
   This excerpt is taken from Field 
Guide to Acadia National Park, Maine 
by Russell D. Butcher, now out of print. 

�� hrough the years there has been a 
pattern of ever-changing seasonal 

activity among Acadia’s birdlife. Like a 
great tide sweeping back and forth comea 
the influx each season from north or 
south. It is exciting to see the first of a 
returning species each spring, and always 
an extra thrill when some rare bird sud-
denly appears. 
   Late February can often seem the most 
depressing part of a long Maine winter. 
But just as you think the cold and snow 
will never relent, you hear the first tenta-
tive two-note song of the Chickadees—a 
sign that even though more weeks of 
wintry weather stretch ahead, spring has 
suddenly begun. 
   In early March, Mourning Doves begin 
their gentle cooing. And then, without 
warning, the Red-winged Blackbirds are 
back from the south, the striking males 
arriving a couple  of weeks ahead of their 
mates. In addition, to the various marshes 
around the island, there is a place in the 
village of Seal Harbor where one can rely 
on hearing the first cheerful “kuk-karee” 
in mid or even early March. By the end 
of the month Slate colored Juncos begin 
their musical, even pitched trills, while 
the prehistoric looking Great Blue Her-
ons silently stalk their prey in tidal flats 
and marshy areas.About the first of April 
the Robins flock back and soon begin 
caroling their rich two or three note 
phrases. Joining with their exuberant 
notes are the little Song Sparrows. 
   The slightly milder, rainy days of early 
April bring from overhead the deep 
honking of Canada Geese. Flocks of 
them stop off in Mound Desert Narrows 
and other tidal shallows on their way 
north to breeding grounds in Labrador 
and other parts of northeastern Canada. 
   When the ice goes off the lakes and 

Ponds—any time from late March to 
late April—the loons and Buffleheads 
promptly return from coastal bays and 
coves. Small flocks of Buffleheads are 
a comical sight as the males bob their 
heads back and forth and dash about on 
the water in a lively courtship display. 
Then suddenly they are gone, heading 
for their Canadian breeding area near 
Hudson Bay or beyond. 
   Near Sieur de Monts Spring, Wood-
cocks again prepare to raise their 
young. The cautious walker may hear 
their nasal “peent-peent” calls, or one 
of these inconspicuous, squat little 
birds may suddenly explode into flight 
if you come too close. The common 
Ruffed Grouse can also leap into flight, 
and when the males are courting their 
mates, the rapid beating of their wings 
creates muffled drumming vibrations 
throughout the forest. 
   By mid-April Tree Swallows are 
once again swooping gracefully for 
insects over the Breakneck Ponds, and 
Hermit Thrushes fly silently from perch 
to perch in dark spruce forests. Yoeard 
the end of the month secretive little 
Winter Wrens begin flooding deeply 
shaded conifer forests with their enthu-
siastic, long jumble of rapidly tinkling 
notes and trills. They are soon joined 
by White-throated Sparrows. Their 
sweet, clear notes sound like “old Sam 
Peabody, Peabody, Peabody” —one of 
the most characteristic and beautiful 
songs of the northern forests. 
   May brings the climax of new avian 
arrivals and the full orchestration of 
songs is highlighted by the highpitched 
musical arrangements of the warblers 
and the flute-like solos and duets of the 
thrushes. About the first of the month 
the russet tailed Hermit Thrushes begin 
singing their variously pitched, liquid 
phrases. There is a serene, ethereal 
song that begins on a long, clear note, 
followed by a rising and falling jumble 
of tones. It is most frequently heard in 
the peaceful early and late hours of the 
day. 
   Almost precisely on the twelfth or 
thirteenth of May the Wood Thrushes 
return to such places as Stanley Brook 
Valley near Seal Harbor. Until just a 
few years ago this species did not 
spend the summer as far north as 
Maine. Now the woods ring with the 
endlessly repeated, decisive, flute-like 
phrases that sound like “ee-oh-lee,” 
“ee-oh-lay” each followed by a short, 
softer trill. Swanson’s Thrushes, and 

The less common Veery also return 
about this time. 
   Warblers provide the greatest variety 
of color and song. Many species of 
these cheerful little birds flood back to 
Acadia after wintering in Mexico. Cen-
tral America, South America and the 
West Indies. 
   About the middle of May the quantity 
of birds suddenly increases literally 
overnight, for the climatic rush. Just as 
the leaves of aspen, birch and maple 
are starting to unfurl, the forests are 
filled with songs and fluttering birdlife. 
Of the increasing multitude of warblers 
there are the Yellow, Chestnutsided, 
Magnolia, Nashville, Canada, Cape 
May, the Black-masked Yellowthroat, 
Blackthroated Blue the abundant but-
terfly=like orange and black-Redstart, 
and the Blackburnian with black and 
orange facial pattern and brilliant or-
ange throat. On one incredible day six 
or seven species of warblers were seen 
in a single maple tree. 
   Two of the most stunning birds, up 
from South and Central America, are 
the Rose-breasted Grosbeaks and the 
dazzling red and black Scarlet Tana-
gers. By the third week of May noth are 
caroling in rich, old-growth deciduous 
and mixed woodlands, along the shores 
of Long Pond and elsewhere. The me-
lodious songs of both species are sug-
gestive of the Robins. But the Gros-
beak’s song is higher pitched, faster, 
mellower, and longer with more fre-
quent changes in pitch, while the Tana-
ger’s has a distinctly hoarse, or burred 
quality with only three or four deliber-
ate phrases. Both are a thrill to hear, 
especially if you happen to be canoeing 



And the melodies drift across a broad 
expanse of calm water. 
   One of the most common birds of rich 
deciduous woods is the inconspicuous 
little olive-gray Red-eyed Vireo. His 
brief, Robin-like high pitched phrases, 
interrupted by brief pauses, go on mo-
notonously for long minutes at a time, all 
day. 
   All through June a wonderful choice of 
songbirds fills the island’s woodlands 
with music. Now the lush deciduous foli-
age makes identification of them more 
difficult. But out on the lakes and ponds, 
early in the morning and evening, the 
quavering, yodeling of Common Loons 
sound like laughter as they echo from 
shore to shore. Both they and a few pairs 
of Common Mergansers raise their young 
along more secluded shores. Belted 
Kingfishers perch on snags along lake 
shores, streams or tidal inlets, head feath-
ers disheveled, looking like mad conduc-
tors. As these birds take off over the wa-
ter, they break the stillness with their 
harsh, rattling call. Awaiting just the 
right moment to dive into the water for a 
fish, they often hover in one spot like a 
helicopter. 
   Few birds are more exciting to see than 
the spectacular, crow sized Pileated 
Woodpecker. The loud call and powerful 
hammering resound through the decidu-
ous forests that are the favored habitat. 
   Now and then, if you’re lucky, you 
may happen to see an Osprey or Bald 
Eagle circling over a cove or pond, then 
descending suddenly to the water’s sur-
face and flapping away with a fish. There 
are other raptors such as Kestrels and 
Sparrow Hawks that typically hover over 
meadows and fields in search of mice 
and other small rodents or birds. Red-
Tailed Hawks and Goshawks that glide 
swiftly through the forest or skim of the 
treetops. Rarely, the deep mysterious 
hootings of a Barred Owl carry across a 
valley at Dark 
   Early summer is an ideal time to ex-
perience the birds of Acadia, but you 
can’t do it from the seat of your car! 
Walk the island’s trails and shore paths 
to discover the great diversity of wildlife 
on Mount Desert Island. 
 
   Although this article focuses on the 
spring and summer, the early fall is also 
a great time to see the birds of Acadia. 
Loons, owls, eagles, woodpecker and 
others are found in the park and else-
where on the island.  
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Excerpt from a Column by 

Scott Grierson 
In the Bar Harbor Times 

 

��n the early Fall, flying ants emerge 
from hills and nests throughout 

Maine. After a brief period of high mo-
bility the ants chew off their wings and 
remain on the ground. When small 
clouds of ants take to the air simultane-
ously, nighthawks may swoop in to 
feed on them, 
   Not a hawk at all the nighthawk is a 
member of the order Caprimulgiformes  
which includes whip-poor-wills, night-
jars and the Chuckwill’s-widow. Like 
its relatives it has a very large mouth, 
eats insects, and is largely nocturnal 
and crepuscular. At dusk watch for 
these erratic flyers as they dip and turn 
in the air chasing moths. Larger that 
swallows, the white wing bars and style 
of flight make identification easy. 
   The autumn migration of true hawks 
and diurnal birds of prey has begun. 
The peak period os two weeks away 
but many hawks and falcons are mak-
ing their move. Although places like 
Cape May, New Jersey and Wawk 
Mountain Pennsylvania are famous for 
observing winged migrants, the peaks 
of  Mount Desert Island provide plenty 
of thrills to birding enthusiast. 
   The birds of prey nesting to our north 
and east, seeking the most efficient 
migratory route generally fly to the 
coast where thermal air currents and 
onshore breezes assist them. Riding the 

warm air that rises over Acadia’s peaks 
migrating hawks receive a lift. When 
conditions are right hundreds of raptors 
funnel over certain peaks and ridges in an 
afternoon. 
   Sixteen species of diurnal raptors are 
observed in Maine. There are four fal-
cons, four buteos, three accipiters, two 
eagles, the osprey, the harrier and the 
turkey vulture. The shape, size, flight 
style and lastly, plumage color can be 
used to identify each species. 
   Falcons are the fighter pilots of the bird 
world and are designed for speed and 
maneuverability. Falcons fly strongly and 
directly. Pointed wings and a narrow 
tapered tail aids each falcon species to 
outpace it’s chosen bird prey. 
   The buteos are the sailing and gliding 
hawks with broad wings and wide 
rounded tails. These birds take rodents, 
snakes and other creatures off the ground 
in open country The ability to soar with-
out wasting energy is key to the design of 
the buteos. Large loose flocks of butos 
known as kettles often circle on favor-
able updrafts. 
   Accipiters are the forest dwellers built 
for maneuvering through trees. Accipiter  
wings are short while the tail is long and 
designed for turning and banking. The 
most common local hawk is the sharp-
shin, our smallest accipiter. 
   Check with Acadia National Park natu-
ralists for details on organized hawk 
watches atop Cadillac or simply grab 
your boots, bird book, and binoculars and 
scamper up the nearest mountain. The 
last days of summer are here to be en-
joyed. 



 A crowd gathers atop Cadillac Mountain recently with an Acadia 
National Park ranger to watch for migrating raptors during the 
park’s annual HawkWatch.                    —HEATHER NAZAREWICZ PHOTO 

ACADIA NAT’L PARK — 
Hawk spotters atop Cadillac 
Mountain have seen a record num-
ber of raptors this year. With a 
few days remaining in this year’s 
HawkWatch, observers had 
logged more than 3,652 birds. 
   Every year, strong northerly 
winds push thousands of raptors 
from Maine and Canada south 
along the eastern coastline as they 
migrate to warmer areas for the 
winter. During the migration, park 
rangers and volunteers participate 
in a HawkWatch, one of many na-
tionwide, to gather data for re-
searchers. 
   Last year’s total was 2,439, 
while the average number is 
2,460. The previous record of 
3,543 was set in 2001. This year, 
the project’s 13th, observers 
logged their 3,544th bird on Oct. 
6. As of Monday the total was 
3,652. 
   More than 5,000 people visit the 

HawkWatch site, located on the 
North Ridge Trail atop Cadillac, 
a short way down from the sum-
mit parking lot, each season. 
   HawkWatch season lasts from 
about mid-August to mid-
October each year. As long as the 
weather allows, park rangers and 
volunteers visit the site daily. 
“We can often have a couple 
hundred birds flying at once,” 
said Acadia National Park 
Ranger Lora Haller. 
   There are 12 common migrants 
that researchers collect data on 
during HawkWatch season in-
cluding the red-tailed hawk, 
broad-winged hawk, Cooper’s 
hawk, sharp-shinned hawk, kes-
trel, and merlin. The most fre-
quently sighted bird is the sharp-
shinned hawk. 
   Observers must spot the bird, 
identify it, and record the sight-
ing. “We have to determine who 
is local and who is a migrant,” 

Ms. Haller said. For birds such as 
bald eagles and turkey vultures 
that are common to the area, re-
searchers must look at how the 
birds are flying to determine 
whether they are indigenous. 
   Volunteers also collect data on 
the weather conditions on each 
day of observation including in-
formation about temperature, 
wind speed, wind direction, cloud 
cover, air pressure, humidity and 
visibility. 
   Conditions can help play a fac-
tor in how many sightings are re-
corded. “If the weather’s correct, 
it pushes the birds right toward 
us,” Ms. Haller said. 
   All the data is entered online 
each day. HawkWatch projects 
around the country collect data on 
raptors and that data is used by 
scientists to help determine the 
status of raptor population. 
   According to Ms. Haller, mi-
grating raptors can travel between 
100 to 150 miles a day. The rap-
tors typically travel during the day 
and find a place to rest at night. 
The majority of migrants travel 
between 9 a.m. and 2 p.m. 
   Most of the spotted raptors are 
traveling to the southern United 
States for the winter, although 
some osprey travel to the Carib-
bean. The furthest-traveling raptor 
of the bunch is the broad-winged 
hawk, which spends its winters in 
the Amazonian region of Brazil. 
 
For more information visit hawk-
count.org. 
 
Reprinted from The Islander, Oc-
tober 10, 2007 
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by Heather Nazarewicz    


