Beautiful Blackwater  
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Eyes Right

Cambridge, MD – Most Americans, when hearing the term “Blackwater,” think of the discredited military security firm formerly known as Blackwater, USA.  It was founded in 1997, but by 2007, the management of the firm decided that it would be prudent to re-name the outfit “Xe” due to rampant bad publicity over Blackwater’s actions in Iraq.
Others associate the words “black water” with the recent massive oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico.  Images of oil slicks and water fowl covered with black goo provide good reason to dislike the term black water.

But those of us who have had the privilege of traveling here to the eastern shore of Maryland smile when we hear “Blackwater” because it, Blackwater National Wildlife Refuge, is one of the most beautiful and relaxing locations in the eastern half of our nation.  It was established in 1933 as a refuge for migrating birds and now consists of over 27,000 acres.  Most of the refuge is tidal marsh, complete with shallows filled with an amazing variety of vegetation and wildlife.

Blackwater is now one of the principal wintering areas for Canada geese.  During this coming month (November), there will be at least 25,000 Canada geese, 5000 snow geese, 500 tundra swan, and over 15,000 ducks of various species.  And not a gun in sight!  Blackwater is also the home to nesting osprey and eagles.  In fact, while I was there earlier this year, two eaglets (baby bald eagles) had just been hatched in a nest above which a group called, Friends of Blackwater, has installed a continuously operating “eagle cam.”
Watching the eaglets progress throughout the summer is a complete joy.  Sitting at a computer anywhere where there is internet access, it has been possible to watch these two small, wonderful creatures develop into larger, fully functional eagles capable of finding their own food while soaring above the skies of Blackwater.
If it sounds as if I am gushing over these birds, I am.  They are, by far, the fastest growing birds in North America.  The eaglets add one pound to their body weight every 4 to 5 days!   This means that the parents are two busy birds finding, capturing, and returning with fish from the surrounding waters.  By 3 weeks the eaglets are nearly a foot high, and by 6 weeks they are full adult size, but they are not able to fly until they are 3-4 months old.
In addition to the incredible number and variety of birds, Blackwater is the home to a wide variety of mammals, such as raccoons, muskrats, otters, deer, skunks, and red fox.  One mammal here is not welcome, the nutria.  This animal was introduced into the U.S. from South America in the 1930’s and has become a nuisance in the wetlands due to its damaging effects on vegetation.  Park rangers have been able to keep the nutria somewhat under control through a vigorous trapping program.  The park rangers are extremely proud of the success of their efforts to provide habitat for endangered species such as the Delmarva fox squirrel (I did not see any, but the species is apparently doing very well at Blackwater).
Inside the refuge there are miles of roads for cars to visit remote areas with water on both sides and hundreds, if not thousands, of birds.  There are also hiking trails through the wooded areas and well-marked canoe/kayak trails through various segments of the Blackwater River.

Next time you visit the east coast, give yourself a treat and visit Blackwater.  It does not matter what time of year, the birds and mammals will be there.  Trust me on this one.

I thought you might like to know.
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