


BIRDING IN PROVINCETOWN 

by B la ir  Nikula, Harwioh

Provinoetown, that overgrown sand dune at the t ip  o f  Cape Cod, has long 
been neglected  by b irders v is i t in g  the cape, in  sp ite  o f  (o r  perhaps 
beoause o f )  i t s  unique " is o la te d ” lo oa tion . However, increased observer 
a c t iv i t y  in  recen t years has proven the area to  be an ex c it in g  b ird ing  
spot at any season, usually w e ll worth the extra  d r iv in g  time requ ired 
to get there (about two hours from Boston, th ir t y  minutes from O rleans).

Wallace B a iley  has always claimed that P 'town— as i t  is  known lo c a l ly — 
is  the best spot on Cape Cod to observe the spring passerine m igration, 
and th is  has been aitply confirmed in  recent years, Pay no heed to  those 
tho portray the cape as an avian wasteland in  the sp rin g1 While i t  is  
tra e  that the occurrence o f spring migrants is  more unprediotable than 
on the mainland and that the volume o f  m igration is  usually considerably 
le s s , the species v a r ie ty  is  every b i t  as d ive rse  and the b ird ing  can be 
spectacu lar. An added a ttra c tion  has been the d iscovery  o f  a substan- 
t i a l  movement o f  hawks over the outer cape at th is  season w ith the 
resu ltin g  concentration o f  these birds in  the P'town area.

The f a l l  is  also proving to be a very productivo time fo r  the birder and 
the area seems to be on a par with the better known Coastal landbird 
traps. A northwest wind at this time of the year w i ll  often resu lt in  
tremendous numbers of migrant passerines which can l i t e r a l ly  flood the 
dunes with sparrows, thrushes, vireos, etc, There has also been some 
indication that a southerly wind can be worthwhile (reverse migration?), 
but this has yet to be substantiated.

Perhaps the most a llu r in g  aspect o f  b ird ing  in  P'town fo r  manj;’ land- 
lubbers is  the presence o f  vary ing numbers o f  p e la g ic  birds w ith in  s igh t 
o f  land at almost any time o f  the year but e sp e c ia lly  in  the f a l l ,  On 
a day to  day basis, th is  has been, a t le a s t  in  recent years, the best 
ló c a le  in  the s ta te  and probably the sast coast fo r  land-based observ- 
ations o f  p e la g ic  b irds . The frequent s igh tings o f  baleen whales serves 
as an ic in g  on the cake.

That P'town o ften  y le ld s  the rare and unusual has been amply demonstra- 
ted . In  sp ite  o f  rather lim ited  coverage, the fo llow in g  "e x o t ic s "  have 
been recorded re cen tly : M iss iss ipp i K ite  ( '? 6 ) ,  Sw a llow -ta iled  K ite
( '7 2 ) ,  Black Vulture ( '? 6 ) ,  Skua ( '? 6 ) ,  Le Conte's Sparrow ( '? 6 )  and 
(p robab le ) A rc t ic  Loons {'76 and '7 8 ).  Among the more "rou tin e " r a r i -  
t ie s  have been (most in  the la s t  two y e a r s !) Northern Fulmar, Manx 
Shearwater, Sab ine's Gull, Comraon Murre, Common P u ffin , Royal Tern, 
Red-headed Wbodpecker, Western Kingbird, Prothonotary Warbler, Ye llow - 
throated Warbler, Blue Grosbeak, Western Tanager and Lark Sparrow.
This in p ress ive  l i s t  r e f le c ts  the wide range o f  p o s s ib i l i t ie s  that the 
reg ión  o f fe r s .

Since b ird ing  in  P'town is  s t i l l  more or le s s  in  i t s  in fancy, much o f  
the in form ation  that fo llow s  is  ten ta t iv e  and in  some cases specu lative , 
and as such, i s  subject to  fu ture re v is ió n . Accoi^iingly, th is  a r t ic le  
i s  intended merely as a guide and as encouragement to fu rth er exp lo r- 
a tion .
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P llg r im  Lake; Daring the f i r s t  part o f  th is  century, th is  lake, created 
ia  I 869 by the d lk ing o f  what was o r ig in a l ly  a sa ltw ater harbor, was 
teeming w ith marsh b irds and duoks. However, the encroaching sand and a 
16-inch, man-induoed drop in  the water le v e l  ( in  the ñame o f  mosquito 
c o n tro l) in  1958 have le d  to  i t s  demise. I t  is  doubtfu l that any marsh 
b irds are now breeding here and ducks, other than the ubiquitous Black, 
are a rare s igh t. A sandbar toward the west end a ttra c ts  Double-orested 
Cormorants (A p r i l  to  October) and gu lls  including Ice land  (November to 
A p r i l ) .  The th ickets  along the east end o f  the lake o ccas ion a lly  harbor 
migrant landbirds and can be explored from a d ir t  road o f f  Route 6 ju s t 
before  you reach the lake . To check the lake, you can p u lí o f f  Route 6 
onto the grassy shoulder, being ca re fu l to  avoid the s o ft  spots and 
storm drains. The grassy borders o f  the highway from here to  the end 
(a t  Herring Cove) should be watched fo r  sparrows, p ip it s ,  and s im ila r 
b irds during the spring and f a l l  m igrations. The high dones at the done 
parking area ju s t past the lake may prove to be a good vantage fo r  watch- 
in g  the spring hawk f l i g h t ,  but as y e t  they are unexplored.

Provincetown dump; I f  there are any vu ltures or eagles aroond, they are 
apt to  be frequenting the dun^). A Black Vulture spent a few  days in  May, 
1976, in  th is  area.

Beech F o res t; This unique area is  without a doubt the f in e s t  spot on 
Cape Cod to  witness the spring passerine m igration and is  a lso  worth 
ohecking in  the f a l l ,  p a r t ic o la r ly  la t e  August to  la t e  September when the 
warblers are passing through. I t  is  an oasis among the dones w ith a 
couple o f  small marshy ponds surrounded by, among others, beeches, 
a lders , s ix  species o f  p ines, and, most notably, oaks, Those p laces 
where oaks predomínate are where one is  most l i k e ly  to  encounter spring 
migrants. F a l l  migrants are more widespread and are apt to  be found any- 
where. Consequently, the fo llow in g  remarks p erta in  to the spring season 
when the lo ca tio n  o f  the b irds seems to  be more p red ic tab le  according to 
h ab ita t. Species to  be expeoted inolude a l l  o f the ty p ic a l eastern 
Massachusetts m igrants. Some o f  the b e tte r  areas in  the Beech Forest 
are as foU ow s (numbers oorrespond to those on the accompanying map):

1 ) "Wooden B r id ge ."  So fa r ,  th is  area adjacent to  the parking l o t  has 
been the most oon s is ten tly  productivo. I f  there are any b irds around at 
a l l ,  they are apt to  be here. Check the oaks on the opposite side o f 
Race Po in t Road as w e ll.

2 ) "R idge T r a i l . "  This i l l - d e f in e d  and unmaintained t r a i l  branches o f f  
from the main t r a i l  approximately 100 yards from the parking l o t .  A fte r  
passing a small stand o f  Sootch and Austrian pines on the r ig h t , bear 
r ig h t  up the sandy slope and onto the t r a i l  along the top o f  the r id ge . 
This i s  one o f  the h ighest spots in  the Beech Forest and is  usually good 
fo r  warblers, v íreos  and thrushes. One advantage to  th is  t r a i l  is  that 
the b ird er i s  a t tre e -to p  le v e l  making observations ea s ie r . I t  a lso 
o f fe r s  refuge from the nonbirding and o ften  noisy weekenders.

3 ) "High D'jine." So fa r  th is  has proved to  be the f in e s t  lo ca tio n  in  
P'town to  see the spring hawks. To reach i t ,  watch fo r  a sec tion  o f 
s p l i t  r a i l  fence on the south s ide o f  the main t r a i l ,  Turn south here 
(away from "Wood Duck Pond") and fo l lo w  the sandy t r a i l  through the 
scrub pine to  the h ighest vantage p o in t. A o lea r view  is  provided in  
a l l  d irec tion s  and most o f  the town can be seen. I t  seems that sooner
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or la te r  most of the hawks present in the area on a given day w i ll  pass 
by this dune as they m ili about, and the birder is  often afforded exce ll-  
ent looks. A l l  of the oommon raptors of the northeast can be ejqjected 
here and some of the accidental Southern species have been recorded as 
w ell. (Both the M ississippi Kite and the Black Vulture were seen at 
f a i r ly  cióse range from this dune.)

Other spots in the Beech Forest that are worth checking fo r  landbirds 
are ¿I-) the bicycle t r a i l  on the northeast side of Race Point Road,
5) the oaks at the fa r  (northwest) end of the forest, 6) the west córner 
of "Wood Duck Pond," 7) the main t r a i l  from the sp lit  r a i l  fence to the 
rest rooms, and 8) the bicycle t r a i l  from the rest rooms south between 
the ponds.

One f in a l suggestion: try  to avoid weekend afternoons as the crowds are
often large and noisy and de fin ite ly  interfere  with the birding x̂ lhich 
o f course is  slow at that time of day anyway.

V isitors Center; This is  another spot from which to see hawks; however, 
the lig h t  is  often a problem here. Viewing can be done from either the 
parking lo t  or, better yet, the observation deck at the top of the bu ild - 
ing where the outer beach can be watched fo r  falcons.

Airport and v ic in ity ; This is  mainly of interest in the f a l l  when the 
many thickets attract numerous passerines, and accipiters and falcons 
are frequently seen in transit. Park at the Race Point parking lo t  and 
walk back to the airport (the airport parking lo t  is  reserved fo r  custom- 
e rs ).  From here, one may proceed Southwest following the line  of wet 
thickets that run between the dunes and the runway, keeping well away 
from the runwayt I f  you are ambitious and continué fa r  enough (approx- 
imately 1^ m iles), you w i l l  eventually end up at Matches Harbor (see 
below). On a good day the complete route is , although arduous, defin ite 
ly  worth the e ffo rt . Another walk that can be worthwhile begins across 
the road from the airport, through the densely vegetated ravines that 
ron eastward fo r  about 2 to 3 miles through the dunes. Following a 
northwest wind in  October this entire area can be packed with migrants 
and o ffe rs some liv e ly  birding.

Race Point parking l o t ; This is  an excellent site  fo r  viewing pelagic 
birds at alnost any season although mid-August to mid-December is  the 
most f ru it fu l.  A l l  of the regular northwestern Atlantic pelagic birds 
have been seen here, and the commoner ones can be seen regularly  and 
occasionally in  great numbers when conditions are favorable. Exactly 
why these birds occur with such consistency in  this v ic in ity  remains 
somewhat uncertain. Undoubtedly P 'town's "a t  sea" location results in  
many seabirds being interceptad by this land mass as they move southward 
from the Gulf of Maine during the f a l l .  Another possibly more important 
factor may be the presence of deep water (100 fe e t ) cióse to shore in  
this area. Presumably this sharp drop-off results in some upwelling 
and in conjunction with the strong rips and currents characteristic of 
the región may provide a rich food source. This deep water line can 
easily  be seen from the parking lo t , i f  the sea is  not too rough, ap- 
proximately 800 yards out from the beach. Farther to the west this line  
ocours progressively closer to shore and is  closest— approximately 200 
yards— just north of the tip  of Race Point (see map).



Generally the best weather conditions consist o f oloudy skies wlth l lg h t  
to modérate northeast wlnds, although during the peak season (September 
and Ootober) a few  birds can be found under any cond itions. Wien the 
wi.nds are strong (h-CM- mph) from the northeast, view ing is  d i f f i c u l t  and 
usually l i t t l e  w i l l  be seen. Strong northwest winds fo llow in g  a north- 
easter can provide a good show as the pe lag ics  that were blown in to  Cape 
Cod Bay by the storm stream back out in to  the open ocean. During the 
warmer months fo g  can be productive but one must be on hand at the pre
c ise  time that the fo g  c lears  since l i t t l e  i f  anything can be seen before 
i t  does and the birds move out rap id ly  as v i s i b i l i t y  improves. As might 
be expected, southerly wlnds are the le a s t  productive.

This is  perhaps the f in e s t  place in  the Northeast fo r  seelng ja egers . I  
know o f no other región  where they occur wlth the consistency wlth which 
they are found here. On any day from mid-August to la te  October, wlth a 
l i t t l e  patience one can expect to see at le a s t  two or three jaegers , and 
i f  conditions are r igh t, counts o f 50 or more are p oss ib le . A dd ition a lly , 
irapressive counts o f shearwaters have been made here in  recent f a l l s — 
to ta ls  o f  1,000 to 5, 000+ being recorded on a nuimber o f occaslons.

During the spring and f a l l  be a le r t  fo r  fa lcons movlng along the outer 
beach as w e ll as other m igrating landbirds f ly in g  over. From May to 
October Vesper Sparrows can be found in  the adjacent dunes.

While scoping, keep an eye out fo r  whales as they occur throughout the 
year wlth la rg e s t  numbers during the spring and f a l l .  "Have you seen any 
whales?" is  a question o ften  hurled at the scope-w leld ing b ird er . Fin 
and Humpback chales are tlie most oommon but other specles are possib le  
and dolphins are occas ion a lly  seen as w e ll.

Race P o in t : This point is  unsurpassed fo r  c ióse observations o f pelag
ics  from land, presumably because o f the proxim lty o f deep water 200 to 
300 yards o ffsh ore . Unfortunately, i t  is  access ib le  only by fo o t  or 
four-wheel d r ive  veh ic le  from the Herring Cove or Race Poin t parking 
lo ts .  Another drawback is  that the conditions which bring the birds in  
the c lo ses t are strong northwest winds fo llow in g  a northeaster and ob- 
serving then is  very d i f f i c u l t ,  p a r t ic u la r ly  i f  one is  on fo o t , Watch- 
ing p e lag ics  from land is  ra re ly  a comfortable endeavor at any lo ca tio n . 
Much o f the in form ation  on the Race Po in t parking l o t  above perta ins to  
th is  area as w e ll, During the w inter months gu illem ots, R a zo rb ills , 
and murres have been re gu la r ly  found along the outer beach between the 
po in t and the parking lo t ,  A calm day at th is  time o f the year is  o ften  
the best as these a lc id s  are o ften  seen s it t in g  and feed ing  in  the v i -  
c in ity  o f  the deep water l in e .

Hatches Harbor: As i t s  ñame irap lies , th is  area once served as a harbor
but has since sanded in , a fa te  to which every body o f water in  P'town 
seems doomed. I t  no’W consists o f a small patch o f  s a lt  marsh and some 
t id a l  f ía t s  separated from the bay by a sp it  o f sand, On the east i t  
is  bordered, at th is  w rit ln g , by the remains o f a man-made dike which 
was p a r t ia l ly  destroyed by the Great White Hurricane o f  '78, To the 
east o f the d ike l i e s  the a irp o rt  w lth i t s  border o f  wet th ick e ts . The 
f ía t s  and s p it  a ttra c t  la rg e  numbers o f gu lls  year round and terns in  
July to  September, and occas ion a lly  the ra rer members o f th e ir  clan can 
be found. A few  shorebirds are a lso  usually present in  season, Although 
the hab ita t is  lim ited  here, the "lands-end" lo ca tion  makes i t  the tjrpe
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o f  spot where almost anything is  apt to  drop in . 
wheel d r ive  or fo o t .

Access is  by fou r-

Herring Cove: This i s  another vantage po in t fo r  view ing po lag ics  but,
because the observar is  a t a very  low  e leva tion  and the b irds are 
usually a t a considerable d istance, i t  i s  gen era lly  in fe r io r  to  the 
Race Po in t area (which i s  v is ib le  to  the n orth ). Poor l i g h t  can also 
be a problem dnring the afternoon hours, Large nitmbers o f  terns feed  
here from la t e  summer to  ea r ly  f a l l  and o ften  a t tra c t  jaegers in to  easy 
view ing range.

Shank P a in te r Pond; This swampy pond is  one o f  those p laces that looks 
so good y e t  has y ie ld ed  l i t t l e ,  Wbod Ducks are sometimes present and 
n igh t herons o ften  f is h  the edges, but otherwise there is  l i t t l e  to  be 
sa id  about the area. However, i t  is  e a s ily  checked from Route 6 and 
probably should not be passed by without a quick look . Someday i t  w i l l  
have a " b ig g ie l "

The grassy edges o f  the highway along th is  s tre tch  can be good fo r  
sparrows during m igration  and other passerines can sometimes be found 
in  the surrounding th ick e ts .

Wood End, Long Po in t and d ik e : I  know l i t t l e  about th is  area but i t
would seem tp have some p o ten t ia l as a b ird ing  spot. Access is  gained 
on ly  by fo o t  or four-w heel d r ive  from Herring Cove. The d r iv in g  is  very 
d i f f i o u l t — the toughest s tre tch  o f  beach on the cape. The area is  com- 
p r ised  o f  a ty p ic a l b a rr ie r-typ e  beach w ith saltmarsh and mudflats on 
the in s id e  and vegetated  w ith a few  scrubby th ick e ts . Black-crowned 
N ight Herons nest here as w e ll as do some tern s . I t  i s  poss ib le  to  park 
a t the west-end ro ta ry  and walk out on the d ike to  Wood End, but th is  
should be atter^sted on ly  during the warmer months and on ly a t low  t id e .
Be very aware o f  the tid es  as the h igher tid es  o ccas ion a lly  cover the 
d ik e . A young woman drowned here a couple o f  years ago when she became 
trapped by an extreme t id e .

The mudflats may prove to  be good fo r  shorebirds in  season and the th ick - 
e ts  may harbor f a l l  m igrants. Small nurabers o f  p e la g ics  can probably 
be expected o f f  the beach in  summer and f a l l .

Provlncetown Harbor; This has been one o f  the best known and most f r e -  
quently b irded lo ca tion s  in  P 'town. I t  i s  best during the w in ter when 
i t  a ttra c ts  white-winged gu lls , k ittiw akes, gu illem ots, other a lc id s  
(m ain ly a f t e r  storm s), cormorants and numerous ducks. There are severa l 
vantage po in ts  from which to  check the harbor, a l l  access ib le  from 
Commercial S tr e e t . The best known is  McMillan Wharf which is  a f in e  
spot to  see the gu lls , cormorants, and a lc id s  (excep t gu illem ots ),
A lc id s , when they are present, o ften  occur ve ry  o lose to  the wharf so 
be sure to  look  over the edge. There are a lso  a couple o f  pu b lic  park
in g  lo ts  o f f  Commercial S tree t irtiioh o f f e r  good views o f  the harbor.
The most fa vo rab le  i s  on the west end (s ee  map). From here, gu illem ots 
can occas ion a lly  be seen out towards tlie cen ter o f  the harbor, They 
apparently are regu la r here and up to  a dozen have been counted. There 
are ex tens ive mudflats in  the east end o f  the harbor but they seem 
ra th er unproductive.

Although I  have ou tlin ed  some o f the more productive b ird ing loca tion s

U6



in  P'town, keep in  mind that the dunes throQghout to ’/m are f u l l  o f  wet, 
swampy th ickets  and during a good wave, any o f  them are apt to  have 
b irds . Keep an eye out fo r  "pockets" as you d r ive  around the area and 
be prepared to  do a l i t t l e  exp loring o f  your own. However, be aware 
that parking on the side o f the road is  p roh ib ited  along Race Point 
Road, Provincelands Road and sections o f Route 6. This ban is  s t r i c t l y  
enforced and w ith good reason, so s t ick  to  the designated parking areas. 
Because parking is  rather lim ited  and many areas are not a ccess ib le  by 
paved roads, considerable walking is  necessary to cover the región  w e ll 
unless yoQ are fortúnate enough to own a four-wheel d r ive ,

I f  you fin d  some o f your o íd  b ird ing  spots are g e tt in g  a l i t t l e  too pre- 
d ic ta b le  and you 're  ready fo r  a change, g ive  Provincetovm a t r y . I  
think you w i l l  fin d  i t  always in tr igu in g , o ften  ex c it in g , occasiona lly  
d isappoin ting, but ra re ly  p red io tab le l

NATIONAL WETLANDS INVENTORY MAPS ISSUED

The National Wetlands Inventory Program o f the Department o f the In te r-  
i o r 's  U.S. Fish and W ild l i fe  S ervice moved a step forward with the pnb- 
l ic a t io n  o f the f i r s t  maps dep ic tin g  wetland areas in  the nation. The 
la s t  national wetlands inven tory was completed in  195^! since then much 
wetland m od ification  has occurred.

The U.S. Fish and W ild l i fe  S ervice i s  cu rren tly  requ ired to  process 
approximately 35>000 permit app lioa tion s per year fo r  a c t iv i t i e s  using 
wetlands. A recent court dec is ión  broadened the scope o f Section  4-04 
o f the Federal Water P o llu tion  Control Act amendments o f 1972 to  inelude 
a l l  waters o f the United S tates, thus adding to  th is  work load. The 
National Wetlands Inventory Program w i l l  Id e n t ify  wetlands; help estab- 
l is h  boundaries o f con tro lled  areas: and a llow  an area, reg ión , or f l y -  
way ana lys is . Th is w i l l  reduce co s t ly  f i e ld  examination and time- 
consuming perm it-by-perm it procedures.

Each year considerable funds are authorized fo r  in igratory-b ird  wetland 
a equ is ition . The Inventory program w i l l  a llow  o r i t ic a l  areas to  be 
id e n t if ie d  to  help set p r io r i t ie s  fo r  a equ is ition .

THA

THE PEREGRINE FUND

The Massachusetts D ivisión of Fisheries and W ild life  has moved to support 
a program fo r  the reestablishment of the Peregrine Falcon in Massachusetts» 
Three were released in 1976, another 3 in 1977 at Mt. Tom, and more are 
scheduled to be released. The whole operation has been successful. 
Nationwide the fund needs $1.6 m illion fo r i t s  work, Those interested in 
contributing should write: The Peregrine Fund, Massachusetts Audubon
Society, South Great Road, Lincoln, MA 01773=


