





Fall Migration in
Maryland is Like

No Other

By Dave Wilson

Fall migration in Maryland is a spectacle matched by few
places in the United States.
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Canada Geese



Overnight, relatively quiet parks and natural
areas are transformed into bustling, open aviaries,
with songbirds dancing on every tree branch and
shorebirds concentrating in tight, organized flocks
on mud flats and beaches along the coastal bays
and the Chesapeake Bay. Species not seen since
the spring make their annual autumn appearance
as they push south to warmer wintering grounds,
some traveling as far as Tierra del Fuego at

the very southern tip of the South American
continent.

There are several reasons for the Free State’s high position on
the birding destination wish list. The first is geography: birds
often follow coastlines during migration. The Chesapeake
Bay and barrier island system are right in the middle of the
Atlantic Flyway, a major route for many of the Western
Hemisphere’s most sought-after species.

Birds also seem to prefer funnel-shaped peninsulas with

a north-south orientation. Each autumn, migratory birds
descend on Maryland’s eastern flank before bottlenecking

Blackwater National Wildlife Refuge

on Delmarva’s southern tip, where they rest and forage
before taking flight over the expansive mouth of the
Chesapeake Bay. The numbers of individuals and species
headed south are dazzling. Spend a weekend birding on the
state’s Lower Shore, and you might top 150 species on your

bird tally.
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Black-throated Blue Warbler

All over Maryland, songbirds, ospreys, pelicans, herons

and egrets are checking out for warmer climes as ducks,
shorebirds, and raptors head south to fill the void. All will take
advantage of the state’s national wildlife refuges, state and
local parks, and wildlife management areas.

Black-and-white Warbler

Winds and weather also deliver birds to almost any Maryland
location. During fall migration, rapidly changing weather can
produce migratory bird “fallouts,” when thousands of birds
leave the skies to congregate in a small area while waiting for
better weather. Some fallouts can be small, such as a narrow,
shrubby point jutting out into a bay, while others can cover

city parks and backyards.

If strong winds blow from the south, many migrants will
wait for days until favorable tail winds appear to help carry
them over the Chesapeake Bay. Heavy storms and fog can
cause birds to fly a little too far over the Atlantic, and these
cautious migrants will quickly snap back toward the coast,
where they can wait safely for the bad weather to pass.

Such a spectacle occurred at our home near Berlin,
Maryland a few years ago in late September. A heavy
rain storm followed by multiple days of strong southerly
winds dropped thousands of songbirds on our nine-
acre property. As dry conditions succeeded, hundreds

—28—



Blue Grosbeak

of individuals representing dozens of species would
congregate around our sprinkler for a bath and a cool
drink. Species included a variety of warblers—Black-and-
white, Black-throated Green, and Black-throated Blue, in
addition to American Redstarts. At one point a Summer
Tanager and Blue Grosbeak preened next to each other on
the same branch.

Fall migration actually starts in early summer for some
shorebirds, but August, September and October are peak
months for most songbirds and raptors. November and
December are when the waterfowl and seabirds arrive to take
advantage of the state’s copious winter habitats for our iconic
ducks, geese, and swans.

Typically, big, soaring birds, such as raptors and egrets,
migrate during the day when they can make use of
thermals and air currents that provide lift under their
large wings to assist them on their journey south. Smaller
songbirds, such as warblers and sparrows, tend to migrate
at night. After a long night flight, they will spend the
morning foraging on fruits, seeds and insects to get their
energy up for the next leg of their trip. While they’re
feeding, you can get a good look at these birds, who seem
much more concerned about breakfast than any threat
posed by a quiet, patient birder.

Some species migrate thousands of miles, non-stop, from
departure to arrival. Scientists are learning more about
these epic migrations with the help of technology. Using
tiny satellite transmitters, scientists with the Center for
Conservation Biology at the College of William and Mary
and The Nature Conservancy tracked a tall shorebird known
as a Whimbrel that flew 3,200 miles, non-stop, in just under
seven days. To accomplish this incredible migration, the
Whimbrel sustained an average flight speed of 22 miles per
hour for the duration of its journey.

Birds and the wild areas that support them add to the
quality of life we enjoy here in Maryland, but birding is also
big business. We hope you'll come to Maryland this fall to
experience the best of bird migration on the East Coast. o
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