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  HELP US KEEP THIS GUIDE UP TO DATE




  Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published.




  We would appreciate hearing from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart, and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:




  FalconGuides




  Reader Response/Editorial Department




  246 Goose Lane




  Guilford, CT 06437




  Thanks for your input!
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INTRODUCTION





  Whether you live on Mount Desert Island or the Schoodic Peninsula or are visiting for an afternoon, a day, a weekend, or a season, you can have a supremely satisfying experience birding in and around Acadia National Park. This easternmost jewel in the crown of the National Park Service offers a range of exciting habitats, from deep forests of red spruce and white pine to long, jagged stretches of ocean coastline. Ponds surrounded by thick woods, carriage roads that create edges where songbirds can gather, high cliffs with expansive water views, and tranquil campgrounds along the seawall all provide access to Acadia’s birds, including a number of species that draw birders from all over the world to this spectacular park.
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  In this book, you will find the one hundred most common birds in Acadia, from the species you are certain to see during any visit to some that are a little harder to locate. We have provided up to five locations that each species frequents in the park and in other places on Mount Desert Island, as well as the time of year when you are likely to see them and the kind of habitat each one prefers. This will help you discover areas of the park you might miss in a short visit, leading you to some of its most delightful features and extending your enjoyment of Acadia. Perhaps we will even persuade you to visit the park during seasons other than the height of summer—in fact, some of the park’s best birding takes place in winter, when birds come down from the Arctic region to make the most of the food sources here.




  Geography and Habitats




  Acadia embodies just about everything you might imagine Maine to be, from the fingers of rock that stretch from the coast into the ocean to the tops of its thickly forested mountains. It’s no wonder the park and the surrounding area attract so many different kinds of birds to its varied and fertile habitats.




  The Coasts




  Acadia’s offshore waters host all kinds of northern waterfowl, including three species of scoters—sea ducks that can be spotted from the rocks along the Park Loop Road and off Seawall Campground and its accompanying picnic area at nearly any time of year. Long-tailed duck, common eider, common goldeneye, bufflehead, red-breasted merganser, and harlequin duck all prefer the colder waters of the northern Atlantic Ocean, particularly when they come down from breeding grounds above the Arctic Circle to overwinter in this area. Double-crested cormorants and their larger counterpart, great cormorants, frequent these waters year-round and sit on rocks just offshore. Many visitors spot black guillemot, a small, black, duck-like bird with white wings, as it bobs in Somes Sound and other inlets along the coast. Common loons are easy to find at any time of year, even after they have shed their summer plumage and adopted the muted colors and pattern they wear throughout the winter months.




  A variety of gulls and terns make this coastline their year-round home: Ring-billed, herring, and laughing gulls are prevalent, with great black-backed gulls scattered among them and smaller Bonaparte’s gulls joining them in winter. Common terns arrive in spring and make themselves fairly easy to spot throughout the summer. Ospreys, the “fish hawk” that builds enormous nests atop utility poles, are an almost certain sighting during any summer coastline birding day, grabbing fish from inlet waters and carrying them back to their easily observed nestlings. Look for gulls, terns, and loons, as well as horned and red-necked grebes, at the Town Landing in Bar Harbor and from Blueberry Hill and Schoodic Peninsula’s point as well as along the southern shore of Mount Desert Island.




  Few shorebirds find the rock slabs along the coastline useful for breeding or feeding, but flocks of purple sandpipers in their gray winter plumage often appear among the rocks during the colder seasons. Greater yellowlegs and spotted sandpipers put in their appearances along the sandier shores of inland lakes.




  The Mountains




  The highest mountain in Acadia tops out at just over 1,500 feet, but this is enough altitude to attract a variety of migrating birds in spring and fall, some of which spend the summer here. Cadillac Mountain can be a prime place to spot soaring bald eagle, merlin, or peregrine falcon—a raptor that nests in the park, often along the Precipice Trail (which closes seasonally to host this) or on the rock walls above Valley Cove. Stands of trees and thick shrubs at the mountaintops throughout the park may contain winter wren, golden-crowned kinglet, hermit and Swainson’s thrushes, and black-throated green warbler. Downy woodpeckers are common in these elevated woods, and common ravens make themselves easy to recognize with their scruffy plumage and croaking call.




  Many of the higher elevations become accessible only on foot during the winter months, but those who venture out on these trails sometimes find snowy owls perched on rocks along the mountaintops. Overwintering where they can find small rodents among the rocks, these owls may move here and there over the entire island as the season progresses, especially if the weather turns harsh.




  The Forests




  Two distinct kinds of forests thrive here in Acadia. First, the old-growth coniferous woods blanket most of the island in red spruce, white and red pine, balsam fir, and hemlock, with white spruce taking precedence along the coastline. Acadia has a younger woodland as well, made up of deciduous (leafy) trees that succeeded the conifers after the great fires of 1947, which burned more than 10,000 acres of the park. Birch, aspen, oak, and red maple trees sprang up among the charred remains of spruce and fir, creating a new ecosystem and attracting more passerines—perching birds—that migrate through each spring and fall.




  Virtually every forest or thick woods contains all five common woodpeckers—downy, hairy, red-bellied, pileated, and northern flicker—as well as spring and summer residents including red-eyed and blue-headed vireos; palm, yellow, magnolia, and yellow-rumped warblers; white-throated, white-crowned, chipping, and song sparrows; blue jay; northern cardinal; rose-breasted grosbeak; and colorful songbirds like black-throated green and black-throated blue warblers; gray catbird; eastern wood-pewee and eastern phoebe; and least, alder, and great-crested flycatchers. Wood and hermit thrushes fill the woods with their flutelike songs, and the calls of owls—particularly barred owls—ring through the night air wherever a dense stand of trees provides sufficient habitat. Wild turkeys have been restored to areas from which they were considered extirpated a century ago. It’s rare to hike through a woodland area without encountering at least one of these massive birds or hearing their cheery, burbling gobble somewhere in the understory.




  There is no more magical place in Maine than Sieur de Monts Spring and Wild Gardens, a 10-acre patch of landscaped property originally purchased by George Dorr, the man who devoted his life to protecting Acadia. Dorr built the springhouse you will find here, and his loving care of this property turned it into an idyllic habitat for passerines of every feather. If you’re looking for small, colorful birds during your visit to Acadia, a stop here is an absolute must.




  With its diverse habitats, Acadia and Mount Desert Island offer birders a wealth of experiences and the opportunity to locate many highly desirable specialties. A visit here any time of year will produce a wide range of sightings—and for residents, every season brings a new scavenger hunt, a chance to see birds that have become as familiar as old friends and to track down one of the tricky species that eludes even the most avid and experienced birder.




  Optics and How to Choose Them




  If you are new to birding and have not yet acquired your own binoculars or decided on the need for a spotting scope, we offer some basic guidance.




  1. Yes, you need binoculars. Birds rarely land close enough to give you a good, satisfying look, especially if you’re examining an unfamiliar wing pattern, an alternate seasonal plumage, or details you’ve never seen in person before. Binoculars are key to your enjoyment of the birds, but which binoculars are right for you? Here are the most important things to understand when purchasing a pair for your birding enjoyment:




  	
Look for the magnification and diameter formula, usually stamped on the focus knob. For example, it may say 7 × 35, 8 × 42, or 10 × 40. The first number indicates the number of times the binoculars magnify the image of the bird—so if the first number is “8,” it means you will see the bird at eight times its normal size. You may believe, then, that a magnification of 10 or more would be the best for your purposes, but before you leap to buy such a pair, try it out in person. You may find that 10× binoculars are too heavy to hold still, making the additional magnification an expensive waste. Many birders are most comfortable with a factor of 8.




  	
The diameter number (35, 40, 42, or 50) tells you how much light comes through the large end of the binoculars. The number is the diameter of the lens itself; the larger it is, the brighter and clearer the image will be when it reaches your eye. Binoculars with a larger diameter are especially good in low-light situations, like when you’re trying to see the mating dance of the American woodcock at dusk or you’re attempting to spot a barred owl calling in a dim forest.




  	
The secret is the multicoating. Why are your grandfather’s 10 × 50 binoculars, purchased in the 1960s, not nearly as good for birding as a modern pair at 7 × 35? Optics technology has come a long way over the past fifty years, eliminating distortions like the blue-and-yellow fringe around objects you may see through your granddad’s pair. “Fully multicoated” means every piece of glass, inside and out—as many as eighteen surfaces—is layered with coatings that reduce glare, distortion, fringing, and other issues that can keep you from seeing a bird clearly.




  	
Get past the sticker shock. Cheap binoculars are not going to cut it in the field, so if you’re a committed birder and want the best experience possible, you’re going to have to spend a little money. There’s good news on this front, however: Several top manufacturers have developed excellent binoculars at a price point of about $250, so you don’t need to stretch for a top-of-the-line pair in the $1,200 range to have perfectly serviceable optics.


  




  2. Do you need a spotting scope? It’s a valid question, especially if you’re new to birding, and one you need to answer in your own time. To get an idea of the possibilities a scope opens up for you, participate in a field trip with your local birding association and look through several of the scopes other birders use. Remember how you felt the first time you saw a bird through a good pair of binoculars? The leap from binoculars to a scope is equally dramatic. If you do decide to purchase your own scope, keep in mind that the tripod is every bit as important as the magnification and diameter—on a windy day or when you’re standing on a busy boardwalk, you’ll be glad you chose a slightly heavier, more stable tripod that keeps your scope from vibrating.




  Bird Classifications




  The American Ornithological Society and the American Birding Association have teams of experts who have spent years determining the exact biological category each bird belongs in, what family of birds it belongs to within that category, and what its taxonomic (Latin) name should be. This is critically important work for our scientific understanding of birds, their evolution, and the discovery of new species through DNA analysis and other methods.




  Bird taxonomy informed this book, but we also relied on our own field experience, gathered through more than thirty-five years of birding, and our use of a wide range of field guides. In this book we have endeavored to group birds within their taxonomic families, but also in a manner that will make it easy to compare one bird to another for purposes of identification. So you’ll find all the pelagic species grouped together, as well as all the wading birds, all the swimming birds, the birds of prey, and so on. This enhances the usability of this guide, allowing you to focus on studying the bird’s field marks in relation to others in the same general habitat.




  
Seasonal Plumage and Other Mysteries




  As if the process of identifying each bird were not confounding enough, most birds lose their bright breeding plumage once the mating season is over. All birds molt at least once a year, dropping their old feathers and replacing them with new ones, but not all of them change the look of their plumage from one season to the next. When they do, it can result in considerable confusion for birders struggling to identify individuals in a mixed flock of what the 1980 Peterson Field Guide to the Birds famously dubbed “confusing fall warblers.”




  To help you sort out the field marks (or lack of them) when the birds make it the hardest to do so, we have provided detailed descriptions of nonbreeding plumage for each of the birds that make this transition. Many fall warblers look nearly identical in their nonbreeding plumage, with perhaps a single feature that differs, so you can make careful comparisons of the descriptions to determine which species you may be seeing. Remember that the bird’s habitat, food choices, song, and behavior are still the guiding factors to its identification, especially when the plumage provides few clues.




  Many waterfowl go through two periods of molt each year, based on their nesting and breeding schedule. Male ducks lose their bright feathers soon after nesting, changing over to a drab appearance called “eclipse” plumage as early as the last week of June. This is particularly evident in wood ducks, which go from a coat of many colors to a brown mantle with a white patch at the throat. In early winter, when other species of birds are still cloaked for fall, male wood ducks and other waterfowl regain their stunning plumage in preparation for attracting a mate.




  Some birds—particularly those that spend winter on the northern Atlantic Ocean after breeding near or above the Arctic Circle—rarely if ever appear in their breeding plumage in New England. For these, we have provided photos of the birds as you will see them during their winter sojourn, rather than raising the expectation that you may view them in their brighter breeding mantle. This is not to say you will never spot a red-throated loon with its namesake throat in evidence; a few may linger long enough in spring to regain their breeding feathers before they head north. This is not the norm, however, so you’ll see this loon and other winter birds pictured here in winter plumage.




  Birding by Ear




  One of the most important skills you need to bird in any area of the world is an ability to identify birds by song. It’s not as difficult as you may think—the more you listen in the field and practice with recordings, the clearer it will become that each bird has a distinctly different way of expressing itself.




  We have provided phonetic transcriptions of each bird’s song or call in this book, with popular phrases and mnemonics to help you learn some of the most common and familiar calls. That being said, there is no substitute for a good smartphone app that puts every bird’s song in your pocket. Some apps serve as an adjunct to field guides (or are part of a field guide app, such as iBird Pro, National Geographic Birds, Sibley eGuide, Audubon Birds Pro, and Peterson Birds), so you can choose a bird and listen to all the variations of its song. Others actually teach you how to tell one bird’s song from another and how to remember each song. Highly recommended teaching apps include Larkwire, Chirp!, and IKnowBirdSongs; each is available for a onetime fee. Many of these apps use songs from the Macaulay Library at the Cornell Laboratory of Ornithology, one of the most respected and extensive resources for bird information in North America.




  If you are daunted by the idea of learning birdsongs, let us say this: You will be amazed at how much time it saves you in the field. Start by learning the ten most common birds in your own backyard—for example, house sparrow, northern cardinal, blue jay, American goldfinch, American robin, red-winged blackbird, mourning dove, white-breasted nuthatch, house wren, and house finch. Each of these birds has a distinctive song, making this sampler an excellent starting point in learning what makes one song different from another. With these ten (or ten others you choose) firmly in your mind, you’ll be able to identify these birds in the field whether you actually see them or not, allowing you to apply more of your time and effort to finding more unusual birds on each field trip.




  Rare, Endangered, and Extirpated Species




  Setting expectations in advance will help you come home from any birding excursion with the satisfaction that you saw what you came to see. That’s why we need to be up-front about the birds that are very difficult to see in Acadia, as well as the birds that were once, but are no longer, part of the landscape.




  Four species that once lived in New England are now extinct: passenger pigeon (the last known individual in the world died in 1914), Labrador duck (1878), great auk (1852), and Eskimo curlew (1987). Others that were once reported here fairly regularly are rarely seen at all, so a single sighting can become a regional bird event—for example, American three-toed woodpecker, gray partridge, or hoary redpoll.




  Why are these birds—some of which are fairly common in other parts of the country—becoming scarce in Acadia? The effects of the changing climate already have had an impact in this region, and forecasts by scientists paint an alarming picture. With warmer air temperatures throughout the year, shorter cold seasons, more rain, more severe storms, and rising sea levels, climate change “is changing the fundamental way ecosystems work,” a 2017 Mass Audubon report says. Warmer winters, the report continues, “cause shifts in the way that marine food webs work, which will cascade through the environment and affect fish populations, and in turn, fish-eating birds.”




  As many as half the bird species in Maine are highly or moderately vulnerable to climate change, according to a 2019 report from the National Audubon Society. If the planet warms by 3 degrees Celsius (5.4 degrees Fahrenheit), as current models predict, species including white-throated sparrow, common loon, hermit thrush, black-backed woodpecker, spruce grouse, piping plover, yellow-bellied sapsucker, and more than one hundred others face significant declines in their populations—in Maine and all along the eastern coastline.




  The rising temperatures can affect when trees produce leaves in spring and when insects emerge, which can mean that bird migration may no longer coincide with peaks in food availability. In addition, the cost of rising sea levels is obvious: Loss of salt marsh habitat along the coastline can leave shorebirds, waterfowl, and long-legged waders with nowhere to nest and feed, while increased storm activity can flood marshes, washing away nests and drowning tiny organisms that live in shallow water and serve as food to wading birds. As sea levels rise, offshore islands are disappearing, leaving nowhere for seabirds like puffins, razorbills, murres, and shearwaters to nest. It’s a frightening picture, but the truth is that bird populations are under siege.




  There’s another side of climate change for birders, however. Major storms, changes in habitat, and shifts in food availability bring rare sightings of birds from other parts of the United States and Eurasian species to Downeast Maine’s shores and forests. Lark sparrow, a bird of the western states, makes regular appearances along the Atlantic coastline. Eurasian wigeon is an annual visitor among flocks of American wigeon, and species of the southern United States, including brown booby, worm-eating warbler, summer tanager, and Chuck-will’s-widow, have found their way to this region in the past three years.




  If you’re planning a trip to Acadia in the near future, check the rare bird alert lists for each state compiled by the American Birding Association at birding.aba.org. Here you’ll find quick links to all the discussions on the birding mailing lists across the country. Birders love to share information, so you are likely to find detailed directions to specific sightings.




  
Birding Ethics in the Age of Social Media




  While your life list is your own and you have the option of counting whatever bird sightings you choose, some aspects of ethical birding are not optional. The American Birding Association provides this Code of Birding Ethics, and you will find that the vast majority of birders you meet follow this to the letter.




  American Birding Association Code of Birding Ethics




  Reproduced with permission. For more information about the American Birding Association, visit aba.org.




  

     	
Promote the welfare of birds and their environment.




	1(a) Support the protection of important bird habitat.




	1(b) Avoid stressing birds or exposing them to danger, exercise restraint and caution during observation, photography, sound recording, or filming.


	

	   • Limit the use of recordings and other methods of attracting birds, and never use such methods in heavily birded areas or for attracting any species that is Threatened, Endangered, of Special Concern, or is rare in your local area.




 • Keep well back from nests and nesting colonies, roosts, display areas, and important feeding sites. In such sensitive areas, if there is a need for extended observation, photography, filming, or recording, try to use a blind or hide, and take advantage of natural cover.
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