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We are excited to share with you our 
Friends of Wildlife newsletter. Through this 
newsletter, we can reach so many friends 
and supporters who have helped us along 
the way—those of you who have rescued 
wildlife, given financial support and in-kind 
gifts, and volunteered to help our patients. 
We want to spread the word of our great 
work with wildlife through the growing and 
unique wildlife biology and rehabilitation 
programs at Lees-McRae College.

We accomplish this by: 

• Providing medical and rehabilitative 
care for more than 1,200 sick, injured 
and orphaned native wildlife with the 
goal of releasing back to the wild. 

• Offering a Bachelor of Science in 
wildlife biology with a concentration in 
wildlife rehabilitation

• Offering wildlife conservation 
programs with live wild ambassadors

• Providing great stories and 
happenings through this newsletter 

We value our volunteers who: 

• Transport wildlife
• Offer release sites for  

rehabilitated wildlife
• Provide labor for center projects
• Lend a hand for wildlife care during 

college breaks

Recent News from the MWRC

May Wildlife Rehabilitation Center awarded  
$5,000 High Five Grant from the NCVMA
The May Wildlife Rehabilitation Center was elated to be chosen as one of five recipients of 
this year’s High Five grants, awarded by the North Carolina Veterinary Medical Association 
to worthy organizations benefiting animals in the state. Tariana Nguyen, a junior Lees-
McRae student and MWRC mentor, submitted the proposal. The funds will help purchase 
a new camera, mounted to a surgical light, which will allow students to view procedures 
in real time. 

Utilizing Low Level Laser Therapy
In November, a generous donation from supporter Dianne 
May allowed the purchase of a laser, which had been on the 
Center’s wish list for quite some time. The device, a MR4 Activet 
made by MultiRadiance Medical, is a super-pulsed laser that 
utilizes light to speed wound healing, decrease discomfort and 
accelerate healing in our wildlife patients.

Partnering with Big Canoe
On March 25, Director Nina Fischesser, student Mary Whiteacre, 
and Vice President of Advancement Brent Thomas journeyed 
to Big Canoe, a residential community nestled in the mountains 
just one hour north of Atlanta. This is a place that rightly claims 
to be “civilized by nature,” because of its enchanting natural 
beauty and serenity. This is a community who cares about 
the ecosystems of the southern mountains and the planet. 
They have a special project to support the thriving black bear 
population who roam throughout their community. 

This event was twofold. We presented our unique wildlife rehabilitation program, while 
they raised funds to purchase high-quality bear-proof dumpsters for folks to protect 
household garbage from some of the habituated bears. We were so happy to make new 
friends at Big Canoe and can’t wait to return to their inaugural Nature Festival on June 23! 
We thank Big Canoe for hosting such a wonderful visit and look forward to working with 
them more in the future.
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Love is in the Air!

All over the High Country, love is in the air. Spring has sprung, and with that so has wildlife baby 
season. Baby birds are learning to fly, cottontails learning to run and hide and baby opossums 
are learning to use their exceptional sense of smell to find food to fit their omnivorous appetite. 
The images of these are adorable, but this is also a dangerous time for these young, vulnerable 
babies. The MWRC is getting packed with orphaned babies who were susceptible to cat or 
dog attacks, lawnmower accidents, accidental kidnapping, and the list goes on. Some of these 
babies do need our help, but many young birds should be left alone when found hopping around 
the ground. Make no mistake, mom is hidden nearby watching and waiting for you to leave so 
she can continue to care for her young fledgling who is still not able to fly. The following are some 
tips to help you know what to do when you see a wild baby on the ground that looks like it might 
need help. 

With any wild animal you come across, you must ask the following questions: Is he or she hurt 
or sick? Is there blood? Are they shivering, stumbling, limping or leaning to one side? Are they 
looking up with their head moving back and forth appearing that they’re reading? Are their limbs 
or feathers out of place? Did you observe an attack or the animal hitting a window? If the answer 
is yes to any of these questions, call the MWRC or a local licensed rehabilitator to find out what 
to do next. Remember that your safety is the most important thing, so call before you act so we 
can walk you through a safe rescue and transport! 

Baby Songbirds
Baby songbirds are divided into four age groups: hatchling, nestling, fledgling and sub-adult. 

1. Hatchlings are bald with their eyes closed, and they are nest and heat dependent. If found 
out of the nest, they always need help. 

2. Nestlings have some pin feathers and maybe a few feathers, but still cannot leave the nest 
or hop around. If found out of the nest, they need help. 

3. Fledglings are fully feathered and might have short tails. They can hop or flutter, but are still 
dependent on parents for food. Unless injured, they do not need help.

4. Sub-adults are fully feathered with long tails. They can fly and find their own food, but they still 
may receive parental support (depending on species). If injured and can be captured, this bird 
needs help.

 

Baby Opossums
Opossums are North America’s only marsupial, meaning the mother raises her young in the 
pouch. If you find a single baby opossum and it is six inches or less from rump to nose, it needs 
intervention. If Mom has rushed off dropping her young to the ground, she will not return for it.

Welcome New
Ambassadors!

We would like to introduce 
three of our new wildlife 
ambassadors. These are 
animals that cannot be released 
back into the wild, and are able 
to handle being in captivity 
with human educators. These 
animals have been trained 
using positive reinforcement 
techniques and will serve as 
educators on our team.

‘Smeagol’
Virginia Opossum

Smeagol came to us in January 
2018 from a person in the 
general public who attempted 
to raise him for release. 
Because of hearing impairment 
issues, they decided he would 
not be releasable. He was sent 
to the MWRC to be used as an 
ambassador.

‘Zeno’
Cedar Waxwing

Zeno was given to us by 
Carolina Waterfowl Rescue 
(Charlotte) as a bird that would 
never fly again due to a non-
repairable fracture of the wing. 
Cedar Waxwings are a special 
species for many reasons. 
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Baby Cottontails 

Because their nests are shallow depressions in the ground, baby cottontails are often found 
when mowing your lawn. Unless they are injured, please call for guidance. Bunny mothers do the 
best job at raising their young—they are tricky to raise by humans. 

Baby Squirrels
People often find baby squirrels when something has happened to the parent and the babies 
come out to search. This often leads to attacks by a predator or simply being found by a human. 
If a tree (the squirrel’s home) has been cut down, please call for guidance.

Fawn Deer
People often find fawns curled up quietly in the grass. This is what they are supposed to do. 
Please leave the fawn alone. If he/she has flies swarming around him/her, has been walking 
around calling for mom for several hours, or has wounds, call for guidance.

These are the more common orphans that we receive from the public. If there is ever a question 
about a potential injured or orphaned animal of any kind, please don’t hesitate to call the MWRC 
at 828.898.2568. 

They are frugivores (fruit eating 
birds), are very social, and 
unique feather coloration make 
them look more silky than 
feathery. 

‘Apollo’
Peregrine/Gyr Falcon Hybrid

Apollo was transferred from 
the Virginia Wildlife Center in 
February 2018. He is a retired 
falconry bird that was used for 
hunting. Falconry is a sport that 
has been around for thousands 
of years in the Arabic cultures, 
and continues today worldwide. 
Apollo, an older bird estimated 
at 20 years old, comes to us 
already trained, just needing 
a little review with positive 
reinforcement training. He is 
sociable, vocal and easy going. 

Meet the Ambassadors!

Come see these ambassadors 
and more at our weekly public 
presentations offered in the 
Tickle Classroom at the May 
Wildlife Rehabilitation Center 
every Saturday at 1 p.m. 
through May. Beginning in 
June, presentations will be 
offered every Thursday, Friday 
and Saturday at 1 p.m. 

Address:
367 Mill Pond Road  
Banner Elk, NC 28604 

Questions? 
Call 828.898.2568

Recent Patient Stories

Great Blue Heron Rescued From Water Treatment Plant 

Great Blue Heron #2017-0995 was rescued in late September after being fished out of the 
water treatment plant in Hendersonville, North Carolina. Upon arrival at the MWRC, he was 
weak, dehydrated and had suffered multiple injuries. After a partial amputation of a fractured toe, 
treatment of a large wound on his back, 56 total days of rehabilitation, and plenty of trout, he was 
ready to return to the wild.  

Watch the amazing release here: https://youtu.be/SqqO-8Q6qn8

Tiny Snake’s Miniature Success Story

Sixteen grams. Half of an ounce. The weight of 
three nickels. Any way you phrase it, the MWRC’s 
patient #2017-1001 was tiny. A Lees-McRae 
student found the injured garter snake in Banner 
Elk with a large (relatively!), firm swelling of his 
abdomen and brought him to the MWRC for 
care. Radiographs revealed an increased opacity 
(whiteness) in the swollen area, but it was difficult 
to discern exactly what was enlarged. Since the 
mass was not moveable, exploratory surgery would be the next step. With such a petite patient, 
every component of his care—medications, anesthesia, suture—would have to be modified to fit.

Anesthesia for the tiny snake began by placing his entire body inside a cat-sized anesthesia mask. 
Once groggy, an improvised endotracheal tube, made by combining parts of an IV catheter and 
feeding tube, was inserted into his trachea, allowing staff to deliver mini-breaths every 10 to 15 
seconds. An incision was made between the scales on the left side of the abdomen and then 
into the GI tract, where roughly one and a half grams of impacted material was removed. After 
gently flushing the area, staff closed the GI tract with a miniscule 6–0 suture—skin sutures placed 
between scales held the skin together. Injectable pain medications required dilution to a suitable 
strength prior to administration. 
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The anesthesia, surgery and recovery took approximately 35 minutes and the snake recovered 
well from the procedure. Staff waited 48 hours to offer him food, giving the surgical site time to rest 
and begin healing. Two days after surgery, he ate a pinkie mouse!  

Over the next several days, staff evaluated the surgical site closely and were on the lookout for 
feces. The incision healed well and feces was noted on day four. With subsequent feedings, he 
had a great appetite and no problems digesting and eliminating food. Staff removed the sutures 
approximately two weeks after the surgery.

Throughout his rehabilitation, the snake garnered observations such as “spunky,” “quick,” “super 
wiggly,” and “fabulous.” Pint-sized with an attitude, he was ready for release just three weeks after 
his arrival. A miniature success story!

Mallard Recovering from Severely Fractured Leg

On January 24, the MWRC received an injured mallard, transported via volunteer from the 
Western North Carolina Nature Center.  The adult male duck was found hobbling near the 
Lake Lure Police Department, unable to fly or walk.

On arrival to the MWRC, staff noted a very unstable fracture of the right leg, near the hock 
(ankle) joint. There was little movement of the foot, and the foot’s webbing was cold. Since 
the fracture was notably unstable (and likely very painful to manipulation), Director Nina 
Fischesser and Veterinarian Amber McNamara placed the duck under general anesthesia to 
apply a stabilizing wrap and administer pain medications.

The next day, he was transported to Appalachian New River Veterinary Associates for 
radiographs of the fracture. By the following morning, he was prepped for surgery. Dr. 
McNamara placed a stainless steel pin inside the fractured tibiotarsal bone, while senior student Becca Simerly regulated his anesthesia.  

By his 10-day check-up, the swelling had resolved and Dr. McNamara removed his sutures. At this point, she molded a veterinary thermoplastic 
splint to the leg. This rigid plastic material becomes malleable in very hot water and then returns to rigid form at room temperature. The open-
weave pattern would not only provide continued support to the healing fracture, but would allow the duck to have daily swims in the bathtub 
without requiring a bandage change. That makes for happy waterfowl! 

At day 16, staff surgically removed the pin. The cast remained in place for another three days, 
then that was removed as well. At that point, the mallard had full range-of-motion of the leg and a 
well-healed fracture, but he was not yet standing.

Two days later, students noticed the once-fractured duck using his leg well while swimming in the 
bathtub. Two days after that, he started standing. His characteristic waddle has since become 
more and more typical of his species as he walks from the bathtub to his clean cage each morning.  
Staff is anxious to return him to his home soon as he is able.

By the Numbers: 2017 Patients

689 Avian

410 Mammals

59 Reptiles

1 Amphibian
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Alumni Spotlight: Morgan Hester

Alumni from the Lees-McRae wildlife rehabilitation program are seeking jobs that fill 
their passion. Such is the case for Morgan Hester who works at the Clinic for the 
Rehabilitation of Wildlife (CROW), where Dr. Amber McNamara was clinic director 
for seven years prior to Lees-McRae. Below she answers questions describing her 
experience at a job that she loves and how Lees-McRae helped her to get there.    

Graduation Year: May 2016

Hometown: Wendell, North Carolina

Current location: Fort Myers, Florida 

Where are you working? 
Clinic for the Rehabilitation of Wildlife (CROW) on Sanibel Island, Florida

What do you enjoy most about your current career position?
I love working with all types of animals. At CROW, we get anything from shorebirds 
to migrating birds, sea turtles to tortoises, snakes and amphibians, and any mammal 
you can think of. It’s amazing to also be in a setting where you not only get to teach 
students, volunteers and veterinarians about working with particular wildlife, but 
because we are a teaching hospital, I’m able to learn something new from everyone 
that passes through. I get up every morning loving where I’m going to go spend 
my day and knowing I’m in a position to help as many injured animals as possible. 

How did you become interested in wildlife rehabilitation?
I’ve known since I was young that I wanted to work with animals. As I got older, I realized I wanted to save wildlife due to the impact people 
were having on them and their habitat. I actually didn’t know one could work with animals in any other way than becoming a veterinarian until 
I was at a college fair in high school and saw information about Lees-McRae’s wildlife rehabilitation program. On the flyer was a girl handling 
an owl on the glove, and I knew that’s what I wanted to do. I looked up the school, the degree and careers in wildlife rehabilitation, and it was 
exactly what I’d been looking for. 

In what ways has the May Wildlife Rehabilitation Center and Lees-McRae College impacted your career?
The school itself was perfect for me. I liked the personal feel and the small family-like atmosphere. I loved getting to known my professors 
and I loved learning something in all my classes. My biology classes, such as ornithology and mammalogy, helped me realize my particular 
interest in birds and the anatomy/behaviors of other species. However, my time at the May Wildlife Rehabilitation Center is where my passion 
for animals really came to light. I learned so much from everyone there and it was more than I had ever dreamed of learning from just going 
to college. The MWRC was the perfect place to get my foot in the door for my future career path. I learned not only to handle and work with 
particular animals, but I was also taught compassion, understanding and the ability to work with other individuals. 

Talk about your experience of Hurricane Irma.
The hurricane was pretty intense. We have an evacuation plan in place and a hurricane protocol, but until you actually have to experience it, 
you’re never truly prepared. We also didn’t know what the hurricane would do since it was all over the map. We knew we would get hit but 
didn’t know how hard or if we should evacuate. A week before the hurricane, we began our evacuation process, just in case. All the outside 
animals got released (those that were close to being released), and the rehabilitators designated who would take the animal ambassadors and 
baby animals (I personally had two animal ambassadors and all the baby rabbits). We made it so that those that had to stay in the hospital had 
lots of food and were elevated enough in case of flooding. When the time came closer, the island evacuated all residents. We were the last 
given permission to leave and once the doors were sealed, we didn’t think we would get back on the island for a week. Luckily the hurricane 
shifted last minute and we barely received any damage. The animals did well and all staff, students and volunteers were perfect. We were back 
up and running the very next day! It was an intense experience since no one had really gone through a hurricane of this level before, and from 
it we learned what we can do better and how we can better prepare ourselves next time. 

What was your most memorable experience at CROW?
There are many memorable experiences but getting the chance to work with sea turtles was amazing. I also helped the veterinarian with 
a surgery and got to use my learning tools from Advanced Clinical to close up the animal’s wounds. Getting the chance to go on amazing 
releases for otters, sea turtles, raccoons, and all kinds of birds is so awesome! I love helping out with all the events and functions CROW puts 
on to help show and tell people what we do and get them just as excited as I am about wildlife. I also just love that I’m still learning. It’s such 
a memorable experience to learn something different everyday and then teach others this new technique/knowledge. 

What advice do you give to current students preparing for a career in this field? 
Try to learn as much as possible and ask a lot of questions. This field is hard to get started in and is very competitive. It may take a few 
internships, but the more you learn first hand and the more knowledge you have, it will definitely put you one step above everyone else. Don’t 
stop believing you can get there!
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Summer Clinical Reflections

Students are readying themselves for the onslaught of orphaned and injured wildlife that will be brought to the MWRC throughout the summer 
months. They are earning 12 course credits for three months of learning by experience and classwork combined. We can have anywhere from 
100 to 200 wild patients at any given time, so the days are long and fast-paced. At the end of the summer experience, students are required 
to write a reflection paper about their experience at the center. The following are excerpts from students, sharing their own experience at the 
MWRC.   

Kyndsey Rounds

Our first week was the longest week. I learned how to feed baby birds and we had many new patients to 
get started with. It made me nervous at first when we began learning how to hand-feed the birds. My first 
birds were common grackles. They were older and were taking from the hemostats themselves and it made 
it easy, yet difficult, when I came across birds like seed eaters. Our second day we received a black vulture 
and I hand-fed a baby eastern screech owl. On the third day, we found out our assigned ambassadors and 
I did my first successful wing wrap.

Summer clinical wasn’t what I expected. It was much more. I performed wing wraps, medicated patients, 
cleaned wounds, and administered SQ fluids. I presented and gave tours outside the Center which was 
much easier this summer. I really appreciate everything I have learned and hope I can continue wildlife 
education in my future.

Nicholas Yates

When I first started training with Cyr, she would stay away from me in her enclosure and just watch me very 
closely because she did not trust me. I fed her every day and would just sit in there and talk to her to try and 
earn her trust. I got worried after the first couple of days because she would not eat in front of me or relax 
with me in her cage, until the fourth day when I was feeding her and she started to eat in front of me. I just 
about jumped with joy because that meant she could trust me enough to know I would not hurt her when 
she took her eyes off me. Even though it was just for a second, it still was a great experience. Two days after 
that she took a mouse from my hand. That time I could not hold back my excitement; I let out a little “hooray” 
and she just looked up at me and I could tell she was thinking, “this dumb kid.” But for me is was a great 
experience. After that I could tell she started to trust me more. She would get up on the glove for me fairly 
easily most of the time as long as she was feeling it. Soon our little hangouts began to last a lot longer and 
I would sit in there with her for an hour or more just talking to her and watching her. That is when I realized 
that she had developed trust with me. What used to be me sitting on her stump and her all the way across 
the enclosure, turned into her sitting right behind me on her perch that is basically right over the back side of the stump. 

Over the course of this summer I learned a lot and made a lot of really great friends and memories. I think my time with Cyr will be the one that 
I will always remember and think about throughout the rest of my life. We developed a really good trust and she became one of my closest 
friends at the Center.

Amy Hillsman

Over the course of the summer, I wrote a poem on my experiences at the Center, which includes some of 
these animals. It is quite long so I will not share the whole thing, but here is an excerpt. It is written as a 
spoken word poem.

It is not always easy when they can’t tell you what is wrong. They are animals, after all. Even a wealth of 
veterinary knowledge can’t fix everything. We just have to guess and do our best. Yesterday a house finch 
died as we rushed to give it oxygen. Today a robin was found dead in his aquarium with no known cause 
of death. Yes, I feel that weight of a thousand deaths but sometimes there is no room for compassion. 
Sometimes you have to take a deep breath and move on.

But I see miracles. I watch orphans grow up. I see their injuries heal, their sicknesses swept away with time 
and medication. Then one day we get to put them in a box, drive out to the park, and watch them go free. 
It may not matter in the grand scheme of things, but right now we are saving lives that would otherwise be lost. These fauna may not be 
charismatic but they are a part of the ecosystem and everyone counts, without them there is no predator or prey, without them there is no 
nature, without them the world falls apart.
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This summer has been one of the best summers of my life. I have loved getting to know all my friends better, spending time improving the 
Center, and working with new ambassadors. For the first time, I feel good about myself and what I do. I know what I want out of life and it is 
all thanks to you, Nina, for making this a reality. You have worked hard to make the Center what it is and I am so proud to be a part of that. I 
look forward to being a mentor and instilling that same curiosity and excitement that I had as a freshman to these new students.

Mattingly Yates

If I had to choose one favorite patient from the whole summer it would be the White Breasted Nuthatch. I 
never thought I would be so attached to a little songbird but he became very special to me. I was in ICU the 
day he was admitted; he was a fledgling with a broken leg and no reaction in the foot. Dr. Amber gave him 
butorphanol and put a paper tape bandage on the leg. We set him up in a crab box in ICU and put him on 
30-minute feedings. He was eating great that day and continued to do well moving forward. I was able to be 
the one to release him; we took him and five other birds to the Valle Crucis park. It was my favorite release 
that I’ve been a part of so far. He flew up into a tree and was singing his little heart out! It was such a nice 
feeling to come full circle with him; I got to be there when he was admitted and at his release.

The final experience I want to talk about was the one surgery I was able to assist with. It was a small one, 
compared to some others that happened during this summer—only about 40 minutes. The patient was a 
Rock Dove that had a hole in his crop that needed to be sutured closed. It is scary to be responsible for the 
anesthesia of a patient, especially for the first time. Nick and I did it together though, so that was helpful. The surgery went very well, the dove 
woke up great and was eating seed the next morning!

Summer clinical was an incredible experience for me. In what other place would I ever get to tube-feed a mute swan, and present a red-tail 
hawk to the public on the same day. After this summer, I feel so much more confident in myself. I am far less nervous about talking to the 
public even though it’s still not my favorite thing to do. I am very proud of us as a group for making it through with very little drama and I feel 
so much closer to everyone in the program. I am so fortunate to have found this program and I will always be grateful for the experience. I am 
sad the summer is over but I look forward to mentoring and working at the Center for one more school year.

Friends of

The Friends of Wildlife program enhances 
and financially supports the May Wildlife 
Rehabilitation Center at Lees-McRae. 

Charitable donations are put to work 
immediately for the treatment and care of 
injured wildlife. In addition, your support 
helps to educate and train students who are 
committed to being stewards of the natural 
environment. 

Benefits of annual membership:
• Attend an annual reception.
• Receive invitations to special releases 

of rehabilitated animals.
• Participate in special educational 

programs, including lectures and 
classes, with other wildlife enthusiasts.

For more information about the Friends of 
Wildlife program, please contact Jillian Rosato, 
director of alumni relations and development, 
at 828.898.2489 or rosatoj@lmc.edu. 
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