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Climate Change and the Blackwater 

Marshes      By Bryan MacKay 

 

I paddle my canoe past the cordgrass marshes, the autumn sun 

reaching toward the horizon, setting the tawny grasses aglow 

with a golden light.  Here on the Blackwater River in Dorchester 

County, as remote a place as exists in Maryland, the hand of man 

seems an inconsequential thing.  This marsh appears to be the 

same lonely place it has been since I started visiting here almost 

forty years ago, nothing but marsh grass and water and a few 

distant pine islands decorating the far horizon.  It might seem 

that if change comes here at all, it will come slowly, creeping 

along in incremental stages too minor for a human to detect in 

one lifetime. 

 

And yet, it is not so.  Change is an inevitable part of life, and  

perhaps nowhere in Maryland is that change more significant than 

these lovely marshes.  That change is subtle, however, not  

obvious like when a grove of trees is removed for yet another 

housing development.  But subtle is nonetheless real. 

 

The clues become obvious with time and experience.  The edge of 

the wetland, where marsh reaches forest, is studded with the 

barren trunks of long -dead loblolly pines.  In a place that is  

neither soil nor water, life is difficult, and so many of these trees 

have given up the ghost.  Places that were once living marsh, rich 

with life, are now water at high tide and mud at low.  Lake Black-

water, they now call it, more than 5,000 acres of grasses, sedges, 

and rushes, gone, all gone.  

 

Water levels are rising in the Blackwater River watershed, more 

than a foot in the last century.  By the year 2100, some models 

indicate a further rise of as much as three feet.  For these marsh-

es, and for Dorchester County, it will be a disaster; maps show 

the entire southwestern part of this low -lying county will be con-

verted entirely to water.  The cause:  primarily global warming.  A 

rise in global temperatures will melt more of the polar ice caps, 

raising sea levels significantly.  Itôs happened before on planet  
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Applaud Erin Reed and Join her Passion  
By Susie Creamer 

 

Erin Reed is a creative and passionate educator who is connecting 

people ages 2 to possibly 102 to nature through on -the-ground 

education programs.  She is the education manager for Balti-

moreôs Patterson Park Audubon Center, and was recently named 

the 2016 Tamar Chotzen Educator of the Year! This award is  

given to one educator for the National Audubon Society each 

year. Erin engages a diverse, multilingual community in helping 

birds and supporting habitats they need to survive and thrive in 

urban spaces.  She believes in inclusion and is also a member of 

Audubonôs newest Diversity and Inclusion Cohort initiative. 

 

Erin teaches nearly 350 programs annually, guiding children and 

adults through Audubonôs habitat gardens in the 140-acre Patter-

son Park in East Baltimore, exploring and interpreting the value of 

restored ecosystems.  Erin believes that action follows education 

and many of her students are now planting bird -friendly habitats, 

writing their elected officials, sharing the message with peers, and 

collecting bird data for species of great conservation concern to 

Audubon staff at Patterson Park.  

   

One of Erinôs recent passions at the Patterson Park Audubon  

Center is the Bird -Friendly Habitat Recognition Program  

that she developed, the first of its kind in Maryland. Erin has been 

holding workshops for several years, showing neighborhood resi-

dents, schools, and businesses how to create gardens in yards, on 

balconies and on stoops for Baltimoreôs birds. Look for ñAudubonò 

signs with a beautiful Baltimore Oriole and youôll know it is a ñbird

-friendly habitat.ò  Erin and other Audubon staff have seen dozens 

of these signs, which serve to encourage friends and neighbors to 

join in and make their urban spaces greener and feather friendly. 

The key ingredients are food (seeds, nuts, nectar, and most  

importantly, insects), water, shelter, and a place for birds to raise 

their young. You can find out more details and sign up for one of 

the Centerôs Wildlife Gardening Workshops on their website:  

http://pattersonpark.audubon.org/events .  
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Field Trips and Programs:  
Some of the dates provide an opportunity to choose a trip or  
double up and participate in two. Beginner birders are welcome 

and encouraged to attend our walks!  

 
Sunday, April 2, 2:00 pm ï 5:00 pm  
Signs of Spring Walk at Patapsco Valley State Park  
Leader: Bryan MacKay 
Location:  Ellicott City, Maryland 
Join naturalist Bryan MacKay for a 2 mile stroll along the paved 
Grist Mill Trail as buds begin to swell and birds begin to sing. 
Learn about early season plants and history of the valley; we 
may even see a few birds! We will also walk 300 yards uphill on 
a trail to see a beautiful cascade. To register please contact Bry-
an at mackay@umbc.edu or at 410 747 7132,  at least one 
day in advance. 
 
Saturday, April 8, 9 :00 am     
Photographing Nature at Cromwell Valley Park  

Leaders: Fred Brundick 
Location:  Cromwell Bridge Road, Parkville, Maryland 
Bring your camera and binoculars--John Landers and photogra-
pher Fred Brundick will take you around wonderful Cromwell 
Valley Park. This will be a great way to get into practice just as 
the flowers, butterflies, and birds are beginning to show their 
stuff. To register, contact Fred at gpferd@gmail.com or 443 -
752 -5607.  
 
Saturday, April 22, 8:00 am     
Feathers and Flowers at Susquehanna State Park  
Leader: Colleen Webster 
Location:  Havre de Grace, Maryland  
An ideal time to enjoy emerging wildflowers, early migrant song-
birds, and lingering winter visitors. Meet at the parking area at 
the confluence of Deer Creek and the Susquehanna River just 
north of Rock Run Mill at 8:00 AM. For more information, contact 
Colleen at 410 -459 -4577 or cwebster@harford.edu . 
 

 
 

Saturday, April 29, 9:00 am ï 5:00 pm    

Billy Goat Trail and the C & O Canal Towpath  
Leader: Bryan MacKay 
Location: Washington, DC region 
Join naturalist and hiker Bryan MacKay for a strenuous hike just 
outside Washington, DC. We'll stroll to see Great Falls, then hike 
on the Billy Goat Trail, scrambling over rocks and along cliff  
edges for dramatic views of the Potomac gorge. This is the best 
place in Maryland for spring wildflowers, and we'll see lots of 
them. Photographers and children over about age 8 (if super-
vised) are welcome, but not a suitable hike for dogs.  Only about 
5 miles, but we will spend about 6 hours outdoors. Cancelled if 
rainy. Please register at least a day in advance with Bryan  
MacKay at mackay@umbc.edu, or 410 -747 -7132 . 

  

 

   Friend us on  

 

 
Follow us for field trips that may be 

added after publication.  
 
 

Saturday, May 6, 8 :00 am     
Holt Park  
Leader: Brad Phoebus 
Location: 87 Elmont Ave., Baltimore, Maryland (near I -695 & 
Bel Air Road) 
Join Brad at this little-known, small, and often wonderful migrant 
trap. Sometimes the woods at Holt Park are popping with  
warblers and other songbirds. Easy parking. To registerðand ask 
questions about location or anything elseðcontact Brad at  
bradphoebus@gmail.com or 443 -415 -9776.  
 
Sunday May 7, 8:30am ï 11:00am      
North Point State Park  
Leader:  Ruth Bergstrom 

Location: Edgemere, Maryland 
North Point State Park is a 1,310 acre park on the shores of the 
Chesapeake Bay.  Weôll be searching for spring migrants and 
resident birds on the Marsh Trail and bay front. Park entrance 
fee is $3/vehicle (please have exact change). Contact Ruth at 
ruthb22@yahoo.com or 443 -752 -1967 to register and for 
meeting instructions. All levels of birders welcome, scopes helpful 
if you have one. 
 
Sunday, May 14, 7:00 am     
Susquehanna State Park  
Leader: Tim Houghton  
Location: Havre de Grace, Maryland  
Susquehanna State Park is Harford Countyôs (and maybe the 
state's) best place to find Cerulean Warblers and other warblers 
and songbird species. This park has a little bit of everything.  

E-mail Tim at timhoughton@comcast.net or call 410 -510 -
7504 to register and for information. Meeting place will be at 
Rock Run Mill (corner of Stafford Rd. and Rock Run Rd.). 
 
Saturday, May 20, 8:00 am     
Leader: Brad Phoebus  
Eden Mill Nature Center  
Location:  northern Harford County, near Highway 165 
Meet Brad at this location to look for late migrating songbirds as 
well as for interesting nesting warblers, such as Prairie Warbler 
and Blue-Winged Warbler. To register and for precise meeting 
instructions, contact Brad at bradphoebus@gmail.com or  
443 -415 -9776.  
 
Saturday, May 27, 9:00 am     
Havre de Grace Paddle Outing  
Leader: Colleen Webster  
Location:  Havre de Grace, MD, at Tydings Park boat ramp 
Bring your floating glory (kayaks, canoes, stand ups), to visit the 
Susquehanna Flats for migrants and mating and babies. Colleen 
will help ply the waters and bays for swimmers, divers and, of 
course, fliers. Meet in Havre de Grace at the Tydings Park boat 
ramp at 9:00 AM. We can help unload your craft.   
Contact Colleen at 410 -459 -4577 or cwebster@harford.edu 
for further details.  

 
 
 
 
 

н 

Saturday, April 22, 6:00 pm      
Annual Spaghetti Dinner at St. Bartholomewôs 
Episcopal Church  
See details on page 3  
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Climate Change continuedé  Earth ï we have many 

kinds of evidence to show that it has ï but never at so fast a pace.  

Human activity, especially the burning of fossil fuels, is warming 

the planetôs atmosphere at an unprecedented rate, and that global 

warming has effects everywhere around the globe.  And thatôs 

true, even here at Blackwater, as untrammeled a place as exists in 

the Free State. 

 

Late in 2016, a project began at Blackwater that may be able to, 

in part, offset those marshland losses.  Itôs an experiment, the 

results of which are unknown and even unpredictable, but the 

scientists who designed it hope that useful lessons can be learned 

even if the experiment is unsuccessful.  A barge anchored in the 

river near Shorterôs Wharf is dredging sand, mud, and organic 

matter from the river bottom, and spewing it out over the adja-

cent dying marsh.  The goal is to increase the level of soil in the 

wetlands by one foot over the winter.  In late spring, the dormant 

marsh grasses should still be able to grow up through the new 

sludge.  Scientists will monitor the return of vegetation, the de-

gree to which the new soil is eroded by tides, and the hoped -for 

return of marsh birds like the seaside sparrow, saltmarsh sparrow 

and black rail.  Can this technique be used to mitigate some of 

these marshland losses to global warming?  Or is what has hap-

pened in the past an inevitable predictor of what will happen in 

the future?  Only time will tell.  

This project is partially funded by Chesapeake Audubon Society, 

using funds made possible by your membership dues and dona-

tions.  One of the principal investigators is Dr. David Curson, of 

Audubon Maryland/DC. This essay appears by permission of the 

author (Bryan MacKay) and the Johns Hopkins University Press, 

and is part of a forthcoming book, ñPaddle Maryland.ò  

 

Erin Reed continuedé  The bird-friendly habitat program 

has been such a success that Erin led a comprehensive training for 

volunteers from all five Maryland Audubon chapters as well as the 

Patterson Park Center and the Pickering Creek Center on the east-

ern shore. Using resources developed at the Patterson Park Audu-

bon Center, these Habitat Ambassadors are now planning their 

own Wildlife Gardening Workshops, dramatically expanding the 

reach of Audubonôs habitat recognition program throughout Mary-

land. The ambassadorôs mission for the program is to ñSpread it 

Like Wildflowerò and turn concrete and barren spaces into garden 

spaces, something we can all enjoy!  We hope to see oriole yard 

signs popping up in your neighborhood! More information on how 

to earn your own sign can be found on PPACôs website: http://

pattersonpark.audubon.org/programs/bird -friendly-communities. 

Erinôs results improve Audubonôs standing as an urban bird conser-

vation leader in Baltimore and Maryland and serve as inspiration 

for the entire Audubon network.  

 

CAS Annual Spaghetti Dinner   

Cuba: Paradise Frozen in Time 

Saturday, April 22, 2016 at 6:00 p.m.   

Featuring:  Hugh Simmons  

 
When one thinks of Cuba one thinks of Fidel Castro, the Bay of Pigs, missiles,  
Kennedy, communism, politics and refugees. But this island, only 90 miles off the coast 
of Florida, has a rich natural history, with passionate local naturalists and birders who 
care deeply about the island and its unique flora and fauna.   Cuba boasts a rich  
biodiversity including 26 endemic bird species and is an important migratory stop over.   
Traveling to Cuba under a U.S. Department of Treasury humanitarian license to census birds, Hugh and his fellow travelers experi-
enced a relatively unfiltered view of life in Cuba. Birders do not tend to stay on the main roads. Through photographs, this presenta-
tion will give the audience a glimpse at Cuba's unique birds and the fascinating history and culture of the land they call ho me.  

Hugh Simmons is a photographer with a passion for birds and wildlife. He likes 
to use his photography to support conservation and appreciation of the natural 
world. Hugh currently serves on the board of directors of the National Audubon 
Society and is President of Chesapeake Audubon Society. 

Where:  St. Bartholomewôs Episcopal Church, 4713 Edmondson Avenue,  

Baltimore, MD 

Cost :  $10.00 per person for dinner and the program, $1 3.00 if you would like a 
glass of wine or a beer with dinner.   

Reservations: We ask that you reserve your meal ticket(s) in advance so we 
can plan for foodðcall (443) 423-1847ðleave your name, telephone number, 
and number of people; specify if you prefer vegetarian sauce.  Please send 
checks payable to the Chesapeake Audubon Society, PO Box 3173, Baltimore, 
MD 21228.    

Directions:   Take Baltimore beltway to exit 15A (Rte. 40, Baltimore National 
Pike east, towards Baltimore.)  Take Rte. 40 about 2 miles, just past the 
convergence of Route 40 and Edmondson Ave.  The Church is on the right.  

We are again extremely fortunate to have a local guitarist and song-
writer, Sean McCahill, performing for your listening pleasure.    
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