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A BIRDING TOUR OF CUTLER PARK 

by Heal C. Clark, Needham

Cutler Park Reservation, 850 acres o f MDC-owned land in Heedham, is  an 
oasis bountifu l in i t s  varied  scenery and w i ld l i fe  amid the ribbony 
desert o f  in du stria l Route 128. During 1960-1972, the Needham Bird Club 
counted 137 species o f birds there, the great m ajority o f which were 
seen on or around Cutler Lake, with i t s  surface area o f about 55 acres. 
When I  t a l l ie d  up my own species count recen tly , I  discovered— to my 
surprise— that I  had recordad 100 species at Cutler Park from 1973-1977. 
This a r t ic le  covers only one section o f the en tire  park, that which is  
most accessib le and which contains the greatest n\miber o f d iffe ren t 
hab ita ts.

I f  you were to walk le isu re ly  around the en tire  lake, you would notice 
f iv e  or s ix  d iffe ren t types o f vegetation  areas (o r  hab itats) including 
c a t ta i l  marsh, mixed woods, and aquatic (the la k e ). To see these habi
ta ts we sh a ll fo llow  the main t r a i l  which hugs Cutler Lake, an easy d ir t  
and gravel path.

For b ird ing around the lake, which should take at lea s t two hours, I  
recommend sta rtin g  d ire c t ly  behind the AP Parts Co. bu ild ing. To me, 
the very beginning o f the to\ir, fo r  the f i r s t  300 yards o f so, is  always 
the h igh ligh t o f the day. Several eco log ica l communities meet around 
here, and because o f the resultant "edge e f fe c t "  (the tendency fo r  in - 
creased Variety o f w i ld l i fe  at community junctions , as between a f i e ld  
and a fo r e s t ) ,  I  always count the most species in th is r e la t iv e ly  small 
area.

At the f i r s t  curve, in fron t o f  AP Parts, you w i l l  be at an in tersection  
o f  varied  natural and man-made habitats: aquatic, c a t ta i l  marsh, scat-
tered  trees and v in es , and the long porch o f the building which faces 
towards the water. Many species o f birds may be found here at almost 
any time o f the year. Depending on the season, you may find: Mallard
and Black Ducks, Ring-necked Pheasants (w ith th e ir  2 1/2 inch tracks 
seen in snow crissdrossing the t r a i l ) ,  V irg in ia  R a ils , Common Snipes, 
Common F lick ers , Cray Catbirds, Mockingbirds, and many species o f  war- 
b le rs . In addition , there always seem to  be a few Warbling Vireos 
present in  spring and summer. Nesters in th is immediate area inelude 
the Red-winged Blackbird at the lakeshore barely above the water le v e l ,  
as w e ll as in the marsh. The Mourning Dove nests in  the vines and in 
the pines , while imder the back porch o f AP Parts Co. you may ju st ob
serve four species hesting w ithin about th ir ty  fe e t  o f  one another!
They are: the Eastern Phoebe, American Robin, House Sparrow, and the
Rock Dove. A l l  four o f these species bu ild  on a ra fte r  approximately 
f i f t e e n  fe e t  up. I  fin d  i t  amazing that these birds nest su ccess fu lly , 
considering a l l  the commotion made on the porch by men moving mufflers 
around.

Moving on, you w i l l  soon fin d  c a tta ils  on your r igh t f i l l i n g  in along 
the lakeshore, as w e ll as on your l e f t  bordering the Charles R iver. 
A lders , dogwoods, and w illows (in d ica tive  o f an early  successional 
stage— new growth on its  way to  maturing to  a fo re s t ) then unfold be- 
fo re  you. Dô  l in g e r , fo r  th is  is  a l l  beau tifu l and choice te r r ito r y



fo r  many creatures. Pairs o f Eastern Kingbirds and Worthern Orioles 
may be found together (nesting next to  or one above the other) , and 
from ea rly  May through October, at least one pa ir o f Long-b illed  Marsh 
Wrens may be seen. The wren is  an unusual b ird  because the male builds 
a number o f  "dummy" nests which are unlined on the bottom, while the 
female constructs the f in a l fra il- lo o k in g  home la te r . While on the lake 
during a snowstorm a oouple o f years ago, I  was able to  lóca te  at least 
a half-dozen o f  th e ir  nests (mostly unliked) in a small area. I t  is  
tru ly  an odd n es t, due to  i t s  oblong shape and a side entrance to  its  
roofed  structure. The Swamp Sparrow is  in the v ic in it y ,  a lso , and can 
be viewed more ea s ily  than the shy l i t t l e  wren.

Wext, Just before you lose sight o f water, notice an area o f hardwoods 
around you (much Red Maple) where Red-eyed V ireos, Scarlet Tanagers, 
and Rose-breasted Grosbeaks habitúate, among other tree -top  dwellers. 
Below them in the same area should be Rufous-sided Towhees, Brown 
Thrashers, and the ubiquitous Song Sparrows, a l l  o f which have extreme- 
ly  hard-to-find  nests. Take a la s t good look and l is te n , fo r  up ahead...

You are abruptly entering a long, dark, and s lig h t ly  forb idding-looking 
p lantation  o f  Red Fines. They are at lea s t th ir ty  fe e t  high, very t igh t-  
ly  packed, and interwoven with a few misshapen White Fines. The stra igh t 
t r a i l  seems to tunnel r igh t through the ambient evergreens, with the 
windy movement o f the o íd  trees themselves as sometimos the one sound 
to  be heard. Because o f homogeneous vegetation , th is  pine stand does 
not y ie ld  much o f a va r ie ty  o f b ird s , but both nuthatches, the Wood 
Thrushes, and the Veerys may be heard, i f  not seen. Look ca re fu lly  fo r  
the l i t t l e  Brown Sreeper, because i t  i ¿  there. I  can only pick i t  up by 
seeing i t , due to  my in a b ility  to hear i t s  high notes; perhaps others can 
detect i t  more ea s ily . F in a lly , and most ex c it in g , I  and others have 
spotted a Great Horned Owl in th is  p lantation . On a February afternoon 
in  1975, as I  was passing through the heart o f th is  pine stand, I  heard 
Blue Jays ca llin g  out f ie r c e ly ,  apparently harassing someone or some- 
th ing. I  rushed on through the mud and freez ing  slush, flushed with 
hope— o f at lea s t a glimpse o f a hawk or an owl. Looking up, I  got a 
good view o f  a Great Horned perched against the upper trunk o f a swaying 
Red Pine less than f i f t y  yards d istan t. I  glued my binoculars on i t  fo r  
a couple o f  minutes, and as the jays f le d , the owl soon floa ted  away, 
too . I  b e lie ve  my s lig h t unsteadiness in holding the binoculars was due 
to the excitement o f the scene as much as the coid temperature. I t  was 
a re a l t h r i l l ,  and I  recommend to  a l l  owlers a v i s i t  to  Cutler some 
January n igh t, to  at lea s t hear the low, eer ie  hoots. These are the 
sounds o f  wildness and weirdness.

In March o f 1976 I  found the nest o f the Red-ta iled  Hawk almost d ire c t ly  
across the r iv e r  from the location  o f the ow l-sighting. A fte r  seeing 
R ed -ta ils  in the park area many tim es, I  set out to lócate the n es t; i t  
was not too d i f f ic u l t .  The large and fa i r ly  deep structure vas about 
fo r ty  fe e t  up in  a Northern Red Oak in a small grove o f oaks and White 
F ines. I  was surprised to  see the nesting s ite  so cióse (w ith in 75 
yards) to  a la rge parking lo t  o f an in du stria l area. The nest re a lly  
stood out then, but by the time observations stopped in la te  May, i t  was 
t o ta l ly  obscured by surrounding fo lia g e . I  used a 9 to 30x zoom spotting 
scope in making the vlewings from the Needham side o f the Charles R iver. 
The eggs hatched in early  May, with two chicks seen soon a fte r . I  was



delighted to  see th is , fo r  i t  gave me an opportunlty to watch them grow, 
a l l  from about 100 yards away. I  was able to  accomplish th is (apparent- 
ly  without being seen) by settin g  up, alone and very q u ie tly , at the 
edge o f the Red Fine stand amid grape vines overlooking the r iv e r . I  
only wished I  had had a handy maple to  climb where I  could have b u ilt  a 
small platform  to  support and steady my tripod . I t  is  always a trea t to 
be able to see a b ird  o f prey, esp ec ia lly  so cióse to  c iv i l iz a t io n .

Baok on the t r a i l ,  and beyond the pine p lan tation , as you turn to the 
r lgh t and proceed s lig h t ly  u p h ill, you w iH  be on stones and gravel 
through some mixed woods. The Red Fines have not a ltogether disappeared, 
however. You are now headed baok towards the lake, th is  time on the fa r 
side with the water s t i l l  on your r igh t. In less than 200 yards the lake 
w i l l  again be v is ib le ,  and at i t s  shore there are many Red Maples and 
c a t ta ils . In th is location  look fo r  American B itte rn s , Oreen Herons , 
and sometimes the p reh is toric -look ing (a t lea s t in f l i g h t )  Great Blue 
Herons. For a good distance you w i l l  have h i l ly  Northern Red Oak te r -  
rain beside the t r a i l ,  which, in c id en ta lly , can be very wet and miry 
at any time o f the year. This te rra in , unfortunately, blocks out l i t t l e  
o f the Route 128 t r a f f i c  noise which can be heard on th is side o f the 
lake most o f the time. In w in ter, Tree Sparrows in great numbers gather 
around here by the shore's dense vegetation . To me they are always a 
joy  to  spot beoause o f th e ir  lim it le s s  energy and th e ir  seemingly end- 
less Sharp, s lig h t ly  musical c a lis ,  rendered on even the most f r ig id  o f 
days.

As the t r a i l  breaks out in to  a re a l o learing, which goes a l l  the way to 
the Folaroid  bu ild ing, you may see a couple o f Ganada Geese, in season, 
by the shore. A very good o v e ra ll view o f Cutler Lake may be obtained 
from here, ju st before reaching the blacktop. I t  was from th is  area 
in October, 1975, I  saw an Osprey up in  an oíd dead tre e , baok near the 
narrower part o f the lake, being badgered by d iving Common Crows as i t  
fed  on a pan-sized fish . The crows did not seem to faze the huge hover- 
er much, because i t  continued to  eat.

The blacktop beside Fo laroid  takes you to  an oíd spur ra ilroad  track 
which leads back to  our s ta rtin g  point at the AF Farts Co. But don't 
stop y e t ! Right around the Fo laroid  building and out to the s treet 
(Kendrick) is  an excellen t vantage point to see another raptor— the 
sleek and very co lo r fu l American K estre l. Be observant, fo r  although 
there are some Mourning Doves in the area on the telephone w ires , not 
every b ird  spotted w i l l  turn out to  ^  one!

Cutler o ffe rs  a l l  I  have described here and more. I t  depends on what 
you seek and what you lik e  to  do. The future o f the park looks bright 
because, as the Metropolitan D is tr ic t  Commission has informad me, th is 
particu lar reservation  is  to  stay natural and not be developed in to  a 
playground, complete with p icn ic tab las, swings, and boat landings. In 
other words, i t  is  not destinad to  become an active  recreation  area, but 
w i l l  rece ive  only minor t r a i l  maintenance and some o learing. "Develop" 
a park? To me these terms are incongruous together. So I  was pleased, 
during th is past summer, to see that the two acoess points to  the park 
were gated so that only pedestrians and perhaps b ic y c lis ts  can now get 
through. Motor veh icles can go almost anywhere nowadays, but they 
shouldn't go everywhere. I  b e lieve  anyone can receive enough sa tis fa c tion



j\ist from walking around, fish in g , or perhaps canoeing without making 
the park In to  a motorized, man-made playground.

For an even longer-ranged view o f the area, I  see the lake i t s e l f  and 
the l i f e  In and around i t  as heing in Just a temporarjr, emerging vege- 
ta tion  stage— that i s ,  w ith certain  plants such as ca tta ils  breaking the 
surface o f the water and starting to  f i l l  in  around the edges and to - 
wards the center. Then a fte r  many more years , the lake as we know i t  
w i l l  only be wét when i t  rains , and even la te r  in time i t  w i l l  be a. 
fo res t. By tnen the Red Fine stand should be a climax fo res t o f  beech 
anii maple, and also be more conducive to  w i ld l i fe  because o f more d i- 
v e rs ity  o f  the surrounding vegetation . Not fo rever w i l l  the loud "pump- 
ing" o f the B ittern  (o r , S take-driver) be heard echoing across the lake 
on an A p r il dawn. But fo r  now, i t  sounds ju st fin e .

WATERFOWL BREEBING SUCGESS IN 197? 

by Theodore H. Atkinson, B l l le r ic a

The waterfowl breeding grounds suivey oonducted th is  past spring by the
U.S. Fish and W ild life  Service, the Canadian W ild life  Service, and various 
S tate agencies noted a marked reductlon in  breedlng-ground conditions 
throughout western Cemada and bordering areas o f the ü iiited .StatfeBi-:A^berta, 
Saskatchewan, Manitoba, the Dakotas, Montana, and Minnesota normally pro
duce 50 to  75 P®r cent o f the North American duck population, This re 
gión  is  p o s t-g la c ia l, with many lakes and potholes, but i t  a lso rece ives  
a h igh ly va riab le  annual r a in fa l l  which resu lts  in  frequent periods o f 
drought.

The de ter io ra tion  o f conditions in  these areas was due to  a major drought 
that has a ffe c ted  most o f western Ganada and the United States since the 
summer o f  1976, Last autumn and w inter were mild, with record high temí 
peratures that increased evaporation o f ground water. P rec ip ita tion  over 
the drought area was 50 per cent below normal, and some areas reported 
the d r ie s t conditions ever recorded. In  May heavy rains provided only 
temporary r e l i e f .

In  Southern Manitoba, Saskatchewan, and A lberta  the breeding duck popu
la t io n  was down 25 to  50 per cent, and Montana and Noi-th Dakota condi
t ion s  were s im ila r. Though South Dsikota's water le v e ls  were up th is  
yeeir, the duck population was down. In  contrast, Minnesota's duck popu
la t io n  was somewhat higher than la s t  year, despite a decrease in  water 
area.

Dismal as the p icture was in  tra d it io n a l breeding areas, stable water 
conditions to  the north attracted  a la rge  number o f ducks by early  May. 
Nevertheless, these northern areas have tra d it io n a lly  produced poorer 
breeding resu lts .

However, the to ta l duck breeding population appears to  be less  than in  
1976. T rad itio n a lly  the most numerous species, the Mallard, decreased 
5 per cent from 1976; other breeding populations fared as fo llow s:
Gadwall +5 psf cents American Wigeon -1; Green-winged Teal +6j Blue- 
winged TeaJ. -8; Northern Shoveler -11 j P in ta il -18; Redhead -27:
Canvasback +2; and scaup +7. O vera ll, the breeding populations o f these 
10 species declined an averaige o f 4 per cent.
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