



  [image: frn_fig_001]







  

    
Birding South Carolina



  




  

    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—trails are rerouted, regulations change, facilities come under new management, and so forth.




    We would love to hear 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:




    The Globe Pequot Press
Reader Response/Editorial Department
P.O. Box 480 
Guilford, CT 06437




    Or you may e-mail us at:




    editorial@GlobePequot.com




    Thanks for your input, and happy birding!
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   Foreword




    South Carolina is renowned for its natural beauty. Thousands of people visit the state each year and many thousands have moved here because of our beaches, marshes, rolling hills, and beautiful Blue Ridge Mountains. Part and parcel of our natural beauty are South Carolina’s birds.




    In Birding South Carolina, Jeff Mollenhauer has given us longtime South Carolina residents and our welcome visitors an informed and extremely useful guide to seeing and appreciating South Carolina’s glorious birdlife. In this convenient volume, Jeff has literally handed us the results of his professional training, years of birding, and extensive research in putting this guide together. Jeff now serves as the Director of Bird Conservation for Audubon South Carolina and is particularly well qualified to tell us not only where to locate South Carolina’s birds, but also how to view them responsibly.




    By obtaining this one guidebook, we also get the benefit of Jeffs extensive work in putting it together. In one year, he visited birding sites in all corners of the state specifically for the purpose of assembling this guide, running up some 20.000 miles on his car’s odometer. As Jeff told me, “That is more driving than I will ever want to do in a year again. But remarkably, the amount of ground that I covered is not even close to the migration of an Arctic Tern, which can fly some 25.000 miles each year from its breeding grounds near the North Pole to its wintering grounds near the South Pole. This year has given me a tremendous amount of respect for a creature that can travel such an amazing distance without the luxury of an automobile.” Jeff may not have matched the Arctic Tern in his journey, but through this guide he has given us the benefit of thousands of miles of travel informed by his professional training and experience.




    This guide is also a reminder that we cannot take South Carolina’s natural beauty or its birdlife for granted. Many of these birding sites—near the coast, the mountains, and our major cities—are in areas that are developing at lightning speed. While South Carolina is one of the nation’s smaller states, it ranks near the top of the list of states that are converting open space to subdivisions and shopping centers. It is more urgent than ever that South Carolina residents and visitors who use this guide contribute to the protection of the striking birds and gorgeous places that we South Carolinians and our guests are privileged to enjoy.




    Jeff notes in the guide that South Carolina’s hunters have contributed a great deal over the years to protecting open spaces in our state. In order to hunt, they must buy licenses, they pay special taxes, and many pay to lease, maintain, and protect wildlife habitat. By contrast, birding is virtually free. We bird-watchers are able to walk through lands protected by federal, state, and local governments and private conservation groups at no charge or for a small fee. Bird-watching doesn’t require a license, and we pay no special taxes in South Carolina on the equipment we birders use. It is time that we bird-watchers work to match hunters in our support for protecting South Carolina’s birdlife and its natural beauty.




    So, as we use Jeffs guide and travel the state looking at some of creation’s most memorable creatures, let’s also remember that we have a responsibility to help protect South Carolina’s birds and natural landscape. Audubon South Carolina works specifically to protect birds and their habitat in our state. The Nature Conservancy, the South Carolina Wildlife Federation, and the Sierra Club statewide; the Coastal Conservation League at the coast and Upstate Forever in the upcountry; and numerous land trusts and river groups in our local communities are working to make sure that South Carolina’s natural heritage is preserved. South Carolina’s Department of Natural Resources, our State Parks, and our state’s Conservation Bank strive every day to preserve areas of particular natural significance. All these organizations and agencies deserve our contributions and our support.




    Take this guide, travel South Carolina, and see some of the most beautiful birds in the world. But remember that you can’t take them for granted, and that we all have a responsibility to make sure they will be here for our children and grandchildren.




    —Frank Holleman 
Board Chair, Audubon South Carolina Advisory Board




  




  

   Introduction




    With a wide variety of habitats, South Carolina is an excellent state for bird­watching. The sandy beaches, old rice fields, cypress swamps, blackwater rivers, longleaf pine savannas, and a tiny sliver of the Blue Ridge Mountains provide habitat for the more than 400 bird species that have been observed in South Carolina. Specialty birds of the southeastern United States, such as Black-bellied Whistling-Duck, Anhinga, Reddish Egret, Wood Stork, Swallow-tailed and Mississippi Kites, Purple Gallinule, Common Ground-Dove, Red-cockaded Woodpecker, Swainson’s Warbler, Bachman’s Sparrow, and Painted Bunting, are all relatively easy to find in South Carolina with a little help from this guide. Pelagic trips from the coast can produce good numbers of shearwaters, petrels, storm-petrels, phalaropes, and even an occasional frigatebird or tropicbird. Tidal mudflats along the coast attract hundreds of thousands of shorebirds during migration and in winter, while the cove hardwood forests of the mountains attract a like number of migrating and breeding songbirds. Barrier islands along the coast serve as important nesting areas for tens of thousands of Brown Pelicans, Royal Terns, Black Skimmers, and other seabirds.




    In terms of population, South Carolina is ranked twentieth among the fifty states, with a population density of roughly 116 people per square mile. It is ranked fortieth in state size, with only about 32,000 square miles, so you will rarely be more than a five-hour drive from your next birding site. The summer can be hot and humid, but is a good time to look for many of South Carolina’s specialty birds, such as Swainson’s Warbler and Swallow-tailed Kite. Temperatures are much milder in the spring, when you can find migrants and breeding birds in their brightly colored breeding plumage. Many of the birds are easier to locate during spring because they are extremely active and vocal as they gear up for the breeding season. Although the birds are less vocal and colorful in the fall, they make up for it in sheer numbers. Millions of migrating shorebirds and songbirds pour through the state from late summer through the fall.




    South Carolina’s mild winters attract many birds (and birders) from the north. Christmas Bird Count circles along the coast often yield 150 to 180 bird species, numbers that can be rivaled by circles in just a few other states. In fact, of the more than 2,000 Christmas Bird Count circles in the United States, the count circles along the South Carolina coast are consistently among the top fifty counts in the country for total number of bird species. From 2001 to 2007, South Carolina Christmas Bird Count circles had the highest totals in the United States for the twenty-one species listed below. (If a species was the highest in South Carolina during more than one year, the number of years is given in parentheses.)






    

    Common Loon 
Little Blue Heron (3)
Wood Duck 
American Oystercatcher (4) 
Semipalmated Plover (3)
Least Tern 
Barred Owl 
Red-cockaded Woodpecker (5) 
Eastern Kingbird 
Blue-headed Vireo 
Brown-headed Nuthatch (4)
Eastern Bluebird
Yellow-ramped “Myrtle” Warbler (4) 
Yellow-throated Warbler
Eastern Towhee (2)
Chipping Sparrow (2)
Field Sparrow 
Henslow’s Sparrow 
Saltmarsh Sharp-tailed Sparrow (2) 
Seaside Sparrow 
Rusty Blackbird




    No matter your birding skill level, you will find the information contained in this guide to be invaluable to finding birds in South Carolina. The guide provides detailed descriptions of the forty best bird-watching areas in the state, grouped into four regions: coast, coastal plain, piedmont, and mountains. Within each region are descriptions of some of South Carolina’s best bird-watching areas. For each area, you will find driving directions, a bird species list, the best season(s) to visit, habitat types, and other useful information. In addition to the detailed descriptions of South Carolina’s finest bird-watching sites, the guide also contains many useful tools for finding birds in the state. A status and distribution chart for 349 of South Carolina’s bird species, developed specifically for this guide, will help you determine how likely you are to see each species and when to search for it. The birding calendar can help you plan your trips so that you will be in the right place at the right time to witness thousands of migrating Broad-winged Hawks, hundreds of Wood Storks feeding, Reddish Egrets dancing in the surf, and many other dazzling experiences that you won’t want to miss. Also included is a list of South Carolina specialty birds, which provides a description of the best habitats and areas to visit for more than 175 of the most sought-after species in the state.




    How to Use This Guide




    Each of the forty bird-watching areas selected for this guide have been assigned a name and number. An area may contain several birding sites. For example, the Charleston Harbor East birding area contains descriptions of four sites: Patriots Point, Pitt Street Bridge, Fort Moultrie, and Breach Inlet. In order to make this guide as user-friendly as possible, the information for each of the forty birding areas has been divided into the following sections:




    Habitats: This section lists all the different types of habitat that can be found in the area. Knowing the habitats found at a site will help give you an idea of what kinds of birds to expect. Refer to this chapter’s “Habitats” section for a description of each type and a brief list of the bird species typical of that habitat.




 





    Specialty birds: This section lists some of the bird species that are likely to be encountered in the area. Birds that are considered to be rare or accidental in the area were not included in this section. The specialty birds are divided into four categories: Resident—birds that can be found at the site all year long; Summer— birds that can be found during June and July; Winter—birds that can be found November through March; Migration—birds that are seen at the site only during spring (April and May) and/or fall (August through October) migrations. Birds that can be found during summer or winter in South Carolina were omitted from the “Migration” category. See Appendix C, “Specialty Birds of South Carolina,” for more information on the best times and locations to find many of the birds listed in this section. In many cases, common birds that have widespread distributions throughout South Carolina have been omitted from the specialty birds section, unless the area contains a particularly high number of the species.




    Best times to bird: Certain seasons of the year may be better than others for birding at a particular site. This section suggests the best time(s) of year to visit the area.




    Directions: This section includes directions to reach the area. The directions often start from the intersection of two major roads or an interstate highway exit. Directions to specific birding locations within the area are given in the “The Birding” section. For some areas, the driving directions section has been omitted and the directions are given in the “The Birding” section.




    The Birding: This section will guide you through the area and help you find the best locations to observe birds. Specific emphasis is given to South Carolina’s specialty birds or birds that are difficult to find in the state. Some terms that are used frequently throughout this section are songbirds, seabirds, pelagic birds, sea ducks, wading birds, raptors, and shorebirds. Songbirds refers to the perching birds such as vireos, warblers, thrushes, tanagers, sparrows, and finches. Seabirds are birds that live in the ocean close to shore, like terns, skimmers, gulls, and pelicans. Pelagic birds are found in the deep ocean many miles from shore and include petrels, storm-petrels, and shearwaters. Sea ducks refers to ducks that are often found only in the ocean, such as scoters, eiders, and the Long-tailed Duck. Wading birds are birds in the family Ardeidae, like herons and egrets. Raptors refers to birds of prey, such as hawks, eagles, falcons, and kites. Shorebirds are birds in the order Charadriiformes and include sandpipers, dowitchers, and phalaropes.




    General Information: This section contains information about the logistics of planning your trip, including entrance fees, hours of operation, and facilities. If no information is given about an entrance fee, there was not a fee at the time of this writing. Please keep in mind that entrance fees and hours of operation may have changed since this book was written. If you plan on visiting state parks on a regular basis, it may be worthwhile to buy a $50 annual pass that will give you free admission into all of South Carolina’s state parks.




   

    DeLorme atlas: One of the best atlases that you can buy to navigate South Carolina’s back roads is the DeLorme South Carolina Atlas & Gazetteer. This section provides the DeLorme atlas page number and grid for the area. The DeLorme atlas can be bought at many of the larger bookstores or online at http://shop.delorme.com.




    Hazards: This section lists any hazards that may be encountered in the area. These are only potential hazards, and in most cases you are unlikely to have any problems with them. This information is not meant to discourage you from visiting the area, but rather to prepare you to avoid potential hazards. For a detailed description of each hazard, see the “Planning Your Trip” section of this chapter.




    Nearest food, gas, lodging: Here you will find the nearest town that provides at least a few different options for food, gas, and lodging.




    Camping: This section lists the nearest public campground. In cases where there are no public campgrounds within a reasonable distance of the area, this section has been omitted. Contact information for each campground is listed in Appendix E.




    For more information: To get more information about the area, look up the organization listed in this section in Appendix E. The appendix contains the addresses and phone numbers for many of the birding areas listed in the guide. With GPS navigation systems in cars becoming more and more prevalent, the addresses listed in Appendix E can be particularly useful in getting directions to a location.




    Climate and Topography




    For the purposes of this book, I have divided South Carolina into four physiographic regions: coast, coastal plain, piedmont, and mountains. Most South Carolina guides consider the coast to be a part of the coastal plain and often refer to the coast as the “outer coastal plain.” However, since there are so many bird species that are found only along the immediate coast, it is necessary to treat the coast as a separate physiographic region. South Carolina has a subtropical climate with hot, humid summers and mild winters.




    Coast: The coast extends from beaches along the Atlantic Ocean to roughly 25 miles inland. The elevation in this region ranges from sea level to 150 feet. The average temperatures during the summer are 74 to 87 degrees Fahrenheit. In winter, average temperatures are 43 to 59 degrees. The coast receives an average precipitation of 48 inches per year. This region is typified by its barrier islands, beaches, salt marshes, cypress swamps, and longleaf pine forests. More than 600,000 people live along the coast, and resorts in Myrtle Beach, Charleston, and Hilton Head attract hundreds of thousands of tourists each year. Locals often refer to this region as the “Lowcountry.”




    Because of the wide variety of habitats in this region, it supports the highest diversity of bird species in the state. Birding on the coast is good to excellent year-round. During the summer the bugs, heat, and humidity at some sites in the region can be unbearable at times. In the winter the coast offers the best birding in South Carolina. Spring and late summer are great times to witness the spectacle of shorebird migration. Some birds that are typical of this region are Wood Stork, Swallow-tailed Kite, Wilson’s Plover, Least Tern, Black Skimmer, Red-cockaded Woodpecker, Bachman’s Sparrow, and Painted Bunting.




    Coastal plain: The coastal plain extends from 25 miles inland to the “Fall Line,” an area of elevation change where the flat coastal plain meets the rolling hills of the piedmont. Major rivers on or near the Fall Line often have a series of rapids or waterfalls where the piedmont “falls” into the coastal plain. The Fall Line lies just northwest of the cities of North Augusta and Columbia. The farther inland you travel in the coastal plain, the more hills you will see (the highest are around 300 feet). The average temperatures during the summer are 71 to 93 degrees; in winter, 39 to 59 degrees. The coastal plain receives an average precipitation of 45 inches per year. Over 1.5 million people live in this region.




    The coastal plain includes a unique zone at the edge of the piedmont called the “Sandhills,” a narrow strip of ancient sand dunes. Millions of years ago the ocean came as far inland as the ancient dunes of the Sandhills, but the dunes have long since been covered by some of the most extensive longleaf pine forest in the state.




    The coastal plain is the largest of the physiographic regions and covers roughly half of South Carolina. Some birds that are typical of this region are American Golden-Plover, Buff-breasted Sandpiper, Red-cockaded Woodpecker, Swainson’s Warbler, Bachman’s Sparrow, Blue Grosbeak, and Painted Bunting.




    Piedmont: The piedmont is a series of rolling hills that extends from the Fall Line to the very northwest corner of the state, where it borders with the mountains. It is the most fragmented region in South Carolina because of intense logging, farming, and development. Agriculture is focused in the lower piedmont, while the upper piedmont is the most heavily industrialized region in South Carolina. The elevation range in this region is 300 to 1,200 feet. The average temperatures during the summer are 69 to 87 degrees; in winter, 32 to 52 degrees. The piedmont receives an average precipitation of 45 inches per year. Over 1.75 million people live in the piedmont, mainly in four counties: Anderson, Greenville, Spartanburg, and York. Locals often refer to the piedmont and mountains as the “Upstate.”




    The best time to visit the piedmont is during spring and fall migrations, when you can expect to find plenty of warblers, vireos, thrushes, tanagers, and gros­beaks. The piedmont has a wider diversity of songbird migrants than any other region of the state. Some birds that are typical of this region are Whip-poor-will; Horned Lark; Yellow Warbler; Dickcissel; and Field, Grasshopper, and White-crowned Sparrows.




    Mountains: The mountains are the smallest physiographic region in South Carolina and encompass only the northern portions of three counties—Oconee, Pickens, and Greenville—in the northwest corner of the state. The elevation ranges from 1,200 to 3,554 feet at Sassafras Mountain. Most of the mountains are below 3,000 feet in elevation and hardly compare to some of the higher peaks just across the North Carolina border. However, the elevations are high enough to support bird species that are not found in any other regions of the state. The average temperatures during the summer are 61 to 84 degrees; in winter, 28 to 51 degrees. The mountains receive more rain than any other portion of the state, with an average precipitation of 70 inches per year.




    During spring and fall the mountains provide an excellent spot to observe songbird migration. Migrants such as Blackburnian, Canada, Cerulean, and Cape May Warblers and Rose-breasted Grosbeak are often easier to find here than in the other regions. The mountains are a great place to visit in the summer when heat, humidity, and biting flies drive you away from other areas. Here you can find breeding birds that are difficult to find elsewhere in the state, such as Ruffed Grouse; Common Raven; Red-breasted Nuthatch; Golden-crowned Kinglet; Black-throated Green, Black-throated Blue, Chestnut-sided, and Worm-eating Warblers; and Scarlet Tanager. Some sections of the mountains even have large stands of hemlock/white pine forest, which have produced occasional sightings of Northern Saw-whet Owl, Red Crossbill, Pine Siskin, and Purple Finch.




    Habitats




    Hardwood forest: Refers to forest that is dominated by deciduous trees. Birds typical of hardwood forests are Red-eyed Vireo, Wood Thrush, and Black-throated Blue Warbler.




    Mixed pine-hardwood forest: This is forest that is a mix of coniferous and deciduous trees. Birds typical of pine-hardwood forest are Black-and-white and Yellow-throated Warblers and Summer Tanager. Maritime forests are included within this habitat type, since they typically consist of more than 50 percent live oak with a mixture of pine and palmetto trees. Maritime forest is found only along the coast and is often adjacent to either beach or salt marsh. Birds typically found in maritime forest are Northern Parula, Yellow-throated Warbler, and Painted Bunting.




    Pine forest: Refers to forest that is dominated by coniferous trees. Longleaf pine forests, a once-prevalent but now rare type of pine forest found in the southeastern United States, can be found in the coastal plain. Birds typical of pine forest are Red-cockaded Woodpecker, Brown-headed Nuthatch, and Pine Warbler. Some pine forests also contain savannas, where the trees are widely spaced and the understory consists largely of grasses. Birds typical of pine savannas are Northern Bobwhite and Bachman’s and Henslow’s Sparrows.




    Pond: Any small, permanent, enclosed body of water. Birds typical of this habitat include Pied-billed Grebe, Green Heron, Ring-necked and Ruddy Ducks, Green-winged and Blue-winged Teals, Northern Shoveler, and Belted Kingfisher. Rice fields and waterfowl impoundments are included within this habitat type. Rice fields are a series of canals and dikes along the edges of the rivers in the Lowcountry where rice was cultivated from the late 1600s to 1890. Rice fields have now become important wildlife habitat and support a variety of waterfowl, wading birds, and shorebirds.




    Lake: A very large, permanent, enclosed body of water, such as a reservoir. Typical birds found in or near lakes are Common Loon, Horned Grebe, Redhead, Lesser Scaup, Bald Eagle, and Bonaparte’s Gull.




    Stream: Any permanent, moving watercourse that is less than 20 feet wide. Typical birds found near streams include Louisiana Waterthrush, Eastern Phoebe, and Acadian Flycatcher.




    River: Any permanent, moving watercourse that is greater than 20 feet wide. Typical birds found along rivers include Hooded Merganser, Great Blue Heron, Swallow-tailed Kite, and Belted Kingfisher.




    Swamp: Refers to flooded or wet forest. In the coast and coastal plain regions, you can find the beautiful bottomland hardwood swamps for which the southeastern United States is so famous. These swamps are often dominated by bald cypress and swamp gum trees that are surrounded by water during the wetter months of the year. Hardwood swamps serve as a buffer along rivers and help prevent flooding of the surrounding area. Birds typically found in swamps are Prothonotary Warbler, Pileated Woodpecker, Barred Owl, and Winter Wren.




    Farmland: This habitat type includes crop fields, cattle pastures, and sod farms. Birds typically found in farmland habitat include Sandhill Crane; Buff­breasted, Upland, and Pectoral Sandpipers; American Golden-Plover; Horned Lark; American Pipit; and Bobolink.




    Field: A patch of land where the dominant vegetation is grasses and sedges. Typical birds found in fields are Sedge Wren and Field, LeConte’s, Henslow’s, and Grasshopper Sparrows.




    Early successional: This habitat type is dominated by shrubs or young trees. When a grassy field is no longer mowed or managed, it will become an early successional habitat within a couple of years. If left alone, an early successional habitat will eventually develop into a forest. Birds that are typically found in early successional habitat are Yellow-breasted Chat, Blue Grosbeak, Indigo Bunting, Prairie Warbler, and Eastern Towhee.




    Beach: This habitat type refers to the sandy beaches and dunes along the coast that are constantly being shaped by wave and wind action. Many shorebirds roost along the beaches during high tide or utilize the dunes for nesting during the summer. Birds typical of the beach include Piping Plover, Red Knot, Sanderling, Ruddy Turnstone, and Willet.




    Mudflat: This is an area of muddy, low-lying land that is exposed during low tide but submerged during high tide. Birds typically found on mudflats include Wilson’s and Black-bellied Plovers, American Oystercatcher, Marbled Godwit, and Short-billed Dowitcher.




    Salt marsh: This habitat type is only found along the coast where salt or brackish water meets the land. Salt marshes consist mainly of cord grass (Spartina spp.) and a soft, pungent mud, which locals refer to as “pluff mud.” Salt marshes serve as a nursery for young fish and invertebrates, which are a great food source for many herons, egrets, shorebirds, gulls, and terns. Some other birds that are typically found in the salt marsh are Clapper Rail, Seaside Sparrow, and Saltmarsh and Nelson’s Sharp-tailed Sparrows.




    Freshwater marsh: This habitat is found along the edges of rivers, ponds, and artificially created wetlands. Along the coast there are numerous old rice fields that have reverted to freshwater marsh. Birds typical of the freshwater marsh are Least and American Bitterns, Virginia and King Rails, Sora, and Common Yellowthroat.




    Ocean: Refers to the shallow areas of the Atlantic Ocean near the coast of South Carolina. Birds typically found in this habitat include Red-throated and Common Loons; Horned Grebe; Brown Pelican; Northern Gannet; and Least, Royal, and Sandwich Terns.




    Pelagic: Translated literally from its Greek origins, pelagic refers to the “open ocean.” To see birds in this habitat, you will have to take a boat far out into the ocean. The best pelagic birding is often found where the colder water near the coast meets the warm water of the Gulf Stream. To reach the Gulf Stream in South Carolina, you will have to travel about 50 miles offshore. Birds typical of the pelagic habitat are Cory’s Shearwater, Wilson’s Storm-Petrel, and Sooty and Bridled Terns.




Planning Your Trip




    When to Go Birding




    The best time of year for birding in South Carolina is during the spring, when the temperatures aren’t too hot, the biting flies and chiggers aren’t too vicious, migrating shorebirds and songbirds are passing through in their beautiful breeding plumage, and the forests are alive with the sounds of birds. Summer brings hot and humid weather, biting flies, chiggers, and ticks. As long as you are prepared to deal with these elements, summer is a good time to look for many of South Carolina’s breeding specialty birds, such as Black-bellied Whistling-Duck, Wood Stork, Swallow-tailed Kite, Purple Gallinule, and Swainson’s Warbler. If you find that the temperatures and bugs along the coast are too much to handle, you may want to try a trip to the mountains, where it is often cool even during the middle of summer.




    Late summer brings large flocks of migrating shorebirds and terns to coastal beaches and mudflats. Fall welcomes somewhat cooler temperatures and good numbers of migrating hawks, shorebirds, and songbirds. Fall is often your best chance to find species that are rare in South Carolina, such as Black-billed Cuckoo, Olive-sided Flycatcher, Philadelphia and Warbling Vireos, Golden­winged Warbler, and Clay-colored and Lark Sparrows. Many of the waterfowl, raptors, and sparrows that headed north to breed during the spring will begin returning to their wintering grounds in South Carolina during late fall.




    Winter birding in South Carolina can be greatly appreciated for its pleasant temperatures and lack of biting flies. Birds such as Tundra Swan; American Black Duck; Surf, Black, and White-winged Scoter; Common Eider; Long-tailed Duck; Purple Sandpiper; and Lapland Longspur can all be found in South Carolina at the southern edge of their wintering range. Winters are warm enough so that songbirds such as White-eyed Vireo, Blue-gray Gnatcatcher, and Black-and-white and Yellow-throated Warblers are all regular winter residents in the bottomland hardwood swamps.




    All this having been said, there is nearly always something interesting to see in any season. Check out Appendix B, “South Carolina Birding Calendar,” to see the birding highlights for each month of the year throughout the state.




    Hazards




    Please keep in mind that this section is not meant to scare you away from birding in South Carolina. The hazards that you will most commonly encounter in the state are those that are rarely life-threatening, such as biting flies, yellow jackets, fire ants, ticks, chiggers, and poison ivy. In all of my birding experience in South Carolina, I have never seen a black bear. Although I have seen many alligators and a few venomous snakes, I have rarely felt threatened by either of them. And I have never been the victim of even the smallest crime while birding in South Carolina.




    Again, this section is not meant to frighten you, but rather to prepare you. If you know what the potential hazards are, you can learn to recognize and avoid them.




    Alligators: Alligators are quite common in South Carolina, especially in fresh or brackish water near the coast. As long as you have a healthy respect for being in alligator country, they will not be a problem. You may even be lucky enough to see more than a hundred in a single impoundment at Donnelley Wildlife Management Area or Bull Island. Alligators are mainly active during the warmer months, but it is not unusual to see them on a warm, sunny day even in January. Do not swim or stand along the edge of ponds where alligators are known to occur. If you do see an alligator, do not feed it or approach within 60 feet. Alligators that are fed can quickly lose their fear of humans and become very dangerous. There have been only ten alligator attacks in South Carolina since 1948, none of which were fatal. Nearly 20 percent of all attacks are caused by people trying to catch or harass the alligators.




     Biting flies: The most common biting flies in South Carolina are mosquitoes, gnats, deerflies, and greenheads. While their bites are not life-threatening, they are capable of running you off from a good birding area if you are not prepared. These flies are at their worst in the marshes along the coast in the summer, but be prepared for them at any time of year. Several areas that are notoriously bad during summer are Bear Island WMA, Donnelley WMA, Cape Romain National Wildlife Refuge, Santee Delta WMA, and Santee Coastal Reserve. The best defense against these flies is wearing long pants and a long-sleeve shirt and dousing yourself with insect repellant. If you plan on birding in the marshes during the summer, you may even want to bring a head net.




    Fire ants: This is one of the most common hazards that you will encounter in South Carolina. The tiny fire ants pack a powerful sting, but they are rarely life-threatening. Look for their large dirt mounds in fields, lawns, and pastures, and be careful where you step. If you do step on a mound by accident, move away from that area as quickly as possible. It only takes the ants a few seconds to respond, and before you know it, there will be hundreds on your leg. While one sting by itself is not too painful, getting stung by many at once can be a nasty experience and in extreme cases can lead to anaphylactic shock. If you see the ants on your shoes or pants, brush them off as quickly as possible.




    Wasps and bees: These stinging insects can be found along almost any trail during the warmer months, but they rarely pose a hazard unless you should be unfortunate enough to stumble across one of their colonies. The most commonly encountered stinging insect is the yellow jacket. These small wasps build their colonies underground, and if you accidentally step on one, an angry swarm will often emerge. The best way to avoid stepping on a colony is to stay on marked trails.




    Ticks: Ticks are often encountered in South Carolina from spring through fall. The problem with ticks is that they can carry Lyme disease and Rocky Mountain spotted fever. Lyme disease can lead to long-term symptoms, such as pain and swelling of joints, chronic muscle pain, and memory loss. In 3 to 5 percent of cases, Rocky Mountain spotted fever is fatal. The best way to avoid getting Lyme disease or Rocky Mountain spotted fever is to take precautions to avoid being bitten by ticks. When in tick country, wear light-colored pants and tuck them into your socks or tape them to your shoes. Every few minutes, stop and check your pants thoroughly for ticks. I also recommend spraying your shoes and pants with insect repellant (high levels of DEET are best). If you do get bitten, remove the tick as soon as possible with a pair of tweezers. An early symptom of Lyme disease is a circular or oval red rash that grows in size daily. Early symptoms of Rocky Mountain spotted fever include a fever and a rash, often on the arms or ankles. Be careful because the tick that is most commonly known to carry Lyme disease, the deer tick (Ixodes scapularis), is only about the size of a pinhead. Rocky Mountain spotted fever is often transmitted by the American dog tick (Dermacentor variabilis).




  



    Chiggers: These tiny mites, nearly invisible to the naked eye, are commonly found in grassy areas. If you walk through these areas during the summer months, you are bound to get chigger bites. Chiggers usually travel up your shoes and bite your ankles and legs, but if you make the mistake of sitting or lying down in the grass, you can end up with bites all over your body. You can often get bitten by ten to a hundred chiggers per encounter. A couple of days after being bitten, red welts will begin to form around each bite, and they will become incredibly itchy. Use cortisone or anti-itch cream to relieve the itching, which will usually subside after a few days.




    Venomous snakes: The majority of snakes that you will encounter in South Carolina are nonvenomous. However, cottonmouths, copperheads, timber and eastern diamondback rattlesnakes, Carolina and dusky pigmy rattlesnakes, and eastern coral snakes can all be found here. There are many myths surrounding venomous snakes, which perpetuate the fear of these amazing creatures. One of the most common myths is that venomous snakes are aggressive, yet studies have shown that this is not the case. If you encounter a snake while birding, whether it is venomous or nonvenomous, the best thing you can do is leave it alone. Snakes will nearly always flee from you if given the opportunity. The best precautions that you can take are to watch where you walk, sit, or place your hands. Never stick your hands into areas that you cannot see. Avoid walking through tall grass, which makes it hard to see snakes. It may seem like common sense, but never try to kill, harass, or catch snakes, which is how many people are bitten. If you are worried about cottonmouths in the swamps or stepping on a snake in grassy areas, you should invest in a pair of snake-proof knee boots. Your chances of being bitten by a snake are very slim, but the boots will provide some protection.




    Venomous spiders: South Carolina has only one regularly occurring venomous spider, the southern black widow. Black widows are easily recognized by their jet-black color and red hourglass shape on the underside of their abdomens. They are often found in webs close to the ground, such as at the base of buildings, under porches, in basements, or in the loose bark of trees. Their bite is quite painful, though hardly ever fatal. In rare cases the bite can lead to respiratory failure. If you are bitten by a black widow, you should immediately seek medical attention. People may try to tell you that brown recluse spiders occur in South Carolina, but this is a myth, as their range only extends as far east as northwestern Georgia and Tennessee.




    Poison ivy: Contact with the leaves or vines of this plant can leave you with an itchy rash that will last for days. The best way to avoid poison ivy is to learn how to recognize it. Poison ivy grows in two forms: as groundcover (4 to 10 inches high) along forest edges and gaps and as a thick, hairy vine that climbs trees. It can be found in large patches on the ground. The almond-shaped leaves grow in clusters of three and can contain white berries in the fall. Remember the old saying, “Leaves of three, let it be.” It is the oil from the plant that causes the itchy rash, and the oil can be transferred from your clothing or shoes to your skin. If you know that you have come in contact with poison ivy, wash the affected area with soap and water as soon as possible, and be sure to wash any clothing that has also come in contact.
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