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The shy American Bittern passes through and winters sparsely in the Chesapeake Bay area. It is always a lucky find.
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Preface

My interest in birds sparked at age twelve, when I first watched herons and egrets stalk the marshes of Chincoteague National Wildlife Refuge in Virginia. There was no turning back. This birding epiphany occurred during a naturalist-led walk at the refuge, which sits just east of the Chesapeake Bay. My parents bought me my first bird guide that evening. I remember the magic of flipping through the book. Forty-eight years later, I still feel giddy thumbing through field guides, reveling in all the amazing possibilities the next birding walk might yield.

Speaking of bird walks… about thirty years ago I was leading one at a park near my home in Silver Spring, Maryland. In the group was a birder of a similar age and experience, who became a great friend and colleague. She is the coauthor of this book. Gemma teaches ornithology courses, has been a bird bander, and is as addicted to birding as I am. She reviewed my text as I was writing it and provided key direction and revision. She is also the “eyes” on this project, selecting photos that allow the birds’ beauty and distinction to speak for themselves. If a picture is worth a thousand words, you indeed have a great wealth in your hands.

Our goals here are to inspire people to enjoy the Chesapeake’s dazzling avifauna and to help ensure a bright future for birds and other wildlife sharing their habitats. Wild birds need our support; in turn, their songs and activity calm and captivate us. If watching backyard birds is cathartic, seeking feathered inspiration along the Chesapeake Bay is truly “the balm.”

—Howard Youth
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Birding the Chesapeake Bay

The Chesapeake Bay is the largest estuary in the United States. Locals just call it “the Bay,” as do I for purposes of this book. The Chesapeake is easily seen from space, resembling a jagged crocodile gape running through the state of Maryland and opening at the Atlantic in Virginia’s southeast corner. Top to bottom 195 miles long, the Bay supports stunning biodiversity and more than 18 million people. It is the product of the world’s second largest ocean mingling with fresh water drawn from a watershed larger than England and Wales combined. More than 150,000 miles of stream drain into it from six states and the District of Columbia.

Visitors and residents alike could spend their lifetimes exploring the rich tapestry of Chesapeake Bay landscapes and never see it all. If you enjoy watching birds and have the chance to explore this region, you will be richly rewarded. Beyond the urban waterfronts stretch vast forests, teeming marshes, swamps, and meadows. Each habitat boasts a distinctive menu of enticing birds.

Without trying hard, you’ll likely see some of the Bay’s spectacular birds—diving Ospreys in summer, waterfowl flocking in fall and winter, and Great Blue Herons stalking the shallows in any month. Put in some extra quality time in the field and many more exciting birds will reveal themselves.

The Bay proper, including the mouths of its major tributaries, falls within the states of Maryland (MD) and Virginia (VA), in the physiographic region called the Coastal Plain, a flat landscape of soft sediments and tidal waters. Baltimore, Maryland; Washington, DC; Wilmington, Delaware; and other cities were built on the “Fall Line,” which roughly tracks the north–south I-95 highway and divides the Coastal Plain from the adjacent and rolling Piedmont Plateau to the west.

In this book, the Bay region is roughly divided into four areas: the Upper and Lower Bay (north to south) and the Eastern and Western Shores (east side and west side). The flat landscapes and coastal warmth of the Eastern Shore give this region a more southern feel, which is also apparent along both sides of the Lower Bay. Loblolly pine is prevalent, along with willow oak and sweetgum. There are also some of the northernmost bald cypress swamps, including Battle Creek Cypress Swamp in Calvert County, Maryland. At the very bottom of the Bay in southern Virginia, southern live oak and Spanish moss reach their northern limits.

By comparison, much of the Upper Bay and Western Shore features rolling terrain typical of the adjacent Piedmont, with deciduous or mixed forest with many species typical of both uplands and also riverbanks, including northern red and chestnut oaks, American beech, Virginia pine, and silver maple.

Situated midway up the Atlantic Coast, the Chesapeake Bay region enjoys four distinct seasons, offering avian delights all year. From late fall to early spring, the Chesapeake is a paradise for waterfowl, including Snow and Canada Geese, Tundra Swans, more than 25 duck species, and loons and grebes. Although songbird diversity is lower in the cold months, many species are easier to spot then because deciduous trees and shrubs are bare during this time. Many raptors also winter in the region.

Spring brings a seemingly choreographed series of migration “ripples” that start in March with an influx of northbound hawks, sparrows, and waterfowl, followed in April by the arrival of swallows and other early long-distance migrants. May marks the spring peak of songbird and shorebird migration.

Summer is the best time to see herons, egrets, ibises, terns, and pelicans, many of which nest on the Lower Bay, then often wander north during late summer and fall. The Chesapeake hosts one of the world’s largest Osprey nesting populations. In summer, it seems like a “fish hawk” stick nest adorns every channel marker.

Fall migration actually begins during late summer, when southbound shorebirds start arriving after nesting on Arctic tundra and other northern habitats. Fall migration stretches longer than its spring bookend, but it’s quieter: in fall, transiting songbirds don’t usually sing as they do while heading northbound in spring. There are, however, more birds to see in fall, thanks to the addition of the year’s crop of young birds. As in spring, fall migration comes as a series of waves, with some species arriving sooner and others later.

Accessibility

Birding hotspots mentioned in this guide are places at or near the Bay that you can visit any time and reach easily by land transport. Many of the Bay’s top birding destinations have accessible trails that get birders with mobility challenges to some of the best habitats. When planning a trip, check websites of local, state, and federal parklands. here you will find a list of some recommended accessible birding sites. While strides have been made in making more green spaces accessible to all, much work remains. See birdability.org for more on this topic.

PLAN-AHEAD LOCATIONS

The Bay has some stellar limited-access sites that birders can visit if they plan ahead. Because these places are usually not open to the public, they are not mentioned elsewhere in the text. Birding is top-notch at the following sites, including the four Maryland locations where soil dredged from the Bay has been used to create wildlife habitat now managed by Maryland Environmental Service:


	Hart-Miller Island

	Cox Creek and Swan Creek Wetlands

	Masonville (adjacent Masonville Cove is open to the public)

	Poplar Island



For information on tours to the top three sites, see menv.com/service/field-trips/ and for Poplar Island, email poplartours@menv.com.

Craney Island Disposal Area in Portsmouth, Virginia, is an Army Corps of Engineers dredge-spoil site where limited, scheduled groups may visit, usually on weekends. To ask about Craney Island Disposal Area group access, call 757-484-1021.

Also, birders traveling by boat can view nesting birds on Martin National Wildlife Refuge, on the northern part of Smith Island, Maryland. Both Smith Island and Virginia’s Tangier Island are interesting cultural, historical, and wildlife-rich places reachable by ferry.

October through February, the public can join tours to Fisherman Island National Wildlife Refuge, Virginia, which is closed during nesting season. This is the northernmost island off the Chesapeake Bay Bridge–Tunnel, where many interesting seabirds occur. Call (757) 331-3425 or (757) 331-2760.


[image: A male Rose-breasted Grosbeak perched on a branch with green leaves.]
Late April into May, male Rose-breasted Grosbeaks pass through the Bay region in crisp breeding plumage.


[image: A Snow Goose swimming on the surface of a body of water, featuring a rounded body and a distinct bill.]
The iconic Snow Goose.

Bay Habitats

About half of the Chesapeake’s fresh water flows in from the Susquehanna River, which also was elemental in the formation of the Bay, cutting a low-lying channel that filled after glaciers melted and sea levels rose. The water level rose over thousands of years, reaching its approximate span about 3,000 years ago. Today, its average depth is 21 feet.

ESTUARIES AND BRACKISH MARSH

Estuaries are where fresh water from rivers and streams mingles with oceanic salt water. These areas support a dizzying diversity of flora and fauna. As mentioned earlier, the Chesapeake is the largest US estuary, dominating the region’s geography and nurturing many subestuaries. Open waters and associated brackish marshes dominate the Bay, providing important nurseries for shellfish, fish, birds, and other wildlife. Iconic Bay birds include wintering flocks of Canada and Snow Geese and a wide variety of duck species, loons and grebes, Great Blue Herons, Ospreys, and Bald Eagles. Find them at Sandy Point State Park, Blackwater and Eastern Neck National Wildlife Refuges, and the Chesapeake Bay Environmental Center, Maryland.

LOWER BAY SALTMARSH, ISLANDS, AND SHORELINES

Wading bird, seabird, and pelican colonies are hallmarks of the Lower Bay, where the water is salty and islands and marine-life-rich shorelines abound. Marshes in this region surge with fiddler crabs, and beaches are haunted by ghost crabs. Iconic birds of this region include the Royal Tern, Brown Pelican, Seaside Sparrow, and Boat-tailed Grackle. Winter visitors include Northern Gannet, Common Loon, and sea ducks. See them at Grandview Nature Reserve, Fort Monroe, and First Landing State Park, Virginia.

FRESHWATER MARSH

The Susquehanna, Potomac, James, and other rivers carry nutrients and sediment that flow into the Bay. Freshwater marshes fringing these tributaries provide key wildlife habitat, as do human-made freshwater impoundments managed at Blackwater National Wildlife Refuge and other areas. Key species occurring in these habitats include Wood Duck, Green Heron, Belted Kingfisher, Tree Swallow, Red-winged Blackbird, and Common Yellowthroat. See them at Blackwater National Wildlife Refuge and along the Potomac River, the Bay’s second largest tributary.

SOUTHERN MIXED FOREST

The loblolly pine is a signature tree of the Eastern Shore and Lower Bay forests and is often found mixed with deciduous trees including sweetgum, willow oak, and American holly. Iconic species in this habitat include Summer Tanager, Brown-headed Nuthatch, and Pine Warbler. See them at Blackwater National Wildlife Refuge and Point Lookout State Park, Maryland, and First Landing State Park, Virginia.


[image: A Prothonotary Warbler perched on a branch, featuring a distinct body shape and a prominent beak.]
The Prothonotary Warbler brightens some Bay-area swamps in spring and summer.

SWAMPS

In low spots where forest grows from just below the waterline, swamps provide rich habitats and a bounty for birders. Iconic birds of these habitats include Wood Duck, Hooded Merganser, Barred Owl, Pileated Woodpecker, and in some areas the dazzling Prothonotary Warbler. See them at First Landing State Park, Virginia, and Battle Creek Cypress Swamp, Maryland, and along Bay tributaries.

EASTERN HARDWOOD FOREST

Especially in the Upper Bay, where the Piedmont region nears the Bay shore, you will find hilly forestland more characteristic of the East’s interior that includes upland tree species, such as eastern white and chestnut oaks, and those found near streamsides, including American sycamore and silver maple. Trees typically found in regrowing, young forest include tuliptree, red maple, and eastern redcedar. Iconic birds include Eastern Wood-Pewee, Red-eyed Vireo, Wood Thrush, and Red-bellied Woodpecker. See them at Elk Neck and North Point State Parks, Maryland.

MEADOWS, FALLOW FIELDS, AND SCRUBBY FOREST EDGES

Especially where invasive plants are controlled, sunny, open habitats host many birds. These “early succession” areas include many native wildflowers, shrubs, and scattered young trees. Iconic species include Orchard Oriole, Indigo Bunting, American Goldfinch, and Common Yellowthroat. See them at North Point State Park and Chesapeake Bay Environmental Center, Maryland, and Kiptopeke State Park, Virginia.

SUBURBS

Suburbs constitute a fast-growing portion of the region’s land area. Neighborhoods with native trees and shrubs provide better bird habitat than those without. Native oaks, cherries, and willows, for example, host many caterpillars and other insects that songbirds need to nourish fast-growing nestlings. Iconic birds include Ruby-throated Hummingbird, Carolina Chickadee, Northern Cardinal, Blue Jay, and Northern Flicker. In open areas, nest boxes attract and benefit Eastern Bluebirds, Tree Swallows, and Purple Martins.


[image: A Yellowthroat perched on a branch, featuring a distinct head pattern and a prominent throat area.]
The Common Yellowthroat favors scrubby habitats.

Bay Conservation Issues

Indigenous and later European communities flourished across the Chesapeake, sustained by the region’s abundant natural resources. At sheltered yet easily accessible Bay sites, Annapolis, Baltimore, Norfolk, and other port cities grew.

Over the decades, Bay landscapes have changed in many ways. Once-extensive wetlands and forests were filled or cleared for agriculture and suburban development. Habitat loss is one of the greatest threats to birds worldwide and this has certainly been true in the Chesapeake Bay region. Large-scale land-use changes, however, have benefited some birds. Geese and swans, for example, consume waste grains on farm fields, as do large flocks of blackbirds and starlings.

Many of the Bay’s agricultural landscapes have changed in recent decades. Numerous small farms, once threaded with hedgerows, fallow fields, and woodlots, have yielded to expansive industrial-scale operations and also growing subdivisions. Casualties of these changes include the Northern Bobwhite and American Kestrel, which are now scarce nesters, and the Eastern Meadowlark, which is in steep decline.


[image: A Dunlin with a long beak stands in shallow water.]
A Dunlin strides the shallows.


[image: A Woodpecker perched on a branch, facing right.]
The Bay’s smallest woodpecker, the Downy.

Over the last 50 years, areas of submerged aquatic vegetation (SAV) in the Bay have severely diminished, mainly due to agricultural runoff and sedimentation. SAV maintains good water quality, absorbs excess nutrients, reduces erosion, and helps to maintain healthy levels of oxygen in the Bay. It also provides key habitat for fish, crabs, and other aquatic life, and sustenance for wintering flocks of Canvasback, American Coot, and other birds.

In addition to habitat loss and agricultural runoff, the Bay region is feeling the effects of climate-driven coastline loss, particularly on islands and along the Eastern Shore.

Despite these threats and much work left to do, there has been progress in conserving the Bay. The Chesapeake was one of the world’s first estuaries to be the focus of large-scale restoration efforts, which are ongoing. Its environmental challenges are well known to the public, and decades of conservation work have yielded successes, including strides in recovering SAV and oyster beds in some areas and the strong rebound of Bald Eagle and Eastern Bluebird populations. Protection of nesting waterbird and seabird colonies, especially on the Lower Bay, no doubt helped welcome two recent breeding arrivals, the Brown Pelican and White Ibis, although steady losses of shoreline threaten to erase some of these gains.

Continuous and thoughtful conservation planning and action, fueled by strong public support, will be key in ensuring a bright future for the Bay’s bird populations.


[image: A juvenile Osprey perched on a wooden post, looking to the side.]
A juvenile Osprey surveys its watery surroundings.


How to Help Bay Birds

Here are some ways you can help birds of the Chesapeake Bay and its watershed:


	DO NOT wash chemicals (such as those in fertilizers, pesticides, oil, or paint) into street drains.

	PLANT NATIVE shrubs, trees, and wildflowers.

	LEARN TO identify invasive introduced plants and work to control them in your yard and, where permitted, in nearby areas.

	CATS KILL approximately 2.4 billion wild birds each year in the United States, according to American Bird Conservancy (abcbirds.org). Keeping your cat indoors protects birds and other wildlife, while keeping your pet safe.

	TAKE STEPS to reduce fatal bird-glass collisions, cutting reflection on exterior glass by, for example, adhering closely spaced decals. For tips, see abcbirds.org/glass-collisions

	PROVIDE a water feature safe from cats and away from reflective windows, where birds can drink and bathe.

	DON’T USE pesticides, to protect both birds and their food sources. Most songbirds, for example, rely upon large numbers of insects, including caterpillars, to feed their young.

	IF YOU feed birds, regularly clean feeders (and bird baths) with a mild bleach solution, then rinse thoroughly and let them dry, to reduce chances of disease transmission.

	WHERE SAFE, leave dead or dying trees or “install” large woody snags. Birds use these to view their surroundings, sing, and nest (woodpeckers, bluebirds, etc.).

	INSTALL and maintain nest boxes for cavity nesters including Purple Martins, Tree Swallows, Eastern Bluebirds, American Kestrels, Eastern Screech-Owls, and Wood Ducks.




Gear and Safety

You’re a birder if you find yourself interested in watching and identifying birds. To start, all you really need is to see or hear what’s around you, then consult a field guide or birding app to identify the birds you found. You’ll come across the largest variety of species by visiting a range of habitats. Many birds get up early, so being an “early bird” yourself is usually a helpful strategy.

Most birders carry a comfortable, clear pair of binoculars. Others also invest in a spotting scope to scan distant mudflats, open water, and treetops. A lightweight camera with a versatile zoom is a very handy accessory for documenting unusual birds.

Keeping notes on the birds you see helps you remember what you saw, and where. You can easily do this on your phone or computer, sharing your sightings and photos on databases such as eBird (eBird.org). Apps including Merlin (merlin.allaboutbirds.org) can help you identify the birds you hear and see.

Spring and fall in the Chesapeake Bay region often seem fleeting, sandwiched between prolonged summer mugginess and winter chill. How you “weather the weather” can often dictate how long you stay outdoors enjoying birds. Keep a close eye on the day’s forecast, so you can dress in layers that allow you to stay comfortable in the field.

Pack water, sunscreen, a wide-brimmed hat (or knit hat in winter), repellent, and sandwiches and snacks. Before stepping out, you also might want to check the “bird forecast”: weather radar is now used to predict and monitor ebbs and flows of bird migration. For example, see Cornell Lab of Ornithology’s BirdCast website at birdcast.info.

Many birders wear lightweight, wicking long pants and long sleeves in spring and summer. The sun is not the only reason. Poison ivy, which has glossy three-part leaves, occurs both on the ground and in trees. Poison oak is similar but is a shrub. In most people, contact with these plants can cause a diabolically itchy, bumpy rash that can take weeks to fade. (Best to learn to identify and avoid these plants.) Also, ticks are often present, especially in tall grass. They can carry several diseases including Lyme disease. At the start of your walk, an application of repellent at the tops of shoes and pant cuffs can help. Also, after each outing, plan on checking for ticks, showering using a washcloth, and not wearing field clothes again before washing them.

Depending upon location, habitat, and season, mosquitoes and biting flies can also be a nuisance, especially on still, humid days from late May well into September.

The region hosts many interesting snake species. Three are venomous. Seldom seen, the eastern copperhead lives around stone walls, brush piles, and tangles. Much more localized, the northern cottonmouth and the “canebrake” timber rattlesnake only occur near the bottom of the Bay in southeastern Virginia.


[image: A singing male Prairie Warbler perched on a branch.]
A singing male Prairie Warbler.

Staying on wide trails and watching where you step are the best precautions to keep you away from snakes, ticks, and poison ivy. (Also watch for poison ivy branches stretching out from tree trunks.) Added benefits of staying on trails include reducing the chance of spreading invasive plant seeds via shoes and minimizing erosion and other disturbance to wildlife and habitat.

Birding often takes us to unusual, isolated, and captivating settings. Wherever you choose to go, always follow your instincts and put safety first.


[image: Two male Long-tailed Ducks swimming in water, with one duck slightly in front of the other. The surface of the water reflects light.]
Male Long-tailed Ducks.


[image: A male Eastern Bluebird perched on a branch, featuring a mix of plumage.]
A male Eastern Bluebird.


[image: A Black-necked Stilt with long legs and a slender beak is wading through shallow water.]
A Black-necked Stilt.

Birding Ethics

Careless birding can harm wildlife and habitats. But if you prioritize the interest and safety of the birds, it’s easy to watch them in a sustainable and highly enjoyable way. Here are some points to consider:


	MINIMIZE OR REFRAIN from playing bird sound recordings to lure in birds, especially during nesting season and in regard to sensitive/scarce species. Many public areas like national parks and national wildlife refuges prohibit the use of playback.

	DON’T APPROACH birds so closely that they begin to act differently in your presence. Strive to leave birds and their habitats as you find them.

	LEARN TO bird by ear. Knowing calls and songs of common birds enables you to bird more thoroughly, and “count” birds you know you heard, instead of having to chase down shy species.

	DON’T PUBLICIZE vulnerable nest sites or roosting owl locations, which could result in increased stress or risk of predation to these birds.

	OBEY SIGNAGE and never trespass, both on private property and in parts of public areas marked off-limits (including areas fenced to protect beach-nesting birds).

	SHARE YOUR ENTHUSIASM and sightings with people of all backgrounds, ages, and abilities. Inclusion and encouragement spread the joy and nurture conservation-minded nature lovers.

	SEE THE American Birding Association’s complete birding code of ethics at aba.org/aba-code-of-birding-ethics.




[image: A male Summer Tanager perched on a branch with flowers.]
A male Summer Tanager.


[image: An Eastern Screech-Owl perched on a branch, facing forward. The owl is surrounded by foliage.]
An Eastern Screech-Owl.


[image: An Eastern Kingbird perched on a branch with its wings spread.]
An Eastern Kingbird.

Using This Book

This book is intended to be easy to use. It focuses on 124 “core” bird species you are likely to see or hear while exploring the Bay region. In the accounts, many similar species are shown, with identification tips for differentiating them.

Scientists classify the world’s living things using scientific names in Latin and Greek, organizing their relationships through a field of study called taxonomy. Genetic, anatomical, and behavioral similarities help define related bird families, which are made of related genera (singular genus), which in turn are made up of individual species.

A species is a distinct population that usually does not hybridize with other species.

Each species is assigned a two-part scientific name: the first (capitalized) part denotes the genus, followed by the individual species name in lowercase. For example, the Carolina Chickadee is called Poecile carolinensis. While other chickadees share the genus name Poecile, only the Carolina has the species name carolinensis.

Although in this book most bird species appear in taxonomic or scientific order, some unrelated “look-alike” birds (the ducks, grebes, loons, and coots and the swifts and swallows, for example) are presented near each other for ease of comparison. Photo pages include an image of an adult bird and often a shot of an immature or similar species for comparison.

Each species entry provides the following specifics:


[image: ]


COMMON NAME

Scientific Name Size of the bird in length (head to tail) and wingspan

[image: ]
APPEARANCE Size, plumage color, bill shape, and other diagnostic markings. These descriptions are essential for precise identification in the field.
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	HABITAT AND BEHAVIOR Habitats the bird frequents in the Chesapeake Bay region, what it eats, nesting behavior if it breeds in the region, and other distinctive behaviors.
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	YEARLY ABUNDANCE When and where to find the bird and how common it is around the Bay. This includes information on how likely you are to find each species during the months or seasons indicated. Sites listed are open to the public. These are by no means the only places to find each species, but they are good places to look. Broad categories of frequency include rare, scarce, uncommon, common, and very common.
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	SOUNDS Typical sounds given by the species while in the region. Songs are complex sounds used for territorial defense or courtship, while calls are usually shorter sounds used in alarm or for contact.
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	SIMILAR SPECIES Birds with similar appearance that could be confused for the featured species.




FAMILY NAME [image: ]
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