatur:
1107 14th Avenue
SE • 256-350-0362
On Site MRI:
256-350-3997
On Site Physical Therapy:
256-350-5707

Hartselle:
615 Mynatt Street SW
Suite B • 256-286-0640

Here for YOU! Over 50 years of Trusted Orthopaedics.

WALK-INS WELCOME

WE
HOPE
YOU
ENJOY
THE
CRANE
FESTIVAL!



Festival of the Cranes 2026     23friendsofwheelernwr.org

67
32
07
-1

There’s only one way to stop wanting one.

Perhaps you’ve
thought about buying
a Cadillac for years,
“one of these days.”
Well, why not now?

The only way to
stop wanting
one is to come
see our friendly,
professional staff.

Hope to see
you soon.

2025 Cadillac CT-5

2025 Cadillac Lyriq

2402 Hwy 31 S at Hwy 67 • 256-353-8150
LynnLaytonCadillac.com

Lynn Layton CadillacLLLyyynnnnnn LLLaaayyytttooonnn CCCaaadddiiillllllaaaccc

2025 Cadillac Escalade
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Wheeler National Wildlife 
Refuge…at the center of  

wintering Whooping Cranes 
in eastern North America

When the first captive-reared 
young Whooping Cranes 
followed Operation Migration 
ultralight pilots from Wiscon-
sin to Florida in 2001, no 
one knew for sure what the 
future held for the attempt 
to re-establish a migratory 
population in eastern North 
America. The Whooping 
Crane Eastern Partnership, 
a coalition of conservation 
organizations and state 
and federal agencies, had 
chosen two re-introduction 
techniques to establish the 
Eastern Migratory Popula-
tion. One technique trained 
cranes to follow costumed 
pilots flying ultralight aircraft 
from Wisconsin to Florida. 
The other, Direct Autumn 
Release, initially released 
young birds directly into wild 
Sandhill Crane populations 
nesting in Wisconsin hoping 
they would “learn” how to 
migrate and return.

The first Whooping Cranes 
recorded near Wheeler Na-
tional Wildlife Refuge were 
three found just north of the 
Refuge on the 2004 Christ-
mas Bird Count. Unfortu-
nately, one of the three was 
found dead shortly thereaf-
ter and the remaining two 
quickly made their way to 

26 is the highest number 
recorded. Not all Whoopers 
recorded on the refuge winter 
here. Some stop during their 
autumnal migration to Florida 
and others stop on their re-
turn to their nesting grounds. 
However, 10-15 usually 
spend their winter here.

To add spice to the saga, 
consider this. The first ten 
years of effort to establish 
an eastern migratory flock 
proceeded almost without 
a hitch. Operation Migration 
led young cranes from Wis-
consin to Florida each year. 
However, as we all know, 
even the best laid plans can 
go awry. After flying over 700 
miles with several multi-
day stops, the ultralight-led 
cranes made it to their 
planned rest site in Franklin 
County, Alabama on Decem-
ber 11, 2011.

A few days rest and it’s on 
to the next site. It was not to 
be. The cranes and ultralight 
pilots were grounded be-
cause of a potential Federal 
Aviation Administration rule 
violation. Ultralight aircraft 
are licensed as light sport 
aircraft which prevents them 
being flown for compensa-
tion under rules that took 

St. Marks National Wildlife 
Refuge in Florida.

Not knowing if Whoopers 
would be seen in subse-
quent years, we were pleas-
antly surprised when two 
showed up on the Refuge’s 
Garth Slough in December 
of 2007. To our great joy, 
those same two birds, 13-02 
and 18-02 from the 2002 
cohort of birds led by ultra-
light aircraft to Florida, would 
become regular wintering 
birds for the next several 
years. How did we know they 
were the same birds? All 
birds released were fitted 
with a metal leg band and 
plastic color bands in unique 
combinations allowing indi-
vidual identification if those 
band combinations could be 
recorded. In addition, most 
were also fitted with teleme-
try transmitters with differ-
ent frequencies on their legs 
so they could be monitored, 
at least as long as the trans-
mitter batteries lasted.

The birds that wintered in 
2007 heralded increasing 
numbers of cranes using 
the Refuge and that usage 
continues today. It is not 
unusual for 10-20 Whoop-
ers to use the Refuge while 

effect in 2008. Eventually, 
the FAA provided a tempo-
rary waiver allowing them to 
continue their trip.

Now, the cranes could head 
toward Florida. They could 
but they didn’t! They refused 
to follow the ultralights. After 
considering all options, the 
decision was made trans-
port the young cranes by 
truck to Wheeler NWR. They 
made the 70-mile trip on 
February 4, 2012 and they 
were eventually released to 
mingle with thousands of 
Sandhill Cranes and seven 
Whooping Cranes wintering 
on the Refuge. They re-
mained on the Refuge until 
April 12 when they took 
wing, soared high, and head-
ed north. They spent the 
next night in Kentucky and 
eventually made it back to 
Wisconsin. Several of them 
returned to winter on the 
Refuge over the years.

Wheeler National Wildlife 
Refuge, with its 35,000 
acres of wetlands, forests 
and cropland, continues 
to provide a sanctuary for 
migrating and wintering 
Whooping Cranes.  From 
their primary roost sites in 
the Refuge’s shallow waters 
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surrounding Flint Creek 
Island and Garth Slough, 
they spend much of the day 
foraging and loafing in Garth 
Slough, Limestone Bay, in 
the Tennessee River back-
waters off White Springs 
Dike and often around 
the Refuge Visitor Center 
and Wildlife Observation 
Building.  In late afternoon, 
prior to making their way 
to their roost site, upwards 
of 10,000 Sandhill Cranes 
gather around the Wildlife 
Observation Building.  It’s an 
awesome challenge sorting 
through all those Sandhills 
for Whooping Cranes.

The number of Whooping 
Cranes using the Refuge 
annually varies from 10 to 
20 birds with a high of 26 
recorded during the winter 
of 2017-2018. The good 
news is that it appears the 
Winter of 2025-2026  may 
be another banner year on 
the Refuge with 15 Whoop-
ing Cranes recorded on the 
November 30 Survey!
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Serving our areafor over 50 years
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Visit our store during the
Festival of the Cranes 2026
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For 50 yearsLARRARRRRRRY’SPISTOLandPAWNNWNhas serrervedNORTHHTHALABAMMAMAAMMA
as theArea’sAMMAMMMMMMOandFIIFIRRIIREERREARRARMMRRMSSMMS

OVER 10,000 GUNS AND MILLIONS OF ROUNDS OF AMMO IN STOCK AT FAIR MARKET PRICES AT TWO LOCATIONS

Both stores open
Tuesday - Friday
10AM - 6PM and

Saturday 9AM - 4PM
Shop any time online

www.pistolandpawn.com

Larry’s Madison Location
15060 AL Hwy 20
Madison, AL 35756

256-260-7000

Larry’s Original Store
2405 North Memorial Pkwy

Huntsville, AL 35810
256-534-1000

Larry’s Madison Location: Larry’s Huntsville Location:
Enjoy a Free

FirearmsMuseum
Take a stroll through
firearm history in this
one-of-a-kind store.

The Huntsville store
is the home of an
authentic “Caswell”
inspired indoor
shooting range.
Cost to shoot is $10 per shooter.
Bring the family, no charge for shooters under 18.

Most times 1 to 3NRACertified
Instructors are on the range for
your safety and assistance.

Come by the store and tell us you
saw this ad and receive a FREE
piece of diamond jewelry.

FREE Hearing Protection
and

FREE Eye
Protection

AND
your first
target
is FREE

FREE
TARGET
BACKS

The AMMO DUMP RANGE is a part
of history totally original, antiquated,
historical, and safe. Enjoy a step back
in time. Larry’s original range is HOT
in summer and COLD in winter –
dress appropriately.

SHOOTINGRANGE SPECIALS:
Tuesdays - Military, Law Enforcement,
and 1st Responders shoot FREE.
Wednesdays - Women shoot FREE.
Thursdays - Retired folks shoot FREE.

Ruger’s first-ever
Dealer of the Year
Received a Smith &
Wesson Regional Top
Dealer Award
An original winner
of the Springfield Star
Dealer Awards
A recipient of the
National Shooting
Sports Federation

National Dealer of the Year
Federal Brand’s Ammo
Dealer of the Year
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Hornady Frontier
Dealer of the Year

•

•
OVER 100
GUNS

SHOOT FREE
when you purchase a box of ammo.
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As always, Larry’s will also
be offering cash loans on

items of value.

Experience a
Gatling Gun
Thousands
of pieces of

unique and vintage jewelry.
Luxury

Timepieces
Gorgeous Estate

Jewelry
Hundreds of 1CT and up

Loose Diamonds

6th Avenue

Spring
Avenue

Danville Road
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ne Road

OPEN LATE!
Come on by during the  
Festival of the Cranes!

ba da ba ba ba

The Snack Wrap®  

Is Back
after a nine-year  
hiatus, featuring  

McCrispy Strips with  
two flavor options:  

Ranch and Spicy.

FOUR LOCATIONS: 6th Ave • Spring Ave • Danville Rd. • Hwy 20

67
31
86
-1



673181-1

For 50 yearsLARRARRRRRRY’SPISTOLandPAWNNWNhas serrervedNORTHHTHALABAMMAMAAMMA
as theArea’sAMMAMMMMMMOandFIIFIRRIIREERREARRARMMRRMSSMMS

OVER 10,000 GUNS AND MILLIONS OF ROUNDS OF AMMO IN STOCK AT FAIR MARKET PRICES AT TWO LOCATIONS

Both stores open
Tuesday - Friday
10AM - 6PM and

Saturday 9AM - 4PM
Shop any time online

www.pistolandpawn.com

Larry’s Madison Location
15060 AL Hwy 20
Madison, AL 35756

256-260-7000

Larry’s Original Store
2405 North Memorial Pkwy

Huntsville, AL 35810
256-534-1000

Larry’s Madison Location: Larry’s Huntsville Location:
Enjoy a Free

FirearmsMuseum
Take a stroll through
firearm history in this
one-of-a-kind store.

The Huntsville store
is the home of an
authentic “Caswell”
inspired indoor
shooting range.
Cost to shoot is $10 per shooter.
Bring the family, no charge for shooters under 18.

Most times 1 to 3NRACertified
Instructors are on the range for
your safety and assistance.

Come by the store and tell us you
saw this ad and receive a FREE
piece of diamond jewelry.

FREE Hearing Protection
and

FREE Eye
Protection

AND
your first
target
is FREE

FREE
TARGET
BACKS

The AMMO DUMP RANGE is a part
of history totally original, antiquated,
historical, and safe. Enjoy a step back
in time. Larry’s original range is HOT
in summer and COLD in winter –
dress appropriately.

SHOOTINGRANGE SPECIALS:
Tuesdays - Military, Law Enforcement,
and 1st Responders shoot FREE.
Wednesdays - Women shoot FREE.
Thursdays - Retired folks shoot FREE.

Ruger’s first-ever
Dealer of the Year
Received a Smith &
Wesson Regional Top
Dealer Award
An original winner
of the Springfield Star
Dealer Awards
A recipient of the
National Shooting
Sports Federation

National Dealer of the Year
Federal Brand’s Ammo
Dealer of the Year

65
08

38
-1

Hornady Frontier
Dealer of the Year

•

•
OVER 100
GUNS

SHOOT FREE
when you purchase a box of ammo.

Vi
nt

ag
e

&
Es

ta
te

Je
w

el
ry

•
Am

m
o

•
M

us
ic

al
In

st
ru

m
en

ts
•

Fi
re

ar
m

s
•

An
tiq

ue
s

•
Gi

ft
Ca

rd
s

•
To

ol
s

As always, Larry’s will also
be offering cash loans on

items of value.

Experience a
Gatling Gun
Thousands
of pieces of

unique and vintage jewelry.
Luxury

Timepieces
Gorgeous Estate

Jewelry
Hundreds of 1CT and up

Loose Diamonds



2520 Danville Road, SW
256-350-0404

Mon-Sat 9:30 am - 8:15 pm
Drive-thru 9:30 am - 8:30 pm

1715 6th Avenue SE (US Hwy 31)
256-350-6969

7-days 9:30 am - 8:15 pm
Drive-thru 9:30 am - 8:30 pm

Decatur Locations

Widely recognized as

one of the oldest and most prestigious barbecue restaurants in the world
Big Bob Gibson Bar-B-Q was founded in Decatur, AL in 1925.

“ ”
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OPEN ON SUNDAYS

Stop Here!
Voted the

“Best of the
Best BAR-B-Q”
several years

in a row


