
 
Five young Great Blue Herons fledged from the first man-

made platform at Almond Marsh in August 2009. 

 

The Great Blue Heron is the Largest North 

American Heron. 
 

 Head to tail length: 36 - 55 inches 

 Wingspan:  66 - 79 inches 

 Weight:   4.5 - 8 lbs 

 Average Lifespan:  15 years 

 
Habitat 

Fresh and saltwater marshes, mangrove swamps, flooded 

meadows, lake edges, or shorelines, but always near 

bodies of water.  Generally, nests in trees or bushes near 

a body of water. 

 

Diet 

Primary food is small fish, but also shellfish, insects, 

rodents, amphibians, reptiles, and small birds.  Wades 

through shallow water and spears fish or frogs with its 

long sharp bill. 

 

Breeding 

 Breeds in trees close to lakes or other wetlands, 

often with other species of herons. 

 Builds bulky stick nest and female lays three to six 

pale blue eggs.  One brood per year. 

 Eggs are incubated by both parents for 

approximately 28 days and hatch over a period of 

several days. 

 Both parents feed young by regurgitating food. 

 Young fledge in about two months. 

History of the Rookery 
The last glacier that covered northeastern Illinois, and 

the area that is now Almond Marsh Forest Preserve, 

created a landform of ridges separated by depressions 

and small drainage ways. While the preserve’s “hemi-

marsh” and its rookery on the south side of Route 120 

are highly visible, the actual Almond Marsh hides away 

as it meanders around the south half of the site. 

Dedicated as an Illinois Nature Preserve in 1990, the 110 

acre marsh and sedge meadow complex is home to at 

least ten sedge species including beaked sedge and the 

rare wheat sedge. Oak woods, savanna, and old fields 

ring the sedge meadow and marsh. 
 
The land along Almond Road was primarily agricultural.  

In the 1900s, the land where the heron rookery is now 

was tiled to drain flooded land.  Since this area is low it 

still remained wet and was used as pasture.  In the early 

1980s, a neighbor on Almond Road disrupted a drain tile 

draining through his property to create a small pond in 

his backyard. Over the following decade, an “accidental” 

wetland slowly grew between his land and Route 120 - 

land that the Forest Preserve District purchased in 1990. 

By the late 1990s, the rising water had killed large 

cottonwoods in the middle of the marsh, attracting a 

nesting colony of great blue herons. The marsh 

continues to increase in size and has created an island on 

the northern edge which may provide additional nesting 

sites and habitat for other aquatic animals.   
 
In the Fall of 2009 The Lake County Forest Preserve and 

Lake County Audubon Society came together with a 

common goal to help continue the life of heron rookery 

as the existing trees in the marsh deteriorate.  
 
Research was done to come up with a type of manmade 

structure to attract the herons to nest, but not be too 

obtrusive to the environment.  Lake County Audubon 

modeled their nesting platform after a tripod platform 

that the Ascutney Mountain Audubon Society in 

Vermont had success with.  The type of platform that 

they developed seemed to be what Lake County was 

looking for.  We did some modification on their design 

and were able to erect a test platform with the approval 

and help of the Lake County Forest Preserve in February 

of 2009.  The platform was very successful and in the 

spring of 2009 a pair of herons produced 5 young which 

later fledged.  This was a record number of herons in 

one nest at the marsh. With the success of the trial 

platform, the Forest Preserve and LC Audubon Society 

worked together again in 2010 to erect 11 more 

platforms.  In two days in February over 35 volunteers 

came out onto the ice and erected the platforms, which 

are now occupied by the herons. 
 
 

Great Blue Heron Behavior 
Herons arrive at the rookery, usually in the first couple 

weeks of March.  After resting for a few days they claim 

their nest sites and defend them against intrusion from 

other herons.  
 
Sticks are gathered that are a foot or more in length 

usually by the male.  A new nest may take from a few 

days to a few weeks to complete.  If using a nest from a 

previous year they just renovate it with a few twigs.  The 

interior of the nests are lined with finer twigs, grasses, 

and leaves.   
 
The laying of the first egg occurs several days after the 

nest is completed.  Three to five, bluish green to pale 

olive, eggs are laid at intervals of at least two days.  

Incubation starts with the first egg, so the young will 

hatch over a period of several days.  Both the male and 

female take turns in incubating the eggs. 
 
The incubation lasts approximately 28 days, after that 

the young will hatch over a period of up to seven days.  

This means that there can be large discrepancies among 

the sizes of the young.  Many times the smallest will not 

survive because of the competition for food. There could 

be young in the nest as early as the beginning of May. 
 
The young will leave the nest when they are seven to 

eight weeks old, at which time they are about the size of 

the parents.  They will remain with the parents who will 

feed them for up to three additional weeks.  After this 

time they are on their own.  Juvenile herons will not 

look like the adults until after their third fall.  Before that 

they will have a black head and the lack of black marks 

on the front edge of their wings.  
 

Stokes, Donald and Lillian 1983. Guide to Bird Behavior Volume 
Three.  

 

The herons at Almond Marsh are ready to leave the nest 

sometime near the end of June through July.  Fall 

migration occurs from mid-September through October.  

The birds at Almond Marsh most likely migrate down to 

the Gulf of Mexico or to central and western Texas or 

Mexico. 



 

 

 

 

NEW MEMBERSHIP 

 
For an introductory rate of $20, membership to the National 

Audubon Society and the Lake County Chapter includes: 

 One year subscription to the Audubon Magazine. 

 The Audubon Outlook, Newsletter of the Lake 

County Chapter. 

 Participation in field trips and chapter programs. 

 Fellowship in the Lake County Chapter meetings. 

 Ability to be involved and a chance to make an 

environmental difference in Lake County. 

 

            Please Join Today 
 

 

Name ____________________________________ 

 

Address___________________________________ 

 

City_______________________ IL.  Zip________ 

 

Telephone_________________________________ 

 

Chapter Code C9ZG640Z (Lake County Audubon) 

 

Mail your check and this form to: 

Lake County Audubon Society 

P.O. Box 332 

Libertyville, IL  60048 

 

Please allow 4-6 weeks to receive your first issue of 

AUDUBON magazine.  Thank you for your support. 

 
 

Electronic Newsletter 

Email the Lake County Audubon 
Lake County Audubon Society has an e-mail list.   This list 

will make two-way communication easier and allow updates 

on important environmental topics, upcoming programs, field 

trips, etc.  If you would like to be on the list, please send your 

email request to Audbirds@aol.com 

Your name is only for our communication and will not be 

shared. 

 
Lake County Audubon offers “The Audubon Outlook” 

newsletter to its members on-line as a PDF file.  Join today and 

subscribe electronically.  Existing members may contact 

Audbirds@aol.com to sign up. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Visit our WEB Site for additional 

information on Newsletter and 

updated bird walks at 

www.lakecountyaudubon.org 
  audbirds@aol.com 
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Mission Statement 

 
The mission of the Lake County Audubon 

Society is Education, Conservation and 

Restoration of natural ecosystems, focusing 

on birds, other wildlife, and their habitats 

for the benefit of humanity and the earth’s 

biological diversity.  

Common Birds Seen at Almond Marsh 

   
American Coot   

American Crow  

American Goldfinch  

American Robin 

American Tree Sparrow  

American Wigeon  

Bald Eagle   

Baltimore Oriole  

Belted Kingfisher 

Black-Capped Chickadee 

Black-Crowned NightHeron  

Blue Jay 

Blue-Winged Teal 

Brown-Headed Cowbird 

Bufflehead 

Canada Goose 

Cedar Waxwing 

Chipping Sparrow 

Common Goldeneye 

Common Grackle 

Common Moorhen 

Common Yellowthroat 

Dark-eyed Junco  

Double-Crested Cormorant 

Downy Woodpecker 

Eastern Bluebird 

Eastern Kingbird 

Eastern Phoebe 

Eastern Screech-Owl 

European Starling 

Gadwall 

Great Blue Heron      

Great Egret 

Hairy Woodpecker 

House Wren 

Killdeer 

Least Bittern 

Mallard 

Marsh Wren 

Mourning Dove 

Mute Swan 

Northern Cardinal 

Northern Harrier 

Northern Shoveler 

Palm Warbler 

Pied-Billed Grebe 

Red-Bellied Woodpecker 

Red-Tailed Hawk 

Red-Winged Blackbird 

Ring-Necked Duck 

Rose-Breasted Grosbeak 

Ruby-Crowned Kinglet 

Ruddy Duck 

Sandhill Crane 

Song Sparrow 

Sora 

Swamp Sparrow 

Tree Swallow 

Virginia Rail 

White-Breasted Nuthatch 

White-crowned Sparrow 

White-throated Sparrow 

Wood Duck 

Yellow-rumped Warbler 
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