


BIRDING THE LYNFIELD MARSH 

by Bennett Keenan, Lynnfield

Probably you saw a Least Bittern at Mt. Auburn. Did you find  King Rails in  the Nahant 
th icket? How about those other e lu siv e , mysterious marsh b irds—G allinues, Marsh Wrens, 
Soras? Do you ju st hear them sometimes, or have you rea lly  watched them the way you 
watch a Robin on your lawn? I f  you 've seen a l l  these things, you don 't need to  v is i t  the 
Lynnfield Marsh, although th ere 's  enough there to  be excitin g  even so. On the other 
hand, i f  seeing these birds has some appeal, you owe you rself a tr ip .

The Lynnfield Marsh—Reedy Meadow, i f  you want to  know it s  rea l name— is  roughly triangu­
la r  in shape, bounded southeasterly by Route 128, northeasterly by Walnut S treet, and 
westerly by Main Street. In addition to  it s  extraordinary w ild l i fe ,  i t  has some other 
unique features: you can see i t ,  you can find i t ,  and you can get in to  i t  to  fin d  the
b irds . The most excitin g  time to  v is i t  is  from mid-April to  the end o f  May. I t 's  almost 
that good in August and early September. Sora, V irgin ia  and King R a ils , Common G a lli-  
nu les, Least and American B itterns, Willow F lycatcher, and Long-billed  Marsh Wrens not 
only breed here, but fo r  some reason are fearless and often  are seen at the b ird e r 's  
fe e t. The marsh seems a lso to  be something o f a magnet for  r a r it ie s —I have seen Whis­
tl in g  Swan, Turkey Vulture, Black Tern, Red-headed Woodpecker, Prothonotary Warbler, 
Summer Tanager, and a long l i s t  o f other unconventional v is it o r s . How about eight Or­
chard Orioles in one tree? But then, I go there frequently; maybe you should.

The usual approach is  to  take Exit 32, Pleasure Island Road, o f f  Route 128, at the o lo -  
n ia l S ta tler Hilton Motel in  Wakefield. The e x it  pattern is  d ifferen t from most, not the 
conventional s lo v e r le a f, so you have to fo llow  your nose and the signs, depending on 
whether you 're  headed North or South on Route 128. But how lo s t  can you get on a high­
way ex it ramp? Anyway, head north on Pleasure Island Road for  approximately a quarter 
o f  a mile u n til i t  curves to  the l e f t .  You w il l  have marsh on both sides o f the road. 
There is  an opening through the trees bordering the road on your right that gives you a 
fu l l  view o f  some open water with the marsh grass beyond. G a llin u les, grebes, geese and 
ducks swim in the open water. Sometimes ra ils  walk on the marsh grass across the water— 
or at your fe e t. Don't overlook the small section  o f  marsh on the other side o f  the 
road.

Then drive slowly and qu ietly  along the road. Stay a lert fo r  landbird flocks in the 
woods to the end o f  the pavement. There are rumors that some b irders go righ t in to the 
paved parking lo t  o f the factory that is  there, but even though the lo t  is  empty on week­
ends, i t  is  private property. The proper thing is  to  bear a l i t t l e  to the righ t onto the 
in d is tin ct d ir t  road, cross the ra ilroad  tracks and park in the obvious spot. Walk along 
the ra ilroad  spur u ntil i t  meets the main lin e  track s , then walk the main lin e  tracks to 
the r ig h t, under and beyond the power lin e . This is  usually where the ra ils  are. Sora 
and V irgin ia  should be no problem. There should be a half dozen o f  each ca llin g , and i t  
is  not unusual to  see them, particu larly  V irg in ias, walking around on the l i l y  pads.
Don't be a fraid  to  ta lk  or make noise. Rails are naturally se cre tiv e , and therefore hard 
to  see; they are, however, ob liv ious to  people. Any normal or moderate noise you make 
won't cause them to  hide—i f  anything i t  may make them move around a l i t t l e .  Plan to 
spend not less than a h a lf hour in th is ra ilroad  tracks-power lin e  area.

Then walk back to your car, but instead o f  getting  back in to i t ,  walk out the d ir t  road 
that begins at the tracks and goes under the power lin e , at a right angle to the tracks 
and the power lin e . I t  goes a few hundred yards through good warbler woods out to a 
small pond that shorebirds frequent. This l i t t l e  area is  a finger-shaped peninsula 
stick ing out in to  the marsh. Stay a lert for  marsh birds while you 're walking i t .

Next, drive out the way you drove in , but turn le f t  in to the parking area along the back 
o f  the motel. Cross the l i t t l e  bridge, continue up through the g o lf  course past the 
restaurant and down the h i l l  to Walnut Street. Turn le f t  over the h i l l .  A fter about a 
h a lf m ile, at the very bottom o f the h i l l ,  where the brook goes under the s tre e t , there 
is  a tiny  area where you can park on the l e f t  side o f the s treet. I have had the best 
luck finding herons and both kinds o f  b itterns looking out over the marsh from here.

I f  you haven't found a l l  you want y e t , there are two other shots. Continue along Walnut 
Street to the ra ilroad  crossing— about a m ile. Walk along the tracks into the marsh.
Good land b ird s , then plenty o f  marsh b irds . F in a lly , continue along Walnut S treet, bear 
l e f t  at the common onto Main S treet, and turn right in to Heritage Lane (almost exactly 
one mile from the track s). Park on Heritage ju st o f f  Main Street. On the opposite side 
o f  Main S treet, and about a hundred fee t before Heritage Lane, is  a wooden highway fen ce_
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which marks the beginning o f  the Partridge Island T ra il. There should be a sign marking 
i t ,  because i t  is  a jo in t  p ro je ct o f  the Conservation Commission and the High School, but 
the sign gets knocked down every once in a while. You can find  the path, anyway. I t  
goes through a quarter mile o f  wet woods out to  Partridge Island (the t r a i l  has been 
bridged and c lea red ), which commands an exce llen t view o f  the marsh.

Let me close with a few observations about marsh birding. These may not be s c ie n t i f i c ,  
and some people whose opinions I respect don’ t  agree, but they are based on frequent 
tr ip s  to  th is marsh over the la s t  th ir ty -f iv e  years.

1) The e a r lie r  in  the day, the b etter . You w il l  hear f iv e  times as many r a i ls ,  b i t ­
terns , marsh wrens, and others at 5:30 on a May morning as you w i l l  at 7:30. The birds 
stay active la te r—you w il l  see them as frequently at 9:00 as at 5:30—but you don’ t 
actually  see them often  at any time.

2) Weather is  important. I have my best luck on a s t i l l ,  damp, cloudy morning. Rain 
is  not good, sunshine is  bad, and wind is  te r r ib le .

3) The birds w il l  change th eir  location  in the marsh to respond to  d ifferences in  water 
tab le . Normally the best area for  ra ils  is  in  the ra ilroad  tracks-power lin e  area, but 
in  a dry spring or in  la te  summer, look around the open water behind the motel or where 
the brook crosses Walnut Street.

1+) I t  helps to  be lucky!

WANTED: A used or new B and L Balscope Sr. spotting scope to  replace stolen  one. Con­
tact Robert H. Stym eist, 5  ̂ Banks S t . ,  Cambridge, Mass. 02138.

FOR SALE

Island cottage— $1+0,000. Only 1+0 minutes south o f  Boston, amid marshes, rivers and the 
ocean. Island has 22 acres, with 13 cottages on one h a lf and with the other h a lf w ild. 
Auto access by causeway; deep water mooring included. Cottage needs work. Herons and 
hawks in  summer, seals in  w inter. Also rental p o s s ib il it ie s  for  other cottages. Call 
729-0072 weekends or 8-10 p.m.

WANTED: Copy o f  Birds o f  the World by Singer. Write to  Bird Observer or c a ll  Paula
B utler, 1+81+-211+8.

AN AVIAN DOUBLE-CROSS

I t 's  w ell known that Blue Jays can im itate the ca lls  o f  several other species. When the 
Red-shouldered Hawk was a common summer residen t, the jays would mimic it s  "kee-you" 
cry ; now they have switched to the peeweelike whistle o f  the Broad-wingeds. So, when­
ever I hear a c a ll  that doesn 't " f i t , ” I f i r s t  think o f Blue Jay.

In A pril a b ird  gave repeatedly four of the short, harsh ca lls  o f  the ja y , but followed 
by a pair o f  two-note phrases that should have come from a Northern O riole. A Blue Jay? 
No, an American Robin! Later, th is b ird  sometimes follow ed the jay m otif with a couple 
o f  normal robin phrases.

A ll o f th is  reca lled  the celebrated Mt. Auburn robin o f  a few years ago, who could imi­
ta te  W hip-poor-will to  p er fection . We should pay more attention to  the songs o f the 
thrushes; they may sometimes be as provocative as they are beautifu l.

L. J. Robinson
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