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Ruby-throated Hummingbirds (Archilochus colubris) migrate from their primary 
breeding grounds in the eastern United States to winter in Central Ainerica, 
either following a coastal route or embarking on a nonstop flight over the Gulf 
of Mexico (Robinson et al. 1996). In New York, Ruby-throated Hummingbird is 
listed as a "fairly common to occasionally common migrant, especially inland" 
(Levine 1998). Actually observing hummingbirds in the act of migrating, 
however, can be a real challenge in everyday birding. Due to the nature of 
hawkwatch locales, these sites often provide a fascinating opportunity to 
glimpse the diurnal migration of hummingbirds, something that has been known 
for some time (Saunders 1942, McWilliams et al. 2000). 

During fall 2008, Tait Johansson and I, under the Bedford Audubon 
Society, studied the hummingbird migration past Chestnut Ridge Hawk Watch, 
situated just southwest of Bedford, Westchester County, approximately 12 miles 
from the coast of Long Island Sound. From 22 Aug to 1 Oct, we recorded 284 
hummingbirds (all assumed to be Ruby-throated Hummingbirds). The hour of 
passage was noted for all but the first two days of this span (n = 265). At least 
one hummingbird was noted on each day an official count was conducted from 
22 Aug through 24 Sep, and the highest single-day count occurred on 15 Sep, 
when a surprising 42 hummingbirds were recorded (4.67 birds per hour). 
Hummingbird migration peaked in late August and the first half of September, 
and 92% were recorded between 23 Aug and 15 Sep (Figure 1). We were not 
able to observe the onset of migration prior to our first official count on 22 Aug, 
but data from Waggoner's Gap Hawk Watch (west of Harrisburg, PA) suggest a 
slow start to hummingbird migration during the first half of August. Waggoner's 
Gap began its fall season on 1 Aug, recorded its first hummingbird on 4 Aug, 
and tallied only ten during the first half of the month. 

As with the raptor migration at Chestnut Ridge, most hummingbirds were 
seen traveling in a direction between SW and W, presumably to avoid heading 
over Long Island Sound if they flew directly south (and perhaps due to 
geographic aid in the form of ridges hrther down the line?). Migrating 
hummingbirds were usually detected while we scanned for raptors, mainly 
through binoculars but occasionally through a spotting scope as well. These 
hummingbirds ranged from those zipping just over the treetops to some in flight 
fairly high overhead, but the majority appeared to be ascending from the terrain 
below, as if they were just taking flight. It is perhaps more likely, though, that 
individuals migrating fairly low over the forest canopy must gain altitude as they 
approach the NIS ridge upon which the Chestnut Ridge Hawk Watch lies. 

The six best Chestnut Ridge hummingbird days are outlined in Table 1, 
with notes about the weather for each day. The weather conditions for these six 
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days were somewhat varied, but each day had at least light winds (1-5 kmh), if 
not periods of moderate winds (6-19 krnlh), and most days featured winds with a 
N or W component. The peak flight of 15 Sep was associated with light to 
moderate westerly winds. On the same day as our highest count, a coastal 
hawkwatch, Lighthouse Point, in New Haven, Connecticut, had an astounding 
270 hummingbirds on 15 Sep, with 210 between the hours of 9 AM and 12 noon 
(all times are in EDT), just their second ever triple-digit day! 

Elsewhere in the Northeast, Willimont et al. (1988) examined the daily 
timing of hummingbirds migrating at Hawk Mountain, PA, during fall 1985. 
Peak passage at Hawk Mountain was between 11 AM - 3 PM, with fewer birds 
sighted during the four hours before and after. Using a Goodness of Fit test, this 
pattern was found to significantly differ from that of a uniform distribution. 
Similarly, midday peaks were also observed at Quaker Ridge and Lighthouse 
Point, CT, during fall 1985. Willimont reasoned that this pattern could be 
attributed to the birds' need to refuel both prior to and after a nighttime fast, thus 
limiting any lengthy migratory flight to the intervening daylight hours (namely, 
the midday). But if our data are divided by Willimont's intervals (9 - 1 1 AM, 1 1 
AM - 3 PM, and 3 - 6 PM), the pattern is obscured: our "mornings" yielded 
1.49 birds per hour, the "midday" 1.24, and the "afternoon" 0.93. No statistical 
procedures, however, were used for the Chestnut Ridge data to determine if they 
differed from a uniform distribution. 

Obstacles to direct comparisons between the datasets include the rather 
coarse scale of Willimont's morning and midday divisions (probably arising 
from their smaller sample sizes) and the fact that we typically didn't count prior 
to 9 AM. Sixty percent of our hummingbirds were tallied between 9 AM and 1 
PM (Table 2), for a rate of 1.47 birds per hour, compared to a diminished rate of 
less than a bird per hour (0.98) after 1 PM. At a finer scale, the 10 AM and 12 
noon hours had the highest rates, at 1.71 and 1.68 birds per hour, respectively. 
Furthermore, hummingbird migration does not cease late in the day, as I might 
have initially suspected. I was surprised that we had three hummingbirds whiz 
by in the 5 to 6 PM hour with the latest hummingbird seen at 5:56 PM on 15 
Sep. All things considered, it seems that mid-morning to early afternoon is the 
optimal window to scour the skies for migrant hummingbirds in the Northeast. 

In conclusion, I would like to encourage other hawkwatchers and 
hawkwatch sites to include non-raptors in their monitoring efforts. Few locales 
boast the numbers of keen observers relentlessly scanning the skies on a daily 
basis as hawkwatch sites do. With just a bit of extra effort, the diurnal migration 
of many other species can be further elucidated. With time and additional data, a 
further understanding of Ruby-throated Hummingbird migration in the East will 
be forthcoming. 
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Figure 1. Daily number of Ruby-throated Hummingbirds observed migrating 
past Chestnut Ridge Hawk Watch from August 22 - October 1,2008. Except for 
two dates (Aug 30 - 5 hours; Sep 12 - 4 hours), each count day consisted of 7-9 
hours of observation time. Days in which no count was conducted are indicated 
by a hatched bar (gray and white) equivalent to one hummingbird (Aug 24, Aug 
31, Sep 6, Sep 9, and Sep 26-28). 

Table 1. Peak days of passage of Ruby-throated Hummingbirds at Chestnut 
Ridge, fall 2008. 

Date Number Wind Speed Wind Direction 

28-Aug 20 Light ESE, S late PM 

1 -Sep 22 Light to moderate N/NW 

2-Sep 16 Light N 

3-Sep 20 Light N/NW, ESE late PM 

8-Sep 18 Light WNW 

15-Sep 42 Light to moderate W 
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Table 2. Hourly migration of hummingbirds at Chestnut Ridge, fall 2008. 

Hour 

Hours 24.25 28 28 28 27.25 26 26 23.5 5.5 

Birds 30 48 34 47 27 28 26 22 3 

% Total 11.3 18.1 12.8 17.7 10.2 10.6 9.8 8.3 1.1 

Birdslhr 1.24 1.71 1.21 1.68 0.99 1.08 1.00 0.94 0.55 

*9 = 9:00 - 959 AM, etc. 
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