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Riverbend Naturalist is the newsletter from the Friends of Riverbend Park 
(FORB).  Riverbend Park is located at 8700 Potomac Hills Street, Great Falls 

VA 22066.  Phone: 703-759-9018  
 

The Winter 2019 issue of the Riverbend Naturalist is dedicated to and by the 
extraordinary staff that operates and manages Riverbend Park and makes it such 
a wonderful place to visit. The contributions each and every one of them makes 
throughout the year and their efforts and accomplishments are many, and 
should be noted and appreciated. John Callow, Riverbend Park Manager, starts 
this issue with thoughts on one of his favorite subjects, the winter birds at the 
park. Valeria Espinoza, Volunteer Coordinator, then describes the ǇŀǊƪΩǎ hidden 
gem, its volunteers, which so enhance what many have called Riverbend Park 
όά¢ƘŜ WŜǿŜƭ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ /ǊƻǿƴέύΦ Two other items announce recent Fairfax County 
and Fairfax County Park Authority awards to Valeria, and a FCPA Elly Doyle 
Award for Lauren Hawley of the Riverbend Park staff as Outstanding Volunteer 
of the Year. A new Eagle Scout project at the park, supported by FORB, is yet 
another indication of how meaningfully the local community supports Riverbend 
Park. Finally, this issue contains announcement of a new and much needed 
Maintenance Leader, Laura Kratzer, at Riverbend Park.  

wƛǾŜǊōŜƴŘ bŀǘǳǊŀƭƛǎǘ 
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Birds of Winter in Riverbend Park 
John Callow, Riverbend Park Manager 

 

Through my binoculars, I see them coming. Descending from the sky, they teeter 
left and right with flashes of white and dark. Just before hitting the water, bright 
orange legs emerge for a soft and somewhat graceful landing. Male Buffleheads 
(shown below) are remarkable ducks that winter on the Potomac River 
bordering Riverbend Park. Named for its round head like a buffalo, these small 
ducks rely on coastal waters, rivers and lakes for their winter homes. In the light, 
the dark area on the head flashes in brilliant green and purple. The Bufflehead is 
one of my favorite winter birds, and the Riverbend staff have heard me exclaim 
ά¢ƘŜ .ǳŦŦƭŜƘŜŀŘǎ ŀǊŜ ōŀŎƪΗέ many times over the years. Riverbend Park is a 
place of constant discoveries of nature all year round and each season brings 
new opportunities. At this time of year, many nesting birds have gone south to 
their wintering grounds, and the winter birds like the Buffleheads are filling in. 
 

 
Male Bufflehead at Riverbend Park 
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Migration is cyclical as birds move from nesting to wintering areas and back. 
These routes include important stopover spots for birds to feed and rest. 
Relatively speaking, some migrations are short, but some are arduously long, 
covering thousands of miles each way. Protection of these natural nesting, 
stopover and wintering areas is ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƻ ōƛǊŘǎΩ ǎǳǊǾƛǾŀƭΦ ¢ƘŜ .ǳŦŦƭŜƘŜŀŘ ƴŜǎǘǎ ƛƴ 
tree cavities in arboreal forests near waters in Canada, Alaska and the western 
United States. When they return to the Riverbend area each Fall, they have 
flown a great distance, often over three thousand miles. 
 

Other Winter waterfowl who have made similar journies to Riverbend each year 
include Tundra Swans, Gadwalls, the American Wigeon, Redheads, and Ring-
Necked Ducks. 

Male Ring-Necked Duck  
 

As I was writing this article in mid-November, a park volunteer entered the 
Visitor Center and asked what the swans on the river were. I grabbed my 
binoculars and ran down to the river just in time to see a family of four 
magnificent Tundra Swans, two adults and two juveniles. I wondered about 
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where they had come from and what challenges they must have faced in their 
long journey. As the sun began to set they lifted off the river and flew away. 
Where will they go next? Riverbend Park represents the extreme eastern and 
southern extent of their migration from breeding grounds to wintering grounds, 
as shown in the map below (Tundra Swans photo and migration map from the 
Cornell Laboratory of Ornithology ς www.allaboutbirds.org ). 
 

 
A pair of Tundra Swans rest on a river 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

http://www.allaboutbirds.org/
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My favorite Winter bird at Riverbend Park is the Bufflehead, but everybody has 
ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ŦŀǾƻǊƛǘŜΦ ²ƘŀǘΩǎ ȅƻǳǊǎΚ aƛƎǊŀǘŜ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƻ wƛǾŜǊōŜƴŘ tŀǊƪ ǘƘƛǎ ǿƛƴǘŜǊ 
and share photos and stories of your winter avian experiences. The boat ramp at 
the Visitor Center is a great place to observe winter birds and get great photos. 
Please feel free to share your photos and stories on the Friends of Riverbend 
tŀǊƪΩǎ CŀŎŜōƻƻƪ ǇŀƎŜ at: 

https://www.facebook.com/Friends-of-Riverbend-Park-1860876507539239/ 
 
If you are new to birding or would like to go on a staff-led birding hike, sign up 
ŦƻǊ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ wƛǾŜǊōŜƴŘ tŀǊƪΩǎ ²ƛƴǘŜǊ ²ŀǘŜǊŦƻǿƭ IƛƪŜǎ ŀǘΥ 

https://www.fairfaxcounty.gov/parks/parktakes  
or contact Jordan Libera at the Riverbend Park Visitor Center at (703)759-9018. 
 

Female (left) and Male (right) American Wigeon 
 

 Photos courtesy of FORB Members Scott Miller and Robert Young 
 

https://www.facebook.com/Friends-of-Riverbend-Park-1860876507539239/
https://www.fairfaxcounty.gov/parks/parktakes
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Volunteers: Riverbend ParkΩǎ IƛŘŘŜƴ DŜƳ 
Valeria Espinoza, Riverbend Park Volunteer Coordinator 

 

It is a lovely Spring Wednesday at Riverbend Park. As I enter the Visitor Center, I 
am greeted by Jean Ann at the front desk as she is checking in wildflower 
surveyors Nancy, Denise and Jan. The heavy back door creaks open as Tom 
ŎƻƳŜǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ǎŜǘ ǳǇ ǘƘŜ ŘŀȅΩǎ ŦƛŜƭŘǘǊƛǇ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳΦ ²ƛǘƘ ƻƴŜ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ǘǊƛǇ ǘƻ 
the back room, we are all ready for the incoming children when, not surprisingly, 
Chris Reynolds passes by with a bag of trash she has collected along the trails.  
 

 
Even FCPA Board Member, Tim Hackman (right), enjoys volunteering at Riverbend Park 
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All of these people have something remarkable in common: they have all 
committed to making a positive impact on Riverbend Park by volunteering their 
time and talents. They have each taken a step from citizens to stewards of our 
park, and they have all made significant improvements possible this year.  
 

Riverbend Park is often described as the hidden gem in the Northern Virginia 
park system, due mostly to its ecologically unique natural, geological and 
historical features, but I believe that Riverbend Park is also a hidden gem of 
ŜȄǘǊŀƻǊŘƛƴŀǊȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦ {ǘŀǊǘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊƪΩǎ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǘŜŀƳ ŀƴŘ 
interpretive naturalists to its maintenance staff, Friends of Riverbend Park 
members and donors, and, last but not least, its volunteer community, this 
group has collectively accomplished an enormous amount this past year. 
 

 
Rita Peralta leads volunteers in planting native grasses and plants at Outdoor Classroom 
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Lǘ ƛǎ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ƭƛǎǘ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ wƛǾŜǊōŜƴŘ tŀǊƪΩǎ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŜŜǊǎ 
have contributed to in the past year, but summarized below are some of the 
highlights, grouped together by the season: 
 

Winter: By the end of 2018, staff and volunteers had planted over 170 native 
seedlings in two restoration sites led by Rita Peralta. The  year 2019 began with 
a trail restoration work day, the first of many projects to restore the Potomac 
Heritage Trail after the heavy flooding during 2018. Staff also launched 
Volunteer Orientation events that filled the Nature Center with over 30 new 
volunteers by Spring. 482.5 volunteer=hours were recorded at the park from 
December 2018 through February 2019. 
 

 
Christian Lansing directs volunteers removing invasive species at Riverbend Park 

  

Spring: With many new volunteers in training, we kicked off six different field 
surveys and jumpstarted the wildlife camera project. Volunteers participated in 
the Bluebell Festival filling many crucial roles such as traffic management and 
parking, festival activities, and visitor services. Volunteers also collected 16 large 
ōŀƎǎ ƻŦ ǘǊŀǎƘ ŀǘ {ŎƻǘǘΩǎ wǳƴ ŀƴŘ мл ŀǘ wƛǾŜǊōŜƴŘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ {ǇǊƛƴƎ ²ŀǘŜǊǎƘŜŘ 
Cleanup Day. The Birding Walks were renewed once again and volunteers 
tackled several invasive plant species such as άaƛƭŜ-a-aƛƴǳǘŜέΣ WŀǇŀƴŜǎŜ IƻƴŜȅ 


