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Welcome to Duke Farms’ Bald Eagles. This e-book,  
designed by mimi sabatino, allows you to click on links 
to watch the new Duke Farms eagle Cam, look at videos 
and view eagle-related web pages. Depending upon 
your Internet connection, some pages may be slow to 
load, so please be patient.

also note that eagle Cam photos from previous nesting 
seasons are of lower quality than those from the new 
high-definition cam.

The e-book’s page-turning application, FlipBook Creator, 
includes a search function in lieu of an index -- the 
magnifying-glass icon above on the right.

Copyright 2016, the Duke Farms Foundation.

all contributing photographers retain sole copyright to 
their work.
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ever since I became executive Director of Duke Farms in 2013, I’ve been amazed at how visible and 
popular our programs have become in such a short time. and it is safe to say that our Bald eagle nest 
– and especially our eagle Cam – is at the very top of most people’s list of their favorite things about 
Duke Farms. When the chicks are in the nest from april until July, it seems like everywhere I go, folks 
are talking about the eagles.

so it was quite disappointing to all of us when a lightning strike took out the eagle Cam last July, just 
as the eagle chicks were about to fledge. after months of daily viewings that tracked those cute gray 
balls of fuzz as they grew their feathers and prepared to leave the nest, many of our viewers felt a 
palpable sense of loss and worried about what had become of the chicks.

To make matters worse, the retirement of the DeP biologist who used to climb the nest tree 
precluded banding the 2015 chicks, so we will not be able to track these particular chicks and learn of 
their travels and fates.

so, in order to avoid a repeat of this disappointment, we have just finished the installation of a 
new and improved eagle Cam. This new camera has improved lightning protection, and will 
provide high-definition images and even nighttime glimpses of the nest.

as you wait patiently for the 2016 class of eagle chicks, we thought you would enjoy this e-book by 
nature writer Jim Wright, which is pretty much guaranteed to help you prepare to fall in love all over 
again.

       michael Catania, Executive Director, Duke Farms

INTrODuCTION
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In the late 1990s, when Bald eagles were still in the earlier 
stages of their remarkable comeback in New Jersey, 
seeing this mighty bird in the wild in New Jersey was a 
rare occasion.

Just two decades later, things have changed dramatically.

Crossing the raritan river in morning commuter traffic? 
look up above for a powerful eagle flyover.

leaving Trenton in a rainstorm for a lunchtime meeting? 
a white head stands out on an eagle perched on a half-
submerged branch just downstream from the bridge.

Headed down the shore on a Friday afternoon? There, 
that majestic shape flying purposefully over the great Bay 
saltmarsh – another eagle!

Yet one sighting takes place more often than all the 
others combined. One pair of eagles has become like 
family, revealing their intimate behaviors, their parental 
interactions, their young eaglets coming of age and 
moving on to start their own lives.

This sighting is reliable, taking place nearly every minute 
of every day that the birds are nesting. It’s shared not 
only by a lucky bird-watcher or dedicated scientist, but by 

young and old, biologist and couch potato alike.

We are speaking, of course, about the Duke Farms eagle 
family. These birds may be reality-show celebrities, but 
they are also teachers and muses.

Duke Farms’ eagles may have connected more students 
with nature over the past decade than all the literature on 
the scientific bookshelf. Duke Farms and Conserve Wild-
life Foundation educators lay the groundwork for deeper 
learning and interaction.   
Innovative schoolteachers further engage their students 
on this living, breathing miracle of a comeback tale that 
has been taking wing all across New Jersey.

While you read this fascinating 
book, visit the eagle Cam – and 
prepare to be inspired!

David Wheeler, 
Executive Director, 
Conserve Wildlife Foundation 
Author of Wild New Jersey: Nature 
adventures in the garden state 

FOreWOrD

Duke Farms’ Bald eagles                                                                   Foreword  |  7



LIVE CAM

Duke Farms’  BalD eagles
In the fall of 2004, Duke Farms 
discovered a Bald eagle nest on its 
property along the raritan river in 
central New Jersey.  

When two of the large raptors kept 
returning to the sycamore tree, Duke 
Farms installed a video camera and 
began streaming the video to Internet 
viewers worldwide for the 2008 nesting 
season.

since then, the cam has tallied more 
than 10.5 million views worldwide, 
and the pair has produced a total of 17 
chicks. at least two females have nested 
here. The first one had leg bands, and 
the current female does not.

The Duke Farms Bald eagles typically 
produce one to three eggs per clutch, 
three days apart, beginning in mid-
February. Incubation takes roughly 35 
days, with the eggs hatching between 
late march and early april.

The young birds develop in the nest 
for 10 to 12 weeks, until they are large 
enough and strong enough to leave 
(fledge). This is typically in late June or 
early July. The parents still feed them 
nearby for the next several weeks, until 
the fledglings can fly and hunt on their 
own.

In October 2012, Hurricane sandy 
destroyed the nest. The eagles promptly 
built a another nest in another 
sycamore 100 yards away, barely within 
camera range. Duke Farms moved the 
video camera to the new nest tree in 
the fall of 2013.

lightning struck that tree in June 2015, 
knocking out the video feed just as 
nesting season was winding down. 
since then, Duke Farms has replaced 
the old video cam with a state-of-the-
art fiber-optic system with round-the-
clock high-definition video.    

THe BIg PICTure
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The Duke Farms Bald Eagles, photographed via the Eagle Cam.

http://www.ustream.tv/channel/eagle-cam
http://dukefarms.org/
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BalD eagles & THeIr NesTs

along with their golden eagle cousins, Bald eagles are among 
the largest raptors in North america — second only to the 
California Condor.

Not only do Bald eagles build the largest bird nests in the world, 
but as viewers of the Duke Farms eagle Cam have witnessed, 
they are able to incubate their eggs during snowstorms and 
arctic blasts.

Bald eagles have a wingspan of six to eight feet. They weigh 
between 8 and 14 pounds, with the female approximately 25 
percent larger than the male. eagles are easiest to tell apart 
when they are in the nest together and when the size difference 
is apparent.

Their trademark white head and tail feathers appear when the 
eagles mature at four or five years old. (“Bald” comes from the 
Old english word balde, meaning “white.”)

Not only is the Bald eagle unique to North america, but it also 
is the official symbol of the united states, a highly revered part 
of Native american life and a ubiquitous presence in american 
culture.

long endangered, they have made a remarkable comeback in 
recent decades.

These alpha predators have incredible eyesight — four to six 
times better than humans. For more information on Bald eagles’ 
vision, visit this website.   

Bald eagles also have very good hearing, with ears located in 
small holes on the sides of the head, behind and above the beak.

Bald eagles do have a couple of weaknesses. like most other 
raptors, aside from vultures, their sense of smell is poor. and 
their voice is nothing to write home about. The powerful shriek 
often associated with a Bald eagle in pop culture actually 
belongs to a red-tailed Hawk. You can listen to Bald eagle calls 
online (courtesy of the Cornell lab of Ornithology).   

although this majestic raptor was our nation’s symbol, by the 
late 1800s the Bald eagle was deemed a nuisance and hunted 
and killed in large numbers. The nation eventually adopted the 
Bald and golden eagle Protection act in 1940, but the arrival of 
the pesticide DDT later in the decade caused its population to 
decline even further. as recently as the mid-1980s, New Jersey 
was home to just one Bald eagle nest.

The Duke Farms Bald Eagle nest, October 2015

http://www.dvrconline.org/raptoradapt.html#Eyes
https://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Bald_Eagle/sounds


The state’s Bald eagle population has rebounded remarkably 
since then, with more than 160 nests that can produce more 
than 200 young a year.   

 The best way to watch one of those nests is via the streaming 
video of the Duke Farms eagle nest, but on an electronic 
device you can’t really appreciate what an engineering 
marvel it is.

 The nest is immense — six to seven feet in diameter, three 
feet thick from top to bottom, and weighing hundreds of 
pounds. It’s made from sticks and other natural materials, 
more than 70 feet off the ground. Picture the top of an eight-
story building. That’s how high up the tree it is.

even more incredible is how a nest is built.

“using just a beak and their feet, Bald eagles are able 
to weave together sticks, grasses and even cornstalks 
to construct a large, stable nest that can last for years,” 
says Thom almendinger, Duke Farms’ Director of Natural 
resources.

 The host tree can range from a Cottonwood to a sycamore, 
so long as it’s sturdy enough to support a nest with room not 
only for two adults but also for nestlings that soon grow as 
large as their parents.

 The eagles build the nest about two-thirds of the way up the 
tree, where stout branches become the girders that support 
the structure.

 First comes the outer framework, made of large sticks. The eagles often collect the 
sticks by landing forcefully on the limbs of dead trees and snapping the branches 
off, then carrying them in their talons back to the nest. These “fresh from the tree” 
sticks tend to last longer than sticks taken from the ground.

The middle layer is called the bowl. This liner is made up of such pliable materials 
as marsh grass, field grasses, corn husks and pine straw.

 The top layer is the egg cup, made of soft plant material with excellent insulating 
qualities that help keep the eggs warm when the parents take a break.

sometimes the eagle will bring in some evergreen twigs as well. “some scientists 
believe this is done for a variety of reasons, including camouflage, insect repellent, 
or to signal to other eagles that the nest is occupied,” says Thom.

although a pair of eagles can build a nest quickly, the nest itself is forever a 
work in progress, with modifications and materials added over the years. The 
remodeling continues after the eggs are laid, the eaglets are hatched and nesting 
season ends.

Bald eagles typically build their nests near water, which makes sense because so 
much of their diet is fish. They also tend to build their nests away from humans, 
although some eagles are becoming more tolerant of human activity.

some Bald eagles have been known to build alternate nests, but there has been 
no sign of any at Duke Farms.

more information on Bald eagles

learn how to determine a Bald eagle’s age up to adulthood by its plumage.

The history of Bald eagle nests in america.
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The Sycamore hosting the Duke Farms Bald Eagle nest.

http://www.conservewildlifenj.org/species/fieldguide/view/Haliaeetus%20leucocephalus/
http://www.featheredphotography.com/blog/2013/01/27/a-guide-to-aging-bald-eagles/
https://dukefarms.wordpress.com/2015/03/12/a-brief-history-of-bald-eagle-nests/


Thanks to a brand-new video camera system, complete with 
fiber-optic cable, anyone with Internet access can watch the live 
streaming video of Duke Farms’ Bald eagles around the clock any 
time of year.

Duke Farms installed the new cam, a Bosch autodome IP 5000 Ir, 
and high-tech cable in October 2015. Duke Farms’ Charles Barreca 
and another professional climber, Jack kuhlman, hauled the cam up 
the nest tree using a rope and pulley system and placed it 15 feet 
above the 80-foot-high nest.

The previous analog cam dated from 2008, with parts and 
technology dating from 2003.  lightning had knocked the old cam 
out of commission just as the two 2015 eaglets were fledging.

 The upgrade took three days — one day to install the 1,500-foot 
fiber-optic wire, one day to make the connections between the wire 
and the cam, and one day to raise the cam into the tree.

 The advantages of the new set-up are that the image quality is 
greatly improved, you can watch the nest any time of day or night 
(thanks to an infra-red light), and the video system is much more 
reliable.

One thing hasn’t changed, according to Charles, Duke Farms’ 
manager of ecological stewardship: “The cam has an amazing ability 
to capture fleeting moments in the nest, such as the first cracks 
in the egg as a chick hatches, or the red-tailed Hawk attacking in 
2013.”
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THe NeW eagle Cam

Installing the new Eagle Cam. (Inset: The new infra-red feature in action.)

http://resource.boschsecurity.com/documents/AUTODOME_IP_5000_IR_Data_sheet_enUS_19166828299.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5OPsUXdOgGo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5OPsUXdOgGo


The new cam, which weighs 
roughly 12 pounds, is encased in a 
weatherproof, lightning-resistant 
housing. The cam offers full HD 
video, and it pans, tilts and zooms. 
That means the camera not only 
can swivel in several directions, but 
it also zooms in and out to provide 
video ranging from close-ups of the 
nest to panoramic shots of the nest 
and its surroundings.

 “The ability to point/tilt/zoom also 
allows us to survey the nest site to 
check for intruders and trespassers 
during the nesting season and to 
monitor flooding events in the area 
by the river,” Charles says.

Duke Farms can control the cam via 
a web interface, accessible from a 
PC or mobile device.

When the first video cam was installed, the biggest 
challenge was getting the video signal from the 
cam to the closest facility where the video could be 
streamed.

In fact, although installation of the cam began 
shortly after the first nest was discovered a decade 
ago, streaming the cam’s live feed over the Internet 
took several years of effort.

The problem was simple: location, location, ...

The eagles built their nest nearly a mile from the 
closest facility that could stream the video.  With little 
or no clearance for a wireless antenna in the woods, 
the technology in 2005 only allowed for a 1,000- to 
3,000-foot run of cable buried in the ground.    “The 
first system was customized by a subcontractor to 
double the original factory parts settings’ suggested 
range, but it was less than ideal,” explains Charles.

This time around, electrical contractors pulled the 
1,500-foot fiber-optic cable through the old camera’s 
existing underground conduits. “The new fiber 
cable is also completely sealed and armored from 
end to end, so water and rodent issues will be less 
problematic,” says Charles.

The next upgrade: Installing a microphone near the 
nest so viewers can hear the Bald eagles’ activity as 
well as see it.
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 The new Bosch Autodome IP 5000R, installed.



“This is an experienced pair of adults,” 
says Duke Farms’ Thom almendinger. 
“They instinctively know to sit on the 
eggs when they need heat and to get off 
them when they need to be cooled.”

kathy Clark, a wildlife biologist for the 
New Jersey endangered and Nongame 
species Program who has worked with 
Bald eagles for more than three decades, 
adds: “eggs are okay getting chilled for 
the first few days, before there is much 
development. They can’t freeze, though, 
without some permanent damage to the 
embryo.”

In short, this is wild nature and nothing 
is certain, but there are probably bigger 
things to worry about.

What should eagle Cam viewers watch 
for during incubation?

 “The way the adults curl their talons 
under while walking around the egg, 
and the way they ‘wiggle’ as they 
position the egg underneath them,” says 
Thom. “and for this particular pair, you’re 
watching an attentive male who’s very 
particular about nest-tending.”

Larissa Smith, Wildlife Biologist and 
Volunteer Manager for Conserve Wildlife 
Foundation of New Jersey, has worked for 
CWF’s Bald Eagle Project for 15 years. She 
describes the egg-hatching process:

eggs will hatch in the order that they were 
laid. The hatching process takes at least 24 
hours or longer.

First, the eaglet will become active in 
the egg and break through the inner 
membrane.

FIRST EAgLE Egg
2011

Duke Farms’  BalD eagles

eagle eggs may look small in that big nest, but they are larger 
than many folks realize. The off-white eggs, the size of lop-sided 
tennis balls, weigh a quarter of a pound. 

 The eggs begin to arrive in mid-February, usually three days apart. 
The egg counts for the Duke Farms nest have ranged from one to 
three. In 2015 the adults incubated two eggs.    

The female keeps the eggs warm most of the time, especially until 
all the eggs have arrived, but the male also helps. Both adults also 
turn the eggs from time to time during the five-week incubation 
to keep them at the right temperature and to prevent the embryos 
from sticking to the inside of the eggshell.

To help keep the eggs warm, a parent can develop a brood patch, 
a small area without feathers on their chests, well-supplied with 
blood vessels. That makes it easier to transfer their body heat to 
the eggs.

still, the arrival of eggs in the Duke Farms Bald eagle nest marks 
the beginning of the nervous season. When the eggs are left 
unattended in colder weather — even for a short spell — it can be 
nail-biting time.

should folks worry when both eagles are gone from the nest?

THe eggs & THe HaTCH
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http://www.ustream.tv/channel/eagle-cam
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bHpedtsgZaQ&index=4&list=PLWZA440-7UU5tDRsWjco8cee-ybEPAypD


CWF’s Larissa Smith describes the development of 
the new arrivals:

recently hatched eaglets will have a grayish-white 
down, called natal down.

The eaglets will not need to be fed right away 
since they have absorbed the yolk before 
hatching.

When the adults feed a chick, they will tear tiny 
pieces of the prey (often fish) and coax the eaglet 
to eat by putting the food in its mouth. Feeding 
sessions are the best time to see the new eaglet, 
as the adults are moving around the nest and the 
eaglets are upright and attentive.

Young eagles are not able to regulate their own 
body temperature for a couple of  weeks, so a 
large portion of their time is spent tucked under 
the belly or wings of the adults for warmth, a term 
called “brooding.” 

THe NesTlINgsusing its egg tooth (a pointed bump on the top of the 
bill), the eaglet will then start to break through the 
outer shell in a process called pipping.  

eaglets can start chirping at this point, and this alerts 
the adults that the hatching process has begun.

The eaglet will then continue to peck at the shell 
until it has a hole in the shell large enough to break 
through and free itself.

a good way to tell if the egg is hatching is to watch the 
parents’ behavior. They will be off the eggs for longer 
periods, and watch the eggs intently for movement.

Cam viewers might be able to catch the hatching 
process, depending on when the adults are off the 
eggs and if they aren’t blocking the view of the egg.

“While the first egg is hatching, the adults will still be 
incubating the other egg(s).

The egg tooth will fall off a few days after hatching.”

see a photo sequence of a 2015 Duke Farms eagle 
egg hatching.

read about the history of Bald eagle eggs 
in New Jersey.
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https://dukefarms.wordpress.com/2015/03/28/photo-sequence-of-the-first-hatch/
https://dukefarms.wordpress.com/2015/03/28/photo-sequence-of-the-first-hatch/
https://dukefarms.wordpress.com/2015/02/26/bald-eagle-eggs-a-brief-history-lesson/
https://dukefarms.wordpress.com/2015/02/26/bald-eagle-eggs-a-brief-history-lesson/


FAwn bRoughT To
dukE FARMS nEST
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around 10 days of age, they’ll start to 
get their second coat of down, which is 
a darker, woollier down called thermal 
down. This coat acts as an insulator, 
and by 15 days old the chicks are able 
to regulate their body temperature 
themselves. They also become more 
active, moving around the nest.

Both their feet and bills will grow to adult 
size first, giving them a slightly awkward 
appearance until their bodies catch up.   

The more chicks that have hatched, the 
more food the adults will need to bring 
to the nest. sometimes the adults bring 
an abundance of food if prey is easily 
captured.

There is sibling rivalry between the 
chicks, and sometimes the youngest 
chick will not be able to compete 
with older chicks for food, or will even 
succumb to attacks by the older chicks. 
Other threats to eaglets include predators 
such as great Horned Owls, raccoons, and 
other eagles.

at about four weeks of age the chicks will 
begin to get their blood feathers or pin 
feathers, first appearing on the head and 
edge of their wings. These new feathers 
will come out wrapped in a sheath that is 

filled with blood, and the blood feeds the 
feathers so they grow.

For the next few weeks after the pin 
feathers emerge, the chicks will have a 
mixture of down and feathers. Once the 
feather is fully developed, the sheath will 
fall off, or the eaglet will pull it off and the 
feather will unfurl.    

One of the most amazing things about 
the eaglets is how fast they grow. They 
are almost the size of the adults at 
six weeks of age,  and biologists may 
band the chicks’ legs at this time with 
a numbered band that identifies each 
individual.

By eight weeks of age, feathers will have 
replaced much of the secondary coat of 
down, and the eaglets will learn to tear at 
food and begin feeding themselves.

The chicks will begin to strengthen 
their wings by flapping and stretching 
in preparation for their first flight. The 
flapping, hovering, and hopping around 
makes them stronger.

They will also start to “branch,” which 
means they’ll walk out onto branches 
away from the nest to perch.

after 10 to 12 weeks, the chick will take 
its first flight. That doesn’t mean it’ll 

be soaring and flying proficiently like the 
adults. Their first flight is often wobbly, 
tentative, and awkward.

many volunteer nest observers have 
witnessed an eagle’s first flight end up with 
the bird crashing through branches and 
either landing unsteadily on a branch or 
hanging from a branch by their feet upside 
down. learning to fly is a process that takes 
time to master.

Juvenile Bald eagles actually appear 
larger than full grown adults, because the 
juveniles’ secondaries are longer and thicker 
than adults. adult eagles have shorter 
secondary feathers, which make the wings 
look more streamlined.

after fledging, the chicks will stay in the 
vicinity of the nest for a month or longer, 
practicing their flight and learning to hunt 
on their own.

The final stage — when the chicks leave the 
nest — is the most perilous since they need 
to learn how to catch food proficiently and 
learn how to survive independently. For 
this reason, the mortality rate for first-year 
eagles is much higher than for older birds.

EAgLETS
FLEdgIng

Duke Farms’  BalD eagles
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Nestling “branches”                                                                      Two nestlings near fledging time

Duke Farms nestling during banding

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UiaQVPvrC7M&index=6&list=PLWZA440-7UU5tDRsWjco8cee-ybEPAypD
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I_mbiWTvAbw&index=3&list=PLWZA440-7UU5tDRsWjco8cee-ybEPAypD


BaNDINg

For many people, eaglet banding is 
an arcane mystery. What’s the point of 
putting metal leg bands on a young 
eagle, they wonder, and don’t the 
parents get upset?

eNsP wildlife biologist kathy Clark, who 
has banded more than 400 eaglets, 
generously shared her expertise in this 
interview.

let’s start with the question that eagle 
Cam viewers keep asking:

how are the eagles banded with the 
parents nearby? do the parents ever 
get aggressive toward the human 
retrieving the eaglets?

The adults always stay within view of the 
nest while we are there to band the young. 
They are rarely aggressive. As big birds, 
they are not very agile and don’t feel safe 

attacking a person because it could be hard 
for them to fly off again. In our 30 years of 
banding eagles, no climber has ever been 
hit by an adult; it has happened, however 
rarely, to climbers elsewhere.

why do you band them in early May?

We aim for around 6 weeks of age. The 
chicks are easiest to handle at that age. 
Plus, if our timing is wrong by a week either 
side, the chicks are still bandable.

how do you get them down from the 
tree?

We lower them, one at a time, in a large 
cloth duffel bag.

what do the eaglets smell like?

If they have a noticeable smell, it’s usually 
because of their fish prey.

how many folks are involved in the 
process?

We usually have two biologists and a 
wildlife veterinarian with us, and we like to 
have a few more hands to carry equipment.

besides banding the eaglets, what else 
do you do?

We take a blood sample from each eaglet, 
then take a series of measurements that 
indicate age and sex.

The blood samples are used to measure 
exposure to environmental contaminants, 
and more recently we’re giving a tiny 
sample to a researcher who is studying 
the genetics of the eagle population in the 
United States.
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EAgLE bAndIng
ShoRT CLIP
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EAgLE bAndIng
FuLL SToRY
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Can you tell the sex of a chick, and if 
so, how?

The females are larger than males, and 
that difference shows up at the age of five 
to six weeks and becomes clearer as they 
get older. The measurements we take are 
usually sufficient to sex them.

how long does the process take?

About two hours, sometimes longer if the 
tree is bigger or more difficult to climb.

what was your biggest surprise while 
banding over the years?

It’s interesting to find an unhatched egg 
in a nest. We analyze unhatched eggs for 

While nothing can compare with witnessing an eaglet banding in person, as a consolation 
prize you can watch a lengthy video of the banding at Duke Farms in 2014, and a shorter 

video from 2009.

contaminants, which is a different measure 
than nestlings. We have encountered a 
couple of nestlings that were injured — one 
by a fishing lure that got stuck in his chest. 
Our veterinarian was there to remove it and 
successfully treat the wound.

why band the eaglets? what have you 
learned?

We’ve learned that eagles of New Jersey 
origin nest mostly in New Jersey but also 
in New York, Connecticut, Maryland, 
Pennsylvania and Delaware. The oldest 
banded eagle of New Jersey origin was 
about 25 years old. She had nested on 
Aberdeen Proving Ground in Maryland her 
whole life.

We’ve also learned that about 50 percent of 
young eagles don’t make it, but that once 
they reach adulthood their survival rate is 
over 90 percent.

Satellite transmitters are telling us a whole 
lot more. The movement of young eagles, 
before they’re tied to a nesting area, is 
wide-ranging.

what’s the farthest away from new 
Jersey that you have gotten a sighting 
of an eagle banded in new Jersey?

In 2014, a young bird was resighted (and 
then died, unfortunately) in Maine. But our 
transmittered eaglet from 2013 spent the 
fall and early winter in a remote area of 
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Quebec, which we would not have known 
without the transmitter.

Those long movements by eagles in their 
first year may be quite common but have 
gone mostly undetected until transmitters 
were introduced.

read more about what has become of 
several Duke Farms eagle offspring after 
leaving the nest.

Kathy Clark at a South Jersey eagle nest.

http://vimeo.com/90368595
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fucexaAm77Y
https://dukefarms.wordpress.com/2015/04/10/our-eagle-nests-offspring-where-are-they-now/
https://dukefarms.wordpress.com/2015/04/10/our-eagle-nests-offspring-where-are-they-now/
https://dukefarms.wordpress.com/2015/04/10/our-eagle-nests-offspring-where-are-they-now/


a seasON aT THe NesT
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From mid-February to late 
June, Bald eagles in the 
Northeast lay their eggs, 
incubate them and then raise 
their young in a nest not much 
bigger than a large  inflatable 
kiddie pool.

Through the ustream website, 
Duke Farms’ eagle Cam 
provides an unparalleled 
window into the nest. This is a 
totally unscripted, unfiltered 
reality show, with great 
expectations, surprise twists 
and long periods where not 
much happens but life itself.

The following journal entries 
are from 2015, but they reflect 
the anticipation and awe of 
any nesting season.



Friday, April 3: an adult sits on the nest, 
sheltering the young, and early-morning viewers 
wait for it to move — even if just a little, even if 
just for a moment — so they can see, à la Francis 
scott key’s “star-spangled Banner,” that the chicks 
are still there.

Friday, April 10: The morning is cold and wet, 
and former fish are strewn about the nest. mom 
and Dad are leaving for longer stretches. The size 
difference between the chicks is pronounced. The 
larger one clearly dominant, pecking at its sibling. 
The smaller of the two just wants to stay warm. 
Both are developing their wings, looking a bit less 
like plucked chickens, but they still flop forward 
from time to time.

note: In the following account, the female adult eagle was distinguished from the male 
for two reasons — the male is smaller, and he has a band on his right leg. Duke Farms does 
not give names to the eagles or eaglets because they are wild creatures. For simplicity sake, 
however, in this account the female adult eagle is called “Mom” and the male “Dad.”   

Thursday, Feb. 26: Neither adult has incubated 
the eggs since early this wintry afternoon. as 
the minutes become hours, viewers share their 
anxiety on the ustream message board. are the 
parents — and the eggs — Ok?

mom returns just before dusk, but some viewers 
worry she has been away from her eggs too long.

Thursday, march 5: The morning twilight brings 
a snowy changing of the guard, with Dad taking 
over incubation duties.

Friday, March 20: The first day of spring brings 
more snow. mom and Dad take turns hunkering 
down on the eggs. a month has passed since the 
eggs arrived, and ustream viewers are getting a 
growing sense of anticipation over the hatching. 
at 6:30 p.m., mom is still on the nest, gently 
turning the eggs amid all that snow.

Tuesday, Feb. 10: If past years are any indication, 
Duke Farms’ female Bald eagle should lay her first 
egg soon. For the folks who follow the nest on 
ustream, this is a time of watching and waiting, 
and waiting some more.

The pair have visited the nest since late fall, 
expanding and remodeling their open-air 
nursery. But mother Nature has thrown them a 
curve. This has been New Jersey’s coldest winter 
in 80 years, and snow has covered the nest 
several times.

Saturday, Feb 14: The waiting game continues 
on this chilly Valentine’s Day. There are no 
guarantees the eagles will produce eggs again 
this year, only hopes and crossed fingers.

Monday, Feb. 16: early this morning, the 
temperature in Hillsborough was one degree 
below, with a wind chill that made it feel like 
minus 20. Both eagles visited the nest early, and 
the female has returned often. at nightfall, she is 
sitting on the nest. Could it be time?

Tuesday Feb. 17: The adventure begins. an egg 
arrived between sunset and early morning. snow 
is falling as nesting season switches into the next 
gear. 

Friday, Feb 20: another egg arrives at 2:20 p.m.

Sunday, Feb. 22: In the morning twilight, mom 
incubates the eggs amid a steady snowfall. 
The scene is reminiscent of general george 
Washington and his troops in nearby morristown 
in the brutal winter of 1777. Washington, as it 
happens, was born 273 years ago today.

Tuesday, March 24: If all goes according to 
schedule, today could be Hatch Day for the first 
egg. Cam viewers are hoping to get a glimpse 
of a pip — a small hole in one of the eggs and 
the first sign that the eaglet is viable. Nothing in 
nature is certain, and after such a long and brutal 
winter, nothing is less certain than the fate of 
these two eggs.

In ustream’s comment section, eleanna1 writes: 
“I’ve been watching them for so long I’m going to 
feel like a parent when the eggs hatch.”

Thursday, March 26: First pip reported.

Friday, March 27: early morning, and a 
noticeable crack in one egg — we’ve got a live 
one!

Sunday, March 29: The fuzzy young eaglet is 
becoming more active. Cam watchers call it a 
“Bobblehead” for its erratic head motions. The 
remaining egg’s pip is pronounced, and the hatch 
is under way. The nest is littered with dead fish, 
Bald eagles’ takeout Happy meals.

Monday, March 30: after the anxiety associated 
with the first hatch, the second eaglet’s arrival 
seems a low-key debut, or maybe viewers are 
suffering from egg-watch fatigue. The new arrival 
is so exhausted from breaking through the 
shell that it flops beak-first and appears to have 
expired. But mom gently rubs her bill against her 
baby, and it flails a bit — if only to (seemingly) let 
viewers know it is alive if not exactly kicking.

roughly 1,000 viewers are watching the ustream 
live feed at once, not counting all the kids 
watching in classrooms.

at 3:20 p.m., it’s up to 1,400 viewers. a glimpse of 
a chick has whetted everyone’s attention.  

at 4:25, a chick struggles to get free of its shell 
as Dad stands guard. Finally, the eaglet emerges, 
scraggly and exhausted.

Saturday, March 28: The first little guy is totally 
out of the shell and active. mom eats the shell 
while she protects her nestling and incubates the 
other egg. some ustream watchers say they have 
detected a pip on the second egg, but it’s likely 
wishful thinking.
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Tuesday, June 2: Yesterday and today, the older 
eaglet has been “branching” — climbing out on a 
limb — the first big step toward experiencing the 
world beyond.

Monday, June 8: more branching, more growth, 
more wing-flapping, more fish and eels.   

Thursday, June 11: mom and Dad visit the 
nest less and less. The young birds now appear 
teenaged, ready for their first flying licenses. It’s 
time they experience that great big world out 
there. each day they venture out a little more on 
their favorite branch.

Saturday, June 13: Fledging time is upon us. 
Yesterday the older one took wing and has yet 
not returned. earlier today, the other eaglet also 
left the nest, sort of. It fell off a branch, landed 
on smaller branches below and eventually made 
it back into the nest. a parent dropped off food 
three times — at 8:30 a.m., 11:10 a.m. and 1:40 
p.m. — to make sure the younger was well-
nourished for its big adventure ahead.

Monday, June 15: Disaster struck during 
last night’s storm. lightning hit the nest tree, 
disabling the camera and throwing everyone into 
the dark about the eagle family, their nest and 
even the tree itself. For viewers, nesting season 
has ended suddenly and in turmoil - with one 
clap of thunder.

PoSTSCRIPT:

soon after, Duke Farms’ Charles Barreca 
bushwhacks his way to the remote nest site. The 
nest tree appears unscathed, as do the nest and 
cam. The tree’s lightning protection has done its 
job. a turtle shell under the tree is the only sign 
that eagles have been there.

From an adjacent field, Charles sees large 
silhouettes in the distance — vultures, red-tails, 
and then ... a Bald eagle.

The raptor soon glides over the field, and Charles 
smiles. a Duke Farms nestling has become a full-
fledged eagle.  

Over the next month, both adult eagles and 
both juveniles are seen nearby, safe and sound, 
and a nesting season that began blanketed in 
brutal winter weather ends in the embrace of a 
summer’s breeze.
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Monday May 18: Today is sunny and 81 degrees, 
and the eaglets’ now-black feathers absorb the 
heat. They pant like overheated dogs, and far 
hotter days lie ahead. They feed themselves more, 
move around the nest and hang out near the 
edge.

Sunday, May 24: Oh, what a beautiful morning. 
The parents are still feeding their young, even 
though everyone in this family of four is a similar 
size. The eaglets are finally growing into their 
feet. Today, eel provides the breakfast buffet. 
One nestling dives right in, while the second 
cautiously awaits. 

Tuesday Apr. 21: The eaglets grow bigger, and 
their feathers grow darker. Turtles are now on the 
menu, and the shells adorn the nest’s rim. rain 
is the biggest challenge of late, and mom and 
Dad sometimes act as avian umbrellas for their 
offspring.

Monday, Apr. 27: Both eaglets are eating on 
their own at times, snacking on the nearest dead 
fish. They are left alone more often. Turtle shells 
continue to litter the nest. spring is definitely 
here, with earlier sunrises and later dusks. 
although the eaglets are getting big, they still like 
to cuddle.  

Sunday, May 3: each day the eaglets flap their 
wings more. Cam viewers call it “wingercize” or 
“jumping jacks.” The eaglets have grown so much 
that what once was their playpen now looks 
barely big enough to give them room to flap 
those increasingly large wings.  

Saturday, May 9: earlier this week, some viewers 
worried that the eaglets weren’t getting enough 
to eat, so it’s reassuring to watch mom offer a 
nice fish buffet on the day before mother’s Day. 
ustream followers comment on each new plot 
twist in the eaglets’ story. It is amazing how 
attached people become to a pair of nameless 
eaglets seen only on the Internet.

Duke Farms fledgling in flight, June 2015.



It’s a dreary april day in western New Jersey, but you’d 
never know it from the brightly lighted computer lab in 
the Copper Hill school in ringoes.

There, 18 fourth-graders sit at their apple computers, 
writing blog posts based on what they’ve viewed on 
a big screen the past two months — the Duke Farms 
eagle Cam.

some students in their teacher Diane Cook’s computer 
lab are describing what they have observed — from the 
eaglets’ “clown feet” to a recent meal, when “turtle was 
on the menu.”

Other students are using the computer app Pixie to 
create digital color drawings on the nest. still others are 
taking screenshots of the eagle Cam and pasting them 
into their posts. see examples of the students’ work.

many schools use the eagle Cam as a learning tool, but 
perhaps none as extensively and effectively as Diane’s 
classes. Because of that resourcefulness and creativity, 
Duke Farms and Conserve Wildlife Foundation chose 
Diane as the winner of its best Bald eagle lesson plan 
contest in 2015.

THe Cam IN THe
ClassrOOm
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https://dukefarms.wordpress.com/2015/04/29/fourth-graders-create-blog-posts-about-the-eagles/


First-graders, for example, have 
collaborated on a digital story that shows 
the life cycle of Bald eagles.

second-graders have been working a 
research project on the eagles.

and the fourth-graders use the eagle Cam 
to study everything from blogs to social 
media to Internet safety.

at the Copper Hill school, the cam is 
a key cog in the curriculum — from 
kindergarten through the fourth grade.

“The littlest learners enjoy watching 
the eaglets grow,” says Diane. “They are 
amazed at how fast it happens. The older 
students have fun identifying what the 
meal of the day is at any given time.”

The common thread: “From the 
kindergartners to the adults in the room, 
the reaction to watching these birds is 
really the same — total amazement and 
wonder,” Diane says.

The Copper Hill school’s computer lab 
does have its old-school touches. Take the 
life-size black-felt Bald eagle silhouette, or 

the illustrated note to the Bald eagles in which a student wrote: “I missed 
you all summer.” also adorning a wall: a student’s charming homemade 
stuffed toy eagle.

It’s a great combination of high-tech and low-tech teaching.

Diane, who has watched the eagle Cam since 2008, graciously shared her 
insights on the eagle Cam as learning tool.

“The students were always so interested in watching and learning more 
about the eagles,” she say. “I knew it would be the perfect motivating 
subject to get them writing and researching. The little ones love drawing 
pictures about what they see, too.”

Diane especially loves the students’ reactions when they see the newly 
hatched chicks or watch them being fed.

“I’ve had phone calls and emails, or I’ve had parents stop me to tell me 
how hooked their children are since learning about the live cam via a 
newsletter I sent home. The first thing students ask when coming into lab 
is, ‘Can we watch the eagles?’ I love the caring and interest.”

The cam’s appeal is simple. according to Diane, not only do students 
think the gawky young eaglets are cute, but they are watching real nature 
happening before their very eyes: “You can’t find this in a book or poster. 
Technology brings us to places we’d never be able to visit without it.”

Diane says the most important lesson the eagles teach is an appreciation 
for the natural world, and adds: “Watching these two parents work 
together and care for their young also teaches all of us lessons in caring 
and being gentle with each other and others — and it gets conversations 
started.”

Diane also uses the cam as a vehicle for teaching Internet safety, navigat-
ing a website, learning how to write a blog, and commenting responsibly 
and thoughtfully on-line.

Duke Farms’ Bald eagles                                                                   Chapter 8  |  37

 Diane Cook with some of her students.



But using the cam as a teaching tool does present challenges. 
“Nature is not always cute and adorable,” Diane says. “age-
appropriate conversations about what and how the eagles eat are 
always part of using the live cam. The students know if that is not 
something they want to see, they don’t have to watch it.”

Finding the time to fit the cam into the curricula is a challenge that 
Diane embraces.

“environmental science is my passion, and I make the time,” she 
explains. “I know the objectives and skills I must teach and the 
students must master. Tapping into what interests students will 
motivate them to find out more about a subject.”

Find out more about CWF’s Bald eagle-based lesson plans.

dIAnE Cook In ThE 
CLASSRooM

Duke Farms’  BalD eagles

Proof of the Bald eagle’s preeminent stature in our culture can be seen 
everywhere — from the coins on your dresser to advertising of every stripe. 
The eagle adorns buildings, bridges, bottles, stamps, logos, tattoos, sports 
teams, even andy Warhol prints.

amerICaN ICON
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http://www.conservewildlifenj.org/education/teacher/eagleedu/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IUANiZpDHNY


But few realize the eagle was an 
american icon long before the first 
europeans arrived.

“according to the traditional native 
stories of what is now the united 
states, eagles were here before there 
were people,” says abenaki writer and 
traditional storyteller Joseph Bruchac, 
the best-selling author of keepers of the 
earth and other children’s books. “There 
are countless stories throughout the 
continent that show the great respect 
and even awe in which the eagle is held.”

Bruchac says that among Native 
americans, the Bald eagle is widely 
regarded as “the chief of the birds. Its 
flight takes it highest into the sky toward 
the place of the sun and the great 
mystery, the Creator. Its large, black 
and white feathers, are widely used for 
regalia and to honor people.”

When the european settlers came to 
america, they saw the Bald eagle as a 
symbol of strength and power. Thus, 
when the Founding Fathers were 
designing the great seal of the united 
states, they ultimately chose the Bald 
eagle.

some historians like to point out that 
Ben Franklin famously preferred the Wild 
Turkey. In a letter to his daughter, Franklin 
wrote that the Bald eagle “a bird of bad 
moral character; he does not get his 
living honestly; ... like those among men 
who live by sharping and robbing, he is 

generally poor and often very lousy.”

Other historians believe that Franklin’s 
comments were tongue in cheek and 
typical of Franklin’s wit. In the same letter, 
after all, Franklin called turkeys “a little 
vain and silly.”

Once the Bald eagle was chosen, it 
quickly became synonymous with the 
young nation. as David Hackett Fischer 
wrote in Liberty and Freedom: A Visual 
History of America’s Founding Ideas, “When 
george Washington made his national 
tour in 1789, americans along the route 
covered their windows with soap and 
whitewash, traced the outlines of eagles 
on each pane, and illuminated them with 
candles.”

The eagle was also associated with 
prosperity, something the young nation 
wished fervently.

In the 19th century Bald eagle imagery 
began appearing more and more in 
american culture — from tavern signs to 
shoe advertising to you-name-it — to the 
point where today nothing instantly says 
“the united states” like the Bald eagle.

But another reason so many people love 
the Bald eagle transcends its patriotic 
symbolism. It is a spectacular creature.

as author Joseph Bruchac explains, “I 
view the Bald eagle as one of the most 
majestic and beautiful of american birds. 
It always thrills me to see one in flight, 
and I feel as if it is a good omen.”
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Bald Eagles are iconic: From Choctaw dances to postage stamps, NFL logos, old-time ads, 
license plates and posters 

http://josephbruchac.com/


This chapter, adapted from an article that Jim Wright wrote 
for the January 2016 issue of New Jersey Monthly, celebrates 
the folks who helped engineer an effort that eventually led to 
Bald Eagles nesting at Duke Farms’ Bald Eagle.

In the dead of January, above a desolate expanse of south 
Jersey woods and water, two wildlife biologists grew ap-
prehensive as they scanned the terrain from a tiny single-
engine plane.

The year was 1976, and Pete mclain and Jo ann Frier were 
the linchpins of a new state agency created to protect 
endangered species. Their biggest challenge: saving the 
last breeding pair of Bald eagles in New Jersey.

But first, mclain and Frier had to find the eagles’ nest. all 
they knew was it was somewhere in the vast Bear swamp 
in Cumberland County. The trouble was, only a few eagle 
devotees knew the exact location, and they weren’t say-
ing.

“so we had to go looking,” recalls Frier-murza (she married 
in 1984). “Pete and I got a plane, and we went barnstorm-
ing. It was a crazy flight. We couldn’t see the nest from 
high up because of the way the woodland was construct-
ed, so we had to keep flying back and forth. It was so loud 
in the cockpit that we could only point.”

THe lasT NesT
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The Bear Swamp nest in 2014. Tree where replacement nest was likely built.



Finally, Frier-murza spotted the nest: “I’m sure it was nothing 
more exciting than shouting, ‘There it is,’ but it was a glorious 
success!”

Now that they knew where the nest was, they could protect it.

“I still have the date for that flight,” Frier-murza recalls with a mix 
of pride and nostalgia. “January 28, 1976.”   

Finding the nest marked the beginning of a little-known story 
of how — against all odds — a handful of wildlife professionals 
and volunteers saved New Jersey’s Bald eagles for generations 
to come.

The nation’s symbol had long flourished in the garden state. 
But beginning in the late 1800s, eagles in america were 
deemed a nuisance to be hunted and eradicated. The coup de 
grace arrived in the 1940s in the form of DDT, a.k.a. “Drop Dead 
Twice.” The pesticide rapidly entered the food chain and began 
to wreak havoc with raptors’ reproductive systems — creating 
eggshells too fragile to hatch.

One by one, New Jersey’s eagle nests failed. By the early 1970s, 
all seemed lost.

enter mclain, Frier and the endangered and Nongame species 
Program (eNsP). They had found the nest, but they weren’t out 
of the woods. although the eagles were incubating at least one 
egg in late winter every year, no chicks emerged.    

Fortunately, the biologists found a Plan B, 100 miles away in 
maryland. researchers at the federal Patuxent Wildlife research 
Center were hatching eagle eggs in an incubator.

Beginning in 1982, a professional climber scaled Bear swamp’s 
nest tree, removed the eggs, substituted plaster ones, and 

headed for Patuxent. The eggs were placed in a cushioned 
case, and a hot-water bottle kept the temperature around 98 
degrees.

Wildlife Biologist kathy Clark, who now oversees the eNsP’s 
eagle recovery program, was one of the egg transporters when 
she was fresh out of grad school.   

“I checked the temperature constantly, and closed or opened 
the case as needed,” says Clark. “It felt like a huge responsibility 
— holding our eagle future in that box.”

The mechanical incubator did its job. When the chicks were old 
enough, they were brought to the nest and substituted for the 
dummy eggs. The parents immediately took them under their 
wing.

Two years later, near disaster struck again. eNsP Biologist larry 
Niles had learned to climb the nest tree, but as he brought that 
season’s hatchlings to the nest, a limb snapped. Only a safety 
line prevented him from plunging 75 feet to his death.

although Niles managed to place the chicks in the nest and 
rappel to safety, a bigger problem loomed. The majestic nest 
tree was dying. The eagles would be forced to relocate, possibly 
in another state.

Niles, an experienced carpenter, had the answer: build a nest 
like an eagle would.

That December, eNsP staff went to work. With the others hoist-
ing chicken wire, countless four-foot-long sticks, sphagnum 
moss and wild grasses (for the nest’s bowl), Niles replicated the 
nest in a nearby tree.

a week after Niles and his crew finished, the 
Bear swamp eagles delivered their verdict: 
They took up residence at their new address. 
Niles was elated.

“I felt like I had given them a new home in 
the center of a place that would be protected 
forever,” Niles recalls. “It ended up being one 
of my greatest achievements.”

By then, Patuxent was using a new incuba-
tion method — Cochin bantam chickens.

“I loved the idea on so many levels,” says 
stephen Paturzo, who worked on and off for 
the eNsP from the 1980s to early 2000s. “The 
irony that these large predators were being 
hatched by birds that were so edible wasn’t 
lost on anyone. But more, I loved the bril-
liance of it. The Cochins were light enough 
that the thinned eggshells were safe under 
them.”

long-distance incubation continued until 
1989, when a new female eagle took over 
the Bear swamp nest. Because the younger 
eagle had absorbed less DDT, the pair could 
hatch their eggs on their own.

But human challenges remained. a sand-
mining company owned the land where the 
eagles lived, and its operations increasingly 
encroached on the nest. The middle of no-
where turned out to be somewhere after all.
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The first nest tree, circa 1982.



The state realized it had to buy the land. 
after two futile years of negotiations, 
the state used its power of eminent do-
main to acquire 1,500 acres to protect 
the nest.

The mining company went to court to 
fight the move, telling the judge that 
protecting a nest did not serve a valid 
public purpose.  

“The deputy attorney general represent-
ing DeP asked if he could approach the 
bench, and he gave the judge pictures 
of us holding baby bald eagles when 
they were put back in the nest,” recalls 
michael Catania, then a staff attorney 
for the DeP and now Duke Farms’ execu-
tive director.

“The judge looks at the photos of the 
baby eagles and says, ‘Oh my god, 
they’re incredibly cute!’ Then he looks at 
the mining company’s lawyer and says, 
‘so let me get this straight. Your argu-
ment is that permanently protecting the 
symbol of our nation’s liberty found in 
New Jersey is not a public purpose?’

“The judge slams the gavel down and 
says, ‘Not in my court. Case dismissed.’ ”

To improve the eagles’ odds for recovery, New Jersey began 
importing eaglets from Canada, where DDT had not wrought 
as much damage. researchers took one chick from nests with 
three eaglets in Nova scotia and manitoba, and then flew them 
to the garden state, where they were raised with the help of 
humans using a process called hacking.  

“each of those was an important step,” says Clark. “We had to 
save Bear swamp from becoming a sand mine, and we had to 
bring in young eagles to get the New Jersey population going.”

The first hack site was at Turkey Point, three miles from Bear 
swamp. To enter, staff drove through a community so tiny that 
a sign proclaimed “Turkey Point. Population: 8.”  The hack site 
consisted of a two-level structure built on telephone poles on 

the edge of a field next to wetlands — a perfect place to raise 
eaglets.

“The chicks were brought here when they were about six 
weeks old and placed in the tower, two birds per cage,” says 
Niles. “They were fed through doors so they weren’t directly fed 
by humans, and then eventually released.”

The staff lived in trailers on site, using a porta-potty, solar-
heated water showers, and bottled drinking water because the 
groundwater gave off a strong sulfuric smell.

For company, they had mostly insects. “That place had every 
biting bug you could imagine,” recalls Paturzo. “Tiny no-see-ums, 
mosquitoes, deer flies, greenheads, ticks, chiggers. all in 
great numbers.”

Duke Farms’ Bald eagles                                                                   Chapter 10  |  47

Clockwise from upper left: Larry Niles, 
Kathy Clark, the chicks from Canada 
arriving at hack tower, Larry Niles with 
imported chicks at airport.

 Bear Swamp chicks                                                                                                                                        Nestlings about to fledge at hack tower.



For Niles, participating in that hacking process was a 
life-changer: “To have such an intimate relationship 
with the eagles had a great effect on me as a biolo-
gist because you could see how much individual 
variations there were in birds.”

By then, the eagle population had started to re-
bound. Bear swamp and the hacking project pro-
duced more than 60 young, who several years later 
built nests of their own.

It wasn’t until the mid-1990s that biologists were 
confident the bald eagle recovery in New Jersey 
would succeed.  

“The problems the birds faced weren’t just the 
chemicals,” Niles says. “Once the eagles were gone, 
they had lost their place. They were no longer part 
of the landscape. so once they came back, they 
brought with them the heavy weight of endan-
gered-species designation and regulation, and there 
was a severe backlash.”

In defending their eagle restoration work, the eNsP 
laid the groundwork for the successes that would 
follow.

“First of all, we established a system that protects 
the habitat and the nests,” says Niles. “Our rigorous 
defense of the nests laid down the framework for 
protection at the key stages — when they are nest-
ing and incubating, and when the chicks are first 
fledged and vulnerable. That’s a big deal.

“But we also started an effort where volunteers 
monitored the nest,” Niles adds. “That’s a big part of 
why the program is successful. Once people adopt 

a nest, they become religious about 
it. When things went wrong, we knew 
about it right away.”

as for the Bear swamp nest, little has 
changed except its location.

“Bear swamp is still one of our toughest 
nest sites to access,” says Clark. “It was, 
and is, a wild place.”

and its legacy lives on.

Consider: In 1976, New Jersey was home 
to one nest, and it produced no young 
for years. Forty years later, New Jersey 
has more than 160 eagle nests in 19 of 
the state’s 21 counties. The raptors can 
produce more than 200 chicks a year.  

“I have to think the Bald eagle’s future in 
New Jersey is bright,” says eNsP Director 
Dave Jenkins. “We have to keep our eye 
on things like water quality and contami-
nants and what impacts that long-term 
changes in our climate might have on 
food abundance, but I don’t see anything 
on the horizon that’s going to interfere 
with their continued recovery.”  

Jenkins predicts the Bald eagle popula-
tion will eventually level off as they nest 
more and more in heavily populated 
areas. The question, he says, is “How do 
we strike the right balance in managing 
them so that we recognize that those 
birds may be more accustomed to a 

greater level of human disturbance? We 
have to rethink our understanding of 
eagles interactions with people.”

It’s a problem no one dreamed of 40 
years ago.

“When we started, our goal was 10 
nests,” Jo ann Frier-murza recalls. “ We 
truly thought that was the only suitable 
habitat we would be able to provide 
them with. But they’ve seemed to adapt 
to being around people. Our New Jersey 
eagles have adopted our New Jersey 
lifestyle.”
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The hack tower

Chicks at hack tower                                                                                                                                                                                                 Larry Niles with new arrivals.



most folks know Duke Farms is the home of nesting (and 
endangered) Bald eagles, but the eagles aren’t the only at-risk 
birds that have found a home on the 2,740-acre property.

In all, Duke Farms’ bird checklist contains a dozen other nesting 
species that are considered endangered, threatened or of special 
concern, ranging from a small falcon called an american kestrel 
to a quartet of rare sparrows (Vesper, grasshopper, Henslow’s, 
and savannah sparrow).

One of the key sites on the property is not visible to visitors 
— the conservation grasslands to the west, home to several 
species of at-risk birds. (The photos in this chapter were taken 
at Duke Farms by kevin Watson. see more of his Duke Farms 
photography.)

“This guild of birds at Duke Farms’ is the most significant 
conservation priority on the property,” says Thom almendinger, 
Duke Farms’ Director of Natural resources. “grassland birds, 
depending on species, require bare ground to old field with small 
shrubs and everything in between.

Duke Farms’  OTHer aT-rIsk BIrDs

“Building this into the matrix is vital for diversity — returning 
Henslow’s sparrows, for example. Delaying mowing until after 
august 1 has been the single greatest boost for those species.”

according to Thom, the diverse plant communities and abundant 
cover in the grasslands provide safe haven for small mammals 
like voles and mice: “They’re important food sources for breeding 
american kestrels and wintering raptors.”

With the New Jersey Department of environmental Protection, 
Duke Farms has also installed more than 25 american kestrel 
boxes on the property.

here is the full list of at-risk birds (click on the bird name to 
see Conserve wildlife Foundation’s description):
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Grasshopper Sparrow

http://www.conservewildlifenj.org/species/status/
http://www.conservewildlifenj.org/species/status/
http://kevinwatsonphoto.com/gallery/dukefarms
http://kevinwatsonphoto.com/gallery/dukefarms


american kestrel (threatened)
Barn Owl (special concern, breeding)
Bobolink (threatened, breeding)
Brown Thrasher (special concern, breeding)
Cooper’s Hawk (special concern)
eastern meadowlark (special concern, breeding)
grasshopper sparrow (threatened, breeding)
Henslow’s sparrow (endangered)
savannah sparrow (threatened, breeding)
spotted sandpiper (special concern, breeding)
Vesper sparrow (endangered, breeding)
Wood Thrush (special concern, breeding)
 

duke Farms also attracts the following at-risk 
raptors in winter: 
long-eared Owl (threatened)
Northern Harrier (endangered, breeding)
short-eared Owl (endangered, breeding)
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Eastern Meadowlark

http://www.conservewildlifenj.org/species/fieldguide/view/Falco%20sparverius/
http://www.conservewildlifenj.org/species/fieldguide/view/Tyto%20alba/
http://www.conservewildlifenj.org/species/fieldguide/view/Dolichonyx%20oryzivorus/
http://www.conservewildlifenj.org/species/fieldguide/view/Toxostoma%20rufum/
http://www.conservewildlifenj.org/species/fieldguide/view/Accipiter%20cooperii/
http://www.conservewildlifenj.org/species/fieldguide/view/Sturnella%20magna/
http://www.conservewildlifenj.org/species/fieldguide/view/Ammodramus%20savannarum/
http://www.conservewildlifenj.org/species/fieldguide/view/Ammodramus%20henslowii/
http://www.conservewildlifenj.org/species/fieldguide/view/Passerculus%20sandwichensis/
http://www.conservewildlifenj.org/species/fieldguide/view/Actitis%20macularius/
http://www.conservewildlifenj.org/species/fieldguide/view/Pooecetes%20graminus/
http://www.conservewildlifenj.org/species/fieldguide/view/Hylocichla%20mustelina/
http://www.conservewildlifenj.org/species/fieldguide/view/Asio%20otus/
http://www.conservewildlifenj.org/species/fieldguide/view/Circus%20cyaneus/
http://www.conservewildlifenj.org/species/fieldguide/view/Asio%20flammeus/
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Short-eared Owl Northern Harrier
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Bobolink   American Kestrel at nest box
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aBOuT Duke Farms

Duke Farms, located on 2,740 acres in Hillsborough, N.J., is one 
of the largest privately owned parcels of undeveloped land in 
the state. It serves as a leader in environmental stewardship, 
research and education. Through the beauty of its natural 
setting, the diversity of its wildlife, and the scope and quality of 
its programming, it inspires people to transform their approach 
to conservation and to start building a more sustainable future. 
It is operated by the Duke Farms Foundation and governed by 
the Doris Duke Charitable Foundation.  

since the Doris Duke Foundation reopened the late heiress’ 
property to the public in 2012, its butterflies, birds and 
meadows have attracted more than a million visitors, including 
more than 500,000 in 2015 alone. The property, which is 
open year-round, offers 18 miles of hiking and biking trails 
along with a leeD-certified Orientation Center that includes 
exhibition space and a cafe. Its Orchid range and garden were 
upgraded in 2015 to also receive leeD certification. a solar array 

and geothermal heating and cooling system powers nearly 
100 percent of the activity on site, including more than 100 
structures.

Duke Farms has championed habitat restoration and wildlife 
ecology in New Jersey. Its native plant nursery propagates flora 
found on the property, offering some species that had vanished 
from the state the opportunity to return to New Jersey to nest. 
Its constructed wetland wastewater systems, bioswales, rain 
gardens and community gardens, all highlight the foundation’s 
mission of stewardship and environmental conservation.

The rich natural and cultural resources at Duke Farms convey 
a new land ethic and form a center for sharing and teaching 
land stewardship that improves the quality of life for humans, 
plants and animals. It offers public programs, professional 
development and volunteer opportunities in an effort to have 
all visitors carry Duke Farms’ mission into their own homes, 
schools, businesses and communities.  



aBOuT CONserVe WIlDlIFe FOuNDaTION
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New Jersey has a rich biodiversity that 
belies its small size and urban reputation. 
rare wildlife species live across the state 
– from the mountains of the north, to the 
pastoral farmland of central New Jersey, 
to the bays and beaches along our 
coasts, to the Pinelands of the south.

some wildlife also thrives in unlikely 
places like atop skyscrapers and 
bridges, and in the heart of suburban 
subdivisions.

Conserve Wildlife Foundation of New 
Jersey, a private non-profit organization, 
works to preserve rare species of wildlife 
that live and breed in, and migrate 
through New Jersey, the most densely 
populated state in the nation.

CWF accomplishes this through a range 
of actions:

• Researching species, populations and 
natural communities. 
• Developing and implementing 
conservation plans on species or 
populations to stall declines and start 
recovery. 
• Restoring habitat to increase 
productivity for wildlife and other natural 
communities.     
• Utilizing cutting-edge technology 
like geolocators, satellite telemetry, 
geographic information systems, esri 
story maps, e-books, social media 
and videos to effectively achieve and 
communicate about conservation.

• Installing and managing live-streaming 
webcams for falcons, Ospreys, eagles, 
bats, and other wildlife. 
• Managing a committed corps of hard-
working volunteers, without whom 
much of CWF’s work could not succeed. 
• Educating New Jersey residents about 
our shared wild heritage and our shared 
responsibility to protect it. 
• Engaging partners and supporters to 
make CWF effective and efficient in the 
use of the organization’s resources.

Find out about how you can support, 
volunteer, or partner with our 
organization here.

Piping Plover

http://www.conservewildlifenj.org./


This e-book was a group effort. Foremost, special thanks go to michael 
Catania, Nora Wagner, Thom almendinger, Charles Barreca and gregory 
Collins of Duke Farms for all their help throughout this project.

also invaluable were kathy Clark of New Jersey’s endangered and 
Nongame species Program, as well as Conserve Wildlife Foundation’s 
David Wheeler, larissa smith and lindsay mcNamara.

I also wish to thank Diane Cook, Joseph Bruchac, Bill streeter, larry Niles, 
Jo ann Frier murza, stephen Paturzo, kelly rypkema and stiles Thomas 
for their help.

Chapter 10, “The last Nest,” was adapted from the January 2016 issue of 
New Jersey monthly magazine.

all wildlife photos were taken in the wild except for kevin Watson’s 
photo portrait of a Bald eagle, taken at a raptor rehabilitation center in 
Colorado. 

Photo credits are as follows:

NJ Division of Fish and Wildlife: Front cover, 43-49 
Kevin Watson: Pages 2, 6, 13 (all), 39,  50-59, 63 
Duke Farms Foundation: Pages 4, 8, 12, 14, 20, 21, 23, 28-32 
Jack Kuhlman: Pages 10, 16 
Jim Wright:  Pages 17, 18, 19, 33, 38, 64 
Kathy Clark, NJ Division of Fish and Wildlife: Pages 24, 25,42 
Ben Wurst, Conserve Wildlife Foundation, Page 25 (photo of Kathy Clark) 
George Catlin, Choctaw Eagle Dance, Smithsonian American 
     Art Museum: Page  40 
Chad Anderson for CWF: Page 60
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Jim Wright, birding columnist for The 

record, writes about Bald eagles for Duke 

Farms’  “Behind the stone Walls” blog. He 

is the author of four photography-driven 

books about natural places, ranging from 

New Jersey’s meadowlands to the largest 

rainforest in Central america.

The Duke Farms adult Bald Eagles, January 2016

https://dukefarms.wordpress.com/

