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Foreword

Traveling birders, even when they are not traveling for the express purpose of watching birds, need advice and directions that are highly specific to find good local birding spots in unfamiliar territory. How frustrating it is to drive, guideless, through a state, knowing that one is probably missing wanted species and nearby birding sites.

Of course, most bird-seekers have on hand one or several field guides, as well as books of broad use such as Olin S. Pettingill’s classic eastern and western bird-finding guides or William and Laura Riley’s Guide to the National Wildlife Refuges. Excellent bird-finding guidebooks also exist for many states and local areas, and if one has done some advance planning, these books can enhance enormously the pleasure of travel through an area.

Alabama and Mississippi contain birding locations that birders often neglect or underestimate. Now, for resident and visitor alike, Ray Vaughan’s Birders’ Guide to Alabama and Mississippi provides exactly the kind of information needed to make the most of birding opportunities in these two states. The book’s explicit directions (at “mile 175.6 [a] short trail leads through a tupelo/bald cypress swamp”) and maps and its detailed advice on what to look for in all seasons (“prothonotary warbler is a regular here during the spring and summer”) make finding birds in these states much easier and certainly more likely. This is especially true for such elusive specialties as rails, wood storks, and red-cockaded woodpeckers. (A separate chapter lists the most sought after species in Alabama and Mississippi and the best spots to try for them.)

As Mr. Vaughan, an environmental attorney, reminds us, both Alabama and Mississippi have suffered grievous habitat destruction and degradation, and much needs to be done to preserve their remaining wild places. Even though the purpose of the Birder’s Guide to Alabama and Mississippi is to enhance personal birding experiences, it can only lead its users to a deeper appreciation of what is at stake and will therefore surely contribute to arresting further losses and to protecting declining species.

From Mobile Bay to the Natchez Trace, bird-watchers will find Mr. Vaughan’s guide to seeing both resident and migrant bird species invaluable. His book should lead to new adventures and wider horizons for those who visit Alabama and Mississippi, and for those who live there.

 


Mary Beacom Bowers, Editor 
Bird Watcher’s Digest





About the Author

Ray Vaughan is an environmental lawyer, writer, and birder. His articles have appeared in The Alabama Environmental Law Reporter, Alabama Law Review, and Bird Watcher’s Digest, among other publications. He has written the Birder’s Guide to Alabama. & Mississippi to bring public attention to the great birding opportunities in these two states, as well as the fact that much of the habitat is being lost because it is unprotected.





Introduction

[image: e9781461702993_i0002.jpg]Alabama and Mississippi represent the heart of what some call the Deep South, and many people think that these two states are uniform, flat stretches of pine forest and cotton fields sweltering under the heat and humidity of an endless summer. However, these states have a large variety of landfoms and ecosystems that provide habitats for a wide range of plants, animals, fish, and birds. For instance, Alabama has more listed endangered and threatened species under the Endangered Species Act than any other state except for Florida and California. The area is a major portion of the migration routes for many species of birds that summer in the northern portion of the United States and winter in the tropics. While you can find cotton fields and pine plantations baking in the summer heat, there is much more to these two states.

This book is written as a useful guide to birders, helping people to see that Alabama and Mississippi are not just places to drive through when going to Texas or Florida. Alabama and Mississippi are excellent final destinations for bird-watching trips and can also make great additions to a tour of Texas or Florida. This book includes all the national forests and national wildlife refuges, many of the state parks, several city parks, and some private lands that are open to the public for birding. While this book is meant to provide a variety of good birding locations to visit throughout these two states, it is by no means a complete guide to the bird-watching spots available in Alabama and Mississippi. This book is not an attempt to compile all of the birding locations in these states, nor should the locations profiled here be considered as the only good places to bird in Alabama and Mississippi. For the traveler, this book should give guidance to some of the best, most accessible, and most representative of the birding locations here. For those who move to or live in Alabama and Mississippi, this book should be considered as a beginning guide to the places to go. For someone who lives here or who spends a great deal of time here, there is no substitute for getting involved in local birding clubs and groups; the experience of those familiar with an area can guide one to the many, many birding spots that just cannot be covered by a book of this scope.

While the spots covered in this book provide excellent birding opportunities, a sad fact about these two states is that much of the habitat for birds is not publicly owned; Mississippi and Alabama, in particular, have done very little to protect the remaining wild places needed for many species of birds to survive. Currently, huge tracts of hardwood forests in northern Alabama are being logged and the wood is being cut into chips for shipment to Japan and Korea. Millions of acres of prime songbird nesting habitat will be destroyed over the next two decades, and the State of Alabama is doing nothing to prevent it; indeed, the government is encouraging this destruction of forests, some of which have remained undisturbed for a century or more. Birds such as American redstarts, ovenbirds, and many other woodland warblers are in serious decline due to this loss of habitat, very little of which is preserved in state and federal lands. Basically, the elected and appointed officials of these two states have not taken the long-term view on protection of the environment. In 1991, Alabama was ranked 50th in the nation in protecting the environment by the 1991–92 Green Index, published by the Southern Studies Institute; Mississippi was ranked 47th. Such lack of environmental preservation makes the places that remain all the more precious. The small size of many of the areas profiled here and the large distances between these birding spots show just how much has already been lost. I hope that this book will increase the public’s knowledge of what we still have in Alabama and Mississippi and that people will work to protect more of these two special states.


ALABAMA

Alabama has an abundance of unique geologic regions and wildlife habitats; this is where the Appalachian mountain range ends. Many birds have the very southern end of their summer nesting range in the mountains of northeastern Alabama; these include the black-throated green warbler and the sharp-shinned hawk. According to a number of biologists, botanists, and other scientists, the unique geology of Alabama gives the state a diversity of species unlike any other in the nation. So little has been done on finding the species of animals, plants, fish, and insects that live in Alabama that most of the species here have never been cataloged. Some scientists theorize that, outside of the tropical rainforests of the world, Alabama has a greater diversity of species than anywhere else on the planet. With Alabama being solidly in the middle of the southern habitat of eastern birds, the state has great variety of bird species, but it still does not compare to Texas; no state does. The Alabama Bird Records Committee officially recognizes 403 species of birds as having occurred in Alabama. Most of the biological diversity in Alabama is in those species who do not have the mobility of birds, such as salamanders, mussels, turtles, insects, plants, and fish. Alabama has a rich avian fauna, but for many other forms of life, Alabama is absolutely unique.

An excellent book about birds in Alabama is available from The University of Alabama Press; Alabama Birds, by Thomas A. Imhof, covers the life histories of bird species known to occur in Alabama. That book is not a guidebook to birding locations, but it does tell where certain species have been spotted in the state. The main limitation of that book is that it is updated only through its 1976 edition; sighting data is almost entirely pre-1970, and some things are outdated. For example, the house finch is listed as “hypothetical” ; today, that bird is everywhere in the towns and cities of Alabama. The address of the University Press is The University of Alabama Press, P.O. Drawer 2877, University, AL 35486. The book is a large hardback with color plates.

Bird habitat in Alabama runs from mountain cliffs to shoreline. In between are countless swamps, marshes, pine barrens, pitcher plant bogs, various hardwood forests, canyons, streams, rivers, lakes, grasslands, and fields. Alabama has many large rivers and lakes that attract wintering loons, ducks, geese, and bald eagles. Spring brings migration of many species of songbirds, and summer provides ample opportunity to sight such things as prothonotary and hooded warblers in the swamps, if you can stand the heat, humidity, and insects.

The Alabama Ornithological Society has been active since 1952 in observing birds and assisting birders in Alabama. If you live in Alabama, joining the AOS will give you access to the knowledge and guidance of the top birders in the state. The AOS also operates a statewide Rare Bird Hotline that one can call to receive the latest on unique birds sighted in Alabama; the number is 205-987-2730. For more information about the AOS, the address is 803 Queen City Ave., Tuscaloosa, AL 35401.




MISSISSIPPI

Although lacking in the variety of geologic landforms that Alabama has, Mississippi does not lack in bird variety, and the state is blessed with wetlands in abundance. Being on the Mississippi River and along the Mississippi flyway, the state’s wetlands provide unparalleled opportunities for observing waterfowl. The duck life in some of Mississippi’s refuges can be quite lavish and plentiful. Unfortunately, much of this wetland habitat has been converted to pine plantations and open farmland, but still, some wonderful areas remain.

A good book on birds and birding locations along the Mississippi coast is Birds and Birding on the Mississippi Coast, written by Judith Toups and Jerome Jackson and published by the University Press of Mississippi. Their book goes into explicit particulars about birding locations in Hancock, Harrison, and Jackson Counties; as the purpose of this book is to give a general guide to the more accessible public areas for bird watching over a two-state area, I do not attempt to get as specific on the covered areas along the Mississippi coast. However, I have included the areas that I think will be the most productive for birds and the most accessible to the traveler. For those who wish to spend more time birding along the Mississippi coast or for those who live there, Birds and Birding on the Mississippi Coast is highly recommended. The book is hardbound and retails for around twenty dollars; the address for the publisher is: University Press of Mississippi, Jackson, MS 39211.

A hotline for rare bird sightings along the Mississippi coast is available. That number is 601-467-9500.




BIRDING IN THE DEEP SOUTH

The legend of the South as being hot and humid is certainly true during the summer, which is rather long. Unless there is a unique cool spell, I do not recommend going on any strenuous birding activities during the summer here. There are plenty of easily accessible locations where one can bird without arduous walking, such as along the beach or in areas easily accessible from your car. A long walk in the woods or swamps can be a miserable, even deadly, thing during the summer in Alabama and Mississippi. The heat and humidity really do reach epic proportions from late May through early September; heatstroke and heat exhaustion can overwhelm the unprepared person who takes to the woods.

Further, the poison ivy, mosquitoes, ticks, and chiggers are ubiquitous during the summer. Although rarely seen by most people, poisonous snakes such as a variety of rattlesnake species, copperhead, water moccasin, and coral snake all live down here; watch where you step and where you put your hands when in the woods and swamps. Also, particularly when in fields, one must watch out for fire ants; their gang attacks and multiple stings can be a danger, but if you do not disturb their mounds, they will leave you alone. Another summer danger that is relatively insignificant but must be considered anyway in these states is the American alligator. In marshes and swamps in the southern parts of both states, alligators have made a good comeback, and they do live in the kinds of habitats that make for good birding. Since they can be in any wet area, watch for them; they do not want to deal with people and will usually stay out of your way.

Seeing nesting hooded and prothonotary warblers deep in a swamp has been my reward for hard-core birding during the summer in Alabama, but I do not plan to do that again, as there are easier places to find such birds. Unless you are at the beach or in the mountains of northeastern Alabama, where it is surprisingly much cooler, I do not recommend birding most of the areas of Alabama and Mississippi during the summer months if any significant walking is involved. Stay off the major trails and try those places that are accessible by car.

However, what cruelties Alabama and Mississippi impose during the summers are redeemed by the pleasant winters. While much of the country is frozen, these states provide what can be some of the finest winter birding anywhere. The temperatures are moderate; the bugs and poison ivy are gone, and many northern bird species find this area a great place to spend the winter. Hiking through the southern woods in winter is as comfortable as being outdoors can ever be, and winter can bring you birds as diverse as common loons, ducks, numerous sparrow species, and bald eagles. Often a light jacket or a sweater is all you will need for warmth. The only drawback to winter birding in Alabama and Mississippi is that on certain lands, particularly the national forests, you will have to compete with hunters for use of the woods. During hunting seasons, other areas such as state parks and certain wildlife refuges make safer places to bird. Although it is a rare occurrence, winter storms with dangerous ice and snow do occur here, but such events are so infrequent as to be major news. Even cursory reviews of the weather reports will alert you to one of these rare storms.

Spring and autumn are great seasons for birding, as prime migration routes for many species are in Alabama and Mississippi. Spring along the Gulf coast can bring a wealth of songbird species, and early fall at Mobile Bay is the staging area for the southern migration of terns, sometimes numbering in the thousands at one time. Waterfowl that winter in South America can put on spring migration displays that are truly awesome; groupings of up to 100,000 lesser scaup have been seen off the shores of Alabama, and large gatherings of ducks along the wetlands of the Mississippi flyway in Mississippi can be equally impressive.

The birding rewards can be great in these two states; just use common sense and be prepared for any possibilities in weather, plants, insects, or terrain. Although inconvenient, and occasionally dangerous to humans, the bothersome life forms of the deep South are indicators of the great diversity of life here.
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Chapter 1

Coastal Alabama


DAUPHIN ISLAND

[image: e9781461702993_i0004.jpg]Dauphin Island is undoubtedly the mecca for birding in Alabama. If you bird only one place in Alabama, most people would agree that this island must be that place. Here is where huge numbers of migrants come through both in the spring and in autumn; also, many accidentals have been seen on Dauphin Island. With a large variety of bird habitats for a barrier island, this place can provide endless birding opportunities year-round. All of the prime sites for bird-watching are easily accessible, and the local citizenry has gotten used to seeing people with binoculars and cars moving very slowly along the quiet streets of the town.

Dauphin Island is reached by two routes. One can drive directly to the island by taking SH 193 south from I-10, at exit 17A, west of Mobile. SH 193 will turn to the east and then resume its southward route to the island; a formerly direct route from Mobile is no longer possible due to a washed-out bridge. US 193 will head south along the western edge of Mobile Bay and then will cross Mississippi Sound over a large bridge to the island. Stopping on the bridge is not allowed and is unsafe, but if you stop prior to getting on the bridge at the Cedar Point Fishing Pier, look out to the southwest at the series of sand bars in the Sound. You will often see a variety of wading birds. In particular, look for black skimmers. Often, there is a group of white pelicans that likes to hang out on one particular sandbar. Once you are on Dauphin Island, SH 193 will pass the docks and several stores and then dead-end into Bienville Boulevard, which is the main east-west road along the spine of the island. Stopping in the area of the docks can give views of the sandbars in the nearby waters, and often wading birds and shore birds can be seen there. The other way to reach the island is to take the ferry from Fort Morgan.

[image: e9781461702993_i0005.jpg]


Dauphin Island represents the best spot in Alabama to catch what is known as a “fallout” during the spring migration; during the spring months, a storm or strong low pressure center may make extra difficulty for the birds migrating across the Gulf of Mexico. When these conditions occur, the birds that survive the journey will land and collect on the first piece of suitable land that they encounter upon reaching the mainland. Then those birds will remain at that site longer than usual in order to eat, rest, and regain their strength for their northward voyage. Although many birds will stop once they reach first land, they may not stop for long if they are in good shape; thus a storm over the Gulf can mean a great number of essentially exhausted birds which congregate at first landfall. Although this gathering of weary and resting birds can be a bonanza for the birder, it is tragic for the birds, because such storms mean that many birds will not survive the migration across the Gulf and that the ones that do have a reduced chance of survival on the rest of their journey.

Many migrating birds make Dauphin Island their first landfall after crossing the Gulf, and when there is a fallout, the island can be practically covered with birds that make little attempt to hide, flee, or even get out of the road for cars. Even without a fallout, though, Dauphin Island birding in the spring can be spectacular. One minute you can be standing under a tree with nothing in it, and a moment later, a hundred warblers of six or seven different species will land in that tree. During good days, one can see dozens of species of warblers and vireos and hundreds of individuals of some species. On one late March day, I saw over four hundred black-and-white warblers within four hours on Dauphin Island. Basically, any warbler that migrates from the tropics to central and eastern North America can be seen on Dauphin Island, but for some of the rarer species, it is still a matter of luck. It is impossible to predict the best time to visit during the spring; conditions and the number of birds can fluctuate from hour to hour.

Although many bird watchers claim that early to mid-April is best for spring migration on Dauphin Island, I have had the best luck during the last week of March for warblers, while April has been better for me for buntings, orioles, tanagers, and dickcissels. From late March to late April marks the majority of the spring migration, and if you can visit on more than one day, your chances of seeing a great number of birds and a large variety of species rises substantially. Other species that are often seen during the spring include rose-breasted grosbeak, veery, wood thrush, Louisiana waterthrush, northern waterthrush, blue grosbeak, northern oriole, orchard oriole, scarlet tanager, summer tanager, indigo bunting, painted bunting, various species of flycatchers, eastern kingbird, yellow-billed cuckoo, and black-billed cuckoo.

During the summer, magnificent frigatebirds can sometimes be seen out in the Gulf to the south of Dauphin Island. Sighting one from shore is rare, but a trip out on a boat will greatly increase one’s chances of sighting one. Gray kingbirds are also summer residents. In late summer, reddish egret can occasionally be found, particularly on the shores along Mississippi Sound.
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Fall migration is more spaced out, depending upon the type of birds involved. Terns, particularly black terns, will begin their migration as early as July; the mouth of Mobile Bay is a major staging area for black terns in their migration to South America, and thousands at one time can sometimes be encountered. Southward songbird migration is more spread-out than spring migration north, and so any time from late summer through autumn may provide you with a good day of birding. Many of the later migrants are ducks. During the winter, Dauphin Island is an excellent place to find many wintering birds, including mergansers, common loon, red-breasted nuthatch, eared grebe, horned grebe, and palm warbler. Often, the common loons will not leave until April. Arctic loon and red-throated loon are rare winter visitors to the island.

The island has a number of hot spots, and if one is not very productive at a particular time, then you can easily travel to another place and check out the action there.

The island is also a magnet for accidentals. Northern goshawk, scissor-tailed flycatcher, groove-billed ani, western tanager, black-whiskered vireo, shiny cowbird (which is increasing its presence in the area) and many other species rare for this region have been sighted here.


Shell Mounds

This is a small plot of land that hosts an inordinately large amount of bird activity, and it is the prime spot on Dauphin Island for birding. Managed by the Alabama Department of Conservation and Natural Resources, the Shell Mounds are an ancient Native American site where discarded oyster shells were piled up to such an extent that a series of small hills were created. To reach the Shell Mounds, turn north off of Bienville Boulevard onto Iberville Drive 0.5 mile east of SH 193; the Shell Mounds are two blocks down Iberville Drive. If there is nowhere to park near the entrance, the road winds around the eastern side of the mounds, and additional parking can be found there and on the northern side.

The mounds are covered with brush and trees, some quite large, and the swales between the mounds are mostly grassy. For such a small area, there are dozens of trails winding through the trees and the mounds, and one can take a very twisting course through this area. All these trails are there to alow many birders as much access to the area as possible, because the density of birds at this one location can be so high at times that every bush will bring new discoveries.

Spring is definitely the hottest birding season at the Shell Mounds. I have stood in one spot and looked at one tree, and within two minutes I saw the following warblers: northern parula, yellow-throated, Blackburnian, prothonotary, black-and-white, yellow-rumped, hooded, and blue-winged. Warblers, vireos, and orioles are some of the biggest prizes to be found at the Shell Mounds, but concentration on the bushes and trees should not keep you from looking up beyond the trees occasionally. Peregrine falcon, merlin, Cooper’s hawk, red-shouldered hawk, swallow-tailed kite, Mississippi kite, osprey, American kestrel, and other birds of prey have often been seen flying over the Shell Mounds, sometimes just above tree level. Once I saw a Cooper’s hawk fly through the trees on the northern end of the mounds. Peregrines can sometimes be seen flying high overhead during migration, and there are a few of the falcons that reside along Alabama’s Gulf coast.

Ruby-throated hummingbirds will gather in the dozens among the honeysuckle and other flowers in the field at the southern end of the mounds. Orioles and tanagers can also be found, sometimes in great abundance, in the same area. Warblers and vireos can be found anywhere throughout the mounds, and with their interest in feeding after their trans-Gulf flight, many are often unconcerned about the numerous people around them. During one April trip, I was able to stand still and watch a half-dozen hooded warblers hunt through the leaves at my feet. Indigo buntings gather in the dozens, particularly during the later part of spring migration; watch any flocks of indigoes carefully for the occasional painted bunting that flocks with them.
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There is a bird sightings reporting box at the northeastern corner of the Shell Mounds. Check this box for any recent sightings on the island. While the places listed here are the main areas to bird on the island, anywhere can have good sightings; so check the listings for other spots where unusual species have been sighted.




Audubon Sanctuary

Three-tenths of a mile west of the ferry dock is an area managed by the Mobile Bay Audubon Society. Many trails run through the pine and oak woodlands that attract large numbers of migrants. There is also a beautiful, spring-fed lake (rare for a barrier island) that has regular herons and alligators. A large swamp is also part of this sanctuary.

The trail that loops around the lake, through the swamps and wooded dunes, and then through the banding area provides the best variety of habitats for spotting migrants. The banding area and the woods just south of it are often very productive. One overhanging oak tree on the very northern face of the dunes can also be a fertile area for warblers and vireos. An area dominated by a very large magnolia tree with a bench underneath it can be very productive for warblers, as well. A viewing stand overlooks part of the swamp; during spring, this is a good spot for prothonotary warbler, northern waterthrush, red-eyed vireo, and green-backed heron. On rare occasions, such as in spring of 1992, black-whiskered vireos have been seen in this swampy area near the stand.

At the southern end of the sanctuary, there is a boardwalk that goes out into the dunes and down to the rapidly eroding beach of Dauphin Island. During spring migration, the dunes are a good area to see migrating warblers make their first landfall, sometimes in groups of several hundred. Loons can often be seen as late as April, cruising the waves just offshore at this point. The usual array of shorebirds and terns and gulls can be seen here. In mid-March of 1992, I witnessed over 100,000 ducks, almost entirely lesser scaup, amass in the waters off this beach between Dauphin Island and the Sand Island lighthouse, visible about 2 miles offshore. The ducks were gathered on the water, and when new waves of migrants high in the sky arrived, the ducks on the water rose up in massive clouds to join them in heading over the island to the northwest. It was a truly impressive sight.




Fort Gaines

Fort Gaines is a pre-Civil War era masonry fort on the very eastern tip of the island. Here are good views to the east and south over the mouth of Mobile Bay. The island is eroding very rapidly at this point, and a number of stone jetties that once were on the beach are now some distance out in the water. It is ironic that the building of these jetties was meant to prevent beach erosion, but they actually sped up the process. These jetties now provide space for shorebirds. The parking lot at the very end of the road gives you a view of these jetties; look for brown pelican, least, royal, gull-billed, Caspian, Sandwich, Forster’s, and common terns, a variety of gulls, black skimmer, American oystercatcher, willet, and double-crested cormorant. In winter look at the cormorants carefully, for a few great cormorants have been known to occur here and at other areas on the Alabama coast. Pomarine jaegers have been seen in late winter and spring.




Cadillac Square

This historic spot on Bienville Boulevard east of the Shell Mounds and west of the Audubon Sanctuary was the capital of French Louisiana from 1710 to 1717. It is now a rest area with toilets and a picnic ground, but with its large live oaks, it can often have great numbers of migrant warblers. I have seen the square empty; then it filled with over two hundred warblers, and half an hour later, it was empty again. It is a easy place to check out when other places are cold, and it is the best place for public toilets.




The Airport

The island’s small airport is located in the middle of a large saltwater marsh on the northern side of the island. This is a good place to listen for rails, particularly clapper rail. In winter, black rail has been heard here as recently as 1992. Egrets and herons can be fairly abundant here, with tricolored heron not being unusual, and reddish egret possible. Northern harrier can commonly be seen over the marsh in winter. From the western arm of Bienville Boulevard, take Omega Street north, right, to a T-intersection where the left fork takes you immediately to the airport parking lot. Using recorded calls, I have been able to get both clapper rail and black rail to respond from the marsh on the north side of the road to the airport.




Western End

The western arm of Bienville Boulevard passes lots of vacation homes and then dead-ends into a rather rough dirt road. From here, the western end of the island consists of private undeveloped land, but it is still heavily used by beachgoers and people in four-wheel-drive vehicles. Driving upon the sands and dunes of the western end of the island is strictly illegal, but that does not stop the abuse by these careless people. This part of the island consists of beach, very low dunes, and brackish marshes along the back side of the island. You can take as long or as short a walk as you desire in this area and spot shorebirds, waders, and other birds of the beach. Night-herons can be found in the marshy areas. During migration, certain migrants may turn up here also. Along the paved portion of the road to the western end of the island you can spot many kestrels and kingfishers on the power lines.




General Areas

Drive slowly along the quieter streets of the island when you are through with the major areas for birding. Often, birds such as indigo bunting, painted bunting, scarlet tanager, summer tanager, Louisiana waterthrush, and others forage in the yards of the homes on the island. Often, the best views of these birds can be had by just stopping along the road and watching them in a yard. During spring, the residents are used to people in cars driving slowly and stopping to stare at birds through binoculars.
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