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A CLOSER WATCH ON EGRETS

“If In Perfect Harmony With The Egret, We Would Benefit A Lot From Them. »

The egret, part of Ardecidae of Ciconiiformes in zoology. is a kind of wading bird with 17 genera and 61 species in the whole
world. China has 10 genera and 21 species, most of which are migrant birds distributed all over the country besides a few resident
birds. Those common egrets such as: Large Egret, Little Egret, Intermediate Egret, Cattle Egret, Grey Heron and Chinese Pond
Heron are photographers’ favorite subjects because of their various characteristics and shapes: elegant and graceful, vigorous
and colorful. Highly commended as * Monitoring Bird of Air & Water Quality” by the international environment protection

circles, the egret has always been praised by numerous poets, artists and photographers with their fine works.

With the same characteristics as human beings, the egret likes to perch in the tranquil and secluded environment, and migrates
with change of weather. Every winter the egret flies in-groups to the south for half a year, then fly back to the habitat next
spring. Being smart bird, the egret can easily find its old nestle and reinforce it with tree branches and grass. If the nestle
disappears or is heavily damaged, the egret would check around the site and usually rebuilt the nestle at the original place.
Once the egret starts to build nestle, the male bird and the female bird would work together with tacit understanding. Most of

time,the male flies out looking for construction materials, while the female stays at home to builds nestle.

When the new nestle is completed, egrets would carefully check it together for sure, and then wag their wings to declare their
territory to the neighbors with constant cry. At this time egrets are the most active in their own territory, which is a certain
area occupied by the egret during the breeding period around its nestle. No other birds, especially the same kind of the egret,
would be allowed to enter. The male bird always stands at high place, guarding its territory and dispersing any invaders.
Sometimes the female bird also joins in the battle, and the invader is often driven out with no place to hide. Some unwilling
losers would come back silently when the male left for seeking food, and steal several branches from the nestle if the female
did not notice. But when the male comes back, it would surely revenge, so a new battle for nestle is inevitable. The loser
would quit depressingly and look for new territory somewhere else. If the defender and the invader play even, they would

reach a compromise, becoming neighbors and co-existing in peace for a long time.

The stories of egrets regarding building nestle, repairing nestle and protecting their territory would last through the whole

perching period of half a year, and most of interesting stories happen from early March to late April. The egret has usually found



its spouse already one month before building nestle, and in April and May the couple enters the climax of courting and breeding.
At this time, various kinds of the egrets are all in their best conditions with shining feathers and well-developed wings, especially
the two soft long feathers on the head of the Little Egret wave in the wind, beautiful and charming! Even though the Large Egret
and the Intermediate Egret do not have head feathers, they have well-developed feathers on the chest and back. When courting,
the female usually erects its feathers crying, and then squatting down while the male stretches two wings, erecting feathers and
circling constantly around the female to show its strength and beauty. Some males would bring their lovers loathes, fish and

earthworms, watching them enjoy the delicacy, and then they would dance the “Courting Waltz > together.

The Little Egret usually lays 3-6 eggs each time, with an intermission of 24-36 hours for each egg. The eggs, in either olive or
elliptical shapes, are as big as pigeon eggs in grey green color, about 45 mm long. Hatched by the parents in turns, the eggs
would be carefully checked and rolled over when shifting. Generally speaking, the female hatches longer while the male seeks
food and guards. In storm, the couple would squat together inside the nestle, and one bird would cover the other hatching one
with wings against wind and rain. The love stories happened during the incubation period of 25 days is just as beautiful and
touching as the love poetry. After the family is formed, the Egrets stick to the monogamy system. Once one bird died, the
other would continue hatching and take care of the nestling. After a long time of marriage, some birds would like to look for

new lovers.

The nestling would be jointly taken care by the parents, you can easily followthe continuing cry of the young bird to the nestle,
and then just hide yourself nearby to wait for the parents to come back feeding the babies. When one bird feeds the young, the
other would guard to prevent other birds from snatching food. When feeding, the young birds keep crying and shaking the
body with mouths and wings open. The parents take food from their mouths to the young’ s. Sometimes, the nestling is so
hungry as to tightly hold the parents’ mouths. What a touching scene! Most of the Egret’ s stories happen at the nestle, and
often repeat for several times. For example, the Little Egret would repeatedly comb its feathers extremely gracefully several
times a day, sometimes even over 10 times. If the sunlight just behind its wings, you may luckily see a beautiful scene, making

you feel just like being in a fairyland.

When the nestlings grow up, the parents would gradually decrease food, and teach them to fly from the closer to the further
place. In the daytime, the parents would lead the nestlings to seek food in the fields and ponds, and fly back to the nestle in the
evening. If no interference, their flying route of everyday basically remains unchanged. In Oct. it is getting cold, and as late as
in Mid-Oct., the Egret starts to migrate in-groups to the south. You may feel a miserable and intranquil atmosphere around the
habitat. At this time, egrets would alwaysmove in-groups, and several families or groups follow one after the other closely,
getting ready for migration. But those lately born young birds could not fly that far as they are still weak or sick. They have to

stay in the habitat, and wait to die when the cold winter comes.



You may often find such a scene that the young birds stay closely against the strong cold wind, getting exhausted. In 1998, T
took several photos of two egrets at the pond: a cold storm blew two young birds down into the pond, and one bird tried to get
closer to the other weak one and to cover it with its small wings. When the cold dark night arrives, the poor two birds could
not hold any longer, and both drowned in the pond. Viewing this miserable scene with our own eyes, I was deeply impressed

by the cruel law of nature!

Only those art works full of the Egret’ s interests could have eternal art charm. In the creation of art works, one should pay
attention to the following four rules: First, try to catch the natural, true beauty of the egret; Secondly, try to use new angel, new
discovery, new techniques, and new effects to express the beauty of novelty, avbiding the stiffness and coldness of popular
science pictures; Third, try to express the vigor of the egret’ s life, and create a kind of beauty which can arouse sympathy;
Fourthly, try to avoid straightforwardness, and create a kind of reserved beauty. It is just because of their true, novel and
touching interests as well as reserved beauty that many fine art works of egret from both at home and abroad are so pleasantly

impressive.

Lawson David, an famous American egret photographer said: Shooting the egret is just like shooting soccer match, the
equipment is the same, the requirement for basic training is the same, both need interests, feelings and strong professional
spirit. The only difference between them is: when shooting the egret, you have to hide yourself, trying to get to the target as
close as possible. So it would be more difficult and more laborious! This is what is rare in the creation of other kinds of arts.

Of course, this is also the unique charm of shooting wild animals.

Gong Zheng
1999.8.






























