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Another wonderful Spring season has 
passed. Thousands of passerines have mi-
grated through, and some have stayed, but 
most have moved through and onto their 
breeding grounds. Now is the time for 
breeding bird surverys and the patient wait 
for shorebirds to return to the bay state and 
flood our tidal flats.

As is usual, included in this issue are a 
handful of stories, some from Massachu-
setts and some not. I hope you enjoy  read-
ing and consider contributing.

Good birding,

Evan Lipton, Vice President

Evan Lipton
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E very birder has a patch, whether they know it 
or not. My main patch is my yard along with 
two nearby ponds, one ten minutes and the 

other 15 minutes away by foot. I include the area in 
between and anywhere nearby within a general circle 
with the ponds as a boundary distance. 
However, I tend to fudge the line when gloating about 
birds nearby and often refer to anything within walk-
ing distance (about 5 miles) of my house as within 
my patch.

A patch can be as big as your entire town (or county) 
althought it is discouraged, or as small as the view 
out of a specific window.
On their website, eBird states under their patch list 
creator that “In general, your patch should be a com-
bination of sites that you can cover fairly thoroughly 
in a morning, or a few hours of birding on foot or by 
car. These can include transects of up to about five 
miles or areas up to four or five square miles.”

If you have not yet designated yourself a patch, your 
neighborhood is a good place to start. Alternately, if 
you have a large yard that is even better. The general 
idea of a patch is to better understand the seasonal 
movements of birds in a small area. 
Some of the spectacular benefits of this are knowing 
the exact week or sometimes even the exact day that 

a bird will return to your patch as a breeder. It sim-
ply entails recording every bird you observe through-
out the year in your patch at least several times a 
week. You can bird for as short a period as a few 
minutes just to listen to the immediate birdsong or 
you can commit to a thorough survey of every nook 
and cranny. 

Recording the arrival dates of spring migrants in 
your patch over a few years can shed light on all sorts 
of information. Some years one species may show 
up a week later than usual because of a lingering 
cold winter, or show up a week earlier because of a 
mild winter and an early spring. Without knowing 
when the species shows up 
during a normal year 
you might never real-
ize something is dif-
ferent.

Some shy spe-
cies can be 
found to 
be locally 
confid-
ing, 
espe-
cially 

Wood Duck
Photo ©

Evan Lipton
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Squaw Rock Park, Quincy
Photo © Evan Lipton
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iin urban or suburban patches. One of the two 
ponds I mentioned, Turner’s Pond, 15 min-
utes from my home is one place where sev-
eral extremely tame drake Wood Ducks can 
be found annually. Before I began birding I 
thought (probably like many others) that mal-
lards were the only species of duck out there. 
Turner’s Pond was the first place to show me, 
with regular birding, the incredible variety 
of species that can be found in a very small 
and unassuming area. During the first year 
I recorded eleven species of ducks including 

a group of ten very trusting Northern 
Shovelers, one of the highest counts for 

this species in the entire Boston area. One 
group of three Northern Pintail also delighted 
at extremely close range. A flock of twenty 
two Ring-necked Ducks, a pair of long-stay-
ing Red-necked Grebes, and several Great 
Cormorants are just a few of the surprises 
I’ve received by checking the pond regularly. 
A Black-and-white Warbler that stayed from 
November into December was the icing on the 
cake until I beat even that this past November. 
I was walking my usual quick loop and almost 
immediately came across a bird that made me 
raise my binoculars. I knew immediately what 
I had in front

  of me as I had 
just dipped on a staked-

out Ash-throated Flycatcher in Rhode Island 
a few days before.
I relate these stories to show you how produc-
tive and exciting consistently birding a small 
area can be.
From rarities to discovering regular nesting 
sites and seasonal occurances, a patch can 
be a gold mine of information given enough 
time. Capturing photographs is a passion of 
mine, and getting to intimately know a place, 
it’s quirks and it’s secrets, really pays off in the 
long run.

A payoff for regu-
larly checking my 

patch, this Ash-
throated Flycatcher 
gave me an hour to 
enjoy but was gone 
the next day when 
other birders came 

to look for it.
Photo © Evan 

Lipton
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This fall, my older brother will pack up and attend 
college at the University of New Mexico in Albu-
querque. At some point, I hope to visit him out there 
not only out of sheer curiosity regarding what col-
lege life is like but also because the campus is a mere 
hour and a half north of the legendary Bosque del 
Apache National Wildlife Refuge, a world-renowned 
birding destination. Possibly the single largest reason 
birders visit the refuge is the spectacle of cranes in 
the winter—thousands spend the winter in the fields 
and wetlands of Bosque del Apache. Yet another rea-
son for wanting to see cranes is because I have never 
seen one outside of Florida or Texas, much less near 
or—gasp—in Massachusetts. Soon, however, that 
may change.

Back in April, one lucky MYBC birder caught a 
glimpse of an astounding yard bird: a Sandhill Crane 
flyover. For years, this was how we as Massachusetts 
birders saw Sandhill Cranes—quite rare, often seen 
as a lost migrant flying over or sticking around for 
only a couple days before continuing to parts un-
known. An old Massachusetts-wide paper check-
list I’ve had for what has to be nearly a decade lists 
Sandhill Crane as A, meaning Annual—one total 
seen in the entire state in an entire year. In recent 
years, however, sightings of Sandhill Cranes in Mas-
sachusetts have become rather commonplace.

Historically, this was normal. Sandhill Cranes were 
quite regular in the state several centuries ago, when 
the Pilgrims first colonized Massachusetts. In their 
1622 publication Journal of the Beginning and Pro-
ceeding of the English Plantation settled at Plym-
outh in New England, Edward Winslow and William 
Bradford, both governors of the Plymouth Colony at 

some point in their lives, wrote that a “fat crane” 
would always be welcomed at the dinner table, in-
dicating that there were at least some cranes to go 
around. Some even speculate that it wasn’t a turkey 
eaten at the first Thanksgiving dinner, but rather a 
crane. Whether or not they bred here before the Eu-
ropean settlers arrived is unknown. In any case, how-
ever, the Sandhill Crane quickly disappeared from 
Massachusetts, with many estimating they were gone 
from the state by the end of the 1600s.¹

If anyone hoped for Sandhills to return to Massachu-
setts, they had to be troubled by the species’ further 
decline. Like so many other birds, cranes drastically 
declined in population during the end of the 19th 
and beginning of the 20th century. Overhunting, 
combined with a loss of habitat, caused the Sandhill 
Crane to all but vanish from east of the Mississippi 
River—estimates put the total regional population at 
less than 50 pairs spread over Minnesota, Wiscon-
sin, and Michigan.² The Migratory Bird Treaty Act 
of 1918 significantly reduced hunting, and over time 
appropriate habitat became protected and appreci-
ated,³ allowing the crane population to rebound, and 
did they ever recover. By now, the estimated total 
number of Sandhill Cranes east of the Mississippi 
exceeds 60,000.²

The population boom has caused the Sandhill 
Crane’s range to expand eastward, and the birds 
now breed in large numbers in Ontario and Michi-
gan.⁴ In 2000, a pair was found nesting in Maine, 
the first record of breeding cranes in New England.⁵ 
The population only increased from there, with more 
and more cranes spotted in Massachusetts, and the 
possibility of breeding started to be taken seriously.

Sandhill Cranes & Massachusetts
A Return Journey

Andrew Barndt (age 15) Hudson
A Sandhill Crane flies over Ipswich
Photo © Nathan Dubrow 

http://www.massaudubon.org/our-conservation-work/wildlife-research-conservation/statewide-bird-monitoring/breeding-bird-atlases/bba2/find-a-bird/(id)/1496


Winter Wren
Photo © 
Jonathan Eckerson
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In July, I saw my first Winter Wren, a bird the size of 
a golf ball and nearly as round. I sat with eight other 
birders on the soft, springy floor of a hemlock for-
est. Before us, the ground dropped into a ravine, and 
our feet were level with the treetops. We heard the 
wren’s song first, a breathtaking series of high, tin-
kling notes, loud and close. Then someone pointed. 
The wren sat on an exposed branch on the edge of 
the ravine, its short stub of a tail cocked comically 
above its body. We raised our binoculars, and just as 
I brought the bird into focus, it opened its bill, flicked 
its tail, and sang again. This time, I saw every feather 
on its face, every movement of its wide-open bill, ev-
ery heartbeat in that tiny chest that was producing a 
sound to fill the whole forest. I could not stop smil-
ing.

I have been a birder since eighth grade, when I found 
a pair of Red-tailed Hawks near my school and be-
gan to pay closer attention to the neighborhood avi-
an life. My first birding trip was a daylong competi-
tion in Essex County, MA, and I was exhilarated by 
the diversity of birds that we saw. Since then, I have 
joined dozens of birding trips. To my little brother’s 
chagrin, I use every family vacation as an opportu-
nity to find birds. I bring my field notebook every-
where. I listen to bird songs on my iPod.

There is a small wood near my house where I often 
go birding. The path is wide, crossed by roots and 
edged with chipmunk holes. On the right, years of 
plant succession have turned an old skating pond 
into a cattail marsh. Overhead, trees nearly obscure 
the sky. My footsteps rustle loudly on the path, but if 
I stand still, I can hear birdsong. Birding here, month 
after month, is an endless puzzle, like mastering a 
language. At first, each species is a collection of field 
marks that I work to translate into a name. Eventu-
ally, gradually, I come to know the whole bird at a 
glance, without thought. Like this: 

THE JOY OF BIRDING
Kaija Gahm (age 17) Newton

a bird passes over the field, backlit by the sun. As 
it flies, it pushes its wings outward with their tips 
turned up slightly, like a girl admiring her nails, and 
I recognize the flight of a Blue Jay. There is a small 
rhythmic rustling of leaves behind me, and I know 
before I look that it is a grackle. Almost subcon-
sciously, I pick out three robins giving their “bup-
bup” calls from different parts of the forest. It has 
taken a long time, but I am becoming fluent in these 
birds, and it feels wonderful.

Still, in the end, I keep birding for the immediate 
thrill of watching each bird. A distant Downy Wood-
pecker rockets over the marsh, flashing its speckled 
wings briefly open, undulating in the air before it 
pulls up vertically against a tree trunk. From over-
head comes the mocking “tsee day-day-day” of a 
titmouse, and I picture the snap of its gray feath-
ers against the air as it flies. I pause and tally the 
birds in my notebook. And then, over the click of 
the pen, I hear a tiny rustle, not loud enough to be a 
squirrel. I find the small brown shape nearly hidden 
against the reeds in a dried-up streambed, ten feet 
away. I freeze--I don’t dare even to turn my head. It 
is a waterthrush, the first I have seen here. The bird 
moves gracefuly, like a dancer, tossing leaves with 
its bill, floating its tail up and down as it picks over 
the pebbles.

In 2007, a breakthrough occurred: a pair of Sandhill 
Cranes had been found in New Marlborough, in the 
far southwestern portion of the state—and they had 
built a nest. The pair laid two eggs, but as cranes are 
apt to do, raised only one chick—but the important 
takeaway was that they had bred in Massachusetts. 
⁴ Several pairs now nest in the state, all west of the 
Quabbin Reservoir, far away from the large, bustling 
metropolitan areas of Boston, Worcester, or Spring-
field. Their rolling trumpeting call, a true call of the 
wild, can now be heard without leaving the confines 
of our own state.

There likely never will be flocks of thousands of 
cranes in Massachusetts like there are in New Mex-
ico. The spectacular gatherings each winter in the 
west I don’t expect to see in Massachusetts anytime 
soon—making me desire visiting my brother in New 
Mexico that much more. Yet one cannot deny that 
seeing one of the few Sandhill Cranes in Massachu-
setts is a sight to behold, a species that was absent 
for so long has now returned.

Here’s hoping they stick around.
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(Below) A lone Sandhill Crane in Rowley in 2010. Rowley 
is located on Massachusetts’ North Shore, an area which 
produces yearly crane sitings during migration.

Photo © Ryan Schain
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It’s 7 a.m. I drive through the gate of Parker River 
National Wildlife Refuge and look to my left into Lot 
1, and there stands a group of birders. Not just any 
random birders. Hardcore, intrepid, Massachusetts 
Young Birders Club birders. Everyone familiarized 
himself with the other trip participants, and before 
you knew it, we were off—but of course, not before 
tallying several species just from our location in the 
parking lot.

Kingbirds were omnipresent throughout the first 
part of our journey, down a little ways to the Salt 
Pannes, a flat area with several bodies of water, with 
one pond far larger than the others. Once there, we 
picked out a lone Red-breasted Merganser in a place 
one probably would not expect one, and a couple 
Least Terns flew overhead, as our attention turned 
to the brushy habitat across the road for songbirds. 
A Wilson’s Warbler sang, but like so many birds re-
fused to show itself. A Purple Finch and Magnolia 
Warbler were more cooperative, though they  main-
tained their distance from us.

Continuing along, we hit one of the main songbird 
hotspots on the island, commonly referred to as the 
S-curves—because the road curves back and forth 
through the woods, I guess. An American Redstart 
confused us for a bit with a somewhat unfamiliar 
song, but a Yellow Warbler cooperated for photos 
quite nicely. Other than a Willow Flycatcher, how-
ever, the S-curves were rather quiet, and the group 
continued on to the refuge sub-headquarters, known 
by many as the Warden’s. Here, we spotted a couple 
Gadwall—a normal presence on the island this time 
of year. Suddenly, someone noticed an obvious rap-
tor—a Peregrine Falcon, and there was another large 
bird with it. The group was treated to the Peregrine 
Falcon and a female Northern Harrier fighting over 
who knows. Soon after, a Red-tailed Hawk pounced 
on a poor duck in the distance, and we watched as 

it feasted in partial view. At this point, the group got 
wind that a Cape May Warbler was extremely coop-
erative down the island—more on that in a bit. The 
group started getting ready to leave, when a couple 
of participants (not me) got their eyes on an Orchard 
Oriole feeding where most of us had been just min-
utes before, but my trying to get a visual on it failed.

Moving south along the island, we made a quick 
stop at the North Pool Overlook, giving us an op-
portunity to view the resident Bobolinks in the field 
a short way across the water, but besides that there 
wasn’t much of note .   T his  lackluster  trend continued 
up until the group reached the Hellcat Wildlife Ob-
servation Area.

One of the premier birding locations on the island, 
Hellcat provides a vast diversity of habitats, from 

open water to mudflats to cattail 
marshes to brush and woods, al-
most anything is possible at the 
right time of year. In typical bird-
er fashion, we couldn’t even get to 
the main parking lot for Hellcat 
before the birds forced us out of 
our cars. Along the road, we spied 
Magnolia, Blackburnian, and 
Black-throated Green Warblers 
in the same cluster of pine trees. 
In these trees, we found a female 
Cape May Warbler—cooperative, 
just as we had been told. Except, 
the birder at the Warden’s referred 
to a different (male) Cape May 
in a pine tree in the parking lot, 
which we saw immediately and 
for an extended period of time. 
Yellow and Black-and-White War-
blers posed nicely for photos, and 
another Orchard Oriole made 
a surprise appearance. Another 
surprise appearance came in the 
form of an American Woodcock, 
sitting calmly in the open for a 
couple minutes before flying back 
to cover.  ( And remember, this is 
all the parking lot. )  A quick check 
of the dike revealed nothing too 
unique, though a couple of distant 

shovelers were 
notable. Taking 
trails through 
the woods, we 
had the normal 
suspects, plus 
a shy Hermit 
Thrush that we 
flushed from un-
der the board-
walk. Taking 
the Marsh Trail 
produced Marsh 
Wren, a shocker 
of all shockers. Another Black-
burnian Warbler greeted us as 
the group headed back into the 
woods of Hellcat, and along the 
wooded section of the Marsh 
Trail Chestnut-sided and Wilson’s 
Warblers, parulas (whose pronun-
ciation was hotly debated during 
the day), redstarts, and many oth-
ers were seen, but nothing too out 
of the ordinary. The Dune Trail 
provided female Black-throated 
Blue Warbler and Ovenbird, but 
again, nothing particularly un-
usual except for the one member 
of the group who heard a Black-
billed Cuckoo. Leaving the trail 

and taking the main refuge 
road back to the parking 

lot, we stopped by the 
tree where the 

Cape May still 
fed despite the 

throngs of ob-

servers below. In the same tree sat 
a peculiar bird that only a few got 
on and took a little while to con-
firm as a Yellow-throated Vireo.

There wasn’t much time before 
we started down the gravel road 
and were stopped at the  Bill For-
ward Blind—sometimes the ideal 
spot to see shorebirds and other 
birds. Shorebirds were lacking 
apart from one Willet, but the 
waterfowl proved interesting, as 
another pair of shovelers and two 
surprise American Wigeons re-
mained despite the late date.

As we each piled into our cars, 
a different flying object in a B-17 
Flying Fortress from World War 
II flew by and we were off to the 
aptly named Pines trail—a large 
stand of conifers surrounded by 
a looping trail normally infested 
with greenheads in the summer. 
This, however, was late spring 
before the dreaded insects came 
out. Overlooking expansive marsh 
from the trail, we noted an Osprey 
just sitting in the marsh grasses—
a rather unusual sight. In the trees 

May on Plum Island  Trip Report 5·23·15
Andrew Barndt (age 15) Hudson
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American Woodcock - Photo © Davey Walters
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Willet
Photo © Evan Lipton



right next to us sat a House Sparrow, another unusu-
al sight for Parker River NWR anyway (as opposed 
to the rest of Planet Earth). Along the trail, Mag-
nolia and Black-throated Green Warblers were spot-
ted, and a pewee silently foraged in front of us, and 
it was here we   final ly added  chickadee for the day 
’s list . Looping around gave us a different selection 
of birds, including another Blackburnian, a bonus 
Blackpoll, and Black-throated Blue Warblers—only 
the “warbler” part made sense for the latte r of the 
three, as it was a  drab  female. A couple participants 
theorized they heard a Red-breasted Nuthatch, but 
no one could confirm the call.

From there we drove a ways to the observation tower 
just before the refuge road ends, across from Lot 7 
of the island. A Yellow Warbler flushed from right 
next to the boardwalk to the tower, indicating there 
was probably a nest within mere feet of the board-
walk. Once atop the tower, we were struck with wind 
that made birding all but impossible, though we still 
added Northern Rough-winged Swallow to our list 
from here and got our eyes on a VERY distant duck 
that we could not identify—birds 50 miles away can 
be difficult like that (and for all we know, it wasn’t 
even a bird).
We drove the last tiny stretch of road into Sandy 
Point State Reservation, and started out on a long 
walk along the beach. Quickly, we found a lone Pip-
ing Plover along the shoreline, which cooperated 
nicely for several photos. A ways along the beach 
sat a lone Great Black-backed Gull surrounded by 
several Least Terns—an interesting size comparison. 
Towards the end of the reservation, the group walked 
over a sand dune and came across a small pool that 

links to Plum Island Sound, and here were many 
birds. A couple of Semipalmated and Black-bellied 
Plovers made appearances, but it was the Piping Plo-
vers that stole the show, with three to four individuals 
all behaving extremely nicely for photographers. For 
several minutes, those of us who are photographers 
got as close as we could without disturbing the sub-
jects, and many shots of ours came out fantastic. It 
was here we realized we still hadn’t seen a Great Blue 
Heron for the day, and that was a bird we’d somehow 
miss for the island.
After the photo op was over, we started back towards 
the cars to make the return journey back to Lot 1, as 
the time had reached 2 p.m. Driving back, one birder 
caught his eyes on a Brown Thrasher—another bird 
we had managed to miss up until this point—and 
those who stopped their cars all saw it despite the 
bird’s attempts to hide. Everyone met back up at the 
Hellcat parking lot, where the male Cape May had 
finally left the area. Walking north along the road a 
few feet, a vireo that had befuddled the group ear-
lier with its song revealed itself to be the rare and 
elusive... Red-eyed Vireo. A pair of Black-throated 
Green Warblers tantalized us, boldly coming into 
a tree where they were no more than 20 feet away. 
Participants got their cameras out, hoping for some 
keeper photos, but just as the cameras were ready, 
the birds disappeared back into cover, much to the 
dismay of MYBC photographers. At this point, it 
was time we disappeared from the island, much like 
those Black-throated Greens.
Getting back to Lot 1, the group opted to scan the 
ocean briefly before everyone departed. A rather 
large flock of Common Terns frenzied offshore, and 
cormorants were all over the place. More exciting 
were both Common and Red-throated Loons, both 
of which seemed rather unusual (at least to me) con-
sidering the time of year. Finally, a Merlin flew on-
shore and into the dunes as a parting gift, and the 
trip’s end was upon us a little after 3 in the after-
noon. More than eight hours after arrival, everyone 
left with a total of near 90 species for the island, 
lots of photos, and renewed friendships. What more 
could you ask for? (Answer: a Great Blue Heron.)

Dighton Powerline Cut  Saturday, June 27, 7:00am
This place is an excellent spot for many breeding birds and has a unique shrubland habitat. Specialty breed-
ers include Prairie Warblers, Indigo Buntings, Yellow-throated Vireos, and much more. There is always 
a chance for surprises here. There will also be excellent photography opportunities (especially with large 
numbers of Yellow Warblers) and most birds come quite close in. Also, since it is shrubland habitat, the 
birds will be at eye level. Make sure to bring lunch and plenty of water. Dress for being in the direct sun the 
whole time. Please email Jonathan Eckerson at jpeckerson@gmail.com for questions and where to meet. 
We will not be meeting at the powerline cut entrance.
Check out this recent checklist to get an idea of what we will be seeing: http://ebird.org/ebird/view/
checklist?subID=S23816904

Crane WMA, Falmouth  Saturday, July 11
This trip will target Grasshopper Sparrow, and has potential for something more unusual like Clay-colored 
Sparrow, Blue Grosbeak or Upland Sandpiper. Northern Bobwhites should be calling (Released birds). Be 
prepared for a lot of walking, high temperatures, ticks, and mosquitoes. A rather open ended trip, contact 
Liam Waters at youngeaglewaters@gmail.com if interested. The trip will be modified to include other tar-
gets people might have. Time and length to be determined. Check out the eBird hotspot here.

Plymouth Beach  Saturday, August 29
Expect 5 miles of walking on uneven and sandy ground for this trip as we hike to the tip of Plymouth Beach 
and back. Black Skimmer is likely along with large numbers of shorebirds. As far as shorebirds go anything 
is possible and lying down can afford absurdly close views. Details of meeting time will be decided closer to 
the date.
Check out this checklist from last year: http://ebird.org/ebird/view/checklist?subID=S19534601

Cuttyhunk Island  October
Literally anything is possible on Cuttyhunk, an island in the Elizabeth Islands chain, which is reached via 
a ferry from New Bedford. We will be doing this trip in October as opposed to September as we did the 
previous year for a better chance at finding rarities which is almost a given. More info on this trip will be 
available on the website as we get closer to the date.
Check out the eBird hotspot here.
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Cape May Warbler - Photo © Nathan Dubrow

Summer 2015 Field Trips
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Cuttyhunk Island - Photo © Jonathan Eckerson
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