EASTERN SHORE VIRGINIA AND CHINCOTEAGUE
24-26 August 2018
by Tim Stamps
Michael Lott, Jim Goehring and Tim Stamps departed Fredericksburg at 5:00 am Friday, August 24,
to head for the Eastern Shore of Virginia. Lynn and Michael Barrows joined the group Friday
evening for a full day of birding at Chincoteague National Wildlife Refuge (NWR) on Saturday. We
were cautiously optimistic that the salt marshes would be full of migrating shorebirds. The
southern tip of the Delmarva Peninsula is one of the most important avian migration funnels in
North America. The narrowing peninsula created by the Chesapeake Bay and the Atlantic Ocean
causes a funneling effect on the birds as they fly south. We also expected opportunities to observe
differences in adult vs. juvenile and breeding vs. non-breeding plumages in herons, egrets, gulls,
terns and fall warblers. We knew that the timing was early for warblers and birds of prey, so we
had low expectations for those species. Weather was excellent with temperatures around 80
degrees, but the bright sunny skies made it seem hotter.
An impressive 406 bird species have been seen at the southern tip of the peninsula. A
comprehensive bird list can be downloaded at the following URL:
https://www.fws.gov/uploadedFiles/Region_5/NWRS/South_Zone/Chincoteague_Complex/Easter
n_Shore_of_Virginia/PDFs/ESofVA%20Bird%20Brochure%201-19.12(1).pdf
Our birding adventure started about 8:00 am at the
Eastern Shore of Virginia NWR. In scraggly pines
near a kayak access point on Ramp Road, Jim
pointed out a Blue Grosbeak tucked away in the
shadows of a limb. Soon, a Black and White
Warbler, Redstart, Blue-Gray Gnatcatcher, Downy
Woodpecker and several Eastern Kingbirds were
added to the list. Flights of Double-Crested
Cormorants, Laughing Gulls and White Ibis, singly
and in groups, flew overhead in multiple directions.
The adjacent saltmarsh, at high tide, had no
exposed mud flats and few visible birds. A small
Adult Little Blue Heron
pond on the north side of Ramp Road, however,
produced a nice assortment of egrets and herons. Snowy, Cattle and Great Egrets, and Great Blue,
Little Blue, and Tricolored Herons were present. Two Black-Crowned Night Herons passed
overhead. Also, our first ducks were seen, a Mallard and a Blue-Winged Teal, quite contrasting in
size! When we reached the Wise Point boat landing, we found Bald Eagle, Osprey, Herring and
Laughing Gulls, and observed White Ibis roosting in tree tops. The White Ibis count reached 100.
On the way out of the refuge, 2 Ruby-Throated Hummingbirds were seen buzzing around the
overgrown fields and a Broad-Winging Hawk circled us while we were in the visitor center parking
lot. That was the only hawk seen during the trip (a Red-Tailed Hawk was heard)! We were too
early for the fall songbird and raptor migrations but managed to tally 34 species.
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Brown Pelicans on The Concrete Fleet
Our next stop was mid-morning at Kiptopeke State Park. Kiptopeke provides recreational access to
the Chesapeake Bay and has some excellent migratory bird habitat. From the Park’s shoreline, we
directed our scopes toward The Concrete Fleet, also known as the Kiptopeke Breakwater,
consisting of 9 concrete ships lined end to end just west of the former Chesapeake Bay ferry
terminal. The crumbling hulks consist of ships contracted by the U.S. Maritime Commission during
World War II. In 1948 the ships were brought to Kiptopeke Beach and scuttled to bring protection
to the terminal during severe weather. The hulks now provide a platform for a large colony of
Brown Pelicans (we counted over 250). Laughing,
Herring, and Greater Black-Backed Gulls, Rock Pigeons,
and Double-Crested Cormorants were other birds
common amongst the wrecks and pilings. A few terns
were foraging and, after great scrutiny, were all
identified as Forster’s Terns. Breeding, non-breeding
and juvenile plumages were observed. One Spotted
Sandpiper in fall plumage (no spots!) was foraging
along the rock jetty at the boat launch. Common
resident song birds were found along roadsides and
picnic areas and Mike and Jim were able to identify a
Spotted Sandpiper
Chestnut-Sided Warbler, an apparent early fall migrant.
25 species were observed at Kiptopeke.
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After a picnic lunch, we drove Magotha Road, Route 655, out to Cushman’s Landing to view farm
fields and marshes on the eastern side of the peninsula. Sparsely vegetated farm fields along this
road have been known to attract open-land birds such as Horned Larks. The fields were still
heavily vegetated; thus, target species were not found but we did record 55 European Starlings. At
Cushman’s landing, a couple of additional Spotted Sandpipers were seen, along with Herring and
Laughing Gulls, 1 Snowy Egret, 1 Forster’s Tern, 6 Barn Swallows, and 5 Eastern Kingbirds. A
couple small yellowish birds (confusing fall warblers) were determined to be Prairie Warblers. The
species count for this stretch of road was 10.
Next, we headed east of Cape Charles to the end of Sunnyside Road, Route 638, in the small
unincorporated community of Oyster. We parked next to a couple large piles of conch shells. Low
tide was imminent and exposed oyster beds were everywhere. The air was thick with a pungent
aroma. Aiming our scopes toward mud flats near the mouth of the channel we saw 2 Willets and a
Semipalmated Plover. Another vehicle pulled up and a woman with spotting scope joined us. She
introduced herself as Lisa from Virginia Beach and invited us to walk with her down the tree line to
a point where we could see a greater expanse of mud flats. Upon arrival at the point, she
immediately picked out a Whimbrel. Jim recognized Marbled Godwits at the very farthest reaches
of our optics and 32 were counted. The site also produced 22 American Oystercatchers
(appropriate for Oyster, Virginia), 34 Black-Bellied Plovers, 11 additional Semipalmated Plovers, 7
Black Skimmers, 1 Royal Tern, and a Gull-Billed Tern. 17 species were found in Oyster.

Green Heron

Whimbrel nabbing a crab

The last stop of the afternoon was at Willis Wharf, also known as "Clam Town USA," a community in
Northampton County. In the mud flats west of Willis Wharf Road we got our first good view of
Whimbrels, where 2 were located. A photogenic Green Heron accommodated us and posed with
the sun properly aligned to illuminate its striking colors. Laughing Gulls were numerous and 1
Belted Kingfisher was added to our list. A total of 11 species were observed at Willis Wharf. We
then went to our hotel in Exmore to cool down and greet Lynn and Michael Barrows who were
joining the trip.
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Tim, Mike, Jim, Lynn and Michael at the Chincoteague
National Wildlife Refuge Visitor Center

Saturday morning, we headed
towards Chincoteague NWR and
Assateague Island. Assateague Island
National Seashore is a protected area
on a long barrier island off the coast
of Maryland and Virginia. It’s known
for its Atlantic beaches and for trails
that wind through marshland, dunes
and pine forest. Chincoteague NWR
is home to wild Chincoteague ponies,
Bald Eagles and migratory seabirds.
Our first stop was at Queen Sound
Landing before the bridge crossing
over to Chincoteague Island. Here we

picked up 2 Ruddy Turnstones, another Spotted Sandpiper,
numerous Snowy and Great Egrets, a Tricolored Heron, 1
White Ibis, a Common Tern, Forster’s Tern, and the ubiquitous
Herring and Laughing Gulls. In a bare marshy area adjacent to
the road, I saw a round black fluff disappear into the marsh
grass. With all eyes on the area, we picked up movement and
several downy Clapper Rail chicks appeared with their
oversized feet. A larger gray-brown rail, believed to be a
juvenile clapper, appeared briefly. 15 species were seen at this
stop.

Clapper Rail Chick by Jim Goehring

Our next excursion was to
Chincoteague NWR where 57 species
were observed. One mud flat had a
good assemblage of terns and
shorebirds where we saw BlackBellied Plovers, Ruddy Turnstones,
Sanderlings, Semipalmated Plovers,
Marbled Godwit, Semipalmated
Sandpiper, Western Sandpiper, ShortBilled Dowitcher, Spotted Sandpiper,
Greater and Lesser Yellowlegs, 150
Willets, Least Tern, Caspian Tern,
Common Tern, Forster’s Tern, 49
Royal Terns, and Black Skimmers. In
route to a woodland trail, we came
across an idyllic marsh scene where
groups of ponies were grazing.

Egret among Chincoteague Ponies
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Walking along a biking/pedestrian trail, we observed a flock of Eastern Kingbirds and a Robin
foraging wildly in a shrub tree that had reddish fruits. At the Visitor Center, we identified the shrub
as Sweetbay Magnolia (Magnolia virginiana). Sweetbay Magnolias in the Chesapeake Bay region
usually grow only about 20 feet tall. Bundles of dark red seeds, produced in early autumn, are
eaten and spread by animals such as squirrels and songbirds. We walked a short loop, Marsh Trail,
after lunch and picked up Blue Grosbeaks, various other songbirds, 2 Glossy Ibis, Short-Billed
Dowitchers, and numbers of apparent Mallard/Black Duck hybrids.
The refuge drivable wildlife loop opened at 3:00 pm
and we observed Canada Geese, Mallards, Blue-Winged
Teal, 1 Pintail, Greater and Lesser Yellowlegs, and
numerous egrets. The Snowy and Great Egrets were
stunning against the green carpet of marsh grass. After
a break to check into the hotel and grab dinner, we
returned to the NWR beach and were rewarded by
being able to watch the sunset and moonrise occur
simultaneously. A few Sanderlings and Ruddy
Turnstones were on the beach, but bird life was sparse
at that point.

Great Egret in flight

Sunrise over saltmarsh (above); Seaside Sparrow (top right, by
Jim Goehring); preening Clapper Rail (bottom right).
Sunday morning, we went to the Beach Access Road walkway to look/listen for Seaside Sparrows
and to watch the sunrise. We were not disappointed. We saw several Seaside Sparrows, but none
near enough to get a close-up photo. We heard numerous Clapper Rails chattering in all directions.
To our surprise, a clapper came out into a mudflat next to us along the walkway and started
preening. To top that, we had two more close sightings of the rails and watched one plunging its
entire beak and head into the muck searching for crabs. What a memorable experience!!!
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Foraging Clapper Rail

Redstart by Jim Goehring

After breakfast, we drove south to the Cape Charles
Beachfront Park and went out on the fishing pier to
scan the rock jetties and various pilings in the harbor.
There were many Brown Pelicans on the breakwater
jetties off-shore. Laughing and Herring Gulls were
plentiful; one Greater Black-Backed Gull was located.
Seven Semipalmated Sandpipers, 1 Sanderling and 15
Ruddy Turnstones were on the jetty at the fishing
pier. Two Osprey nests were on the tallest mast poles
near the pier. Again, the small terns were challenging
to identify, but Mike and Jim noted 1 Sandwich, 1
Common, and 3 Forster’s terns. In total, 14 species
were logged.
We then went a short distance south to the Cape
Charles Coastal Habitat Natural Area Preserve to
complete this Eastern Shore birding adventure. The
preserve has a lengthy wooden boardwalk which
made the woodland trek relatively easy. The first
bird seen was a Black and White Warbler just at the
beginning of the boardwalk. Birds were scarce and
quiet, but we did get 6 Yellow-Billed Cuckoos, one of
which was feeding a fledgling. We picked up three
woodpecker species, a Redstart, a Summer Tanager, a
few Northern Cardinals, and heard a Red-Tailed
Hawk. In all, 16 species were detected. A WhiteTailed Deer fawn gave us a cursory glance as we
passed by and then went back to feeding.

Many thanks go to Mike Lott for arranging
lodging and to Mike and Jim for identifying birds
in all the confusing plumages. And a big thanks
to Lynn and Michael Barrows for adding their joie
de vivre to this journey. The group camaraderie
made the weekend great fun. Jim and I shot a lot
of digital “film.” The last time I went birding at
Eastern Shore Virginia was in 1973 for an
ornithology course. I hope Fredericksburg
Birding Club will plan to return in future years,
perhaps in the fall/winter, to key in on other
migration peaks. 92 bird species were seen or
heard during this trip, including 7 tern species!
Jim Goehring "shooting the moon."
Photos are by the author unless otherwise
noted
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LIST OF BIRDS SEEN OR
HEARD
Canada Goose
Blue-winged Teal
Mallard
American Black Duck
Northern Pintail
Rock Pigeon
Mourning Dove
Yellow-billed Cuckoo
Ruby-throated
Hummingbird
Clapper Rail
American Oystercatcher
Black-bellied Plover
Semipalmated Plover
Whimbrel
Marbled Godwit
Ruddy Turnstone
Sanderling
Semipalmated Sandpiper
Western Sandpiper
Short-billed Dowitcher
Spotted Sandpiper
Greater Yellowlegs
Willet
Lesser Yellowlegs
Laughing Gull
Ring-billed Gull
Herring Gull
Great Black-backed Gull
Least Tern
Gull-billed Tern
Caspian Tern
Common Tern
Forster’s Tern
Royal Tern
Sandwich Tern
Black Skimmer
Double-crested Cormorant
Brown Pelican
Great Blue Heron

Great Egret
Snowy Egret
Little Blue Heron
Tricolored Heron
Cattle Egret
Green Heron
Black-crowned Night-heron
White Ibis
Glossy Ibis
Black Vulture
Turkey Vulture
Osprey
Bald Eagle
Broad-winged Hawk
Red-tailed Hawk
Belted Kingfisher
Red-headed Woodpecker
Red-bellied Woodpecker
Downy woodpecker
Eastern Wood-Pewee
Great Crested Flycatcher
Eastern Kingbird
Red-eyed Vireo
American Crow
Fish Crow
Purple Martin
Barn Swallow
Carolina Chickadee
Tufted Titmouse
Brown-headed Nuthatch
Carolina Wren
Blue-gray Gnatcatcher
American Robin
Northern Mockingbird
European Starling
House Finch
Chipping Sparrow
Seaside Sparrow
Baltimore Oriole
Red-winged Blackbird
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Common Grackle
Boat-tailed Grackle
Black and White Warbler
Common Yellowthroat
American Redstart
Chestnut-sided Warbler
Pine Warbler
Prairie Warbler
Summer Tanager
Northern Cardinal
Blue Grosbeak
House Sparrow

