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Introduction 

This blue goose, 
designed by J.N. 
"Ding" Darling, has 
become the symbol of 
the National Wildlife 
Refuge System. 

History 

Martin National Wildlife Refuge 
(NWR) is managed by the U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service (Service) as 
part of the Chesapeake Marshlands 
NWR Complex. The Complex 
includes Martin NWR, Blackwater 
NWR, Eastern Neck NWR and 
Susquehanna NWR. Martin NWR 
was established in 1954 when the late 
Glenn L. Martin donated 2,569 acres 
to the Service. Since then, through 
donation and purchase, the Service 
has increased the size of the refuge 
to 4,548 acres. The tidal marsh, coves 
and creeks, and vegetated ridges 
of Martin NWR form an important 
stopover and wintering area for 
thousands of migratory waterfowl 
and nesting habitat for wildlife. 

Martin NWR includes the northern 
half of Smith Island and Watts Island, 
both located in the Chesapeake Bay. 
Smith Island is located 11 miles 
west of Crisfield, Maryland, while 
Watts Island is situated between 
the Eastern Shore of Virginia and 
Tangier Island. 

Smith Island is named after Captain 
John Smith, who explored and 
charted this and nearby islands in 
1608. The acres of marsh grasses 
soon attracted settlers who raised 
cattle on the island, including parts of 
the current refuge, until the 1950's. 
Evidence of low dikes built to hold 
back the tide, and corrals built for 
livestock, can still be seen today. 
Two early settlers of the island were 
John Evans and John Tyler. Evans 
and Tyler are still among the most 
common surnames of Smith Island 
residents. 

Habitats 

Skipjack Rosie Parks 

For more than 300 years, Smith 
Island watermen have been making 
a living from the Bay, primarily 
from oysters and crabs. Dredging 
for oysters with skipjacks began 
around 1850. Skipjacks are sail 
boats designed specifically for oyster 
harvesting on the Chesapeake Bay. 
Their no-keel design and large 
mainsail make them very powerful 
and maneuverable. At one time, some 
50 skipjacks were based on the island. 
Residents also harvested the well-
known Chesapeake Bay blue crab by 
sail. Harvesting by power boats came 
later and crab potting began around 
1947. Today, residents of Smith Island 
continue the tradition of harvesting 
oysters in the winter and crabs in the 
summer. 

The islands that form Martin NWR 
are almost entirely salt marsh, 
crisscrossed by a maze of tidal creeks 
and guts. The dominant marsh 
grasses are black needlerush and salt 
meadow hay. A few ridges, slightly 
higher than the surrounding marsh, 
support wetland shrubs and trees 
such as red cedar and loblolly pine. 
The clear, shallow waters in and 
around the refuge support large beds 
of submerged aquatic vegetation, 
or SAV These SAV beds, primarily 
consisting of eel grass and wigeon 
grass, are one of the most important 
ecological components of the Bay. 
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Wildlife Wildlife on Martin NWR changes 
with the seasons. During the fall and 
winter, the secluded marshes, SAY 
and abundant food provide excellent 
habitat for migratory waterfowl. 
The wigeon and eel grasses are a 
high-energy food source utilized by 
waterfowl to maintain muscle mass 
during migration. Aerial winter 
waterfowl surveys have shown 
nearly 10,000 ducks, geese and swans 
utilizing Smith Island. Common 
species include redhead, bufrlehead, 
green-winged teal, surf scoter, and 
black duck, as well as Canada geese 
and tundra swans. The protection of 
this habitat is especially important 
for black ducks, whose numbers 
continue to decline due to degraded 
aquatic environments, destruction of 
important breeding areas, and human 
disturbance. Black ducks can be seen 
at Martin NWR throughout the year, 

American oyster 
catcher 

using the refuge as both feeding and 
resting grounds. 

During the spring and summer, 
the salt marsh grasses, SAV and 
abundant invertebrates provide food 
and cover for various nesting species. 
Gulls, oystercatchers, and willets nest 
and feed along the marsh grasses, 
mud flats and sand bars. Many other 
bird species such as clapper rail, 
seaside sparrow, and marsh wren 
also depend on the habitat the refuge 
protects. The SAV beds serve as a 
nursery ground for many species 
of fish, crustaceans, and mollusks 
including the iconic blue crab. 

The wooded ridges of Smith Island 
and Watts Island provide nest sites 
for yet another group of birds, the 
waders. Wading birds prefer to 
nest in colonies or groups known as 

Nesting colony 
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Black duck 

Clapper rail 

rookeries. Nine different species, 
including glossy ibis, great blue 
heron, little blue heron, tricolored 
heron, great egret, snowy egret, 
cattle egret, yellow-crowned and 
black-crowned night-herons, have 
been seen in rookeries on the refuge. 
Conservation and management of 
diminishing wooded habitat is vital to 
provide nesting sites needed by these 
birds. 

Ospreys are by far the most 
abundant bird-of-prey on the refuge. 
Appropriately referred to as the 
"fish hawk," they can be seen March 
through September hunting the 
waters of Smith Island for fish. They 
prefer to nest in open areas near 
water, and are known for utilizing 
human-made structures such as 
buoys, towers and boat lifts as nesting 
platforms. 

Two recovered endangered species, 
the bald eagle and peregrine falcon, 
are common to the refuge. Bald 
eagles use the expansive marshes, 
open waters, and upland areas to feed 
on fish, birds, and small mammals. 
Peregrine falcons have been present 
on the refuge since 1984. Historically 
known as the "duck hawk," peregrine 
falcons use their incredible diving 
speed to catch smaller marsh birds, 
shorebirds and some species of 
waterfowl. 

The habitats of the refuge support 
an assortment of other species of 
wildlife. Periodically, endangered 
leatherback sea turtles and 
threatened loggerhead sea turtles 
surface in the surrounding estuary. 
Small populations of red fox, 
muskrat, mink, otter, voles and non-
venomous water snakes inhabit the 
refuge. The northern diamondback 
terrapin, a turtle that lives exclusively 
in brackish water, is commonly seen 
in the waters around the refuge. The 
terrapins use the soft soils of the 
marshes and upland areas to lay their 
eggs in spring and summer. 

Northern diamondback terrapin 
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Visitor 
Information 

U. S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service 

Martin NWR is closed to the public to 
protect nesting and wintering wildlife. 
However, the Smith Island Center, 
located in the town of Ewell, offers a 
small museum in which visitors can 
learn about the rich history of the 
island, including Martin NWR. 

Martin NWR is one of over 550 
refuges in the National Wildlife 
Refuge System administered by the 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. The 
National Wildlife Refuge System is a 
network of lands and waters managed 
specifically for the protection of 
wildlife and wildlife habitat and 
represents the most comprehensive 
wildlife management programs 
in the world. Units of the system 
stretch across the United States 
from Northern Alaska to the Florida 
Keys and include small islands in the 
Caribbean and South Pacific. The 
character of the refuges is as diverse 
as the nation itself. 

The Service also manages national 
fish hatcheiies, and provides federal 
leadership in habitat protection, 
technical assistance, and the 
conservation and protection of 
migratory birds, certain marine 
mammals and threatened and 
endangered species. 

American oystercatcher 
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Martin National Wildlife Refuge 

For more information please contact: 
Blackwater National Wildlife Refuge 
2145 Key Wallace Drive 
Cambridge, MD 21613 
410/228 2692 

Federal Relay Service 
for the deaf and hard-of-hearing 
1 800/877 8339 

U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service 

U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service 
1800/344 WILD 
http://www.fws.gov/ 
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