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Well this report starts with a confession – we did not get up early enough.  Lame, isn’t it?  As I recall, while lobbying for a great 24-hour push, there was talk of beauty sleep.  I couldn’t argue that our team or rather the universe would benefit by our beauty sleep so we decided to sleep in.  Sort of.  Realistically, we knew that we had a very limited number of nocturnal and crepuscular species to find so it seemed logical to get some sleep – the alarm rang at 4:30 AM.  Our main targets in the wee hours were owls, so we started where we were most familiar – the Watershed reserve.  While we did encounter a Great-horned Owl near our start, we never did find a screech owl.  We will find a screech owl next year even if we have to bring mice! (Is there a specific location within our watershed that might harbor a barred owl?)  

In addition to owls, we hoped to find a scattering of common birds waking at the Watershed Reserve as well as some waders at our pond.  We were pleased to find our resident Yellow-breasted Chat in our overgrown fields but our green herons were missing.  This was very typical of our day – the joy of finding a bird where we knew it would be, juxtaposed with the disappointment of birds who apparently either slept in later than us or went on vacation.  We were pleased to find a male Ring-necked Pheasant at the Watershed reserve.  They have for many years been thriving here though there has been a noticeable drop in their population lately.

We chose the Sourland Mountains as our next stop to harvest as much as possible at dawn chorus.  We went to the North Stony Brook Greenway, a small portion of which lies outside our watershed.  We had planned to carefully herd any birds found on the South Branch watershed portion of the forest to our watershed.  Luckily no new species were located in that section of the property.  We missed the peak of all the birdsong, and in fact, were quite startled by how quiet it was. Rachel Carson came to mind! We had scouted several locations with the approach of the World Series and felt that this would be a productive spot.  We wondered if this quietude was limited to this location at this time or if it was more widespread.  Maybe we should have looked elsewhere.  We did find a variety of warblers but just not the richness that we had anticipated.  Highlights however did include some nice birds including Hooded and Blackpoll Warblers.  We also encountered Pileated Woodpecker, Rose-breasted Grosbeak and Scarlet Tanager.  Since we didn’t have the burden of covering the whole state, we allowed ourselves the luxury of some quality time with these stunning birds.  We even exchanged recipes!

From this location we went to the Somerset County Sourland Reserve where again things were relatively quiet.  Highlights included Worm-eating Warbler, Blue Grosbeaks and Ruby-throated Hummingbird.  It seemed clear at this point, however, that by missing many of the expected warblers we would not reach our goal of 100 species.  We did note however that as naturalists we were probably going to log over 250 species that day – of birds, bugs, reptiles, amphibians, plants.  We figured that would top all of those super-competitive teams who looked only at birds! 

Leaving the Sourlands we began to hit smaller locations, primarily to fill in the many gaps we had.  A quick stop along the Millstone River in Blackwell’s Mill produced Cedar Waxwings and Warbling Vireos.  We stopped because I saw a Rock Pigeon, which we had not tallied yet.  It left before the others could see it to count it.  Next stop was Six Mile Run in search of grassland species.  We quickly saw birds flying into the barn wall and into the barn itself.  Hoping for the missed Eastern Phoebe, we investigated only to find the already–tallied European Starling and Barn Swallow.  We contemplated eating the starling.  Nobody else was hungry so we let it be.  We did however find Grasshopper Sparrow and Vesper Sparrow in the large meadows there but couldn’t find other grassland species.   Common birds that had eluded us thus far began to excite us in strange ways – a Mallard on the Delaware & Raritan Canal reminded us of the necessity of auto insurance!  I will elaborate on that in private only.   Our last bird before lunch was an Orchard Oriole in Rocky Hill.  Beautiful!

After lunch we checked Carnegie Lake – no Bald Eagles around but we saw frogs, snakes, fish and the expected Double-crested Cormorants.  From there we bravely headed across Rt. 1 to Plainsboro where Tara had promised cooperative birds. Having lived at the Watershed Reserve for twenty years, I had no idea that there were birds on that side of Route 1!  Luckily this included some Bobolinks.  And an elusive celebration of Rock Pigeons. We were still missing many obvious species so we headed back to Princeton to the Institute Woods and Rogers Wildlife Refuge.  Although it was quiet, we picked up more species here but nothing unusual.   We followed a long portion of the Stony Brook in hopes of finding Wood Ducks only to find them in the marsh at Rogers Wildlife Refuge when we returned to the car. 

It was now late afternoon and I must confess to feeling a little disappointed.  We had just around 80 species and were missing way too many “easy” birds.  As we worked our way toward evening, we continued our strategy of visiting habitats and locations that would help us fill in our many gaps.  A kestrel hunting a meadow in Skillman.  Meadowlarks singing in Montgomery.  Osprey and a Bank Swallow at Rosedale Park.  Least Sandpiper and American Coot at Amwell Lake.  Wild Turkey in Hopewell. It seemed that every spot we calculated delivered a scouted bird or a missed bird.  When we reached 90 species, it felt like we had accomplished something special, particularly with the dearth of warbler species in the morning.  

We finished at the Watershed Reserve where we started.  We looked for a couple of missing birds, and counted and recounted our sightings.  Missing – the Princeton Bald Eagle! Black Vulture! Green Heron! Killdeer!  Gulls! Eastern Phoebe! Other Flycatchers! Hairy Woodpecker! Purple Martin! And other Warblers!  As we awaited our last anticipated bird, the Chimney Swift, the disappointment melted away – we had found almost 100 bird species in one day in our watershed.  There had been time to watch birds, not just count them, singing, feeding and nesting, and there were some real surprises.  Most of all we relished the thought of being OUT THERE for a full day doing something we each loved – communing with nature, or more specifically with birds, and sharing that joy with others.  We look forward to hitting the century mark next year and we thank you for your support.

Here is a list of all the bird species seen:

Mute Swan

Canada Goose

Wood Duck

Mallard

Ring-necked Pheasant

Wild Turkey

Double-crested Cormorant

Great Blue Heron

Great Egret

Turkey Vulture

Osprey

Cooper’s Hawk

Red-tailed Hawk

American Kestrel

American Coot

Solitary Sandpiper

Spotted Sandpiper

Least Sandpiper

Mourning Dove

Rock Pigeon

Yellow-billed Cuckoo

Great-horned Owl

Chimney Swift

Ruby-throated Hummingbird

Pileated Woodpecker

Red-bellied Woodpecker

Downy Woodpecker

Northern Flicker

Eastern Wood-Pewee

Willow Flycatcher

Great Crested Flycatcher

Eastern Kingbird

White-eyed Vireo

Warbling Vireo

Red-eyed Vireo

Tree Swallow

Northern Rough-winged Swallow

Bank Swallow

Barn Swallow

Blue Jay

American Crow

Fish Crow

Black-capped Chickadee

Carolina Chickadee

Tufted Titmouse

White-breasted Nuthatch

Carolina Wren

House Wren

Blue-gray Gnatcatcher

Eastern Bluebird

Veery

Wood Thrush

American Robin

Gray Catbird

Northern Mockingbird

Brown Thrasher

European Starling

Cedar Waxwing

Blue-winged Warbler

Yellow Warbler

Black-throated Blue

 Warbler

Yellow-rumped Warbler

Black-throated-green Warbler

Prairie Warbler

Blackpoll

Black-and-White Warbler

American Redstart

Worm-eating Warbler

Ovenbird

Common Yellowthroat

Hooded Warbler

Yellow-breasted Chat

Scarlet Tanager

Eastern Towhee

Chipping Sparrow

Field Sparrow

Vesper Sparrow

Savannah Sparrow

Grasshopper Sparrow

Song Sparrow

Northern Cardinal

Rose-breasted Grosbeak

Blue Grosbeak

Indigo Bunting

Bobolink

Red-winged Blackbird

Eastern Meadowlark

Common Grackle

Brown-headed Cowbird

Orchard Oriole

Baltimore Oriole

House Finch

American Goldfinch

House Sparrow

