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HELP US KEEP THIS GUIDE UP TO DATE





  Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published.




  We would appreciate hearing from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart, and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:




  FalconGuides




  Reader Response/Editorial Department


  246 Goose Lane


  Guilford, CT 06437




  Thanks for your input!
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INTRODUCTION





  It’s just a narrow peninsula, about 65 miles long and barely 20 miles wide at its thickest point, but Cape Cod’s 400-plus miles of coastline along Cape Cod Bay and the Atlantic Ocean make it one of the hottest birding spots in the entire New England region. New bird-ers who find their way here often discover seabirds and shorebirds for the first time, rapidly ticking off a dozen duck species, six or more warbler species of the beach scrublands, a variety of sparrows, sandpipers and plovers running back and forth along the beaches, and varieties of gulls and terns that never find their way farther inland. For first-timers, Cape Cod is a birding wonderland; for those who return again and again in different seasons, the peninsula provides plenty of opportunities to explore somewhere new and see migrating and overwintering birds.




  This book provides photos and descriptions of the one hundred most common birds on Cape Cod, as well as suggested hot spots where you will be most likely to find them in the right season. Cape Cod has attracted more than 300 bird species to its shores, forests, lakes, ponds, and open habitats; this book will help you identify the ones found most frequently.




  Geography and Habitats




  Cape Cod contains a landmass of 1,306 square miles, combining more than 400 miles of sandy coastline and an ecosystem known as the Massachusetts Coastal Pine Barrens. Pine barrens contain dry, acidic soil in which only a handful of plant species can thrive—mostly spindly grasses and low shrubs, as well as small to midsize pine trees and some other conifers. Just 306 feet in elevation at its highest point, the Cape invites Atlantic winds to blow across it strongly at any time of year, its arid length acting as a protective barrier for the mainland in the face of violent storms in late summer and fall. Overall, however, its climate is surprisingly mild, tempered by ocean breezes that keep summer temperatures in the 70s and 80s Fahrenheit and winter in the 20s and 30s.




  Newcomers to the Cape may not understand the terminology used by locals to describe various locations along its length.
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•Despite its location at the southwest end of the peninsula, the area just across Cape Cod Canal from the mainland is known as the Upper Cape. The towns of Bourne, Falmouth, Sandwich, and Mashpee are in this section.





  	•The Mid-Cape is the midsection of the peninsula’s southern length, including Barn-stable, Yarmouth, and Dennis.




  	•The “elbow” of the peninsula is called the Lower Cape, with Brewster, Harwich, and Chatham in this section.




  	•From Orleans and Eastham up to Provincetown, the section stretching northward is called the Outer Cape.





  The Coasts




  The beaches of Cape Cod offer an unusually rich birding experience. Cape Cod National Seashore, stretching along the Outer Cape from Eastham to the tip of Race Point, protects more than 60 miles of untrammeled, open beach, the most popular of which are Nauset Light and Coast Guard Beaches near Eastham, at the park’s southern end. Here you can find gulls, terns, sanderlings and other small shorebirds and protected areas for breeding piping plovers, the most endangered bird species in the park. Watch for areas enclosed by ropes, with signs that explain the breeding habits of these sand-colored birds and the need to help sustain their numbers.




  Race Point, at the seashore’s northern end beyond Provincetown, can provide an extraordinary pelagic birding experience. Pelagic birds breed and feed out at sea and rarely if ever approach the mainland, usually building or digging their nests on islands many miles offshore. In some years, schools of tiny fish called menhaden swim very close to Race Point and its beach, however, and the shearwaters and alcids follow them right up to the beach, providing spectacular viewing for lucky birders who manage to be there when it happens. The fall of 2017 brought this phenomenon so close to the beach that shearwaters, jaegers, and dovekies came within a few feet of onlookers.




  The western edge of Cape Cod offers beaches, inlets, and harbors along Cape Cod Bay, where long-legged waders and other birds that prefer warmer water may stop for the summer. Wellfleet Bay Wildlife Sanctuary preserves salt marshes and coastal woodlands that regularly host great and snowy egrets, great blue heron, green heron, piping plover, willet, and all the more common shorebirds from midsummer to fall. Here laughing gulls are the dominant black-headed species, and least and common terns, prairie warbler, swamp sparrow, and a wide variety of songbirds make their summer home.




  
The Woodlands





  Cape Cod National Seashore protects some isolated stands of forest, including the Beech Forest at Race Point and the Atlantic White Cedar Swamp near the Marconi Station site. Both of these have easily walkable trails, but insect repellent is more than a must—it’s a dire necessity. Mosquitoes are thick and thirsty in these woodlands, and while this is critically important to attracting insect-eating songbirds, it can also make for a decidedly unpleasant hiking experience. Be sure to apply a good coat of repellent and to wear a long-sleeved shirt and long pants if you are visiting in spring or summer.




  Farther south in the Upper and Mid-Cape, Bell’s Neck Conservation Lands in Harwich and Nickerson State Park in Brewster both offer the opportunity to bird in second-growth woodlands. While wooded areas are the exception rather than the norm, local land trusts have managed to preserve Coy’s Brook Woodlands in Harwich, Tobey Woodlands in Dennis, and Shallow Pond Woodlands in Falmouth, among others.




  Virtually every forest or thick woods contains all four resident woodpeckers—downy, hairy, red-bellied, and northern flicker—as well as spring and summer residents including yellow and yellow-rumped warbler; white-throated, chipping, and song sparrows; blue jay; northern cardinal; Baltimore oriole; Carolina and house wrens; and colorful songbirds. Wood thrushes fill the woods with their flutelike songs. Wild turkeys have been restored to habitat where they were considered extirpated a century ago. It’s rare to hike through a woodland area without encountering at least one of these massive birds or hearing their cheery, burbling gobble somewhere in the understory.




  Spring is an exciting time in the Cape Cod woodlands, with more than thirty species of warblers arriving in late April and throughout May, many of them passing through on their way to breeding grounds farther north. Fox and Lincoln’s sparrows, rusty blackbird, and Swainson’s and gray-cheeked thrushes are among the less common migrants that rest and refuel before proceeding northward along the Atlantic flyway. If you’d like to know more about all the migrating birds that pass through this region, our comprehensive book Birding New England provides photos and life histories about every bird that stops in this area regularly.




  Open Country




  Salt marshes and scrubland adjacent to beaches host many kinds of wildlife, providing food and habitat for breeding birds and shelter for birds that overwinter here. Sparrows, red-winged blackbird, eastern kingbird, eastern bluebird, prairie warbler, eastern towhee, and common yellowthroat are all dependent on open lands from spring through fall. In spring, the marshes attract flocks of shorebirds and dabbling ducks, as well as great and snowy egrets, great blue heron, green heron, and thousands of Canada geese. Rarer birds like whimbrel, godwits, glossy ibis, and a range of others also find their way to these areas on their way north in spring or south in early fall, making every trip to a marsh a birding adventure.




  Cape Cod offers birders a wealth of experiences and the opportunity to locate many varieties. A visit here any time of year will produce a wide range of sightings—and for residents, every season brings a new scavenger hunt, a chance to see birds that have become as familiar as old friends and to track down one of the tricky species that eludes even the most avid and experienced birder.




  Optics and How to Choose Them




  If you are new to birding and have not yet acquired your own binoculars or decided on the need for a spotting scope, we offer some basic guidance:




  	
1.Yes, you need binoculars. Birds rarely land close enough to give you a good, satisfying look, especially if you’re examining an unfamiliar wing pattern, an alternate seasonal plumage, or details you’ve never seen in person before. Binoculars are key to your enjoyment of the birds, but which binoculars are right for you? Here are the most important things to understand when purchasing a pair for your birding enjoyment:



  	
•Look for the magnification and diameter formula, usually stamped on the focus knob. For example, it may say 7 x 35, 8 x 42, or 10 x 40. The first number indicates the number of times the binoculars magnify the image of the bird—so if the first number is “8,” it means you will see the bird at eight times its normal size. You may believe, then, that a magnification of 10 or more would be the best for your purposes, but before you leap to buy such a pair, try it out in person. You may find that 10x binoculars are too heavy to hold still, making the additional magnification an expensive waste. Many birders are most comfortable with a factor of 8.





  	
•The diameter number (35, 40, 42, or 50) tells you how much light comes through the large end of the binoculars. The number is the diameter of the lens itself, and the larger it is, the brighter and clearer the image will be when it reaches your eye. Binoculars with a larger diameter are especially good in low-light situations, like when you’re trying to see the mating dance of the American woodcock at dusk or you’re attempting to spot a barred owl calling in a dim forest.



 	
•The secret is the multicoating. Why are your grandfather’s 10 x 50 binoculars, purchased in the 1960s, not nearly as good for birding as a modern pair at 7 x 35? Optics technology has come a long way over the past fifty years, eliminating distortions like the blue-and-yellow fringe around objects you may see through your granddad’s pair. “Fully multicoated” means every piece of glass inside and out—as many as eighteen surfaces—is layered with coatings that reduce glare, distortion, fringing, and other issues that can keep you from seeing a bird clearly.





  	
•Get past the sticker shock. Cheap binoculars are not going to cut it in the field, so if you’re a committed birder and want the best experience possible, you’re going to have to spend a little money. There’s good news on this front, however: Several top manufacturers have developed excellent binoculars at a price point of about $250, so you don’t need to stretch for a top-of-the-line pair in the $1,200 range to have perfectly serviceable optics.








  	
2.Do you need a spotting scope? It’s a valid question, especially if you’re new to birding, and one you need to answer in your own time. To get an idea of the possibilities a scope opens up for you, participate in a field trip with your local birding association and look through several of the scopes other birders use. Remember how you felt the first time you saw a bird through a good pair of binoculars? The leap from binoculars to a scope is equally dramatic. If you do decide to purchase your own scope, keep in mind that the tripod is every bit as important as the magnification and diameter—on a windy day or when you’re standing on a busy boardwalk, you’ll be glad you chose a slightly heavier, more stable tripod that keeps your scope from vibrating.








Bird Classifications




  The American Ornithological Society and the American Birding Association have teams of experts who have spent years determining the exact biological category each bird belongs in, what family of birds it belongs to within that category, and what its taxonomic (Latin) name should be. This is critically important work for our scientific understanding of birds, their evolution, and the discovery of new species through DNA analysis and other methods.




  Bird taxonomy informed this book, but we also relied on our own field experience, gathered through more than thirty-five years of birding, and our use of a wide range of field guides. In this book we have endeavored to group birds within their taxonomic families, but also in a manner that will make it easy to compare one bird to another for purposes of identification. So you’ll find all the swimming birds grouped together, as well as all the wading birds, the raptors, and so on. This enhances the usability of this guide, allowing you to focus on studying the bird’s field marks in relation to others in the same general habitat.




  Seasonal Plumage and Other Mysteries




  As if the process of identifying each bird were not confounding enough, most birds lose their bright breeding plumage once the mating season is over. All birds molt at least once a year, dropping their old feathers and replacing them with new ones, but not all of them change the look of their plumage from one season to the next. When they do, it can result in considerable confusion for birders struggling to identify individuals in a mixed flock of what the 1980 Peterson Field Guide to the Birds famously dubbed “confusing fall warblers.”




  To help you sort out the field marks (or lack of them) when the birds make it the hardest to do so, we have provided detailed descriptions of nonbreeding plumage for each of the birds that make this transition. Many fall warblers look nearly identical in their nonbreeding plumage, with perhaps a single feature that differs, so you can make careful comparisons of the descriptions to determine which species you may be seeing. Remember that the bird’s habitat, food choices, song, and behavior are still the guiding factors to its identification, especially when the plumage provides few clues.




  Many waterfowl go through two periods of molt each year, based on their nesting and breeding schedule. Male ducks lose their bright feathers soon after nesting, changing over to a drab appearance called “eclipse” plumage as early as the last week of June. This is particularly evident in wood ducks, which go from a coat of many colors to a brown mantle with a white patch at the throat. In early winter, when other species of birds are still cloaked for fall, male wood ducks and other waterfowl regain their stunning plumage in preparation for attracting a mate.
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