
Today is the day. I mean,
unless it’s raining. Then to-
morrow is the day. Unless
that day is raining, in which
case it’ll be the next one.
Anyway, what I mean is:
This is the
time when
pine war-
blers show
up.

For those
blessed with
a cluster of
m a t u r e
white pines
in the neigh-
borhood, a
trill from
the treetops
will start any minute now.
About the third weekend of
April, whenever the night is
calm or winds are from the
south, in they come.

Inbound migration has
been going on for several
weeks. It was a short winter,
and many early birds are
earlier birds. I expected tur-
key vultures about the third
week of March, but they
started arriving about the
second week. An eastern
phoebe turned up on my
porch April 1, a week sooner
than usual. Ospreys were on
the power poles next to the
highway in Clinton on April
1. That’s when I customarily
expect them, but a long win-
ter delayed them last year.

April 1 is when I expect
song sparrows and Ameri-
can robins to pop up and
start singing. They joined
the chorus right on cue. A
few song sparrows can be
found in southern Maine in
winter, and robins can be
found almost anywhere. But
on one particular day dur-
ing the first week of this
month, suddenly every lawn
seemed to be covered in rob-
ins and every roadside ditch
was alive with song spar-

rows. A warm southerly
breeze had swept them into
the state overnight.

Yellow-bellied sapsuckers
are early. They began pop-
ping up two weeks ago. Now,
they are waking me up in
the morning with a loud
stuttering drum on the most
resonant piece of metal or
wood they can find.

Today is the day yellow-
rumped and palm warblers
return. Ruby-crowned king-
lets arrive today. None of
these may sing much until
they settle onto a nesting
territory, but they should all
make enough noise to be no-
ticeable. They’ll be hungry
after that long flight, so trees
may be alive with the move-
ment of foraging flocks.

Some birds beat them
here, but they’ve been
sneaky. Hermit thrushes
and winter wrens typically
return to Maine in mid-
April, but they don’t sing
much until things warm up
a bit. On the other hand,
bluebirds are back and
won’t shut up. Cowbirds
came back last week, tree
swallows this week.

Early returnees generally
have one thing in common:
they weren’t far away to
begin with. Few of the early
warblers ever left the coun-
try for the winter. Most of
the yellow-rumps spent the
cold months along the mid-
Atlantic coast. A few hardy
souls didn’t even leave the
state. In January, I had two
on Matinicus Island. One
yellow-rump managed to
survive the entire winter in
Aroostook County this year.
Pine and palm warblers ske-
daddle below the Mason
Dixon line, but not much
farther.

Hermit thrushes and win-
ter wrens barely leave the
state. I had one of each on

Matinicus. While most other
thrushes go to the tropics,
some hermit thrushes may
go no farther than Massa-
chusetts. Killdeer make Vir-
ginia and Tennessee a win-
ter home, and they’re back
to Maine before the snow is
gone. American kestrels
share the same winter home
with killdeer and return
about the same time.

So the earliest birds have
already arrived, and the
early birds arrive today.
Meanwhile, you’ve got about
two weeks to re-learn what
you know about bird songs.
The rest of the warblers will
start trickling in soon. War-
blers that spent the winter
in Florida will begin to ar-
rive around the first of May.
Black-and-white warblers
have a winter range that ex-
tends all the way from the
Gulf Coast states to Peru,
and it’s a safe bet that the
closest ones will get here
first.

When I walk the wooded
trails in the Everglades in
March, I encounter a few
black-throated green war-
blers and northern parulas,
so a few of those will be back
in time for May Day. The
rest winter on Caribbean is-
lands or the northern tip of
South America, and they
will follow within a week.

You might guess that the
birds will dribble in steadi-
ly. Guess again. For birds
travelling a long distance,
which is just about all of
them, they will wait until
conditions favor migra-
tion. Then, boom, they all
go at once. One day, the
woods are quiet. The next,
noisy. This time of year,
when winds are from the
south, have morning coffee
on the porch. Your friends
may have returned over-
night.

Bob Duchesne serves as
vice president of Maine
Audubon’s Penobscot Valley

Chapter. He developed the
Maine Birding Trail, with in-
formation at mainebirding-

trail.com. He can be reached
at duchesne@midmaine.
com.
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It’s hard to believe we
began the contest so long
ago. Mike Horvers was our
first winner, back in 2003.
Others followed: Jason Mc-

Cubbin in 2004, Doug Saun-
ders in 2005, Tom Nichols in
2006, James Rolph in 2007,
Dick Fortier in 2008, Tiffa-
ny Shepard in 2010, Don
Factor in 2011, Jasper
Walsh in 2012, John Craig
in 2013, Byron Hale in 2014
and Harvey Siebert in 2015.
The particularly alert read-

er may notice we didn’t
take a trip in 2009. That’s
true. We couldn’t find a
date that was acceptable to
the winner.

All those trips were spe-
cial and have left me with
lasting memories. I hope
that’s the same for all our
past winners, too.

BOB DUCHESNE

Song sparrow.


