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Schneider family of Miramar Fla and Mystic Island birdwatch on Great Bay Blvd.

Great Bay Boulevard, often called "Seven Bridges Road" by locals, was once supposed to lead to a causeway that would connect to the next barrier island, Brigantine.

There are only five bridges along it now, and the road ends a short distance beyond the bridge across Little Sheepshead Creek at a small bay beach, accessible only by working one's way through a lush growth of poison ivy on both sides of an extremely narrow path.

In the 1920s, the state began to build a shortcut to Atlantic City. It was to start at Route 9 in Tuckerton and run through the salt marshes and shallow bay areas of Little Egg Harbor, enabling drivers to take a shortcut and avoid traffic on Route 9.

Remember, there was no Garden State Parkway at that time.

The road was going to be named S-4. Fill material was going to be used for marshy areas, with a series of bridges over the creeks.

The reason Great Bay Boulevard never became the Atlantic City/Brigantine connection came after the roadway was partially constructed and engineers discovered that no matter how far they sank supports for the next bridge, they couldn't hit "bottom." It appeared that there was an endless, bottomless, sea of muck below the water, and the project was scrapped.

Today, the last 7 miles or so of Great Bay Boulevard are part of the Forsythe National Wildlife Refuge.

This important wildlife area protects 5,312 acres of salt marsh purchased with federal funds.

The only signs of human activity along the length of the narrow, paved road are the occasional fishermen, crabbers, joggers, birders, or activity at a series of marinas, which offer boating, fishing, crabbing and kayaking opportunities.

Last weekend, in spite of the recent Earth Day cleanup, other evidence of human activity was accumulated trash — paper, bottles and cans.

As mentioned above, two of the bridges connect the narrow roadway are wooden spans, barely wide enough for one vehicle to cross at a time, with traffic lights on each end to let drivers know when it is their "turn."

Making traversing the bridges even more precarious is trying to avoid running over the numbers of people who fish and crab from them. They line both sides of the narrow spans, along with their crab traps, fishing gear and coolers, and have to flatten themselves against the sides of the railings as each car passes. It's not difficult to imagine what would happen if something as wide as a Hummer crossed over.

In a salt marsh just south of Great Bay Boulevard is a 9-foot high, 80-foot long Tuckerton Shell Mound, consisting of hard shell clam and oyster shells thrown there by Native Americans who lived in the area two centuries ago.

Also off to the south, in the distance, often shrouded in mist, is the ruins of the old Tuckerton fish Factory, or as local old-timers call it, "The Stink Factory."

The factory ran from the 1930s to the 1960s on 100-acre Clam Island in Little Egg Harbor Bay. For years, menhaden, known as "mossbunkers" by area crabbers, were processed for their oil. The remains, after the oil was extracted, was used to make fertilizer.

The old Fish Factory, is now off limits to trespassers, partially because of it's decrepit state, which makes it hazardous to the curious, but also because it is an important nesting site for Peregrine falcons.

A narrow peninsula, surrounded by Great Bay, Little Egg Inlet and Little Egg Harbor Bay, with several islands nearby, Great Bay Boulevard is a naturalist's dream. Trees growing along the drive include silk tree, red cedar and black cherry. Shrubs such as groundsel bush, marsh elder, bayberry, and winged sumac are often covered with bindweed or dodder vines, Japanese honeysuckle or woolly bean.

Herbs include yarrow, amaranth, ragweed, wild asparagus, aster, spearscale, sea rocket, lamb's quarters, yellow thistle, jimson weed, Queen Anne's lace, hyssop-leaved boneset, St. John's Wort, cat's ear, prickly lettuce, everlasting pea, and one of the most beautiful native plants, swamp rose mallow, or "marsh mallow."

You can also find poor man's pepper, sea lavender, evening primrose, childing pink, pokeweed, nodding smartweed, English plantain, dwarf, European and Virginia glasswort, goldenrod, spurrey, sea blight, goat's rue, American germander, rabbit foot clover, and white clover.

You will often see red-winged blackbirds perched on rushes such as black grass, or among the phragmites.

Sedges include sacksedge and flat sedge, with many types of grasses, including beach grass, orchard grass, spike grass, zipper grass, fall witch grass, velvet panic grass, foxtrail, salt hay, salt meadow cord grass, purple sand grass, and frequently washed up along the side of the road from high tides, eelgrass.

At the very end of the road, just past a barrier designed to keep people away, is a narrow sand path, heavily bordered on both sides by waist-high poison ivy, that leads to a small beach.

The vegetation and the mudflats and shallows along Great Bay Boulevard provide food for an abudance of wildlife. Look for nesting shorebirds and waterfowl.

During migration, sandpipers, knots, dowitches, curlews, willets, plovers, turnstones and yellowlegs feed and rest in the area. Also present are gulls, terns, skimmers, American bitterns, glossy ibis, oystercatchers, marsh hawks, ospreys, egrets and herons.

Virginia rail, coot, grebes, loons and an occasional bald eagle pass through as well, making Great Bay Boulevard a frequent visit for birders.

On May 13, Ken and Mary Lou Schneider of Miramar Fla., joined Ken's brother and sister-in-law, Dan and Mary Schneider of Mystic Island and Rutherford, to look for birds on Great Bay Boulevard. All four had brought along powerful binoculars and Ken was enthusiastically calling off the species to the others as he saw them.

"That whole group over there are mostly dunlins (small wading birds). Those over there," he said, pointing to a bunch of small dots on the water, "are black-bellied plover.

"That one over there is a least sandpiper and those are semi-palmated plovers." He explained that semi-palmated meant the birds had partially webbed feet.

All four got excited when Ken alerted them to what appeared to be a large bird of prey flying low over the sedge. They thought it might be an osprey at first, but as it came closer, they discovered it was a great black-backed gull, the largest of the gulls, sometimes measuring as much as 30 inches, and according to a birding Web site, a predator that "eats anything smaller than itself, including other birds and their eggs."

Ken said he was originally from New Jersey — Rutherford, like his brother, but then moved to New Mexico with his wife, and from there to Florida, but he liked to come back to Jersey from time to time.

After visiting with Mary and Dan, Ken said he and Mary Lou were planning to join a birding elderhostel in Cape May.

"There are interesting birds in Florida," Ken said, "but many migrating birds just fly over Florida. New Jersey has the greatest number of migrating birds that stop over," he explained. "It's really great here."

For those interested in nature and ecology, there is even more to be excited about along Great Bay Boulevard.

Under the sea at the very end of Great Bay Boulevard, a series of world-class marine research projects have has been going on for nearly a decade.

Research activity at the Rutgers Marine Field Station, housed in an old Coast Guard station at the far end of Great Bay Boulevard focuses on the life history and ecology of fishes with special emphasis on the role of habitat as it affects recruitment success for estuarine and continental shelf species.

The Longterm Ecosystem Observatory at 15 m (LEO-15) is designed to collect oceanographic data with high temporal resolution, that can be used to answer natural process questions across several disciplines.

The design of this facility is the result of a collaboration between the Rutgers Institute of Marine and Coastal Sciences and Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution.

To help the public understand a little bit of the scope of the project, as well as the importance of the estuary, The Jacques Cousteau National Estuarine Research Reserve has created a free, interactive exhibit to show some of the work that is being done at the end of Great Bay Boulevard. Called "Life on the Edge," it is located on the second floor of the Little Egg Harbor Yacht Club at the Tuckerton Seaport, taking us back to Tuckerton where Great Bay Boulevard begins.

Fishermen and those looking for potential weather, over and under the sea, can visit the Rutgers Marine Research Center's "Cool Room," online. The Cool Room provides information from "live feed" under the Little Egg Inlet, and may even provide information on what fish are present.

Fish and invertebrate species abound in Great Bay.

The bay provides an important nursery area for bluefish, weakfish, menhaden, and spot, as well as winter spawning habitat for sandlance and winter flounder and summer spawning habitt for bay anchovy, silversides, gobies, wrasses, and northern pipefish.

The bay also is an important spawning and nursery area for blue crab.

Botanists and birders who are interested in searching for endangered, threatened or species of concern, either flora and fauna, can look for the following along Great Bay Boulevard:

Peregrine falcon (Falco peregrinus)

Bald eagle (Haliaeetus leucocephalus)

Piping plover (Charadrius melodus)

Sensitive joint vetch (Aeschynomene virginica)

Bog asphodel (Narthecium americanum)

Rare skipper (Problema bulenta)

Precious underwing (Catocola p. pretiosa)

Lemmer's pinion moth (Lithophane lemmeri)

Northern diamondback terrapin (Malaclemys t. terrapin)

New Jersey rush (Juncus caesariensis)

Pine Barren boneset (Eupatorium resinosum)

Eastern tiger salamander (Ambystoma t. tigrinum)

Northern harrier (Circus cyaneus)

Black skimmer (Rhynchops niger)

Least tern (Sterna antillarum)

Quill-leaf arrowhead (Sagittaria teres)

Coast flatsedge (Cyperus polystachyos var. taxensis)

Virginia thistle (Cirsium virginianum)

Small-headed beaked-rush (Rhynchospora microcephala)

Osprey (Pandion haliaetus)

Yellow-crowned night-heron (Nyctanassa violacea)
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