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A Christmas
Tradition for
the Birds

nnual holiday traditions such as

lighting the Christmas tree and

exchanging gifts are familiar to

most Americans, but there is one
national tradition that is especially important
to bird lovers. At the turn of the 20th century,
ornithologist Frank M. Chapman of the American
Museum of Natural History proposed an annual
census of early-winter bird populations. This
volunteer-led census, organized by the Audubon
Society, became known as the “Christmas Bird
Count.” The first count was held in 1900 in
twenty-five locations.

According to annual reports published by the
Audubon Society, Georgia joined the census

in 1913, with Atlanta counting 50 species and
1,225 individual birds. By 1949, Glynn County

was submitting data from Brunswick, St. Simons
Island, and Sea Island on an intermittent basis. In
1951, for example, a team of five women, including
local historian Margaret Davis Cate, identified 51
species and 1,359 individual birds in the southern
part of St. Simons and Sea Island. Cate was an
avid bird-lover who gathered over 100 images of
birds for slideshows she presented at The Cloister
on Sea Island in the 1940s and 1950s.

The location in our area that appears most
frequently in the census is Sapelo Island, where
the count was originally organized by the
University of Georgia Marine Institute. On New
Year's Day 1959, a team of three people took
the first Sapelo census, recording 100 species
and 2,492 individual birds. On the team was
UGA professor Eugene Odum, now known as the
father of modern ecosystems ecology.

The archives of the Coastal Georgia Historical
Society contains the Sapelo report for the 1963-
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Sapslo Teland, Ga. (81l points within a 15-mile diamatéar
circle, centar Sapslo Tsland, 10 miles long and 3 miles wide,
separated from the mainland by extensive estuaries and salt marshes;
fresh water marghes and peonds 15%, ocesan beach 10T, mud flats 15%,
habitacion grourds 15%, salt marshes and estuaries 153, cak forest
15%, pine foresr 10T, open fields and pastures 5%). c. 29 6 a.m.
to 6 p.m. Partly clowdy to overcast; Cemp. 37 to 587 ; EME, 1 m.p:h.
Thirte=n ohservers in & parties. Total party hours, 31 (12 on foot, =
13 bv car, 6 by boat); toral party miles, 93 (8 on foor, 60 by car,

30 by boat). Common leon, 14; Ped-throated Loon, 1; Hormed Greba, 215
Fim=hilled Grabe, 7: Rrown Pelican, %; Double-crested Cormorant; B83;
Great Blue Heron, 28; Lictle Blus Hevron, 10; Common Egret, 166; Snowy
ferer, £3; Lovisisna Heron, 15; Black-crowned MWight Heron, 15; Mallawrd,
6: Black Puck, 77; Cadwall, 37; Pintail, 30; GCreen-winged Teal, 1&;
Blue-winged Teal, 2 Am. Widgeon, 26; Shoveller, 9; Wood Duck, 3;
Ring-necked Duck, &; Canvasback, 51; Lesser Scaup, 667; Common Golden-
eye, 1; Bufflehead, 30; Cldaguaw, 1; Common Scoter, 6 Ruddy Duck, TT3
Hooded Marganser, B1; Common Wsrpanser, 1; Hed-bressted Megganser, 41;
Turkey Vulture, 603 ack Wilture, 44; Sharp-shinned Hawic, 1; Red-
tailed Hawk, 16; Red idered Hawk, 1; Bald Eagle, 1; Marsh Hawk, 9]
Srarrow Hawk, 1%; Chachalaca (intro. in 1923), 4; Bobwhite, 10 Ki
Eail, 3; Clapper Rall, 18; Sora, 3 Common Gallinmule, 9; Am. Coot; 3&4;
Am. Cvstercatcher, 16; Semipalmated Plowver, 3; Fiping Flover, ij
Killdeer, 34; Golden Flover, 1; Black=bellied Flover, &8; Ruddy Turn-
stone, 20: Am. Woodcock, &4; Common Snipe, 13; Srotted Sandpiper, 153
Wllet, 12: Grester Yellowlegs, 12; Lesser Yellowlegs, 1; Knot, 30;
l=ast Sandpiper, 2; Dunlin, 267; Long-billed Dowitcher, 30; Semi-
nelmated Sandpiper, 25%; Sanderling, 16; Herring Gull, 42; Ring=billed
i1, 391: Laughing Gull, 15; Bonaparte's Gull, &:; Forstar's Tern, 57;
Bleck Skimmer, 51; Mourning Dove, 112;

foyal Tern, 30; Caspian Tern, % ]
Ground Deowve, 6; Screech Owl, 1) Grest-horned Owl, 1; Belted Kingfisher,

20: Yellow-shafred Flicker, 101; Pilesated 'r-WrJ];Jttktr, 12; Red-bellied

woodnecker, 79%; Ysllow-bellied Sapsucker, 13; Downy Woodpecker, 3;
Eastern Phoebe, &; Tree Swallow, 275, Common Crow, 60; Fish Crow, 18;
Carclina Chickades, 23; White-breasted Mathatch, 1; Brown=-headed

¥uthateh, 3; Brown Creeper, 1;

House Wren, 2; Carolina Wren, 20; Long-

hilled Marsh Wren, 17; Short=billed Marsh Wren, 1; Mockingbird, 403

atbird, Z; Brown Thrasher, 12;

fobkin, 52; Hermit Thrush, 10; Eastern

Bluebird, 26; Blue-gray Gnatcatcher, 1; Ruby-crowned Ringlet, 31;

dater Pipit, B; Cedar Wawxwing, 20; Logperhead Shrike, 207 Starling, 78;
shite-eved Virea, 4; Black-and-white Warbler, 5; Crange-crowned Warbler,
7; Myrrle Warbler, 217; Yellow-throsted Warbler, 6; Pine Warbler, 25;

Falm Warbler, 29;

Yellowthroat, 27; Eastern Meadowlark, 224; Redwinged

Blackbird, 222; Boat-tailed Crackle, 542; Common Grackle, 240;

Cardinal, 125; Purple Finch,

. Goldfinch, 47; Rufous-sided Towhee,

%7, Savannah Srarcrow, 170; Seaside Sparrow, 30; Vesper Sparrow, 8;
Slate-colored Junca, 7; Chipping Sparrow, 26; Fleld Sparrow, 26]
White-throat=d Sparrow, 174; Fox Sparrow, &; Swamp Sparrow, 15

Song Sparrow, &3, Total, 134 spacies; about 6,300 individuals. Seen
in area count psriod, but not on count day: Gannet, Pigeon Hawk,

Irawich Sparrov.
W. Wilson Baker

Parciclipants:

Ivan R. Tomkins

64 census, a portion of which is shown here.
On December 29, 1963, a team of 13 people
recorded 134 species and 6,300 individual
birds. The census continues to be taken each
year on Sapelo. For the 2018-19 census, thirteen
counters identified 113 species.

The Christmas Bird Count continues to be
held each year between December 14 and
January 5 and, in addition to the United
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States, includes locations in Canada, the
Caribbean, and Central and South America.
Data collected over the past 120 years have
provided vital information about the changing
status of bird populations and enabled
scientists to develop strategies for protecting
birds and their habitats. So, for bird lovers
interested in adding a new tradition to their
holiday season, the Christmas Bird Count is a
worthy volunteer effort!
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diverse programs, and membership, please visit coastalgeorgiahistory.org.
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Coastal Georgia Historical Society presents this article and images from our archives as part of our mission to tell Coastal
Georgia’s inspiring stories. The Society operates the iconic St. Simons Lighthouse Museum and the World War Il Home
Front Museum, housed in the Historic Coast Guard Station at East Beach. To learn more about the Society, its museums,





