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  INTRODUCTION TO BIRDING NEW ENGLAND





  From the shores of the north Atlantic Ocean to the bridge over Lake Champlain, and from the spruce forests along the Canadian border to the northern fringes of Long Island Sound, New England’s six states offer some of the most satisfying birding experiences in the country. More than 320 species are seen regularly in the region, and they are presented here with photographs, facts about their lives and habits, and detailed information about the most reliable places to find these birds in Connecticut, Rhode Island, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, Vermont, and/or Maine.




  Here you can ride out into the Bay of Fundy, the Atlantic Ocean, or Long Island Sound and look for birds that never come ashore, or search for sought-after species that live among the spruce and fir trees in the remote northern forests. You can walk beaches in December and discover gulls, terns, shorebirds, and ducks that find the New England winter inexplicably hospitable, or wander along woodland trails in May to hear the songs of more than thirty warbler species and dozens of other songbirds. Inland lakes and ponds reveal loons, grebes, and dabbling ducks, while grasslands and farm fields offer breeding bluebirds, flycatchers, meadowlarks, and more in the heat of June and July.




  No matter how new or how seasoned a birder you may be, New England offers something to delight you. This book will help you plan out your trip, your season, or a year’s worth of birding by sending you to the hottest spots to find the species you seek.




  Geography and Habitats




  Stretching roughly 500 miles from northern Maine to the southwestern shore of Connecticut, the combined area of New England covers 71,992 square miles—just slightly more than the entire state of Washington. Nearly half this area occurs in Maine, so birders traveling to New England often focus their exploration on this northernmost portion of the region, especially on the state’s legendary rocky coastline, where seabirds of many varieties can be found.




  The Coasts




  The northern coast—the area locals call Downeast—can be the most likely place in the eastern United States to find pelagic birds that spend most of the year at sea, feeding on ocean life that thrives in the cold North Atlantic waters. Alcids including common and thick-billed murre, dovekie, Atlantic puffin, and razorbill all gather here, nesting on islands 10 or more miles from shore. Shearwaters—great, Cory’s, Manx, and sooty—all spend their days fishing in these waters well offshore, coming in close to the coastline only when their favorite fish, the menhaden, swims en masse toward the ocean shore. Northern fulmar; parasitic, long-tailed, and pomarine jaegers; Arctic tern; Wilson’s and Leach’s storm-petrels; black guillemot; king eider; black-legged kittiwake; Iceland and glaucous gulls; and northern gannet all find these waters well suited to their daily needs.




  A few miles down the coastline, where the waters are slightly warmer and sandy beaches begin to appear, birds that prefer a more temperate ocean begin to accumulate in the shoreline bays and inlets. Harlequin duck, purple sandpiper, great cormorant, common and red-throated loons, white-winged scoter, black and surf scoters, common eider, common and Barrow’s goldeneye, and horned grebe join the mix, along with a broader variety of gulls and terns. Snow buntings, horned larks, and the occasional Lapland longspur may collect on deserted beaches in winter, while late summer and fall can bring black-bellied and semipalmated plover, willet, dowitchers, least and semipalmated sandpipers, yellow-legs, whimbrel, and other shorebirds. American oystercatcher frequents the beaches in summer alongside common tern. Following the coast southward through New Hampshire, where the state’s 18 miles of shoreline is packed with development, birds find their way to hotspots like Odiorne Point State Park, where shorebirds congregate in earnest and flocks often include white-rumped, Baird’s, pectoral, and stilt sandpipers.




  Just below the New Hampshire–Massachusetts border, Plum Island and Parker River National Wildlife Refuge offer some of the finest birding opportunities in the region. Here dunes, salt marshes, scrub woodland, and ocean beach come together to attract all manner of birds, from black skimmers and double-crested cormorants to the elusive saltmarsh and Nelson’s sparrows. Least bittern, piping plover, spotted sandpiper, least and roseate terns, marsh wren, eastern towhee, bobolink, American woodcock, and many summer ducks, including gadwall, green-winged and blue-winged teal, and American black duck, spend the warmer months here; shearwaters and gannets can sometimes be seen from the beach. The refuge serves as an important migrant trap in spring, with many warblers, vireos, thrushes, and sparrows, including Lincoln’s sparrow, putting in appearances. (We could send you to Parker River for just about any bird in this book, but to be fair to all the other wonderful birding spots in New England, we limited our recommendation of Parker River to some key species found there regularly.)




  Down the coast, the beaches of Cape Cod offer an unusually rich birding experience. Cape Cod National Seashore, stretching from Eastham to the tip of Race Point, protects more than 60 miles of untrammeled, open beach, culminating in an extraordinary pelagic bird experience at its northernmost point. In some years, schools of menhaden swim very close to shore, and the shearwaters and alcids follow them right up to the beach, providing spectacular viewing for lucky birders who manage to be there when it happens. The fall of 2017 brought this phenomenon so close to the beach that shearwaters, jaegers, and dovekies came within a few feet of onlookers.




  The western edge of Cape Cod offers beaches, inlets, and harbors along Cape Cod Bay, where long-legged waders and other birds that prefer warmer water may stop for the summer. Wellfleet Bay Wildlife Sanctuary preserves salt marshes and coastal woodlands that regularly host great and snowy egret, white and glossy ibis, whimbrel, great blue heron, little blue and green herons, piping plover, solitary sandpiper, willet, and all the more common shorebirds from midsummer to fall. Here laughing gulls are the dominant black-headed species, and least and common tern, fish crow, prairie warbler, saltmarsh, swamp, and savannah sparrow, and a wide variety of songbirds make their summer home.




  The shores of Connecticut and Rhode Island border Long Island Sound, where the beaches and coastal mudflats serve as migration stopovers for shorebirds, terns, and ducks. Here buff-breasted and Baird’s sandpipers, American golden-plover, black-bellied plover, royal tern, Forster’s and least terns, ruddy duck, northern shoveler, ring-necked duck, northern pintail, gadwall, American wigeon, and others congregate in late fall and winter; and wooded areas along the coast can produce long-eared owl, rough-legged hawk, and yellow-bellied sapsucker in late winter. Flocks of snow geese make their way here in late fall and early spring, and a scan of the sound’s winter horizon can reveal all three scoters, as well as common and king eiders.




  The Mountains




  Visiting birders often focus most of their energy on the New England coastline, but the Appalachian mountain ridgeline can offer equally exciting birding opportunities. From the foothills in Connecticut to the tree line on New Hampshire’s 6,288-foot Mount Washington, birding at higher elevations produces an entirely different range of species.




  Bicknell’s thrush nests just above the tree line at about 4,000 feet, making a sighting of this elusive bird a possibility on any of New England’s sixty-seven highest mountains—but easiest on Mount Washington, where guided tours to find this bird are offered annually at dawn on weekends in early June. Boreal species—birds that prefer the spruce and fir woodlands of the north country—thrive in New England’s mountains: Watch for yellow-bellied flycatcher, the secretive boreal chickadee, black-backed woodpecker, olive-sided flycatcher, and an occasional Bohemian waxwing. Common ravens far outnumber crows on mountain slopes, and American pipit, dark-eyed junco, winter wren, golden-crowned kinglet, and pine siskin all spend the summer at higher elevations. The variety of spring warblers, vireos, and thrushes can be impressive on the mountains as well, with magnolia, yellow-rumped, black-throated green, black-throated blue, blackpoll, and chestnut-sided warblers; Swainson’s and hermit thrush; and red-eyed vireo near-certainties.




  The Forests




  Back in the 1800s and early 1900s, clear-cutting New England’s old-growth forests became an accepted norm as landowners made way for farmland, while industrialists logged the northern forests for construction materials and paper production. Farms and industry still thrive in the region, but today forests actually dominate the landscape, covering 80 percent of New England with deciduous and coniferous trees—and this dramatic increase in habitat has produced a renaissance in bird populations.




  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 vireo; yellow, magnolia, and yellow-rumped warbler; white-throated, white-crowned, chipping, and song sparrows; blue jay; northern cardinal; rose-breasted grosbeak; Baltimore and orchard orioles; Carolina, winter, and house wrens; and colorful songbirds like scarlet tanager; black-throated green and black-throated blue warblers; gray catbird; and least, willow, and great-crested flycatchers. Wood and hermit thrushes and veery fill the woods with their flutelike songs, and yellow-billed and black-billed cuckoos can be found near forest streams. Bald eagles are a common sight in woodland skies, 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 habitat where 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.




  Southern and northern woodlands can provide entirely different birding experiences, however. In Connecticut, Rhode Island, and southern Massachusetts, birders may encounter species like white-eyed vireo and worm-eating warbler, which do not venture farther north; rufous hummingbird has been known to make appearances as well (usually in winter).




  In the northernmost reaches of Maine, boreal forests attract gray jay, yellow-bellied and olive-sided flycatcher, boreal chickadee, black-backed woodpecker, red and white-winged crossbill, and occasionally Bohemian waxwing and pine grosbeak. Spruce grouse, one of the most coveted bird sightings in the north country, can be found in select spruce bogs in northern Vermont, New Hampshire, and Maine, where still or slow-moving waters meet boreal woods.




  Spring is an exciting time in the New England woodlands, with more than thirty species of warblers arriving in late April and throughout May, many of them passing through on their way to breeding grounds farther north. Fox and Lincoln’s sparrows, rusty blackbird, and Swainson’s and gray-cheeked thrushes are among the migrants that rest and refuel before they proceed northward along the Atlantic flyway.




  Open Country




  Grasslands are not as plentiful in New England as they once were, as farm fields left untended soon acquire shrubs and trees and become part of the region’s vast forests. Thanks to a number of organizations that work to preserve grassland habitat, however, some areas of fields and native wildflowers can still sustain bird and animal species that depend on this open land for their survival.




  Grasshopper, vesper, savannah, and field sparrows, red-winged blackbird, eastern meadowlark, bobolink, eastern kingbird, eastern bluebird, sedge wren, prairie warbler, eastern towhee, northern shrike, dickcissel, and upland sandpiper are all dependent on open lands from spring through fall, while short-eared owls, horned lark, snow bunting, and Lapland longspur look to snow-dusted fields for their sustenance in winter months. Northern harriers and other hawks hunt over farm fields and grasslands throughout the year, looking for rodents that make these areas their permanent home. In spring, fields flooded with snowmelt attract flocks of shorebirds and dabbling ducks, as well as thousands of Canada and snow geese, Wilson’s snipe, and the occasional greater white-fronted goose.




  With such a diversity of habitats, New England offers 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 birders.




  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 x 35, 8 x 42, or 10 x 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 10x 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, and 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 x 50 binoculars, purchased in the 1960s, not nearly as good for birding as a modern pair at 7 x 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 their 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 iBirdPro, 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 song from another and how to remember each song. Highly recommended teaching apps include Larkwire, Chirp!, and IKnow-BirdSongs, and are each available for a one-time 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 bird songs, 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 New England, as well as the birds that were once part of the landscape and are not any longer.




  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 in New England at all, so a single sighting can become a regional bird event—for example, gray partridge, hoary redpoll, and loggerhead shrike.




  In addition, each state has its own current list of species that are endangered or of special concern. Sightings of these are possible, and this book provides the most likely places to find them, but they may be difficult to locate even in their accustomed hotspots.




  • Connecticut Endangered Species: American bittern, barn owl, common gallinule, grasshopper sparrow, king rail, long-eared owl, northern harrier, peregrine falcon, pied-billed grebe, red-headed woodpecker, roseate tern, sedge wren, sharp-shinned hawk, upland sandpiper, vesper sparrow, yellow-breasted chat




  • Maine Endangered Species: American pipit, black tern, golden eagle, grasshopper sparrow, least bittern, least tern, peregrine falcon, piping plover, roseate tern, sedge wren




  • Massachusetts Endangered Species: American bittern, Arctic tern, barn owl, common gallinule, golden-winged warbler, Henslow’s sparrow, long-eared owl, roseate tern, sedge wren, short-eared owl, upland sandpiper, vesper sparrow




  • New Hampshire Endangered Species: Common nighthawk, golden eagle, least tern, northern harrier, piping plover, roseate tern, upland sandpiper




  • Rhode Island Endangered Species: Bald eagle, barn owl, cerulean warbler, northern harrier, peregrine falcon, pied-billed grebe, piping plover, red knot, roseate tern, yellow-breasted chat




  • Vermont Endangered Species: Bald eagle, black tern, common nighthawk, common tern, eastern whip-poor-will, grasshopper sparrow, Henslow’s sparrow, loggerhead shrike (not reported since 2012), red knot, rusty blackbird, sedge wren, spruce grouse, upland sandpiper




  Why are these birds—some of which are fairly common in other parts of the country—becoming scarce in New England? The effects of the changing climate already have had an impact in this region, and forecasts by scientists including those at Mass Audubon 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 goes on, “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.”




  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. 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 New England’s shores and forests. Lark sparrow, a bird of the western states, makes regular appearances along the Atlantic coastline—so often, in fact, that we included it in this book. Eurasian wigeon, also included in these pages, is an annual visitor among flocks of American wigeon, and birds like ruff, curlew sandpiper, and Ross’s goose find their way to the shoreline on occasion. Rarities over the past decade have included Smith’s longspur, yellow-legged gull, ivory gull, MacGillvray’s and Townsend’s warblers, rufous hummingbird, fork-tailed flycatcher, and black-tailed godwit.




  If you live in New England or you’re planning a trip here 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 birding ethically 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.




  1. 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.




  • Use artificial light sparingly for filming or photography, especially for close-ups.




  1(c) Before advertising the presence of a rare bird, evaluate the potential for disturbance to the bird, its surroundings, and other people in the area, and proceed only if access can be controlled, disturbance minimized, and permission has been obtained from private landowners. The sites of rare nesting birds should be divulged only to the proper conservation authorities.




  1(d) Stay on roads, trails, and paths where they exist; otherwise, keep habitat disturbance to a minimum.




  2. Respect the law, and the rights of others.




  2(a) Do not enter private property without the owner’s explicit permission.




  2(b) Follow all laws, rules, and regulations governing use of roads and public areas, both at home and abroad.




  2(c) Practice common courtesy in contacts with other people. Your exemplary behavior will generate goodwill with birders and non-birders alike.




  3. Ensure that feeders, nest structures, and other artificial bird environments are safe.




  3(a) Keep dispensers, water, and food clean and free of decay or disease. It is important to feed birds continually during harsh weather.




  3(b) Maintain and clean nest structures regularly.




  3(c) If you are attracting birds to an area, ensure the birds are not exposed to predation from cats and other domestic animals or dangers posed by artificial hazards.




  4. Group birding, whether organized or impromptu, requires special care.




  Each individual in the group, in addition to the obligations spelled out in Items 1 and 2, has responsibilities as a Group Member:




  4(a) Respect the interests, rights, and skills of fellow birders, as well as people participating in other legitimate outdoor activities. Freely share your knowledge and experience, except where code 1(c) applies. Be especially helpful to beginning birders.




  4(b) If you witness unethical birding behavior, assess the situation and intervene if you think it prudent. When interceding, inform the person(s) of the inappropriate action and attempt, within reason, to have it stopped. If the behavior continues, document it and notify appropriate individuals or organizations.




  Group Leader Responsibilities [amateur and professional trips and tours]:




  4(c) Be an exemplary ethical role model for the group. Teach through word and example.




  4(d) Keep groups to a size that limits impact on the environment and does not interfere with others using the same area.




  4(e) Ensure everyone in the group knows of and practices this code.




  4(f) Learn and inform the group of any special circumstances applicable to the areas being visited (e.g., no audio playback allowed).




  4(g) Acknowledge that professional tour companies bear a special responsibility to place the welfare of birds and the benefits of public knowledge ahead of the company’s commercial interests. Ideally, leaders should keep track of tour sightings, document unusual occurrences, and submit records to appropriate organizations.




  Why follow this code? Naturally, it’s good for the birds, even if it means you don’t have the opportunity to get a good look at a rarity or add a bird to your life list. There’s another facet we must take into consideration in the age of social media, however: Infractions can be photographed or recorded, and your peccadillo in the field can become a matter of indelible public record.




  For example, during the snowy owl irruption of 2018, a birder in upstate New York observed a younger, less-experienced birder attempting to get a photo of an owl perched on a shrub in a snow-covered field. While birders following the ABA Code of Ethics knew that they should stay at the roadside and view the owl through a scope from a considerable distance, this fairly new birder decided to cross the field and get much closer to the bird. Not only was this unhealthy for the bird, which may have flown a long distance overnight in search of lemmings that were not available farther north, but this birder also trespassed on private land.




  The mature birder, observing this, whipped out her smartphone and made a video of the young birder crossing the field. She posted this on the local birders’ Facebook page. Page members could not see the young birder’s face, but some recognized his clothing and gear and identified him by name. In minutes—before the birder left the field—he had been “outed” as unethical. Comments ran rampant, some arguing that the young man was new to birding and didn’t know that he’d proceeded in an unethical manner, and others chastising the birder who took the video for not stopping him from crossing the field. Still others suggested that the young man be reported to the local department of environmental conservation or the regional US Fish and Wildlife office.




  The final outcome of this incident was not published on Facebook, but chances are this young man received many a scolding at subsequent field trips, and suspicious looks whenever he ran into a birder who recognized him. The moral is simple: Behave yourself in the field, and put the welfare of the bird before your zeal to check off a sighting or get a great photo. It’s the right thing to do for the birds, and it will keep you from getting a bad reputation that lives forever on the internet.




  HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE




  On each page, you’ll find photographs and details that will help you identify the birds you see, and determine the best places to find them.




  Field marks: In addition to the photos, we have listed the features that differentiate this bird from others. These descriptions begin with a breeding male and are followed by breeding female and any changes for nonbreeding plumage.




  Size: The bird’s approximate length (L) or height (H) (for tall wading birds like great blue heron) and wingspan (WS) can be important to its identification.




  Similar species: Misidentifications are so easy to make, as every birder knows. We’ve simplified the process of elimination by providing the key field marks that may indicate that the bird in your sights is not what you think it is.




  Season: The time of year you are most likely to see this bird.




  Habitat: Birds wander, but they tend to stay close to their nesting sites and to the areas in which they can find food. We provide the most likely habitat for each.




  Food source: This will help you determine whether the bird you seek can find its food in the place you’re looking. If you don’t see evergreen trees with cones, for example, you’re not likely to find crossbills.




  Nest: Many of the birds in this book do not nest and breed in New England. For the ones that do, we’ve provided the probable nest location—in a tree above 50 feet, for example, or on the ground among reeds and tall grasses.




  Call: Nothing beats a recording of an actual birdcall, but the phonetic transcriptions you find here may help you match the kind of call you’re hearing so that you can narrow down the possibilities for identification. If male and female have different calls, both are provided.




  States: This indicates the states in which this bird typically appears. (It’s always possible for a vagrant to make an appearance in another state.)




  Hot spots: Here you’ll find three to six places in New England where the bird has been seen season after season or year after year. To determine these hot spots, we toured New England and visited hundreds of birding locations while completing the photography for this book, using our personal experience to determine which places yielded the most sightings and provided a high-quality experience in general. We rejected some sites because they were on private or restricted property, they did not provide a safe place to leave a vehicle, or there was no clear path to the birding location.




  I also applied science to the task. I used the sightings reported by tens of thousands of birders in eBird, the crowd-sourced database developed and managed by the Cornell Laboratory of Ornithology at Cornell University. Rather than delving back through decades of sightings to find where a bird may have been seen historically, I used data collected over the past three years—providing you with the most up-to-date information about where each bird has been seen most recently and consistently. I looked not only for a long list of sightings of a specific species—these, after all, could all be a single bird seen by a large group on one day—but also for year-after-year sightings of that species, a sign that this hot spot drew the desired species consistently.




  You will see that many of the hot spots are cited repeatedly: for example, Hammonasset Beach State Park, Parker River National Wildlife Refuge, Wellfleet Bay Wildlife Sanctuary, Scarborough Marsh, Biddeford Pool, Popham Beach, Gooseberry Neck, Missiquoi National Wildlife Refuge, and many others. We hope this emphasis speaks to the obvious point: These are the best places to bird to find the greatest number of species in one place. Make note of these as you plan your exploration of New England.




  Each of these hot spots includes the nearest town or city, the state, and GPS coordinates for the entrance or location. (Please note: GPS coordinates do not mean, “Stand here and you’ll see this bird.” They are simply provided to make certain you reach the right wildlife refuge, forest, beach, lake, or parking area.)




  Range map: This map shows the season and areas of New England in which the bird is usually seen.




  Map Key:




  [image: Map Key Winter Migration (spring or fall) Summer (breeding) Year-round]




  Birders know well that no sighting is guaranteed. Birds have minds of their own, and they can decide to move hours or seconds before you arrive; they also may choose a new place to rest, feed, and raise their young from one year to the next. We have provided information about the type of habitat each bird prefers so that you can search in suitable places if the birds reject a particular beach, a salt marsh disappears as the sea level rises, or a section of forest does not produce a hardy cone crop in a given year.




  PARTS OF A BIRD




  We have used plain English terms throughout the descriptions in this book, but this illustration will help you determine which area we mean.




  [image: image]




  A FINAL WORD




  Here’s the truth about our work on this book: The time we spent exploring hotspots to photograph birds for this book will live forever in our personal history as “the year we did New England.” This has been the greatest year of our lives together, filled with tremendous vistas, fascinating birds, wonderful people, and incomparable experiences. We hope you will find the photos and information offered here useful to your own birding life, and that it will lead you to many a life bird in this beautiful part of the country. Bird well, bird responsibly, and bird hard.




  




  LOONS
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  RED-THROATED LOON




  Gavia stellata




  This winter visitor to northern Atlantic Ocean shores appears most frequently in nonbreeding plumage.




  Field marks: Smaller and thinner than other loons; adults have a white face and neck, slender bill that tilts upward, short neck, and black back speckled with white. Immature loons have a faint reddish-brown throat and grayer neck.




  Size: L: 25", WS: 36"




  Similar species: Common loon has darker face, larger head and feet (very noticeable in flight), and thicker bill, as well as a white indentation midway down the neck.




  [image: image]




  Season: Winter




  Habitat: Ocean coastline, inland bays, lakes near Atlantic coast




  Food source: Salt- and freshwater fish




  Nest: Along a shoreline; sometimes on dry land and sometimes in the water, buoyed by congested shoreline plants




  Call: A repeated croak, not unlike a gull: waWOWwa




  States: All




  Hot spots: Schoodic Point, Acadia National Park, Winter Harbor, ME, 44.332812 / -68.060946; Race Point Beach, Provincetown, MA, 42.0786041 / -70.2249098; Rye Harbor State Park, Rye, NH, 43.000881 / - 70.747962; Tri-Town Water District Plant/Oven Bay, Addison, VT, 44.085350 / -73.407136; Short Beach Park, Stratford, CT, 41.164843 / -73.110414
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  COMMON LOON




  Gavia immer




  A year-round resident on secluded ponds and lakes, this loon seeks the Atlantic coast’s open water in winter.




  Field marks: Black head, black bill, red eye, pinstriped collar ending in a black band, striking checkerboard pattern on back, white breast. Nonbreeding plumage is slate gray with a white eye ring and collar-like white notch around neck.




  Size: L: 26"–32", WS: 41"–52"




  Similar species: Red-throated loon is smaller and grayer, with thin bill and more white on face. Double-crested cormorant is all black with a yellow bill; great cormorant has white skin at base of bill.




  Season: Year-round; plumage changes in winter.




  Habitat: Freshwater ponds and lakes in spring and summer; coastal waters, lakes and other open water in winter




  [image: image]




  Food source: Fish




  Nest: In secluded spots along lakeshores with easy access to water




  Call: Plaintive trill that has become synonymous with wilderness: a tremolo of ten or twelve beats in quick succession; also a yodeling call: woooWAHwha, woooWAHwah




  States: Summer: ME, NH, VT; winter: CT, ME, MA, NH, RI coastline




  Hot spots: Virtually every lake, pond, and coastal lookout in New England has its own population of common loons. In winter, look for them along the coasts of the Atlantic Ocean and Long Island Sound. In summer, check ponds and lakes in secluded areas, especially at higher elevations.




  GREBES
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  RED-NECKED GREBE




  Podiceps grisegena




  Striking in all plumages, this grebe prefers wide-open waters throughout the region.




  Field marks: Heavy, long yellow bill and black cap year-round. Breeding adult has deep reddish throat and white face and jaw. Winter plumage is muted gray with brownish neck.




  Size: L: 18"–20", WS: 24"




  Similar species: Horned grebe has yellow tufts on each side of its head.




  Season: Winter




  Habitat: Large lakes, open ocean




  [image: image]




  Food source: Fish, aquatic insects, some shellfish, amphibians




  Nest: On the water in a floating mound of gathered plant material (This grebe does not nest in New England.)




  Call: Generally silent in winter. Call is a series of staccato sounds beginning with squeals, and continuing to ih-ih-ihih-ih-ih notes, finally winding down to a low chuckle.




  States: All




  Hot spots: Biddeford Pool, East Point Sanctuary, Biddeford, ME, 43.447093 / -70.336940; Salisbury Beach State Reservation, Salisbury, MA, 42.8268013 / -70.8180008; Seal Rocks, Wallis Sands State Beach, Rye, NH, 43.0278264 / -70.724894; Sachuest Point National Wildlife Refuge, Charlestown, RI, 41.4799232 / -71.2431946; Charlotte Town Beach, Charlotte, VT, 44.33427 / -73.28136
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  HORNED GREBE




  Podiceps auritus




  Easily defined in breeding season, this bird’s white face and throat make it a dapper winter visitor as well.




  Field marks: Breeding adult has rufous neck and sides; bright yellow, triangular patch on sides of head. Winter adult has short, whitish bill, black cap, white face, red eye, white neck, streaked sides, and black back.




  Size: L: 13"–15", WS 18"




  Similar species: Red-necked grebe is larger and drabber in winter. Eared grebe is smaller with a peaked head, and is very unusual on the eastern shore.




  Season: Late fall, winter, early spring




  [image: image]




  Habitat: Open ocean, often viewable from shore




  Food source: Insects, fish, small sea animals




  Nest: On a rock or on floating plant matter in water




  Call: Silent in winter; high, squeaky, descending laugh, ending in a series of low notes




  States: All




  Hot spots: Reid State Park, Georgetown, ME, 43.7876805 / -69.7235091; Pulpit Rock Tower Beach, Rye, NH, 43.032447 / -70.7185435; Deer Island, Boston Harbor Islands National Recreation Area, Winthrop, MA, 42.3516938 / -70.9582901; Shelburne Farms, Shelburne, VT, 44.3958699 / -73.2690485; Sachuest Point National Wildlife Refuge, Charlestown, RI, 41.4799232 / -71.2431946
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  PIED-BILLED GREBE




  Podilymbus podiceps




  The region’s smallest grebe prefers freshwater lakes and ponds, calm rivers, and brackish waters in winter.




  Field marks: Tan overall with a darker grayish back; distinctive thick bill turns white with a black band in breeding season.




  Size: L: 13", WS 16"




  Similar species: Horned and red-necked grebes are larger and more strikingly marked, with longer necks.




  Season: April through October




  Habitat: Ponds, lakes, marshes in secluded areas




  Food source: Crayfish and other small crustaceans, small fish




  [image: image]




  Nest: Well hidden among marshland reeds, usually where water is a foot deep or more




  Call: Rising bark with evenly spaced syllables: wa-wawa-wa- Whu, Whu, Whu, Whu, slowing down until it trails off




  States: All




  Hot spots: Any pond, marsh or small lake at a low elevation may host this grebe. Here are some places where they are seen consistently during spring and fall migration: Messalonskee Lake (south end), Belgrade, ME, 44.4377022 / -69.8101329; Eel Pond, Jenness State Beach, Rye, NH, 42.9822658 / -70.7657645; Stony Brook Wildlife Sanctuary, Norfolk, MA, 42.1081717 / -71.3191637; McCuen Slang, Addison, VT, 44.0241787 / -73.3978562; Little Pond, White Memorial Foundation, Litchfield, CT, 41.7332765 / -73.1986856.




  WATERFOWL




  [image: image]




  MUTE SWAN




  Cygnus olor




  This introduced Eurasian species is expanding its numbers rapidly throughout the northeast.




  Field marks: All white bird, curved neck, orange bill with a black knob on top.




  Size: L: 55"–61", WS: 84"–94"




  Similar species: Tundra swan has a straight neck, black bill with yellow spot at its base. Trumpeter swan is larger and has an all-black bill.




  Season: Year-round




  Habitat: Freshwater lakes and marshes, saltwater bays




  Food source: Aquatic plants




  [image: image]




  Nest: Mounds of grass and reeds not far from water




  Call: Often silent, but can vocalize using hisses and short barks




  States: CT, RI, MA, NH, ME




  Hot spots: Any bay, lake, pond, or slow-moving river may have a resident family or colony of mute swans, especially along the coast of Long Island Sound in Connecticut and Rhode Island and on ocean inlets in Massachusetts and New Hampshire. Common and numerous, these swans prefer areas with concentrated human populations, from which they may receive a dependable supply of handouts. Ponds in parks, near picnic grounds, and in suburban neighborhoods or shopping districts often have at least a pair of swans and a cadre of cygnets in late spring and early summer. You won’t need to go far to find these large, white birds and their broods.




  [image: image]




  TUNDRA SWAN




  Cygnus columbianus




  This snow-white bird is America’s most common swan.




  Field marks: All white with black legs, black bill with yellow spot between bill and eye.




  Size: L: 48"–57", WS: 72"




  Similar species: Mute swan has a curved neck and orange bill. Trumpeter swan is larger and does not have a yellow spot.




  Season: Winter along the coast, with passage over northern lands during spring migration




  Habitat: Lakes, bays, coastal marshes




  [image: image]




  Food source: Aquatic plants, mollusks




  Nest: On grassy mounds; Alaska and northern Canada




  Call: How-how-how in flocks




  States: CT, RI, MA, NH, ME




  Hot spots: Tundra swan is not a frequent visitor to New England, so no specific location can be considered a dependable hotspot. Here are some of the places where many birders have seen them in recent years: Atwood Reservoir, Carver, MA, 41.8656107 / -70.7747926; Trustom Pond National Wildlife Refuge, South Kingston, RI, 41.372185 / -71.58563; Salmon Cove Preserve, Moodus, CT, 41.4910038 / -72.4739876; Colchester Railroad Causeway, Colchester, VT, 44.5653095 / -73.3112559
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  CANADA GOOSE




  Branta canadensis




  You won’t have to go far to find this ubiquitous bird.




  Field marks: Brown body, lighter brown breast, black neck, black head with white band around throat and cheeks, gray bill, white vent.




  Size: L: 25"–43" (considerable variation), WS: 75"




  Similar species: Brant is smaller and lacks white panel on face. Greater white-fronted goose has pink bill and legs, white patch on face at edge of bill, and is lighter colored overall. Cackling goose is smaller with a shorter neck and is not generally found in New England.




  Season: Year-round




  [image: image]




  Habitat: Any body of water near grasses or farm fields




  Food source: Grass, human crops (rice, corn)




  Nest: A pile of sticks and grasses in a field or lawn near water




  Call: Honk-a-honk, honk-a-honk when taking flight or communicating in a flock




  States: All




  Hot spots: Canada geese are often seen on man-made ponds in landscaped residential areas, in mall parking lots, near piers or harbors, or on any lake or pond in the wild. You will have no difficulty locating these birds any time of year.




  [image: image]




  BRANT




  Branta bernicia




  The dark head and neck, white collar, and small size differentiate this goose from others.
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