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Preface


When Globe Pequot acquisition editor Bill Schneider suggested I write a birding guide for Maine, I was thrilled. Schneider lives in the West, though, and to him, Maine is a small state. Given that, I was directed to prepare a small book, with only 25 or 30 sites. This presented a problem, since Maine has hundreds of prime birding sites. Then Schneider went on to say that I was to include lots of side information such as nearby places of interest, as well as other nearby birding sites. This put a new perspective on things.


Maine has the distinction of being about 90 percent forested. Add to that a diverse geography, including many miles of pristine shoreline on the Atlantic Ocean, lakes, ponds, marshes, rivers, streams, high mountains, fields and open, rolling hills. Birding in Maine involves getting out in nature, in the most remote, wild and beautiful state in the northeast United States. Admittedly, some birders, anxious to add new conquests to their life lists, frequent wastewater treatment plants and other, less-than-pristine locations. It is not within the scope of this book to direct people to such sites.


I have included not only some of Maine’s more famous and renowned birding sites, but also lots of newly discovered sites. Many of these are so new that the birding potential is still being explored. Birders visiting these sites can assure themselves that they are participating in something important, namely, acting as birding pioneers. Few eastern states can make such a boast.


All the sites in this book are not only excellent places for birding, but also great places to visit for their own sake. Many of these are ideally suited for families with children. Most of the sites included here are publicly owned, or are owned by nonprofit organizations that allow public access. Finally, all the sites are set amidst some of Maine’s more beautiful, and interesting scenery.


The number of people looking to birding as a pastime has grown dramatically over the last few years. In addition to writing outdoor articles for magazines, as well as field guides such as this, I write several columns for my local, weekly newspaper. One of these includes a regular feature called “Under the Feeder.” Here, I not only share with readers notes about what birds I have seen during the previous week, but readers contact me and tell me of their sightings. The thing has become enormously popular, and is a pretty good indicator of the growing interest in the backyard bird feeder and birding in general.


When people ask me where is the best place to go bird watching, I always tell them to concentrate upon their own backyard. Now, with the advent of Birding Maine, I can add all the sites mentioned in this book.
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Introduction


Maine enjoys several impressive distinctions. It is the only state to share a border with just one other state. New Hampshire, Vermont, Connecticut, and Rhode Island could fit into Maine, with plenty of room to spare. Maine is approximately 90 percent forested. Approximately one-tenth of Maine’s 33,215 square miles is water. And in between the forest and the sea are mountains, lakes, parks, wetlands, alder-filled uplands, impoundments, and fields—all places where birders congregate to pursue their interests.


Maine is a state of contrasts. It sits far enough to the north that it represents the northernmost extent of many plants, animals, and birds. At the same time, Maine is the southern foothold for many northern species. The jet stream usually passes through or close by Maine, and fierce storms often carry with them many accidentals—birds that do not live in Maine but arrive here purely by accident.


Each of Maine’s four seasons is distinct and separate. Winter, especially in northern and central areas, is often fierce, with deep snow and prolonged subzero temperatures. Summer is best described as temperate, but heat spells can and do drive Mainers to the nearest lake, pond, or beach. Spring and fall see migrating birds of all sorts. In spring great waves of migrating warblers draw people to coastal areas to witness this awe-inspiring event. Fall brings the annual hawk migration. Hawks flying south from far northern Maine and the Canadian provinces to the north pass through the Maine coast, following the contour of the shoreline, which includes coastal mountains. Early-morning vigils atop such noted peaks as Cadillac Mountain and Mount Battie reward participants with close-up views of their favorite birds of prey.


Maine’s bays and onshore ocean areas host a great variety of waterfowl, especially in winter. And in summer birders can view shorebirds and ocean birds. While a boat trip is the easiest way to see ocean birds, they also can be seen from shore at a variety of locations, many of which are listed in this book.


Maine Specialties


Far northern Maine is home to several species that are rarely seen farther south, such as the Gray Jay and Spruce Grouse. Both these birds are at home in wilderness settings and have little fear of humans. The Gray Jay figures prominently in Maine folklore and legend, probably because of its habit of following old-time woods workers to their camps and eating the stale biscuits and breads left out for them.


The coast of Maine has its own special birds, and none among them draws more attention than the Atlantic Puffin. Some birders visit Maine specifically to see their first puffin. Atlantic Puffin are one of three North American puffin species and the only one to occur on the east coast. Puffins—black-and-white


Atlantic Puffin nest on Maine’s offshore islands, beginning in April and continuing through August. Then Atlantic Puffin move out to sea, where they remain until the following spring. Powerful swimmers, Atlantic Puffin can dive to depths of 100 feet. Fish are Atlantic Puffin’s mainstay, but they also eat aquatic insects.


Fortunately for visitors to Maine, a number of commercial ventures feature regularly scheduled “puffin cruises.” These are the best way to get a good, relatively close-up view of puffins on their offshore islands. But before setting out on a cruise, a visit to the Puffin Project Visitor Center (PPVC) is recommended. Located at 311 Main Street (U.S. Route 1) in Rockland, PPVC features interactive exhibits and real-time video cam images and sounds of puffins as well as other seabirds. The “Puffin Cam” is located on Seal Island National Wildlife Refuge, an offshore island in the Gulf of Maine. PPVC also features maps and exhibits describing the Audubon Society’s conservation efforts on Maine’s offshore seabird islands.


Visitors to PPVC can also watch the 20-minute film Project Puffin, which highlights puffin and other seabird restoration efforts along the Maine coast. Additionally, PPVC provides visitors with boat schedules to the seabird islands. Admission to the visitor center is free. To contact PPVC, call (207) 596-5566 or (877) 4-PUFFIN, or visit www.projectpuffin.org. A visit to the Web site will help you to learn more about Project Puffin as you watch images from the Seal Island Puffin Cam.


Here are some contracts to help you book your own puffin cruise.


Cap’n Fish sails from Pier 1 in Boothbay Harbor to Eastern Egg Rock. Call (800) 636-3244, or visit www.capnfishmotel.com/boattrips.htm. Cap’n Fish runs from mid-June through late August.


Hardy Boat Cruises leave Shaw’s Wharf in New Harbor for Eastern Egg Rock. Call (800) 2-PUFFIN or (207) 677-2026, or visit www.hardyboat.com. Hardy Boat Cruises run from early June through late August.


Monhegan Boat Line offers a puffin/nature cruise to Eastern Egg Rock from Port Clyde. These run from late June through mid-August. Call (207) 372-8848; write to Monhegan Boat Line, P.O. Box 238, Port Clyde, ME 04855; or e-mail: barstow@monheganboat.com.


Come Prepared


Whenever you visit Maine, and wherever you go, remember that temperatures can drop sharply and without much notice. This is especially important to consider when going out on or near the fresh or salt water. Summertime temperatures may range up into the mid-90s inland, but out at sea conditions may be brisk. Always bring a sweater, sweatshirt, or windbreaker. A water-resistant poncho is invaluable. Also, headgear is a must, not only for protection from the sun but also to help thwart biting insects.


Speaking of insects, Maine has its share of pesky nuisances. Mosquitoes are ubiquitous, and blackflies, tiny biting gnats, hatch out in great swarms from early spring right through summer. In summer, savage deerflies seek human necks and ears. Ticks, once a problem for other states to the south of Maine, are now present in numbers and carry the threat of Lyme disease. Even while on a boat at sea, you may suffer from attacks by biting insects. Long sleeves, long pants, and an insect repellent containing DEET are your best defenses against biting insects.
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Red-breasted Nuthatch


Wildlife


Maine has the largest black bear population in the continental United States. The bulk of Maine’s bear population resides in northern Maine, with a substantial number in eastern Maine. However, while other parts of the state have few year-round bears, every county in Maine has visiting bears at one time or another. In late summer and fall, in an effort to consume as many calories as possible prior to hibernating, male black bears will range up to 100 miles in search of food. Since blueberries are a favorite staple for bears, this means that bears can be present in any blueberry land in Maine.


In spring bears leave their winter dens and, famished with hunger, go searching for anything and everything edible. At this time bears are cranky—if you see a bear, do not approach it. Females with cubs are especially bad tempered. Stay as far away as possible.


That said, bears tend to be shy and reclusive and will do their best to avoid a confrontation with a human. Leave them alone, and they will leave you alone.


Moose, probably the most famed of all Maine’s big-game animals, are ubiquitous in northern and eastern Maine and are increasing their population throughout the rest of the state. Many sites in this book are located in some of Maine’s finest moose territory. Like black bears, moose will avoid you if possible. However, moose are never to be approached. A cow moose with her calf will chase an intruder. A bull moose can be ornery for no particular reason. Both are to be treated with great respect—and from a safe distance. To avoid an encounter with a 1,000-pound living tank with antlers, do not ever approach a moose. Do, however, carry a camera and be prepared to take as many photos as you can of these giant symbols of our greatest eastern wilderness.


Mountain lion, or cougar, sightings have become commonplace. Yet mountain lions are not officially recognized as having established a breeding population in Maine.


Gray wolves sometimes filter into Maine from Canada, but these, too, are not official residents. Neither cougars nor wolves are of much concern to anyone recreating in the Maine wilds. Another creature, though, is present in every county, filling the nighttime air with its howling. The eastern coyote, a relatively new animal to Maine, is one of the state’s major predators. While few documented cases of coyote attacks exist, coyotes are not afraid of humans and should be assiduously avoided.


Bobcats and Canada lynx are both present in Maine. Neither poses any threat to humans. In fact, it is a rare treat to see either one of these feline predators.


Smaller mammals such as red foxes and raccoons are present throughout Maine. While they are not normally belligerent, they command respect because they are potential rabies carriers. Every so often, rabies sweep through Maine, and all warm-blooded animals are subject to its ravages. Humans can easily avoid confrontations with rabid animals by avoiding all contact with wild animals. In fact, the bottom line regarding all Maine mammals is this: Do not approach any wild animal. If you see an animal that shows signs of sickness or acts strangely, leave the area immediately and contact the nearest authorities.


Finally, Maine has no poisonous snakes. You can walk, hike, and climb to your heart’s content without fear of an encounter with a poisonous reptile.


Water


In the author’s youth, springs, remote ponds, and mountain streams were presumed to contain safe drinking water. That no longer holds true. Never drink from a stream or any other open source of water. A few roadside springs still remain, where locals get fresh, free springwater. These are no longer marked as such, though, because of liability concerns. It is best to carry your own water wherever you go.


Endangered Species Listing


Maine established its endangered and threatened species act in 1975. At that time only federally listed species were included, but over the years many more species were added. Today ten bird species are listed as endangered and five are on the threatened list. The Maine Endangered Species Act addresses only animals that are in danger of disappearing from Maine. To qualify for inclusion on the list, a species must be wild, native to Maine, and spend a portion of its annual life cycle in the state. The list is broken down into four categories: endangered, threatened, of special concern, and extirpated. The two last categories are used for planning and informational purposes only.


The task of monitoring these species is entrusted to the Maine Wildlife Resource Assessment Section and the Wildlife Management section of Maine’s Department of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife (DIF&W). Individual species accounts are available from DIF&W as printable pdf files. To obtain these visit the DIF&W Web site at www.state.me.us/ifw/wildlife/etweb/specieslist.htm.


The following birds are on Maine’s endangered and threatened species lists:
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Rose-breasted Grosbeak


Maine Endangered Species


Golden Eagle (Aquila chrysaetos)


Peregrine Falcon (Falco peregrinus)


Piping Plover (Charadrius melodus)


Roseate Tern (Sterna dougallii)


Least Tern (Sterna antillarum)


Black Tern (Chlidonias niger)


Sedge Wren (Cistothorus platensis)


American Pipit (Anthus rubescens) (breeding population only)


Grasshopper Sparrow (Ammodramus savannarum)


Least Bittern (Ixobrychus exilis) (added in 2007)


Maine Threatened Species


Razorbill (Alca torda)


Atlantic Puffin (Fratercula arctica)


Harlequin Duck (Histrionicus histrionicus)


Arctic Tern (Sterna paradisaea)


Upland Sandpiper (Bartramia longicauda)


Added in 2007 to Threatened Species List:


Barrow’s Goldeneye (Bucephala islandica)


Black-crowned Night-Heron (Nycticorax nicticorax)


Common Moorhen (Gallinula chloropus)


Great Cormorant (Phalacrocorax carbo)


Short-eared Owl (Asio flammeus)


Concerning Maine’s endangered and threatened species, a few specifics are in order. First, a pair of Golden Eagle nested in Piscataquis County from 1985 through 1998—the only known breeding pair in the northeastern United States. The site is documented as occupied by nesting Golden Eagle since 1736.


Sadly, there is no evidence of Golden Eagle nesting in Maine since 1999. Golden Eagle are sometimes seen in Maine, though. These may be visitors from Quebec, Canada, or possibly native Maine eagles whose eyries remain undiscovered.


Bald Eagle, though, are prospering in Maine, as elsewhere in the country. Progress in Bald Eagle recovery has inspired state and federal agencies to discuss delisting them. Many sites in this book are prime places to see a Bald Eagle.


The Peregrine Falcon populations in Maine are closely monitored. Falcon numbers in Maine can fluctuate from year to year, which is not attributed to residual contaminants—a good sign. Ongoing restoration efforts hopefully will secure the continuation of this species in Maine.


Grasshopper Sparrow are at the northeastern edge of their range in Maine. During the past 20 years, Grasshopper Sparrow have nested at only four Maine locations. The largest nesting population is located at Kennebunk Plains, one of the sites listed in this book.


Piping Plover, rare in Maine, nest on sandy beaches and sand dunes. Threats to nesting plovers from humans and animals are a perennial concern. However, the good news is that Piping Plover productivity in Maine is among the highest of any place along the Atlantic coast.


Least Tern are at risk similar to the Piping Plover. Human and animal predation threatens nesting terns, and coastal development resulting in habitat loss is an ever-present threat.


Black Tern nest in freshwater wetlands rather than coastal settings. These were once presumed to be fairly common. However, a 1991 statewide census conducted by students of Nokomis High School in Newport indicated that the Black Tern is actually very rare in Maine. DIF&W monitors Black Tern and works to protect tern habitat. Several of the sites listed here host breeding populations.


Harlequin Duck were listed as threatened in 1997 by DIF&W Since then, the Harlequin Duck population has grown. This trend has also been noted in neighboring New Brunswick and Nova Scotia, Canada. Harlequin Duck may be viewed from some of the sites in this book.


Today’s population of Roseate Tern in Maine is significantly fewer than the 200 to 300 pairs noted almost 80 years ago. Roseate Tern nest on Maine’s coastal islands, and competition from gulls—predators as well as competitors—along with human disturbance, caused a severe decline in Roseate Tern numbers. Concentrated management, including tern restoration projects, has brought about an increase in numbers. Other terns and seabirds benefit from these efforts as well.
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