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HE shells and sand crunched
underfoot; the no-see-ums nib-
bled; and I held binoculars at the
ready. Somewhere around the next

bend was the promise of a flock of pink
birds. Their first name unpronounceable
and second name a compounding of
kitchen utensil and neb. I couldn’t image
the living version of the picture in my
green Audubon’s field guide. Yet, any
moment now, I would behold the Roseate
Spoonbill of J.N. ‘Ding’ Darling National
Wildlife Refuge (DDNWR).

“Most people are drawn to this
Refuge by the sheer number of birds—at
least 245 species,” says Phyllis Gresham,
Vice President of the Sanibel-Captiva
Audubon Society. “Highlighting the bird
list are the Roseate Spoonbills, White
Pelicans, and Reddish Egrets. There are
migratory species to resident shorebirds,
raptors, and other year-round residents
such as woodpeckers, cardinals, ospreys,
and a variety of doves. There is also the
endless search for the elusive Mangrove
Cuckoo, which nests on the Refuge.”

As an avid birder and also a ‘Ding’
Darling Wildlife Society board member and
volunteer, Gresham continues, “The Refuge
is part of the largest undeveloped man-
grove ecosystem in the world. Over 60% of
this barrier island is preserved for wildlife,
birds, and plants. Mangroves are an essen-
tial habitat for more than 80% of the fish
and shellfish found in Florida. The man-
grove islands within the Refuge are pro-
tected nesting sites; and the DDNWR is the
feeding, nesting, and resting area for migra-
tory birds of many species.”

SEPTEMBER-OCTOBER 2018 24 www.ftmyersmagazine.com

Birding on Sanibel Island by Angela Minor

Toni Westland, Supervisory Refuge
Ranger at DDNWR says, “Throughout the
system of 560+ national wildlife refuges
across the USA, ‘Ding’ Darling is known as
a top birding spot for coastal species. We
put wildlife first. And, our mission is also to
educate and create conservation stewards
of the future. Its 7,600+ acres hold fragile
wetlands that we protect for habitat and
also for recreational uses, such as biking,
hiking, driving, boating, fishing, paddling,
and wildlife watching.”

While visiting ‘Ding’ Darling, you have

the option of a self-guided tour in your own
personal vehicle on Wildlife Drive. “This is
the big attraction, and we urge visitors to
prelude their journey with a stop in our free
Visitor & Education Center,” states Birgie
Miller, Executive Director for the “Ding”
Darling Wildlife Society – Friends of the
Refuge. “Birders can see what’s been sighted
recently, learn identification information,
and interact with hands-on exhibits about
Refuge creatures. We even provide a dedi-
cated computer station to report sightings
to Cornell Lab of Ornithology. Our art-

ful new Learning Lavatories—yes, bath-
rooms,” she continues, “are worth a visit on
their own!”

My insider tip is to stop along the Drive
and put your feet on the ground. While bird-
ing-by-car is sometimes our only travel
option, this destination is easy to explore
outside the vehicle. After enjoying the
Center (and picking up some field guides
and birding trail maps in the Nature Store),
leave your car in the parking lot and walk the
Indigo Trail. As you disappear into the man-
groves, the wilderness envelopes your
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eBird, take a moment to appreciate the col-
laborative commitments to conservation
that keep our wild places intact. According
to Miller, “Our role as the Refuge’s friends
group is to, through private donations,
keep ‘Ding’ Darling open
and functioning at top
level, while federal budget
cuts diminish staff and edu-
cational programs. 

For example, as sci-
entists recorded diminish-
ing populations [of the
Mangrove Cuckoo and
Reddish Egret], the ‘Ding’
Darling Wildlife Society
stepped up to support
two independent, land-

mark tracking studies of their
lifestyles and migration pat-
terns to assist their survival.
Also, 100% of proceeds from
the Nature Store go toward
Refuge and wildlife support.”

My first of many travels to
the J.N. ‘Ding’ Darling National
Wildlife Refuge was over 30
years ago. While visiting family
friends on Sanibel, there was a
casual mention of a place to
‘go look at birds.’ Since I was a
fledgling birder then and never
traveled without binoculars
and my old school field guide, I
jumped at the chance. I spent
the evening looking through
the maps in the back of the
guide; finding species near our
island location. That’s when I
‘discovered’ the fuchsia pink
bird with the funny bill—a bird
too pretty to look at!

While I couldn’t compre-
hend a real Roseate Spoonbill singularly or
in a flock on that first visit, the lasting
impression changed my outlook perma-
nently. “Most people leave here with a
sense of awe about nature and wildlife,”

says Ranger Westland. “We want them to
understand that our environment is fragile
and needs their help. We want them to buy
into conservation and have an emotional
investment in the future of our planet.”

That visit was certainly a turning
point in my dedication to conservation
stewardship. It became the first chapter in
my life of birding and habitat protection,
written in the mangrove forests of the J. N.
‘Ding’ Darling National Wildlife Refuge.  •

The J. N. ‘Ding’ Darling National
Wildlife Refuge is located at 1 Wildlife Drive,
off Sanibel-Captiva Rd. on Sanibel. It is open
daily, except Fridays, from sunrise-dusk. The
Visitor & Education Center is open 9am-
4pm. For information, call 239-472-1100 or
visit fws.gov/refuge/jn_ding_darling.

For information about the ‘Ding’
Darling Wildlife Society – Friends of the
Refuge, call 239-472-1100 or visit
dingdarlingsociety.org

V i s i t  s a n - c a p a u d u b o n . o r g
for information about the Sanibel-
Captiva Audubon Society.

senses. Approximately one-quarter of a
mile in, hop on the Wildlife Education
Boardwalk. “It leads to a gazebo from
which it is very easy to see numbers of
nesting birds in season, such as Anhingas,
Yellow-crowned Night-herons,
Greens Herons, Ospreys, and a
variety of ducks,” says birder
Gresham. At the end of the
Indigo Trail. hang a right over
the Cross Dike Trail back to
Wildlife Drive; and turn right to
walk back to the Center (four
miles total).

You might also want to
book a ride on the Refuge tram.
Gresham continues, “The four-
mile Wildlife Drive through the
Refuge gives visitors a close-up
opportunity to view feeding
birds on the sandbars, raptors
and Swallow-tailed Kites
overhead, alligators, otters,
raccoons, and a number of

amphibians. The sky is
endless, and the shallow
waters permit seeing
crabs ,  f i sh ,  and the
occasional dolphin and
manatee.”

Ranger Westland
says, “It’s easy to just take
a little car ride, but you’re
selling your visit short if
you don’t get out and
interact. Walk the short
spur trails off the Drive.”
The Calusa Shell Mound
Trail near the conclusion
of Wildlife Drive is a must-
see stop in the Refuge.
According to Gresham,
there are “illustrated

interpretive panels that detail the history
of the first settlers on Sanibel, the Calusa
Indians.” She adds, “Also, a variety of
migratory passerines may be seen on this
quarter-mile trail.”

‘Ding’ Darling also offers
opportunities for nature cruise
tours and kayak paddling. If
you want to see wildlife from a
different perspective, glide
through the Commodore
Creek Kayak Trail of Tarpon Bay.
Paddle at sunset to see flocks of
birds returning to roost in the
bay’s rookery islands.

Be sure to also visit the
Bailey Tract freshwater marsh
of the DDNWR complex. It’s a
separate area located on the
Gulf side of the island (off
Tarpon Bay Road), and has
1.75 miles of trails. Also, add
nesting snowy plovers to your
life list at the Perry Tract (off
Middle Gulf Drive) on the same
side of the island. While there,
head over to Gulfside City Park
(Algiers Beach to the locals),
and experience a shelling

adventure like no
other. There are so many, you’ll
have to get used to walking on
them. Unless you have really big
pockets, bring a bag!

Lastly, birder Gresham
shares the following insider tip
for further avian adventures.
“The Refuge is part of the Great
Florida Birding Trail (South).
Also, approximately two miles
off the island at the end of John
Morris Road, there is Bunche
Beach. This is a prime viewing
area for shorebirds, including
Skimmers, Godwits, Plovers,
and the occasional Eagle.”

As you add new birds to
your life list and share them on
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‘Ding’ Darling Days
OCTOBER 12-14

FRIDAY, October 12
Let’s Get Outside Day
SATURDAY, October 13
Conservation Art Day

SUNDAY, October 14
Free Family Fun Day

T h e  R e f u g e  i s  p a r t  o f  t h e  l a r g e s t u n d e v e l o p e d  
m a n g r o v e  e c o s y s t e m i n t h e w o r l d .
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BROWN PELICAN

RED-BELLIED WOODPECKER

GREAT BLUE HERON

ROSEATE SPOONBILL

“ M o s t p e o p l e l e a v e h e r e w i t h a  s e n s e  o f  a w e  a b o u t  n a t u r e  a n d  w i l d l i f e .  
W e w a n t  t h e m  t o u n d e r s t a n d t h a t  o u r  e n v i r o n m e n t  i s  f r a g i l e  a n d  n e e d s  t h e i r  h e l p . ”




