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First Impressions
By Doug Parker

Doug is the new Executive Director of Audubon Vermont

I appreciate the opportunity to contribute to the 
Green Mountain Audubon Chapter newsletter.  It has 
been a short time since I began as the new Executive 
Director of Audubon Vermont and since then, I have 
been enjoying the opportunity to get out around the 
state to meet people involved in Audubon and other 
conservation activities.  Iõve  been impressed by the 
number of interested and committed people who 
are involved in many different environmental efforts.  
Vermont is certainly a green state.

As I have gotten around, I have come to appreciate 
the special relationship between Audubon Vermont and 
the Green Mountain Audubon Chapter.  I recently met 
with the Chapter Board for an exchange of ideas.  I am 
looking forward to working with the chapter and hope 
to be able to identify projects we can do together to 
contribute to the conservation of Vermontõs birds.

This is a very important time for conservation in 
Vermont.  Development is putting increasing pressure on 
habitat and on birds, leading to declining populations 
for some species.  At the same time, compilations of 
existing breeding bird data are showing that the northern 
forest ð from the Adirondacks, across Vermont and New 
Hampshire, to the Maine coast ð is a globally significant 
nursery for birds.  There is a greater diversity of breeding 
birds here than in any other part of the country, and it 
makes sense that Audubon, which has so long stood for 
birds, should find ways to contribute toward conservation  
while there is still time to have a significant impact.

The Audubon family has a lot to offer conservation 
efforts:

¶ The chaptersõ presence around the state with 
their broad membership and large number of 
volunteers.

¶ The state program and staff, and the Green 
Mountain Audubon Center in Huntington with its 
successful 40 year track record, thanks to the 
Green Mountain Audubon Chapter.

¶ The potential for working together with other 
statewide Audubons in adjoining states.  We 
cannot work in isolation in Vermont and expect 

our bird populations to remain healthy.

¶ Our connection to the National Audubon 
Society and its resources.  Many of our 
birds are migratory, so Audubonõs national, 
even international reach can be important 
components of an integrated approach.

I am looking forward to developing new programs 
that will have a beneficial impact on birds in Vermont, 
and joining forces with chapters in areas such as 
monitoring, land management, education, and any 
other activity that will contribute to conservation and 
have a lasting impact on bird populations.  We have 
identified a group of òresponsibility birdsó ð those which 
have a large percentage of their home range right here 
ð in which we have a special interest and for which we 
will work to ensure a viable future.

In particular, we need to find ways to reach out 
to the decision-makers who will determine the quality 
of future bird habitat.  Since 85% of Vermont land 
is private, we will endeavor to develop programs to 
provide receptive landowners with information about 
management practices that enhance bird habitat.  
This will call on Audubonõs strengths in education, birds 
and science.  And while there is a very important piece 
of this work that Audubon Vermont can do on its own, 
I think that chapter involvement will be central to its 
ongoing success.

Vermont is a great place to try out new approaches 
to bird conservation.  Over the next year, I hope to be 
able to work with you to do just that.

The Black-tailed Gull
First record in Vermont:
October 2005
Charlotte Town Beach
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PROGRAMS AND FIELD TRIPS

BOBOLINKS AND SAVANNAH SPARROWS OF THE 
CHAMPLAIN VALLEY
Date: February 8, 2006
Time: 7 PM
Location: Dorothy Alling Memorial Library, Williston, VT
Speaker: Noah Perlut, PhD student at UVM, will give a 
talk/slide presentation about his research on grassland 
birds in the Champlain Valley
Contact: Shirley Johnson 878-4132

BEAR NECESSITIES
Date: Tuesday, January 10, 2006
Time: 7 PM
Location: Hinesburg Public Library
Speaker: Tom Decker, Bear Biologist for State of 
Vermont Fish and Wildlife Dept.
Learn about the natural history of the Vermont Black 
Bear and how people and bears can live together to 
sustain this important wildlife population.
Contact: Caryn Gronvold 862-7772

SNOWSHOE WALK AT MUDDY BROOK PARK
Date: Saturday, February 18, 2006
Time: 9:00 a.m.-12:00 noon
Location: Meet at the parking lot at Muddy Brook 
Park on River Cove Rd. at the Williston-South Burlington 
border.  We will look for winter ducks and other winter 
birds.
Contact: Carl Runge 879-4490

58TH ANNUAL BURLINGTON AREA CHRISTMAS BIRD 
COUNT
Date: Sunday, December 18, 2005
Contact: Shirley Johnson 878-4132

BIRDING AT DEAD CREEK
Date: Saturday Nov. 19
Time: 9 AM-noon
Location: Meet at the goose viewing area
Contact: Chip Wright 985-3514

EAGLES AND WATERFOWL ON LAKE CHAMPLAIN
Date: Saturday Jan. 7
Time: 9 AM - noon
Location: Meet at Shelburne Bay Fishing Access
Contact: Chip Wright 985-3514.

GREAT BACKYARD BIRD COUNT
Dates: February 17 - 20, 2006
Location: Your backyard
Contact: Cornell Lab of Ornithology
http://www.birdsource.org/gbbc/ and/or
Shirley Johnson, 878-4132

OTHER EVENTS
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The Romance of Bird Research
By Michele Patenaude 

When I mention the Marsh Bird Study that I conduct 
in the Sand Bar Wildlife Management Area, bird 
watchers will often ask me if they can help.  òThat sounds 
so interesting,ó they will say. òDo you need any help?  Iõd 
love to come along.ó

I am one of a cadre of volunteers who survey 16 
marshes across Vermont for the Marsh Bird Monitoring 
Program of the Vermont Department of Fish and Wildlife 
Non-Game and Natural Heritage Program.  My marsh 
is in the Sand Bar Wildlife Management Area located at 
the mouth of the Lamoille River in Milton.  The Sand Bar 
is a wild place, closed to the public except by permit. 
The birds are undisturbed except by the occasional 
bird researcher such as myself.  For the last six Junes, I 
have spent two mornings, at least 10 days apart, in the 
Sand Bar with my tape player broadcasting marsh bird 
calls at my survey òpoints.ó  Points are located 275 yards 
or more apart in emergent marsh habitat.  My survey 
route has five points. The target species are òobligate 
marsh birdsó: American Bittern, Least Bittern, Pied-billed 
Grebe, Common Moorhen, American Coot, Virginia Rail, 
Sora and Black Tern.  At each point I spend about 10 
minutes.  I broadcast, listen and hope for a response. I 
record the species I see and hear. I go alone.

Itõs not that I couldnõt use the help. I could. But I am 
sure those who offer have no idea what they would be 
getting into.  I assume they harbor romantic illusions 
about this bird survey business.  I understand. I had the 
same notions when I was first asked to do the survey.  
But now I know that I will be grumbling when my alarm 
clock goes off at 3:00 a.m. and I fumble to the kitchen 
to make the strong coffee I will need to get me through 
this ordeal.  I pull on old pants, sneakers and socks, 
all apparel that I will throw away when the survey is 
completed.  Swamps are muddy, smelly places ñ hard 
on clothes and shoes.  (I find waders too constraining, 
and they give me blisters.)

No matter how warm the temperature, I will 
cover my body in two layers of clothing to keep the 
mosquitoes and deer flies from biting.  One layer will 
never do.  I apply DEET to my face and neck and 
hands, and even put some on my clothing.  I wear a 
good mosquito net over my head, face and neck.  Still, 
they will find a way to penetrate my shirt and pants and 
socks, to get under my netting, to foil the DEET.

If the lake level is high, the Sand Bar will be flooded, 
and I will be wading though leech-infested waters.  
During the study I will walk about four miles.  My walking 
stick will be essential to probe the waters, to help me lift 
myself over the barbed wire fence I need to scale, and 
to help me balance on the huge fallen tree that I use as 
a bridge to get to one of my òpointsó.

After a few hours of marsh bird surveying at the Sand 
Bar, the mosquitoes can make me question my will to 

live ñ or at least my will to complete the survey.  The 
tiniest piece of exposed skin will be ferociously attacked.  
This is not the kind of volunteer work for those who fear 
West Nile Virus.

And then thereõs the barbed wire fence.  Because 
the main gate to the Sand Bar is not opened by the 
refuge manager until later in the morning, I must climb 
the fence to get in.  I park in the lot at the Lamoille River 
boat launch and put on my netting and apply my DEET 
before I step out of the car.  Then I don my pack, grab 
my walking stick and get my trusty foot stool out of the 
trunk.  I am not as limber as I used to be and scaling the 
fence is no small feat.  I need the help of my footstool 
to climb up and over.  The fence is topped with a single, 
but effective, strand of barbed wire. 

Oh, the stories I could tell. About the big water 
snakes, the drowned tape recorders, the dense tall 
grasses that obstruct my path and rain pollen down on 
me as I push through them.  About the time I got lost for 
several hours.

But then I remember walking along a path flanked 
by Ostrich Ferns that tower over my head and shaded 
by great Swamp White Oaks and Silver Maples so wide 
and tall I am humbled beneath them.  I remember 
the pair of nesting osprey, and the female who always 
spots me first and loudly announces her alarm to 
the entire marsh.  I remember the symphony of bird 
song: orioles, vireos, peewees, waterthrushes, veeries, 
redstarts, titmice, wrens, sparrows, blackbirds and snipes.  
Everywhere there are birds that sing from every tree, 
flooding the swamp with their songs.

There are the salmon sunrises over the wild rice 
paddies.  There is the wild laughter of the Pied-billed 
Grebe which can be heard throughout the marsh.  
There are the Virginia Rails who seem to be present at 
every point and who readily respond to all the taped 
calls no matter what the species.  Oh, the stories I could 
tell about ravens, about bald eagles, about bull frogs 
as big as my foot.  There was the morning when I came 
over the crest of a hill to see coyote pups playing on the 
path and I froze still as a tree and they did not notice 
me.  For the next 20 minutes as the mosquitoes and 
deerflies tested my self control, I watched the little pups 
jump and wrestle with each other until one of them 
finally noticed me and they all ran away.

These are the pictures that inspire the romantic 
illusions that people have about bird research. These are 
the pictures that dance in the heads of the people who 
offer to help me with my marsh bird survey.

This winter when I sit and think about next yearõs 
Sand Bar survey, these are the pictures that will dance 
in my head, too.  I will forget about wading through 
cold marsh waters and about soaked tape players.  I 
will forget about the mosquitoes and the deerflies. I will 
forget about the barbed wire fence and the poison ivy.  
Itõs the romance that I will remember ñ and that will 
have me day dreaming about next yearõs survey.
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came and had a look.  They all tentatively identified this 
as a Black-tailed Gull, an Asian species never before 
seen in Vermont.  Within several hours its identification 
had been further verified by Allan Strong, Dick Lavallee, 
and David Hoag.  It was quickly photographed, 
videotaped, and widely posted on various bird lists, as 
indeed, a first record for this species in Vermont.

By October 23, people had come from as far 
away as Ohio and Virginia to view this rarity.  The bird 
has, so far, remained in the area, and has been very 
accommodating to viewers.  Several photographers 
posted spectacular pictures of the bird on the VTBIRD 
List.  The photographs accompanying this article were 
taken by Marcel Gauthier of St-Jean-sur-Richelieu, 
Quebec on October 20.

The Black-tailed Gull is a wide ranging bird, often 
wandering far from its native region of eastern Asia.  It is 
a rather common gull in China and Japan, where it is 
called the Japanese Gull.  It wanders the western Pacific 
from the Bering Sea to Australia.  In 2004, the North 
Pacific Research Board counted 473 Black-tailed Gulls in 
the Bering Sea and the Gulf of Alaska.  There have been 
several other records down the west coast from Alaska 
to California.

There have also been several reports of Black-tailed 
Gulls on the east coast, almost always single birds, often 
in the presence of Ring-billed Gulls.  Sightings have 
occurred from Newfoundland to Virginia, with records 
also in Texas and Belize.  It is apparently rare to see this 
bird inland.  The first inland recording in North America 
was at Lake Winnepegosis, Manitoba in 1987.  A Black-
tailed Gull was seen several times in several places in 
the Lake Michigan area during the summer of 2003.  
These were the only verified non-coastal records I found, 
making the Vermont sighting all the more notable.

Once one is aware of the existence and description 
of this species, it is quite easy to identify.  It is about the 
size of a Ring-billed Gull, with longer wings and a darker 
gray mantle.  Its most characteristic finding is a wide 

Black-tailed Gull: First Record in Vermont
by Carl Runge

The big news in the birding world 
of Vermont this autumn has been the 
discovery of a Black-tailed Gull (Larus 
crassirostris) at Charlotte Town Beach 
on October 18, 2005 by Julie Hart of 
Chester, VT.  Julie had gone to the beach 
area around noon to use her cell phone, 
as it was the only place in the area 
where she could get good reception.  
While scanning the area for migrating 
waterbirds, she noted a gull associating 
with a flock of Ring-billed Gulls just off 
the beach that looked different from the 
others: it had a darker mantle, a red-
tipped bill, and streaking on the back of 
its head.  She called Matt Medler, who 
in turn called Ted Murin and they both 

black sub-terminal band on its tail behind a white rump.  
It has a long yellow bill with red and black at its tip.  The 
adult has a yellow iris.  The head in winter is streaked, 
with a darker collar around the neck.   All of these 
features were evident in the Charlotte Beach gull.

This has certainly been an exciting event for Vermont 
birdwatchers and other naturalists.  Many thanks to Julie 
Hart for relating the story of her remarkable discovery, 
and to Marcel Gauthier for his magnificent photographs.
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What we all hope will be the first annual Vermont-
New Hampshire Birders Conference was held at the 
beautiful Lake Morey Resort in Fairlee, VT on October 
15-16.  Sponsored by VINS and New Hampshire 
Audubon, it was a great success.  Saturday, a wet 
dreary day, fortunately consisted of indoor events with 
many interesting presentations.  The keynote speaker 
was Steve Kress of Ithaca,NY, who spoke about his 
pioneering work leading to the recolonization of puffins, 
terns, and murres to their historic nesting islands off the 
coast of Maine.  Steve also gave a very practical talk 
on gardening strategies to attract birds and butterflies to 
oneõs yard.

Some of the other presentations included a 
workshop by Bryan Pfeiffer on birding for beginners 
and intermediates, and a talk by Allan Strong on his 
grassland bird research in the Champlain Valley.  Eric 
Hanson discussed his work with loon recovery,  Roz 
Renfrew told about her discoveries regarding winter 
Bobolink habitat in South America, and Kent McFarland 
and Chris Rimmer presented findings from their 
Bicknellõs Thrush research on Vermont mountaintops.  
Presentations were also made on two of VINS statewide 
citizen science projects: Steve Faccio spoke about the 
Forest Bird Monitoring Program and Dan Lambert spoke 
about Mountain Birdwatch.  Other talks were equally 
interesting.

Sunday was devoted to field trips.  The day was 
dry, but windy and cloudy.  One group went to the NE 
Kingdom and northern New Hampshire.  We chose 
the trip to Herrickõs Cove led by Chris Rimmer and Bill 
Shepard.  This turned out to be a fascinating location 
with many interesting birds seen.  The storms of the 
previous few days had apparently kept a number of 
migrating birds down to forage.  The specialties of the 
day were raptors and sparrows.  We saw Sharp-shinned, 
Cooperõs, and Red-tailed Hawks, an Osprey, Northern 
Harriers, Merlins, and Peregrine Falcons.  Sparrows 
included Fox, Song, Swamp, Lincolnõs, White-throated, 
White-crowned, and juncos.   Our list also included 
Hermit Thrush, both kinglets, Cedar Waxwing, Yellow-
rumped Warbler, Common Yellowthroat, and Eastern 
Towhee.

All in all it was a very satisfying weekend.  Letõs hope 
that the interest and effort will be sustained, and that this 
will become a popular annual event.

On August 27, Allan Strong, ably assisted by Ted Murin, 
led 26 birders on a beautiful sunny morning field trip to 
Dead Creek and surrounding Addison County.  Over 
55 species of birds were seen at various locations on 
Dead Creek from Panton Rd. to Brilyea Access, and 
at McCuen Slang.  Wetland highlights included over 
40 Great Blue Herons, a Great Egret, several Ospreys, 
an immature Bald Eagle occupying an Osprey nest, a 
Northern Harrier, a Peregrine Falcon hunting sandpipers, 
Common Moorhens, Semipalmated Plover, Lesser 
Yellowlegs, Common Snipe, and several sandpiper 
species: Solitary, Spotted, Semipalmated, Least, and 
Bairdõs.  Woodland species of note included Eastern 
Wood-Pewee, Least Flycatcher, Yellow-throated, 
Warbling, and Red-eyed Vireos, Blue-gray Gnatcatcher, 
Northern Mockingbird, Black-and-white Warbler, 
Ovenbird, Bobolink, and Purple Finch.  CR

GMAS Fall Birding Events

On September 11, a perfect late summer day, Otter 
Creek and Green Mountain Audubon Societies jointly 
hosted a hawkwatch on Buck Mountain in Waltham. It 
was scheduled to coincide with the flight of broadwings, 
early in the raptor migration; but if broadwings flew 
by, they were too high in the cloudless sky to see.  The 
group saw two Red-tailed Hawks, two American Kestrels, 
a Merlin and a Sharp-shinned Hawk.  EL

On  October 2, a glorious fall day, a group of 9 people 
met at the new Headquarters Building, just off Tabor 
Road at the Missisquoi National Wildlife Refuge with 
trip leader Michelle Patenaude to look for fall birds.  
Many goldfinches were enjoying the sunflower seeds 
in a field close to the building and in brushy habitat 
close by, there were many species, including Song 
Sparrow, White-throated Sparrow, White-crowned 
Sparrow, Northern Cardinal, Mourning Dove, American 
Crow, Eastern Phoebe, American Robin, Yellow-rumped 
Warbler, Purple Finch, Catbird, and Cowbird.  Our next 
stop was further south off Tabor Road at a trail in the 
Stephen J. Young Marsh.  The trail skirted a marshy 
area where we saw both Red-winged and Rusty 
Blackbirds, and as we quietly approached a little pool, 
an American Bittern flew out.  We heard a Swamp 
Sparrow and saw lots of Tree Swallows flying over the 
marsh.  The trail progressed into a forested area and 
there were many species, including Bluejay, Downy 
and Hairy Woodpeckers, Northern Flicker, Black-capped 
Chickadee, Golden and Ruby-crowned Kinglets, Red-
breasted Nuthatch, Red-eyed Vireo, and Brown Creeper.  
Overhead, we saw Canada Goose, Rock Pigeon, 
and Sharp-shinned Hawk.  A volunteer from MNWR 
accompanied us on our hike and by clicking two sticks 
together, she was able to call in a Ruffed Grouse which 
enjoyed the company of hikers and stayed with us for 
a half hour, just walking among us as we journeyed 
down the trail and even letting us pose for pictures next 

to him!  The group next drove to Louieõs Landing on the 
Missisquoi River and walked to Macõs Bend, where we 
added Great Blue Heron and Ring-billed Gull to our trip 
list.  SJ

October 2 continued

VT-NH Birders Conference
by Carl Runge



Birding in Vermont

Charlotte Town Beach
This is a much frequented site for waterbirds of all 

kinds.  If you happen to be looking for a Black-tailed 
Gull, this is the only place in Vermont where one was 
ever seen.

Take Rte. 7 to the Ferry Road (F5) in Charlotte 
and turn west toward the lake.  Proceed through the 
village to Lake St. and turn right.  When you go over 
the covered bridge, turn into the parking lot on the 
right.  There is plenty of grassy space on the lake side 
of the road to set up a scope or have a picnic.

Colchester Causeway
This is a typical waterfowl location with good numbers 

of Common Goldeneye, scaup, ring-bills, Common 
Mergansers, and Bufflehead.  Last April the star of the 
show was a Tufted Duck.  Reportedly, Canvasbacks 
and Redheads have been seen here.  Both Snow and 
Canada Geese can be seen during their migration.  
Dabblers, (Mallard and Black Ducks, wigeon, and a 
few shovelers), are often in evidence during migration.  
Hunting is allowed from the Causeway and its environs 
in the fall.  Duck hunting season ends this year on 
December 18th.  Naturally, the availability of open water 
is critical for observing waterfowl.  As long as there is open 
water anywhere in view, you are likely to see waterbirds.  A 
scope is essential for this purpose.

The causeway is now part of the Colchester bike path. 
There is a small parking area just before the bike path 
crosses Mills Point Rd.  To get there take Colchester Point 
Rd. from its intersection with Porters Point Rd.  Go past 
Airport Park and bear right onto Mills Point Rd.  The parking 
area is on the right.

It is about a half mile hike from the parking area to 
the causeway.  The birds are often in toward the shoreline, 
but may accumulate in the òcutsó further out where 
there is a current and open water throughout the winter.  
BMacP

Shelburne Bay Boat Access
This can be a rather busy spot on summer 

weekends, but there are always waterbirds on the 
surface and overhead.  It is also a good spot to 
observe Bald Eagles.  An adjacent park on the west 
side of the bay provides a trail through woods to 
quieter outlooks.  Take Rte. 7 to Bay Rd., not far from 
the So. Burlington-Shelburne boundary.  Bay Rd. heads 
southeast along the south end of the bay.  When 
you see the open water of the bay on your right, start 

looking for the boat access parking area.  EL

Geese, ducks, gulls, sea birds, and shore birds 
converge on and over the lake and its tributaries in the 
fall, and some continue migrating through, or staying 
on until ice closes in.
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Do you keep a field notebook?
The Hermit Thrush is seeking submissions 
of art from its readers.
A page torn from your field notebook 
would be perfect.


