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I live in a town called Danby in Tompkins County. It's so small it doesn't even have a post office and often doesn't show up on New York State maps. Several years ago I was in the parking lot of the Lindsay-Parsons Biodiversity Preserve in my town where I met a fellow and his car full of passengers who had come all the way from Ontario, Canada to see a tiny pale brown bird called a worm-eating warbler. They had heard about the bird on a rare bird alert and, being die-hard birders, had hopped in the car. What the heck, it's only hundreds of miles!

More cars pulled in and more expectant birders gathered in the parking lot. Finally, someone who knew where the bird would be led the way. After some trudging to a part of the preserve I'd never been to, we got to the spot. Evidently our group leader had made an appointment with the bird, and we were right on time. So was he. He sang, flew around, gave us all good looks and made us all happy, especially the birders from Canada. We in the Finger Lakes aim to please.

Birding in the Finger Lakes is excellent no matter what time of year. And with its varied habitat--lakes, hills, gorges, woodlands and open fields--you can find a wide variety of birds from waterfowl to owls. The Lindsay-Parsons Biodiversity Preserve is just one of hundreds of place open to the public that are great for finding birds. But here's the bad news right up front. Just as any camper will tell you, the Finger Lakes has its share of annoying insects--mosquitoes, black flies, no seeums. In recent years a new pest has moved into the region called the blacklegged tick. (Formerly known as the deer tick.) Unlike the other insects, it doesn't buzz around and let you know it's there. It's small and dark and often doesn't let you know that it's grabbing onto you. So do a tick check on the whole family--both two-legged and four legged members--at the end of each expedition. The blacklegged tick is well established at the Biodiversity Preserve, so you have been duly warned.

Here are some other places you might want to visit to check for birds. Binoculars are de rigueur and a scope would be helpful at many of the places mentioned.

Also in Tompkins County but north of Ithaca on the east side of Cayuga Lake is the Cornell Lab of Ornithology and Sapsucker Woods. The visitor's center is architecturally impressive. When you go inside, check with the person at the desk to see if there are any guided walks or lectures scheduled. There will also be a list of recently sighted unusual birds. The center has all kinds of displays and an area where you can watch birds at bird feeders and on the pond right outside the windows. There's a gift shop in the center where you can buy a copy of the newly published Guide to Birding in the Cayuga Lake Basin. Outside there are trails around the property and through the woods. You shouldn't need any special footwear unless it's rained recently.

In Seneca County, at the north end of Cayuga Lake is Montezuma National Wildlife Refuge. Some would say this is the best birding spot in the Finger Lakes. Stop in at the visitor's center first and check the list of recently sighted unusual birds and pick up a map of the refuge. Then drive down the main road through the refuge. You are not permitted to exit your vehicle on this road, so be prepared to take photos from inside your vehicle. The refuge is 36,000 acres of marsh, wetlands, mudflats, upland forest, and grassland with some scrub. There are many places around the refuge where you can get out and stretch your legs. My favorite is the observation tower at Tschache Pool. Both ospreys and bald eagles nest at the refuge and you should be able to find plenty of them, as well as many other birds.

The refuge is near Montezuma Audubon Center (MAC) in Savannah in Wayne County. MAC is 198 flat acres, consisting of 50 acres of native grasses, two small connecting marshy ponds and a lovely mixed woods. Swans, marsh birds, ospreys, and other birds frequent the ponds. Native sparrows, marsh birds like red-wings, and other wetland birds should be present from spring through autumn in the vegetation around the ponds. The woods has a variety of common local birds like red-tail hawks, blue jays, woodpeckers, chickadees, and nuthatches as well as migratory passerines like warblers, vireos, and tanagers.

Also in Wayne County is the Olga Fleisher Ornithological Foundation, which operates two wetlands--Huckleberry Swamp and another unnamed swamp in the Town of Huron. The 79-acre Huckleberry Swamp is the most amenable to visitors as it has a long boardwalk through the swamp. It's a good place to find migrating warbles and many other nesting insectivorous birds.

Continuing northeast into Cayuga County, I would recommend a stop at Sterling Nature Center on the shore of Lake Ontario. The visitor's center has some nice bird displays and there are a variety of well-marked trails through varying habitats on the 1,400-acre site. But, for me, the best area is the beaver wetland with its great blue heron colony. There's a bench at the edge of the wetland where you can sit and watch the birds and eat a picnic lunch. Depending on the season, Sterling can also be a great place to see migrating monarch butterflies.

To the west of Rochester in Monroe County are Braddock Bay Raptor Research Center and Braddock Bay Bird Observatory. The Braddock Bay area is a mecca for migrating birds in both spring when birds coming up from the south stop for the right winds to carry them over Lake Ontario and then again in late summer and autumn when the birds coming from the north stop to rest and feed after having made the long trip down from Canada over Lake Ontario. Both sites trap and band (ring) birds, so you may have the opportunity to see birds in the hand.

Heading south into Ontario County, you can bird along Canandaigua Lake. But the really good birding is a the southern end of the lake in a marshy area better accessed by kayak or canoe during spring and early summer. Look for bitterns, red-winged blackbirds, marsh wrens, and possibly swamp sparrows, as you get closer to the confluence of the lake with the West River. You may also find Canada geese, mallards and other ducks, mergansers, grebes, and other waterfowl, depending on how early in the season you are there. Flying over, you are likely to see osprey and a variety of gulls. You may also see bald eagles.

Nearby is another great place for wildlife--High Tor Wildlife Management Area. This 6,100-acre site has a variety of habitats with trails and will provide you with views of a number of native upland birds like turkeys, ruffed grouse and our state bird, the bluebird.

As I said, there are hundreds of places to bird in the Finger Lakes, including 38 state parks, nearly 20 nature centers and too many state forests to count. To find out more information about the places mentioned above and many others, visit my 800-page web site ILovetheFingerLakes.com<http://ILovetheFingerLakes.com>. Use the keyword search with keywords and phrases like birding, nature centers, and state parks. The birding page has a list of all the bird clubs in the region. Feel free to attend any of the walks and lectures these clubs offer. Check out also blogs and list serves on the birding page for the latest reports on unusual birds in the area. Keep a list of what you see and where. And about all, have fun.

Ronda Roaring has lived and birded in the Finger Lakes for the last 40 years. She is the owner/publisher of IlovetheFingerLakes.com<http://IlovetheFingerLakes.com>, the region's largest tourism web site.


