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DESCRIPTION: The Marsh Wren (formerly Long-

billed Marsh Wren) is one of five wren species found in 

Massachusetts. Like the others, it is a chunky, brown 

songbird with a slender, slightly decurved bill and an 

often upturned tail. Measuring about 4 inches from bill 

to tail, the Marsh Wren has a plain, brown crown, a 

prominent white eye line, and a black triangle on its 

upper back, streaked with white. The underparts are 

largely whitish, but the belly and undertail coverts may 

be buff. The male's song, which may be heard day and 

night, is a series of loud, rapid notes with a quality that 

has been described as “reedy” and “liquid.” 

 

SIMILAR SPECIES IN MASSACHUSETTS: The 

somewhat smaller Sedge Wren can be distinguished by 

its streaked crown, indistinct whitish eye line, and 

buffier underparts. Its rattly, staccato song is much 

simpler than the Marsh Wren’s, consisting of a few 

single notes followed by a series of faster ones. The 

other three wrens are not typically associated with 

marshes. Of these, only the Carolina Wren has a similar 

prominent white eye line. This species, which is 

somewhat larger, differs in having a plain brown upper 

back, warm, buff underparts, and a clear, melodious 

song. 

 

RANGE: The Marsh Wren breeds in southwestern 

Canada, throughout the northern US, along the Pacific, 

Atlantic, and Gulf coasts, and in portions of Texas and 

Arizona. It can be found locally across much of 

Massachusetts, but does not breed on Martha’s Vineyard 

or Nantucket. The Marsh Wren winters in coastal areas 

throughout its breeding range, and in inland habitat 

across Mexico and the southern US. Marsh Wrens will 

occasionally overwinter in Massachusetts.  

 

HABITAT IN MASSACHUSETTS: Large freshwater, 

brackish, or salt marshes with an abundance of tall 

emergent vegetation (cattails, sedges, or rushes) are  
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typical habitat for Marsh Wrens. They are particularly 

likely to use dense cattail beds with standing water 

between cattail hummocks. They may also be found 

among emergent vegetation along the margins of slow-

moving rivers, ponds, and lakes. 

 

LIFE CYCLE / BEHAVIOR: In Massachusetts, males 

begin to arrive on their breeding grounds in late April. 

For reasons that are not well understood, each male 

constructs as many as ten dummy nests in his territory. 

Females arrive about ten days after the males and, after 

choosing a mate (one or more females to a male), 

construct the nests in which they will lay their eggs. 

Marsh Wren nests are domed and elliptical, about 7 

inches tall and 3 inches wide, with a side opening about 

1.25 inches across. They are made of woven cattails, 

reeds, and grasses, lashed to standing cattails or other 

plants, typically 1-3 (up to 6) feet above the water level. 

The lining (lacking in the dummy nests) consists of 

cattail down, other fine plant material, and feathers. 

Females lay clutches of 3-8 (typically 5), brown 

speckled eggs beginning in late May, incubating them 

for 12-16 days. Their young leave the nest after about 

two weeks, becoming independent after another week or 

so. There are two broods per year, with the last eggs 

hatching by the beginning of August. Departure for 

wintering grounds begins in August and continues 

through October. The diet of Marsh Wrens consists of 

insects and spiders gleaned from the water and marsh 

vegetation. 

 

POPULATION STATUS: Marsh Wrens are ranked 

G5, meaning they are considered to be secure on a global 

scale. They are locally common in New England, but 

their numbers are declining here as is generally the case 

in the eastern part of their range. Results of NHESP 

surveys in 2008 and 2009 in the Housatonic Watershed 

are in line with Crowley’s earlier statewide inventory 

that found that the majority of Marsh Wrens in the 

Commonwealth occur at just a few sites in eastern MA. 

The remainder of the Marsh Wrens found were in much 

smaller satellite populations, a situation that may make 

the state population vulnerable. 

 

LIMITING FACTORS: This species prefers large 

marshes and is rarely found in wetlands smaller than 1 

acre. Density of emergent vegetation is positively 

correlated with the number of young that fledge. In a 

study comparing bird use of cattail stands and areas 

invaded by Purple Loosestrife, Marsh Wrens used the 

former almost exclusively. Phragmites also alters their 

preferred habitat. Another study documented an inverse 

relationship between the likelihood of Marsh Wrens 

occurring in a wetland and the density of houses within 

100 m of the wetland. 

 

MANAGEMENT RECOMMENDATIONS: Habitat 

loss is presumed to be the main threat to this species, 

particularly habitat conversion due to invasive species. 

Because of this, management objectives should 

emphasize invasives control. Given the limiting factors 

noted above, protecting Marsh Wrens requires 

preserving large, high-quality marshes with tall, dense 

vegetation and a substantial buffer of undeveloped 

upland. Inventory for new sites and regular monitoring 

of known sites are important for understanding Marsh 

Wren population dynamics and planning management 

where appropriate.  
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