
TOP: Tide pooling. Photo by Mik Oyler. 

BOTTOM: Rowing to Egg Rock. 
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SCHOLARSHIP RECIPIENT WILLIAM HARMON SAYS 

“The camp had . . . a certain magic of learning that I will never forget.” 

 
As I circled the Portland, Maine airport in the early 

morning, the rain poured down the windows. Lightning 

illuminated the rocky coastline, and I began to dream of 

all the birds on the shore. It was nearly sunrise, but very 

hard to tell at the moment, with the torrential 

downpours obscuring any natural light. After two circles 

around the city, we finally landed. 

In a few hours, the shuttle would come to deliver a 

handful of campers from the airport to the dock, and a 

boat would shuttle us to Hog Island, but for now, I 

occupied myself by looking out the window at the 

inches of water on the runway. The plane sat there for 

around two hours, so I had plenty of time to think about 

the next week. When I got off and waited for the sun to 

rise, I made my way to the sign saying Camp Hog Island 

Teen Campers, and met Arden, a volunteer who mainly 

handled transportation. Mik pulled up in a van with all 

the other campers and we got going. 

My first taste of Maine birding was at Scarborough 

Marsh, near the airport. By the time we got there it was a 

little late for singing sparrows, but we observed a couple 

of gulls and ducks. My definite highlight was my lifer 

Common Eider, a handful of gorgeous males in breeding 

plumage and a group of females. Some of the others 

enjoyed Greater Black-backed Gull and American Black 

Duck just as much. In the later afternoon, once we reached 

the dock, we transferred all our luggage into motorboats 

to get to the island. The boat ride was short but beautiful, 

and I’d never been in a bay before with such beautiful 

 



  

mixed forest. We easily spotted Black Guillemot from the boat and had some great birds beforehand. 

Hog Island is the perfect place to study some wonderful species. Throughout my time there, I got to 

closely observe birds I was unfamiliar with, like Black- throated Green and Blackburnian warblers, 

Parula Warblers, Purple Finch, Common Loon, Herring Gulls, and Bald Eagles, to name a few. It was 

an ideal mix of observing and learning. 

The days went by so fast, and they all blurred together, so I will share some highlights. Exploring 

the camp and the larger island was almost magical. The buildings were filled with so much history, 

and it was an honor to be a small part of it. We took a larger hike of the 

island and found Merlin, Red Crossbill, and Surf Scoters. We visited the resident artist and explored 

his fern photography. One of the best experiences we had was tide pooling and exploring what was 

hiding under the rocks, including nudibranchs, jellyfish, and marine worms. 

We went out to the dock at night and watched the moon while we fished for creatures. We 

managed to find a worm-like creature and discovered it was a Northern Pipefish. That spirit of 

exploration was something everyone could feel and emulated, as we explored the environment 

around us. 

Our staff were there every step of the way. Holly was 

someone who I had last year for Camp Delaware Bay, and 

she’s amazing. Vicky is a newer birder who worked as a 

guidance counsellor, and we enjoyed her unique view of 

birding. The kitchen staff were also amazing, and we had 

the privilege of eating excellent food every day, including 

an amazing lobster meal on the final day. 

Every night we would have a presentation on a topic by 

an expert, and I learned a lot about them. Some of the best 

topics were Ornitherapy, Bird Bills, and Recording Birds. 

Much of the camp was filled with insightful and 

informative sessions where we all learned something. We 

did field sketching, mindful birding, and more observation 

of singular birds. 

Hands down, the favorite day was the trip to Eastern 

Atlantic Puffins. 

Photo by William Harmon. 

Egg Rock. The public aren’t allowed on the island due to its importance as an alcid and tern breeding 

location, but the teen campers were specially allowed, weather permitting. The most important thing 

we had to learn was how to deal with the terns. Since they nested on the ground, their eggs were 

completely rock-like in pattern, so we needed to always walk single file and shout out eggs on the 



  

path. Adding on top of this, the terns would constantly dive bomb you and poop until they felt they 

were safe. Despite the hectic conditions, and the very real possibility we couldn’t land with bigger- 

than-desired waves, the island gave us the chance to see Arctic and Roseate Terns, as well as the most 

famous breeder and practical symbol of the camp, Atlantic Puffin. We also had the luck to see a pair 

of Razorbills and many campers’ highlight bird, a Manx Shearwater that flew over the island 

(ironically named Puffinus puffinus). All the species were an absolute joy to observe and especially 

watching them go out to sea and come back with fish. The puffins would disappear into the crevices 

and come back out onto the boulders to hang out and look around. 

The final day, we took a trip to the mainland, and we explored the wetlands, forests, and 

grasslands that held typical Maine birds. 

Some of the other campers and I had a 

miniature Big Day competition, which led 

us to never take us off the windows in the 

car and strain our ears to the farthest 

reaches of the forest. At the first stop, Back 

Brook Marsh, we had some excellent 

species such as Virginia Rail, Chestnut- 

sided Warbler, Swamp Sparrow, Marsh 

Wren, and Gray Catbird. Although being 

roadside was slightly sketchy, the marsh 

was filled with activity. 

As we drove into the deep forest, at 

Burkett Mill Preserve, we had the 

opportunity to hear Canada, Nashville, and 

The resident Northern Parula Warbler. 
Photo by Penelope Tong 

Palm warblers, along with Alder, Yellow-bellied, and Olive-sided flycatchers calling in the trees. A 

couple of Broad-winged Hawks soared over as we moved from bog to woods, and we heard 

crossbills calling in the distance. We ended the day at Salt Bay Farm, a natural grassland, and targeted 

Bobolink, of which we had excellent views. Bluebirds 

and Red-bellied Woodpeckers were abundant here, 

and as we had lunch, we were surprised to spot a flock 

of Sandhill Cranes move overhead, a local rarity. I 

ended the day with 85 species. 

Leaving camp was the hardest part. I fell in love 

with the Maine coastline and forest, and the birds that 

breed there. The camp itself had so much history, and a certain magic of learning that I will never 

forget. The drive back was bittersweet, and waiting at the airport until it was just me was an almost 

perfect ending. On my flight to Baltimore, I saw New England clearly from the sky, and knew I 

would have to come back.  

“Once again, thank you so much 

for this opportunity. I met 

so many great people and 

saw so many great birds.” 


