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For those who came before us,
mentors, scribes, and conservationists alike,
and with gratitude to those who will choose to follow after.
May the magic of bird migration at Cape May never cease,
nor cease to amaze.
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Foreword

 

I  t began as a romance, the book you hold in your hands.

In 1975 a young woman from suburban Pennsylvania met a young man from the Jersey Shore. He taught her birds (while he learned them better himself), they fell in love, and a partnership was born.

For more than thirty years, Pat and Clay Sutton have been exploring southern New Jersey’s forests, fields, salt marshes, swamps, bogs, beaches, and backyards, observing and documenting the wildlife, collecting and sharing information with other dedicated scientists and naturalists, and fighting the good fight to publicize and preserve what can be saved. And now they have given us this rich and wonderful book—the where, when, how, and why of the birds of the Cape May area.

You may know of the most celebrated of Cape May’s natural phenomena—the autumn raptor migration at the Point, the spring spectacle of the Red Knots and other long-distance migrant shorebirds on the Delaware Bayshore, the Higbee Beach morning songbird flights, and the Avalon seabird watch (where a million migrant birds can be seen in a single fall season!). Open this book, however and, no matter what your level of expertise, you will learn them better. Along the way you will learn also about lesser-known places and phenomena—the kite fest at the Beanery, the winter staging of scoters on the Bay, the recovery of the Osprey, the fall of the Bobwhite, the puzzling disappearance of the Evening Grosbeak, the record of waterfowl and shorebird abundance reflected in duck decoy collections—and much, much more.

Even readers who know Cape May very well might find themselves shaking their heads at the wonder of it all, presented in such careful, first-person detail here. Where else on the East Coast can you find (count ’em!) eight Western Kingbirds lined up on a single fence? Away from the borderlands, where else in North America can you hope to spot (as a handful of sharp observers have over the years) seventeen species of diurnal raptors in a single day? What other birding hot spot anywhere on Planet Earth can claim records for Whiskered Tern, Eurasian Kestrel, Rock Wren, Mongolian Plover, and Mountain Bluebird? Where else can the sighting of a Dovekie from the northernmost Atlantic Ocean be eclipsed a few minutes later by a Fork-tailed Flycatcher from the South American tropics?

Among the historical perspectives compiled here, you will find David Pietersen De Vries on the flocks of Passenger Pigeons he observed at Cape May in 1633; Thomas Nuttall on his first view of the great, green forests of the Delaware Bay in 1808; Roger Tory Peterson and Robert P. Allen on the gunning of robins, flickers, herons, hawks, and other birds in Cape May in the 1930s; Edwin Way Teale on the clouds of swallows he observed at the Point in 1950 while compiling notes for the book that became Autumn Across America; Philadelphia newspaper columnist Dale Rex Coman on an Osprey shot at its nest during the dark years of raptor decimation in the 1960s; Cape May painter and conservationist Al Nicholson on his discovery of the Mississippi Kite at the Point in 1976; Pete Dunne on his first days at the Cape May Bird Observatory hawkwatch later that same year; and Paul Lehman on what might have been the single largest night of songbird migration ever recorded in southern New Jersey, October 21, 2005. We have also the journal notes of a young naturalist in-the-making, Clay Sutton, age 13, recording a spectacular flight of Whimbrels at Stone Harbor on July 17, 1962.

“Few places on the planet can boast the ornithological history of the Cape May area,” the Suttons write. They duck the hard question, however: Can you name any?

Witmer Stone’s 1937 classic study, Bird Studies at Old Cape May, that did so much to document Cape May as an ornithological wonderland, has been given its sequel here. Stone synopsized all that had been learned about the birds of southern New Jersey in his day and age. The Suttons have updated the state of our knowledge for readers in the 21st century.

In many ways it’s a different place than Stone knew, and the Suttons themselves have witnessed transformations in their decades on the scene. Pat recalls the dilapidated Victorian houses of Cape May of the 1970s and the wild, lawless Higbee Beach of her first years. Clay’s earliest memories go back to the 1950s when he and his family walked to the enormous ternery at Stone Harbor Point, which soon after disappeared—first squeezed by housing development and then swallowed by beach erosion at Hereford Inlet.

Today, Cape May is a boomtown, fueled by second- and third-home owners, by year-round visitors, and by birding eco-tourists. The hawkwatch platform has been expanded to a double-deck, the predawn parking at Higbee Beach after a cold front can be competitive exercise, and cell phones and laptops link dozens and even hundreds of birders most days of the week spring and fall.

Not all changes have been good for the birds and natural world of southern NJ, of course. Beach fronts and ancient dune forests have disappeared beneath developers’ bulldozers, and open space is lost each year, even at Cape May Point, where each green acre represents precious stopover habitat. But, as the Suttons note, we have reason for optimism. The Stone Harbor ternery—“big, bursting, alive, exhilarating”—seems to have resurrected itself in recent years, and is now protected by signs, state law, and volunteers. Other places have been saved or at least have become better protected by diligent, hard-fought conservation efforts: the South Cape May Meadows, the Cape May National Wildlife Refuge, Hidden Valley Ranch, Two Mile Beach, Higbee Beach.

The Suttons are right to celebrate these victories, but are too modest in noting their own invaluable contributions to the efforts. Both of them have been fully engaged in countless conservation efforts over the years and, just as importantly, they have taught thousands of residents and visitors to share their love for this land and its wildlife. Their efforts now also include this book, and I wonder how different Cape May would be had Pat and Clay Sutton not dedicated both their lives to this place and its treasures.

So, romance began the story of this book—Pennsy girl meets Jersey boy—and now thirty years later, love has drawn it together: the authors’ love for each other, for the land where they live, for the naturalists and other wanderers who share this corner of the planet, and for the wildlife that blesses Cape May so bountifully.

If you have been a visitor to southern New Jersey or are lucky enough to live here, you will cherish this book. And if you haven’t visited yet, what is holding you back? No more excuses please. This delightful volume of ornithological lore and hard-won knowledge gives you all the guidance and inspiration you could possibly require. Come join the migration; come see the magic.

—JACK CONNOR 
author of Season at the Point:
The Birds and Birders of Cape May
 and The Complete Birder: A Guide to
Better Birding


Preface

 

It was in April 1975 that Clay first put binoculars in my hands. We were in Florida on our first vacation together, soon after we met. He showed me how to use them as I studied my first Great Egrets. Each time I asked him to stop for a closer look at an exotic, eye-catching bird, we’d leisurely puzzle through its identification, the teacher and the student. He patiently stopped for five, six, or probably more Great Egrets before I finally caught on and realized we had already studied that one. Clay, as a Cape May boy, had grown up with flocks of Great Egrets but had never seen Caracaras, Sandhill Cranes, Burrowing Owls, Limpkins, or many of the other Florida specialties that were his targets on that trip. Yet the words “It’s just another Great Egret” never passed his lips. That experience—the wonder of it all, no matter how common—not only shaped my life and my love of the natural world but also how I teach and how I interact with those eager to learn. After the Florida experience, I was a goner, in love with birds (and Clay), but little did I know that a life of rich natural history encounters awaited me.

I moved to Cape May later that year, lured both by Clay and by a new passion. I thought of myself as a “born-again birder.” Visiting friends traipsed through tangled brier thickets at dusk to help search for a suspected Great Horned Owl nest, or else they soon faded away. My new life filled me with a yearning to learn everything there was to know about the outdoors and the natural world. Wanting to do something with that passion, I enrolled in Rowan University. Its environmental studies master’s degree program welcomed people from all walks of life, which suited this literature major perfectly. I took electives in journalism, wishing to combine writing and teaching with my new passion. And for the last thirty years I’ve been privileged to be able to do just that while living and working at one of the greatest natural history meccas in the world, Cape May, New Jersey.

But I clearly remember a very different Cape May in 1975. Back then, I walked the city’s streets and couldn’t hold back the flow of tears. On street after street, many beautiful Victorian buildings stood silent and empty, unloved, neglected, run down, and boarded up. There were broken windows, porches falling off, and evidence of vandalism and fire. Most of the wooden buildings were painted white, or at least they had been years before; all were in dire need of tender loving care. They were being torn down daily to make room for new cookie-cutter houses and bland motels. Although the entire town of Cape May City and parts of West Cape May had been listed on the federal government’s National Register of Historic Places in 1970, it wasn’t until October 9, 1977, when Cape May was declared a National Historic Landmark, that a renaissance began. Preservationists started to buy and restore buildings to create income-generating businesses, such as restaurants and bed-and-breakfasts. Today it is hard to imagine how neglected Cape May had been in the 1970s, and I still marvel at the transformation of more than 600 Victorian houses, shops, inns, and B&Bs into the beauty that is Cape May today.

The neglect and disrespect were not limited to the architecture. Protected natural areas to explore and enjoy were scarce in the mid-1970s too. The dune forest Beach Plum bushes at Higbee Beach lured me there each late August. Binoculars around my neck and buckets in tow, I’d walk far through the dunes to Signal Hill, the highest dune overlooking Pond Creek Marsh, to pick Beach Plums for jelly making. Watching migrant warblers, kingbirds, falcons, and whatever the winds delivered was always an added bonus. But the area was so lawless that I was always ready to duck around a bush or tree out of sight. Four-wheelers and dune buggies from all over the state descended on the beach and enjoyed a free-for-all in the ancient dune system. The roots of ancient trees, at least 100 years old, were undermined by the constant traffic on the wide avenues cut through the dunes. One evening I watched a truck roar up Signal Hill only to slide back down. Again and again the trucker played with the dune, roaring up and, just shy of the top, sliding back down, eroding sand from the roots of ancient Red Cedars and wearing down the dune. Each visit saw more trunks and limbs of huge, gnarled Red Cedars, American Hollies, and Wild Black Cherry trees cut for bonfires or just for the fun of it. Destruction seemed to be the favorite pastime at Higbee Beach. In 1978 the state of New Jersey purchased the area and immediately limited access. Barriers were erected, and the dunes were closed except on designated walking paths. Amazingly, by 1990 the dunes had recovered. The wide “highways” had filled in with sand and vegetation and were once again merely pathways. Though softened by more than twenty-five years of protection and shifting sand, signs of the lawless 1970s—sawed off branches and tree trunks—are still evident for those who look. On field trips I am always quick to point out the signs of the bleak 1970s and remind anyone who will listen of this important Cape May lesson—how close we came to losing so much of a priceless heritage.

If it was a time of transition for Cape May and its natural habitats, it was a time of transition for its birders and naturalists too, a time of gains and losses. I was privileged to be taught by and learn from some of the great Cape May naturalists. The old-school naturalists were embodied by the Cape May Geographic Society, and their selfless sharing in many ways enabled the Cape May renaissance in birding and natural history.

After graduating from Rowan University, I began working as the interpretive naturalist at the Cape May Point State Park in 1977. The previous naturalist had just left, I heard about the job opening, applied, and was hired on the spot—timing is everything. But although I knew a little about birds, I didn’t know much about anything else. Everyone encouraged me to contact Bill Bailey, the local (self-taught) botanist, naturalist, and historian, and assured me that he’d love to teach me. I did, and sure enough, he did! It turned out that he’d known my father at Curtis Publishing Company in Philadelphia, where they’d both worked, and we bonded. In 1977 Bill Bailey and I walked the state park trails at least one morning each week before my workday began—he as mentor, me as student. I’ll never forget my first walk through the park with Bill. We exited the park office, took a few steps, and my world changed forever. That day I moved beyond birds to all that is the world of nature and all that is Cape May. We never even made it to the park trails, but instead crouched down to notice the many weeds and wildflowers growing in an overgrown field (today, a paved parking lot). I had a notepad and pen and wrote as fast as I could as Bill shared rich accounts of every weed I’d previously been oblivious to. With so much beauty underfoot, I was almost afraid to take a step without looking closely first. With Bill’s mentoring, and access to the vast library he’d accumulated, I too became a self-taught botanist and naturalist and even a bit of an armchair historian. So much of what I learned from Bill flavored my nature walks at Cape May Point State Park and beyond. I hope that I have in some small way followed in his very large footsteps.

I worked seasonally (spring through fall) at the Cape May Point State Park through 1985. Those golden years, when I had winters off, were key to my growth as a naturalist. Thanks to my lessons from Bill Bailey, particularly his influence as an annotator and record keeper, I used those winter months of freedom to research many questions that had built up over the previous year. I explored for wintering N. Saw-whet, Barn, Short-eared, and Long-eared Owls; prowled the woods for likely stick nests used by nesting Great Horned Owls; and wandered the wilds of the Delaware Bayshore, including many vast farms with absentee owners. I also prowled Cape May County’s records room and municipal tax offices, mapping landowner information on important tracts, and shared it with land preservation groups—only to be told that those lands were not yet in sufficient jeopardy. But of course, they were. In 1976 New Jersey voters approved a referendum that authorized casino gambling in Atlantic City, and the first casino opened in 1978. Because of strong Pinelands protection, development pressure was funneling down into the Cape May peninsula and all that I had grown to love. The prospect of entire cities being built on these lands (for casino-driven growth) became a real threat. Thankfully, much of my research into Delaware Bayshore and (thanks to Anthony Kopke) Great Cedar Swamp landownership, coupled with bird use data, had made its way into the right hands—the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service—and was a key part of its strategy to create the Cape May National Wildlife Refuge. Miracles do happen.

These were heady times. Much was already gone or on the verge of being lost, and there was a real sense of urgency. One near loss involved the last pair of Bald Eagles nesting in all of New Jersey in 1982. Their nest was deep within Bear Swamp in neighboring Cumberland County. From high atop a distant sand mine mound, Joe Jacobs showed it to us and our mentor, Al Nicholson. The eagles had failed to raise young since 1976, defeated by DDT. Then the female was found dead (shot), and the culprit was never caught. We were so saddened, and the situation seemed hopeless, until the male found a new mate in a matter of a couple months, probably from the Chesapeake Bay area. And with the new mate, for the first time in many years, the last pair of Bald Eagles in New Jersey succeeded in raising young. The killing was a blessing in disguise—the stalwart old female must have been so full of DDT that she never could have laid viable eggs. It was a slow start, but eagle recovery had begun.

At the same time, gains were being made in land protection. There was a deep sense of hope when certain key Cape May tracts were preserved. The Nature Conservancy (TNC) became involved in Cape May in 1981 with its acquisition of South Cape May Meadows, targeting the property because of the diverse concentration of birds that used it during migration. In 1986 TNC purchased Hidden Valley Ranch from the Dickinson family. This was another bright ray of hope and, in retrospect, may have been the turning point that reenergized all parties—private, state, and federal land protection efforts alike—with the hope that Cape May might have a future after all. Yet at the same time, land values were skyrocketing; prices had risen so high that we could not hope to acquire every key property that was still undeveloped. This was when we realized that the birds’ future was in our hands; we, as landowners, had to manage our own properties, however large or small, in ways that would preserve or create habitat.

In 1986 I began working full time as a naturalist with the New Jersey Audubon Society’s Cape May Bird Observatory (CMBO). Those early years with the New Jersey Audubon Society (NJAS) were formative ones for me. Leading bird walks at Cape May’s various hotspots, I couldn’t help but notice migrants feasting on seeds, cones, catkins, berries, and fruits of the many native trees, shrubs, and vines. Having grown up in suburbia (Ambler, Pennsylvania), I dreaded seeing it creep into the farmlands and woodlands of Cape May County. I documented bird use of native vegetation and became a fervent promoter of “backyard habitat” and the utilization of native plants. I felt strongly that wildscaping was something that the general public could do to make a difference when so much about the environment seemed out of our control (air pollution, water pollution, habitat loss, and development). And I hoped that this seemingly small step would educate people on the larger issues.

I envisioned bringing local nurseries on board, but I was laughed out the door of a respected and popular local nursery when I stated that Black Cherry was the single most important tree we could plant (fifty-three species of birds feed on the fruits). “It’s a weed,” the owner firmly stated, “we’re not going to waste space on Black Cherry trees.” Today, twenty years later, many people still go to this nursery when landscaping their backyard habitats, and it continues to sell unsuspecting property owners Arborvitae rather than the Red Cedar they ask for; although Arborvitae is an evergreen, no birds feed on its fruits, whereas thirty-four species of birds feed on the fruits of Red Cedar. Fortunately, other nurseries have been far more accomodating.

It has been richly rewarding to teach thousands of people in the twenty years I’ve been with the NJAS, and even more fulfilling is that many of them have gone on to teach others about backyard habitat. In 1997 the NJAS opened the CMBO Center for Research and Education in Goshen, which meant that programs out of the trunk of my car or presentations in borrowed rooms at the Cape May Point State Park, the Cape May Point firehouse, or elsewhere were no longer the only option. The Goshen facility was built with funds donated by NJAS members who felt strongly about the CMBO’s work. Rather than build the center on a farm field or clear a forest, the NJAS cleaned up a degraded site and improved it. The Goshen site had been a dump, and the NJAS spent thousands of dollars removing rubble, tires, broken glass, three tumble-down buildings, and discarded tractor trailers full of debris. Part of the twenty-six-acre site was devoted to a model backyard habitat. Friend and colleague Karen Williams was an instrumental force here; the CMBO hired her to create and plant the habitat, which she ably accomplished between 1997 and 2004.

There have been so many memories in the thirty years since Clay drew me to Cape May County. We often try to share some of them during the field trips and programs that we lead and teach. Looking back through my journals, I find brief notes that conjure up priceless visions of migration at Cape May:

October 31, 1983: I reach the Cape May Point State Park at dawn to walk the trails. Last night was perfect for owl migration. Follow the Yellow Trail over the bridge and into the canopy of Wax Myrtles [gone today in 2005]. Large owl flushes, Long-eared? Continue inching forward stealthily till I’m out of the Wax Myrtles. Stand perfectly still, looking into the vegetation beyond. Nothing. Slowly step off the trail for a better angle and all breaks loose, owl shapes flush, others perch.

September 27, 1985: Hurricane Gloria passed 30 miles offshore today, Friday, between 9:00 and 10:00 A.M. with wind gusts to 80 mph. Storm waters washed through the Cape May Point State Park in one big surge, then emptied out. The entire dune was flattened between Cape May and Cape May Point. With news of the approaching storm, CMBO canceled their Cape May Autumn Weekend [scheduled for September 27–29]. A wise move. Streets and beachfront hotels, including The Grand, are flooded.

September 29, 1985: It’s just two days after Hurricane Gloria and the day is glorious. Sun shining. Billowy clouds. Northwest winds, and the migration of birds and Monarchs [butterflies] is uninterrupted. Thousands upon thousands of Monarchs pour down the beachfront. Much of their food, Seaside Goldenrod growing in the dunes, has washed away or is covered with sand. Where were they during the storm, just two days ago, and how did they survive it?

November 12, 1986: Migrant’s life precarious—on edge of life and death. Watched a jaeger chase a large passerine (probably a flicker) and kill it. Then a group of Great Black-backed Gulls stole it and devoured it.

October 3, 1987: Mayhem. Sky is falling and what’s falling is an endless sheet of hawks. Sharp-shins and Cooper’s Hawks dashing about eye level, terrifying squealing flickers. High whistling flock of Cedar Waxwings passes through endless stream of Blue Jays. Steady ribbons of Double-crested Cormorants pass over and out across the Delaware Bay. Poison Ivy droops with bundles of berries. I’m nearly decapitated as a sharp-shin races by my nose, loaded down with the headless remains of a flicker, and flies down the very trail I’m walking. Momentarily six flickers alight in the same dead snag, twitching with nerves broken as death cries surround them, telling of multiple sharp-shin vs. flicker confrontations. “Fairy rings” of feathers are scattered along the trail. The low branch of a huge cherry, crossing the trail, is adorned with chunks of red meat and fluffs of feathers. The weak nourish the strong in order that some, the hardiest, survive.

October 9, 1987: 7:30 A.M. State Park. Long-billed Curlew flew over Hawkwatch (first modern-day record), last one was shot in 1898 on Five Mile Beach (today known as Wildwood). It called repeatedly. Came from Cape May down beach, passed over Hawkwatch, and disappeared.

November 5, 1995: 5:30 P.M. South Cape May Meadows. Perfect owl migration night (clear, nearly full moon, gentle NNW wind). 5–6 owls in ½ hour. Short-eared/Long-eared Owl (silhouette hunted and bounded around like Short-eared Owl) over treeline and then hunted near banding station. 2 Short-eared/Long-eared Owls tangle left of path in front of dune; later the same or 2 more hunt in front of banding station. 5:50 P.M. owl passed in front of the moon while focused on it with telescope (high in sky) and many, many passerines. 6:15 P.M. Barn Owl calls while migrating over. Saw-whet calls catlike mew/“phew” twice from near viewing platform.

Such memories energize and renew every time I read them—and always beckon for more adventures outdoors.

As program director of the CMBO, it has been a rich experience to integrate all of natural history—birds, bugs, native trees, and weeds—and the healthy exploration of wild areas into our many programs and have them embraced by a membership and visitors eager to learn about the big picture of our natural world. This book is one more step along that journey to savor and share all that is the magic of Cape May.

—P. S.

I have had the good fortune to live in Cape May County all my life. I was born and raised in Stone Harbor, just about twelve miles north of Cape May Point, at a time when it was still a small town of beach- and bayfront cottages, with few year-round residents. (There were just twelve students in my Stone Harbor Elementary School class of 1963.) Colleagues and friends Karen Williams and her husband Paul Kosten and I often joke that, of the several hundred birders who now live in Cape May, we are the only true natives—the rest being migrants. Actually, we can no longer claim to be the only native naturalists, for there is now a burgeoning group of local teenagers—Karen’s sons Dylan and Ian, Tom Reed, Doyle Dowdell, Bradley Smith, and others—who will ably carry the torch and no doubt raise the bar yet again.

I do not mean to imply that having sand in my shoes confers any particular cachet or wisdom, but it does impart some perspective and insight into changes at the Cape and in birding here over time. A recurring theme in Witmer Stone’s 1937 landmark book Bird Studies at Old Cape May was change—changing habitat, landscapes, and bird life. The idea of change has always dominated ornithology at Cape May. Some changes are natural, some are man-made, and others remain a mystery. Some are subtle, and some have been sudden, dramatic. But in all cases, the perspective of time and history adds a key dimension to understanding and appreciating Cape May’s bird life.

Not knowing of my Cape May roots, an acquaintance recently asked what my “hook” was for the Cape May book, and what my credentials were for attempting such a book. It was an innocent yet apt and probing question. Later, when there was a time for quiet introspection, many memories came flooding back—some as indistinct as distant shorebirds in the heat waves of a summer beach, and others with the bold clarity of pale redtails against the crystal blue skies of a November cold front.

As far as I can trace my family tree, my family on my father’s side had its roots in South Jersey soil. And we have always been birders of a sort—not the binoculars- or, at the time, spyglass-carrying type, but baymen, hunters, and fishermen. My great-great-grandfather captained a coastal schooner, and my great-grandfather, Captain William Sutton (1838–1910), was one of the first non-Native American people to live on the island that is now Sea Isle City. He went to sea at eight years old as a cabin boy, and by twenty-one he was the master of his own vessel, sailing mainly to southern ports. In later years he was a hunting guide, taking parties out for $2.50 a day. He guided birding parties too, including ornithologist Witmer Stone. He recounted to Stone and his colleagues the earliest references to what would become the famous Stone Harbor Bird Sanctuary. And in Stone’s chapter on the Little Blue Heron, Captain Sutton is quoted about egging expeditions to the barrier islands, where heron and egret eggs were collected for food from the thousands of nests present.

My grandfather, Frank Harold Sutton Sr. (1883–1965), from Sea Isle City, followed in his father’s footsteps. Licensed to take fishing and hunting parties out at just fourteen years of age, he captained the first head boat, a charter sailboat, out of Sea Isle. Although a house painter in later years, Frank Sutton hunted ducks for the Philadelphia market both near the turn of the century and again during the Great Depression, in order to feed the family. He got fifty cents for a pair of black ducks. Red-breasted Mergansers (shelducks) were also popular among the growing Italian immigrant population of Sea Isle and South Jersey, their fishy flavor lending them to Old World recipes and cuisine. My grandfather “gunned” shorebirds (even my father legally hunted them as a boy) when “robin snipe” (Red Knot) was one of the prizes and “curlew” (Whimbrel) was one of the wariest and hardest to get “to stool” (come to the decoys), as he recalled. My father, Clay Sutton Sr., was never really a bayman but did captain excursion boats for a time, and he and my uncle both guided Wharton Huber from the Philadelphia Academy of Natural Science, among others, on birding and photography trips. I am forever indebted to my uncle, Frank Sutton Jr., who, until his death in 2002, chronicled, through storytelling and on tape, so much of the family history and lore. It was from him and his son Jon that Pat and I learned that our 1820s farmhouse sits on land that was once part of my great-grandfather Crawford Buck’s farm (we don’t live in his actual farmhouse—that still stands down the street).

Thankfully, I can state that no one in my family was ever involved in the millinery trade, which caused the decimation and extirpation of egrets and terns for the sake of fashion. Nor did they use “punt-guns,” the cannons that could wipe out entire flocks. Grandpop used only a time-worn 12-gauge Parker double-barrel, “bored full.” Hawks were fair game—not for food or sport, but because they were predators. My grandfather—a church deacon, fire chief, and municipal tax assessor—wasn’t a wanton redneck, but he had been taught that hawks were bad with the same fervor that we now teach that raptors are a respected and key part of the ecology and food chain. As a young teenager, I clearly remember my grandfather telling me about the time he “missed the duck hawk” (Peregrine Falcon), the only one he ever shot at, stooping on a flock of teal coming into his decoy spread. “I fired both barrels at it, but never touched it . . . I guess I just didn’t lead it enough!” I remember the glint in his eye and his respect for a bird that was so fast. He was a legendary wing shot, but as he told me the story (then in his eighties), I think he was glad he had missed, if only because his grandson was so interested in birds.

Birds were an interest fostered by my family. Afield with my father, first surf fishing and then following our trained English setters in pursuit of quail, woodcock, pheasant, and grouse, he would always point out interesting birds—though not necessarily using their proper names. Royal Terns were “bluefish birds,” appearing only in the early fall when the bluefish run began. Shearwaters were “sailor gulls,” and Wilson’s Storm-Petrels were “Mother Carey’s chickens.” Black-bellied Plover were “bullheads,” and Long-tailed Ducks were “south-southerlys,” in reference to their distinctive spring chatter. In time-honored tradition, Green Herons were “shite-pokes,” and Pied-billed Grebes were simply “henbills.” A favorite annual family event was waiting for and recording the arrival, around March 15, of the first “fish hawk” (Osprey) of the year, and we always celebrated the clamor of the first Laughing Gulls as a sign that spring had finally arrived. And so I grew up in a family that was deeply interested in birds, but one of my first environmental lessons was that none of my childhood classmates either knew or cared about birds.

In addition to the “sporting life” of fishing and hunting, a parallel track was developing. I had grown up with the four-volume Red, Yellow, Green, and Blue Birds of America series by Frank G. Ashbrook and soon began to put proper names to birds. For my thirteenth birthday, my grandmother Laura Sutton (née Buck) gave me a copy of Roger Tory Peterson’s Field Guide to the Birds. I still have the accompanying birthday card, offering the well-known quote from Ecclesiastes, “To every thing there is a season, and a time to every purpose under heaven,” perhaps prophetic of coming changes. I still remember paging through the guide and, besides being absolutely amazed that there were so many birds, feeling frustrated because I could not possibly see all those birds in my lifetime.

Surrounded by wetlands (which we called “the meadows”—yet to be dredged and filled), weedy vacant lots, thickets, and virgin dune forest still covering several miles of Avalon and Stone Harbor, I began to find and identify new birds. I already knew Baltimore Orioles, Tree Swallows, and the like, familiar fall migrants in my yard. But the first bird I actually identified with my new Peterson guide (in October 1962) was a Black-and-White Warbler catching insects on the stucco wall of a neighbor’s house. I remember thinking, “This actually does work. Maybe I can see most of these birds someday.” My 1962 Peterson still has “Cattle Egret” handwritten in the “Accidentals, Strays, and Others” column of “My Life List”—my first Cape May rarity, seen where they were first found in North America and duly recorded long before they were illustrated in subsequent editions of the guide.

My high school days (1963–1967) are mostly fond memories of being afield with Dad, chasing fish and pheasants. I recall the agony of sitting in class and looking out the windows on crisp, red-leaved, blue-skied autumn afternoons, just aching to be outdoors. I don’t remember the exact date, but it was in October, while looking for woodcock in what is now North Cape May and following our English setters through a forgotten and overgrown hedgerow, that I was confronted with a forest of fresh new two-by-fours and plywood. I remember standing open-mouthed, dumbfounded at the beginnings of a new subdivision in what had been, just weeks earlier, fields and dune forest stretching over a mile to Delaware Bay. I recall, too, the resignation in my father’s voice as we sought another hunting spot: “We had better enjoy it while we can, because it’s all gonna go.” It would be the first of many such experiences, but they have not become less painful over time.

College brought biology courses and particularly vertebrate zoology and ecology, both of which had a bird study component, although, to be honest, I was far more interested in herpetology than ornithology. It was finally in Chiapas, Mexico, that this Cape May native became a birder. After graduate school I worked as a research assistant for Dr. John Winkelmann, one of my Gettysburg College professors, studying nectar-feeding bats. After tending bat nets all nights, John always took an early-morning bird walk. I started tagging along, and my interest was piqued by visions such as a Keel-billed Toucan in the mountain mists of the then-vast tropical forest. I clearly remember, however, the moment that ultimately changed the direction of my life: We were enjoying some rest and recreation at the tiny coastal fishing town of Tonala, Chiapas, on a weekend off. I was walking among the vast dunes, which reminded me of my distant home, and a hovering, glowing White-tailed Kite, lit up by a blood-red Pacific sunset, ignited the spark. I was like dry tinder, because as the twilight ebbed and I lowered the binoculars, with still shaking hands, the spark ignited into a bonfire. I ran back to camp in the dark to breathlessly tell John about the wonderful kite.

After six years away, I returned to Cape May as a birder and was astounded to learn that I lived, in essence, at the center of the birding universe. But I hardly recognized my home. Change, the kind of change that Witmer Stone had lamented in the 1930s, had come again, but at an exponential rate. Cape May County, like most seashore communities, was a boom town in the 1970s. The dune forests of Stone Harbor and much of the lower Delaware Bayshore were completely gone, leveled for homes. Wetlands were being filled, and interior forests were falling fast to the chain saws and bulldozers of developers. I became committed to trying to document what was being lost and to save some of what was left. Part of that effort is the book you now hold in your hands.

Change—in the landscape and in bird life—is visited many times in the coming pages. Yet despite the huge changes to Old Cape May, much of it can still be found by those who search. For those who embrace it, Cape May will always be about more than rare birds or even large numbers of birds. It is about rich ornithological history, scenic and varied landscapes, and abundant natural history opportunities. It is also about people and about feeling, passion, and hope.

There is great hope for Cape May. As I see it, the glass is at least half full. The changes, however drastic, have been paralleled by protection. DDT was banned, and birds have recovered. The dredging and filling of the salt marsh were stopped by the Wetlands Act; New Jersey’s Freshwater Wetland’s Act, the strongest in the nation, also protects swamps and bottomlands. Brisk building continues, but planning and zoning are at least cognizant of the inherent problems, meaning that most new lots are sizable and wooded and therefore available to migratory birds. The concept of backyard habitat, of planting for birds and wildlife, has been embraced by many. More quantifiable is the vast acreage of protected lands available to visiting birds and birders. Higbee Beach, The Meadows, Cape May National Wildlife Refuge, and state forest, state park, and wildlife management areas have secured a bright future for birds and birding at Cape May. Simply put, there’s a lot of green on the Cape May map, and more is being added every day. Although there are still many choices ahead, today we have more than just memories and more than just hope. Cape May has a future.

It is against this historical background of change—of loss but also of recovery—that Pat and I share our beloved Cape May. If we have the privilege of meeting out in the field here, you’ll understand why I might behave a bit strangely. If I marvel at an Osprey a little too much, it’s only because I know that we almost lost them. If I stare at a big flock of American Oystercatchers a bit too long and say “Wow” out loud, it’s because they’ve come back from the dead. Mostly, though, you’ll probably notice how I linger at Davey’s Lake at Higbee Beach, enjoying the dune forest of Old Cape May, or see a spring in my step when we reach the wonderful back fields of the Cape May National Wildlife Refuge and stand under the magnificent old pines. I’ll try (although I can’t promise) not to call out “broadbills!” as a flock of scaup flashes by or inadvertently revert to the name “hairyheads” when the Hooded Mergansers “stool in.” But if a Peregrine Falcon sails by and I call out “duck hawk,” at least you’ll know why. It’s what I grew up with, and it’s in my blood. Perhaps Cape May is timeless and it hasn’t really changed that much at all.

Enjoy your journey through this book and your travels ahead at Cape May. Thank you for sharing your Cape May adventures with Pat and me. I hope our paths will cross.

—C. S.


Introduction

 

If birds are good judges of excellent climate, Cape May has the finest climate in the United States, for it has the greatest variety of birds.

—Alexander Wilson (1812)

Cape May, New Jersey, is well known in many circles. Cape May City is America’s oldest seashore resort, the former playground of society, statesmen, and presidents. The restored town (we have trouble calling it a city) has seen a renaissance of renewal, and today it is a magnificent showcase of Victorian history, heritage, and architecture. It continues to be a playground, one of the best-known resorts on the Atlantic coast, and it has become a year-round destination for those interested in history, architecture, music, film, art, theater, and culture, as well as a crystalline ocean and vast white, sandy beaches.

Yet the Cape May region has so much more to offer. Cape May is world famous for its birds, concentrations of migratory birds in particular. Cape May is one of the top birding destinations in all of North America, attracting many thousands of birders annually. And unlike many other top birding spots, Cape May’s status as a premier resort offers visiting birders a wealth of amenities—hotels, motels, bed-and-breakfasts, campgrounds, myriad shops, and fine dining. Both birders and nonbirders love to visit Cape May because there is so much to do—something for everyone.

And, in the interesting way that birds and birding are pervasive at Cape May, it becomes a matrix, with inevitable mixing and feedback. Don’t be surprised if your waitress or deli clerk or even a grizzled fisherman asks what birds you’ve seen or tells you about the Parasitic Jaeger chasing gulls and terns that morning. There aren’t many places you can discuss avian taxonomy with your bartender, but Cape May is one of them (OK, not all bartenders). We know one Cape May lifeguard who will share with you the fine points of aging Little Gulls or finding Clapper Rail nests.

Cape May attracts naturalists from near and far, drawn by its ambience and infrastructure, its great variety of habitats, its large protected areas open to the public, its key location on the eastern flyway, and its unique peninsular configuration. Once, we apologized to friends for a “slow day” due to bad weather, and their reply was memorable: “A bad day at Cape May would qualify as a great day almost anywhere else.” Not to disparage anyone’s favorite birding spot, but this is true. Cape May is a birder’s paradise in almost any season and almost any weather. It offers spring shorebirds; a wide variety of nesting species; the fabled fall migration of songbirds, hawks, and seabirds; and wintering birds attracted to the mild climate. There are birds in abundance to see year-round—any day, any week, any month. There is always something to see, savor, and enjoy.

There may be certain best times to enjoy Cape May birds, but there are no bad times to visit. And on those special days, when the peninsula seems to contain most of the birds in the Northeast, the birding can be mythical. Despite having birded Cape May for more than thirty years, a surging warm front in spring or a fast-moving, rollicking cold front in fall brings incalculable excitement and mystery. In an odd natural history paradox, every day is different, yet every day is the same—they are all good days.

Migration will always be the focus of Cape May. Beyond being endless, it is completely pervasive. Perhaps more amazing than the spectacle of bird migration at Cape May is the overall, overwhelming pageant of migration in all its forms. The birds are joined by millions of migrating insects: Many thousands of Monarchs heading south in the fall are accompanied by a dozen other species of migratory butterflies, bringing rich accents of color to skies, sand dunes, and gardens. The lepidoptera are joined by the odonates, as migratory dragonflies zero in on Cape May in huge numbers, probably for the same reasons birds do. Autumn cold fronts are often ushered in by vast vortices of dragonflies so thick and endless that their numbers are inestimable. At times, hawks high above are obscured by the kaleidoscope of swirling odonates, the aerial equivalent of zooplankton. Joining birds, butterflies, and dragonflies in Cape May skies are a number of species of migratory bats. Primarily Red Bats are seen, pitching into coastal cedars at first landfall in early morning or lifting off against the glow of twilight. (A few Red Bats are still seen following every early autumn front, but they were once more plentiful. “Flocks” were reported at Cape May in 1902.)

Bottle-nosed Dolphins are an abundant marine mammal in Cape May waters. Delaware Bay is their major calving area on the East Coast, and in the fall, school after school migrate just beyond the surf line. Winter brings the dolphins’ cold-water counterpart, Harbor Porpoises (rare but regular visitors) and, much more frequently, Harbor Seals (Harp, Hooded, and Gray Seals have also been recorded). Whales are very uncommon sights from shore, but boaters twelve miles off Cape May at Five Fathom Bank record Humpback and Fin Whales nearly daily in early spring and late fall. These marine mammals, as well as many of our favorite waterbirds, are attracted by the vast schools of migratory fish, from Sand Eels (Launce) to Menhaden to Mullet, which in turn are pursued by predators from Mackerel to Bluefish to Striped Bass (not to mention Parasitic Jaegers). We don’t mean to digress from birds, but the key to understanding and fully appreciating Cape May lies in comprehending the magnitude of migration here. Migration in so many forms and at so many levels is a large part of Cape May’s mystique.

This book was originally envisioned as a birding guide to Cape May, and we hope that it accomplishes that goal. But the book is much more than that. To paraphrase John Muir (1911), “When one tugs at a single thing in nature, he finds it attached to the rest of the world.” As in the science of ecology, the Cape May story is intertwined: You can’t talk about fall migration without discussing its huge impact on winter bird populations. You can’t understand Red Knots without knowing the Horseshoe Crab connection. And you can’t fully enjoy a Cape May Warbler without touching on the pantheon of great ornithologists who have played a role in making Cape May what it is today—Wilson, Audubon, Stone, Peterson, and many more. You can’t tug on a Cape May thread without unraveling or revealing a storied past that has created one of the greatest baselines of ornithological information anywhere on the planet.

There is also an ulterior motive in telling the story of the past. As George Santayana said, “Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.” As you will read, there have been clear patterns of gains and losses at Cape May over time, and although the gains may never outweigh the historical losses, it is up to us to ensure that the ornithological ledger is as balanced as it possibly can be today—that New Cape May resembles Old Cape May in every positive way possible. Only by exploring the Cape May past can we possess the information and perspective needed to both understand the present and make wise decisions for the future. If you are visiting Cape May, or if you already have or plan to someday, you are an ecotourist and a supporter of the nature tourism industry that makes such a compelling economic case to preserve and protect Cape May; you are helping to save it. You too are making ornithological history, for you are part of the unrivaled birding coverage of our shores, woods, and fields. You, collectively, are making our next discoveries, continuing to amass our vast ornithological database, and—more to the point—finding our next good birds. History isn’t made every day, but by birding at Cape May, you become part of an ongoing record of discovery and understanding and a rich ornithological tradition. We thank you.

We’re glad that you could join us here at the Cape for one day or for many. If you are here in the fall for only a weekend, you will undoubtedly focus most of your attention on the area south of the canal, with perhaps additional stops at Stone Harbor Point or the Avalon Seawatch (see chapter 7 for site guides). If you are here in the spring for only a weekend, much of your birding effort will revolve around the Delaware Bayshore and interior forests, including stellar Belleplain State Forest. But if you have more time to spend, say a week or two, the additional Atlantic coast routes and the two farther afield offerings offer unlimited birding opportunity and potential. Some may wish to sample each and every spot; others may prefer to savor an entire day, or week, at the famous Cape May Hawkwatch at Cape May Point. There are many places and many possibilities—so many birds and so little time. Maybe you will have to visit again and again to enjoy and indulge all that is Cape May. Good luck, and may your winds be always northwest.
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THE BIRD SHOW

Driving south on the Garden State Parkway in the November predawn, it soon became apparent that the promise of the previous evening would come true. The headlights revealed wave after wave of birds crossing the road. Nearing the end of the parkway, I began to notice bird carcasses littering the pavement, victims of the thankfully light early morning traffic. Wending my way through Cape May City, so many American Robins were flying west across the road and standing in the street that I was forced to drive only twenty miles per hour, braking constantly for birds.

I turned onto Sunset Boulevard as the coming sunrise painted the eastern sky, the clouds of the fleeing cold front flaring red. As I headed toward Cape May Point, I had the morbid thought that a cartographer could probably plot how close he was to land’s end by the increasing density of road-killed birds. Now I had to slow down even more as thousands of robins flowed across the road. I then began to realize that this massive fall flight was a migration of a magnitude I had never witnessed before. If not unprecedented, such drama had never been recorded in the annals of Cape May’s ornithological past.

Saturday and Sunday, November 6 and 7, were the dates of the New Jersey Audubon Society’s (NJAS’s) 54th Annual Cape May Autumn Weekend. This was a deliberate attempt to schedule the event to coincide with the peak of late autumn migration. Now wrapped into THE Bird Show, a three-day birding festival, the event has almost always enjoyed fine views of the spectacle of autumn migration—raptors, seabirds, flickers, and finches. As always, the show’s organizers—Cape May Bird Observatory (CMBO) staff—had hoped for a cold front, the meteorological event that can open the floodgates for birds on the coast. Cold fronts, and the high-pressure systems that follow, trigger bird migration. The attendant northwest winds carry birds to the coast, where, reluctant to fly over water, they mass on the Jersey Cape. Yet the festival planners could not have predicted the magnitude of this phenomenon, or that we would witness one of the most amazing Cape May migration events of all time.

Leading up to November 6, we’d been tracking a seemingly inauspicious cold front for several days, waiting and hoping. Yes, the winds would be right; yes, the timing was good; but it didn’t appear to be a particularly strong cold front. In retrospect, the amazing flight began about midafternoon on Saturday. Michael O’Brien and I were manning THE Bird Show’s Leica-sponsored seawatch at Convention Hall on the Cape May Boardwalk. It had been slow at the seawatch—hazy, unseasonably hot, and humid. The hazy conditions made seawatching difficult, and the few distant birds were fuzzy in our telescopes. Michael was the first to spot first a few, then dozens, and ultimately hundreds of Ring-billed Gulls circling, riding the wind, all pushing south. I distinctly remember him saying, “Where did they come from? It’s been dead all afternoon.” As we turned to greet a new visitor to the seawatch, the answer hit us. Facing northwest, the wind was in our faces. “That’s it,” enthused Michael. “Gulls often travel on the leading edge of a front. We just hadn’t realized it had passed!” As if to punctuate this remark, a dark Parasitic Jaeger arced by, sailing on the puffy winds as if on a roller coaster, riding the edge of the cold front much like the nearby surfers rode the waves cresting on the Cape May beach.

Late that afternoon, only a few birds were moving as we filed into the hotel for THE Bird Show’s evening banquet and program. As we anticipated dinner, drinks, and camaraderie with old friends and new, none of us suspected the spectacle that would soon unfold as night fell. Leaving the beachfront hotel about 10:00 P.M., I had taken only a few steps when the sound of birdcalls began to register—not birdsong, but flight calls made by nocturnal migrant songbirds. The sky seemed to be filled with their calls, but over the sound of the nearby ocean, it was hard to tell which species. Thoughts of sleep forgotten, I walked a block inland away from the surf. Now it was apparent—robins. Not one or even dozens, but hundreds of robins were migrating, traveling on the evening air under a cloudless starry sky. Gazing upward, I could see many visible in the lights of Cape May City. The passage was constant. Some were high, others low—flying down the street and around the buildings. There were, sadly, the expected victims. One was dead on the sidewalk, killed by a wire. Another flew into a hotel window and fell, stunned, at my feet. One, disoriented by the lights, just stood in the street. Thousands of robins passed over, all moving south on the night winds.

I soon realized that I had company on the previously deserted streets. A small knot of fellow birders, likewise attracted by the sounds of migrating birds, stood listening and looking up. We talked in hushed tones, offering perspectives and perplexities. A few American Woodcock punctuated the waves of robins, and a Saw-whet Owl passed low in the glow of the streetlights. With so many trained ears, we began to decipher other birds in the stream overhead: White-throated Sparrows, Hermit Thrushes, Dark-eyed Juncos. Twice we heard the high-pitched calls of flocks of Cedar Waxwings overhead, and we all agreed (portending the enormity of the event) that we had never heard normally diurnal waxwings migrating at night. A car pulled up, and the driver asked what we were looking at. We answered politely that we were listening to migrating birds, and he drove quickly away. We laughed at ourselves, realizing that as we stared skyward, we probably looked like we were watching for UFOs or perhaps members of a strange religious cult awaiting a sign from above. Perhaps we were, paying homage to the glorious pageant in the sky.

The next morning, I headed down Sunset Boulevard toward Cape May Point as the sun crested the horizon, an orange orb in the rearview mirror. Closer to the Point, the flocks of birds were even more concentrated, and I noted other drivers, birders mostly, slowing to keep from hitting flocks of low-flying birds crossing the street. Some birds were just standing in the road. At the former Magnesite Plant site, I pulled over and, looking to the east, realized the magnitude of the movement: it was bigger than anything I had seen in nearly thirty years of birding at Cape May. I tried to do a count and found that it was nearly impossible. Counting by tens, twice I got up to 1,300 robins per minute crossing Sunset Boulevard. Then I realized that I was completely missing a high flight line and estimated that one high flock alone had at least 1,300 more robins. At that rate, more than 150,000 American Robins were passing each hour where I stood, and that was only one of many flight lines over the Point.

I contemplated a single robin by the roadside—just one of the multitude—and wondered from where it had come, how far it had journeyed. Did it come from an Arctic tundra willow thicket, or did it nest in an ornamental tree in a suburban yard? Robins have conquered almost every habitat in North America, perhaps the most successful of all native birds. I fondly remembered a day afield with Roger Tory Peterson, when he had stopped to admire the robins on a Cape May lawn. He remarked how successful robins had been and, though not defending Americans’ obsession with their lawns, noted that robins had benefited greatly from them. For Roger, the glass was always half full, a major factor in his charm and even his legacy.

I moved to the dune crossover at Stites Avenue in Cape May Point, where huge numbers of Red-winged Blackbirds and American Goldfinches were joining the legions of robins, blanketing the sky above. Bluebirds began to show—heard more than seen as their mournful calls drifted down from the crowded sky. I also heard Red Crossbills, but it was hopeless trying to find them amid all the birds overhead. At the beach, the flight became more dramatic. The winds had sharply increased and were now quite blustery; many flocks, robins and others, struggled against the gale. Birds were at all levels, crisscrossing in the sky. Some flocks struck out over the bay; others tried, faltered, then turned back toward land. Some were low over the water, in real peril. Many exhausted birds would meet their doom, victims of opportunistic and hungry Herring Gulls.
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Cape May Point is at the tip of the first major peninsula on the East Coast.



A birder appeared, the first I had seen, and complained that there were no hawks, disappointment showing in his voice. Apparently, he found robins, even in the millions, mundane. This is a curious aspect of birding that I will never understand. I’ve always felt that if you can’t see the birds you love, love the birds you’re with. This birder had no sooner turned the corner when hawks started coming, at exactly 7:00 A.M. Sharp-shinned Hawks raced low over the Delaware Bay dunes, bouncing around, visibly buffeted by the gale. These sharp-shins must have been in hawk heaven. Even hawks from the shallow end of the gene pool would have no trouble catching prey that day.

Many of the songbirds appeared bewildered, befuddled, lost. The gale of wind, the specter of land’s end, the indecision about continuing, and now the profusion of predators combined to seemingly disorient the birds. Every lawn in Cape May Point was covered with robins; every tree was filled with birds. Five robins tried to drink from a minuscule puddle, the only one around. I briefly considered the whole issue of stopover ecology—the habitat needs of migratory birds, the food and cover needed to sustain them in their arduous voyages. It seemed that all the woods and fields of Cape May County couldn’t possibly feed this many birds.

The magic was so great, however, that it banished such troubling thoughts. There were still as many birds as there had been stars in the crystalline sky the night before. I left Stites Avenue and drove toward Cape May Point State Park. With the sun in my eyes, backlit birds crossing the road appeared as glittering gold flashes. The sun shining through their wings gave the impression of an orange light show of glowing, soundless fireworks. It was as if the sky were filled with feathered confetti.

At Cape May Point State Park, I headed to the hawkwatch platform, where a small clot of regulars were gathered, watching in awe. Unlike last night, when we had talked in hushed tones, here we were loud, animated, and excited, all trying to talk at once. We marveled together, compared notes, attempted perspective. We were constantly interrupted by birds: Great Blue Herons high overhead, crabbing (quartering) into the wind; Killdeers calling, heading out; a stratospheric skein of migrating Snow Geese looking like glittery, flickering, brilliant white specks against the deep, clean autumn blue sky.

The passage of birds was easier to assess now. Perhaps the flight was diminishing, or maybe the birds had reoriented, for they now had a singular direction. From the platform, the birds were all heading due west and were finally, mercifully, countable. Surrounded by robins and juncos on the lighthouse lawn, we shared more war stories. Two birders staying at a beachfront hotel couldn’t leave that morning until they had rescued two juncos that had flown in an open door. Someone saw a Chipping Sparrow inside the local convenience store. All had the same experience of hardly being able to drive for fear of hitting robins in the road. Naturally, this being Cape May, we discussed rarities too, as regional goodies were called in by cell phone. The Avalon Seawatch reported in with a Franklin’s Gull and a Ross’s Goose; Higbee Beach had Lapland Longspurs and a White-winged Crossbill; Cumberland County weighed in with a Clay-colored Sparrow and two flocks of Evening Grosbeaks. As we talked, several Cave Swallows dashed by. Before the morning was over, an exceptional hawk flight had developed, including several Northern Goshawks and three Golden Eagles. But mostly we discussed robins. Everybody was smiling, exchanging pleasantries. All were simply happy to have been there, and we knew that we had seen something big, something great, maybe a once-in-a lifetime flight.

By 10:00 A.M., the flight was finally beginning to wind down, visibly diminishing by the minute. We joked that it was no wonder, because there couldn’t be any birds left in the Northeast. Then we got serious about trying to estimate the numbers, to put a yardstick on the flight. We were overwhelmed but did our best, comparing point counts, estimates, birds per minute from various locations. Ballpark estimates eventually tallied by Paul Lehman and others were as follows: 1,250,000 American Robins, 300,000 Red-winged Blackbirds, 75,000 American Goldfinches, 5,000 Cedar Waxwings, 4,000 House Finches, 2,500 Eastern Bluebirds, 2,000 Rusty Blackbirds, and simply “thousands” of sparrows, juncos, yellow-rumps, and Pine Siskins. Of considerable note was the comment by veteran observer Bob Barber that farther north on the Delaware Bayshore, “Robin numbers were incalculable, but definitely in the millions.” Veracruz, Mexico, might have its incredible “River of Raptors,” but on November 6 and 7, 1999, Cape May had its own “River of Robins.”

Even many months later, Cape May conversations often returned to the cold front that had rained robins. Pete Dunne, reflecting on the flight, said, “You know, we had a couple thousand participants at THE Bird Show, and many were beginners. For some, it was the first birding they had ever done. I know everyone enjoyed the flight, but I wonder how many went away thinking that that morning is how it always is? I told several birders, who looked at me strangely, that they had just experienced the best day’s birding they will ever have, no matter how long their birding career. That’s how good it was.”

The following March, as I wrote this account, I watched spring robins feeding in pastureland. Their hunt-and-peck feeding style reminded me of plovers on a prairie, and I wondered if Linnaeus might have named them “Lawn Plovers” had there been lawns in precolonial America, and had the English not insisted on naming everything after their own beloved birds. But mainly I wondered if these same robins had graced the skies over Cape May on those memorable November days just four months before. I like to think that they did, and I have to smile, remembering the day the heavens filled with birds. Imagine: the annual Cape May Autumn Weekend, when one of America’s premier birding events coincided with the flight of many decades. What if they gave a Bird Show and all the birds came? Now we know.

—C. S.


      1      

MIGRATION AND THE CAPE MAY PENINSULA

“At night, when a heavy flight is under way, the calls of the arriving migrants may be heard indoors by residents of the village, and the uncertain calling of Night Herons, and flock notes of passerine birds are almost as incessant as the rumble of the surf. These bird sounds, coming with the first cold drafts from the north and northwest, are as stirring as the roll of drums, and eloquent of the whole magnificent pageantry of bird migration.”

—Roger Tory Peterson and Robert P. Allen “The Hawk Migrations at Cape May Point, NJ” The Auk, October 1936

Cape May is synonymous with migration. Even though the Jersey Cape offers substantial winter birding (some of the best in the mid-Atlantic) and a highly significant and varied breeding bird association, Cape May will forever be firmly linked with migration in the minds and hearts of birders. Each and every year, waves of migratory birds funnel through Cape May, washing over the Cape as steadily as the waves of the mighty Atlantic wash its shore. Indeed, one of the very first references to Cape May, in 1633, includes a description of the vast flocks of migratory birds overhead. As long as there has been a cape, and before there was a Cape May, birds have funneled through land’s end in their annual passages. And as long as we protect the valuable stopover habitats they need, they will continue to do so.

Although we attempt to delineate and define the specific birding seasons as autumn, winter, spring, and summer, at Cape May, the lines blur. Due to the moderating influence of the Atlantic Ocean and Delaware Bay, the seasons meld and overlap on the Cape May peninsula. With the surrounding warm waters, fall birding can easily stretch into winter, with many lingering birds present. If spring follows a very cold winter, some of the spring migrants might be late; more often, however, a warm winter can mean very early arrivals. Coastal spring migration is generally earlier than in inland regions, but at Cape May, this pattern is magnified. Only insectivores often show a reverse pattern, as a warm spring day inland can still be locally cool on the coast because of sea breezes.
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East of the town of Cape May Point, the Cape May Point State Park and TNC’s Cape May Migratory Bird Refuge provide over 400 acres of crucial habitat to migratory birds.

THE NEVER-ENDING SEASON

Migration, in some form or other, occurs all year long at Cape May. There is not a single month, or even week, when some birds aren’t migrating past Cape May. As an example, several days of strong northwest winds any month of the year will produce a young Bald Eagle or two soaring over Cape May Point. In January and July you may not know which way they are going, but they are moving. (Actually, with Bald Eagles, we still have a lot to learn. We’ve seen them cross Delaware Bay heading south in May, and northbound arrivals come in off the bay in September. Apparently, Bald Eagles just like to wander.) Migration is protracted at Cape May. Each year, the first southbound birds are predictably seen in the third week of June—usually a few Greater Yellowlegs that have already been to the Arctic, bred, and are returning south. By the Fourth of July weekend, mudflats again teem with southbound shorebirds. In some years, the last southbound (we can’t really call them “fall”) migrants arrive on the Cape in February, usually gulls, waterfowl, and attendant Bald Eagles frozen out of northern reservoirs and lakes and forced south. Cape May sometimes sees the arrival of Red-necked Grebes in February as they are pushed off the Great Lakes by a late final freeze-up, and midwinter incursions of Rough-legged Hawks, Horned Larks, and American Pipits are frequent after heavy snows to the north.

In “spring,” waterfowl numbers are already building substantially in February, or sometimes by mid-January during a mild winter. As an example of how the seasons blur, by February, resident (locally breeding) Great Horned Owls and Bald Eagles are already on eggs, and on warm nights, American Woodcock are displaying. The first of our migratory breeding birds arrives soon after. The first Piping Plovers, Osprey, Laughing Gulls, and Tree Swallows are generally seen around the first week of March and sometimes even by late February. In early March, Pine Warblers and Eastern Phoebes are back, and often a few Purple Martin “scouts” too.

Spring migration is protracted. Blackpoll Warblers and Gray-cheeked Thrushes are still regular in early June. The last of the northbound shorebirds, generally Semipalmated Sandpipers, depart by the first week of June, but “spring” migration continues throughout the month with numerous year-old Broad-winged Hawks (in most years) and a few wandering (nonbreeding) Mississippi Kites (some probably “overshoots” heading back south—the first southbound migrants of the season). Throughout June, east winds produce a few northbound Sooty Shearwaters off Cape May, as these southern ocean breeders circumnavigate the Atlantic during the Southern Hemisphere winter. Also, northbound Antarctic-breeding Wilson’s Storm-Petrels arrive in June, and a few remain to spend much of the summer in Delaware Bay.

With such prolonged migration seasons, southbound and northbound migrants overlap. That first southbound Greater Yellowlegs may pass the last northbound Semipalmated Sandpiper and share Cape May airspace with northbound shearwaters. In late summer, departing Yellow Warblers may actually pass northbound dispersing Royal Terns at daybreak over Delaware Bay. In early spring, a Red-necked Grebe driven south by a solid freeze-up to the north may use the very same pond as a returning, hormone-driven Northern Pintail. In February, southbound low-over-the-water Razorbills need to dodge northbound Red-throated Loons. This protracted, overlapping migration means that there are always migrant birds to look for at Cape May.

An Inescapable Geography

The reasons for migratory bird concentrations on the Cape May peninsula are both simple and varied and complex. Causal factors vary by season and by group of birds, but first and foremost, birds tend to concentrate along the Atlantic coast—mainly in fall, but to a lesser degree in spring too. The so-called Atlantic flyway concept is now debated if not defunct (biologists and banding programs have proved that birds don’t follow the finite routes shown on many older migration maps and diagrams), but the immediate Atlantic coast is a definite and major diversion line for most migration. Although the coastline is sometimes referred to as a “leading line,” technically, migration leading lines are narrow and lengthy geographic or topographic features that intersect with the axis (direction) of migration. For broad-front migrants, leading lines imply an attraction that induces them to change direction and follow the leading line. Mountain ridges with energy-saving updrafts and rivers and riparian corridors with ample food resources are classic examples of leading lines. Diversion lines, by contrast, are features along which migrants concentrate not because they are attracted to them but because they wish to avoid what lies beyond—such as the ocean, lakes, or Delaware Bay. For most birds—the bulk of passerines and many hawks, for example—the Atlantic coastline and Cape May peninsula function as a diversion line. Of interest, the immediate coastline can function as a diversion line for many different birds, from Wilson’s Warblers to White-throated Sparrows to Sharp-shinned Hawks, yet act as a leading line for birds such as Sanderlings, Osprey, and loons. In essence, some birds are here because they want to be, and others are here because they have little choice.
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Birders gather in the shadow of the lighthouse at Cape May Point, where many interconnected factors attract migrating birds.



Most birds, from hawks to songbirds and even many waterbirds, are averse to flying over water, particularly the vast and foreboding Atlantic, so they follow the coastline south. In general, the Atlantic coast runs northeast to southwest, and southbound migrants heading straight south (most don’t) will eventually hit it, concentrating in increasing numbers the farther south they go. (In spring, northbound birds trying to reach New England or eastern Canada are bumping into the Atlantic coastline too.) Think of migrating birds and a diversion line as functioning like windblown leaves swept against a picket fence. They may be carried along it, but rarely through it, and after a while, they are piled high against the barrier.
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Although perhaps an oversimplification, the classic theory is that the predominant northwest winds of autumn push migrants to the East Coast, where they turn and follow the coastline south, ultimately reaching Cape May.



Coupled with this, and a major factor in the autumn bird concentrations on the Atlantic coast, is the well-known tendency for North American migrants to move to the southeast in fall. Many or most birds east of the Rocky Mountains (and many from Alaska as well) migrate southeast or even initially due east in fall. Such use of a rectilinear path, whereby birds fly east and then south, is known as a dogleg migration. Waterfowl and waterbirds are imprinted to head to Atlantic coastal and ocean habitats, and many shorebirds from the Canadian Arctic tundra head mostly east in early fall to take advantage of rich coastal feeding grounds. Hudsonian Godwits and American Golden Plovers, perhaps the best known of this group, head for the Atlantic coast in fall; most eventually jump off from New England or the Maritimes and make a nonstop overwater flight to South America. (Conversely, both are decidedly rare on the East Coast in spring because they take a primarily inland, Texas coast and Great Plains route north.) Many songbirds take a southeasterly route too, especially those wood warblers that winter primarily in the Bahamas or the West Indies, such as the Black-throated Blue Warbler, Northern Parula, Palm Warbler, and Cape May Warbler (which winters exclusively in the West Indies).

Coupled with the northeast-southwest geography of the Atlantic coast, prevailing winds in autumn are from the northwest, especially after cold fronts, when falling temperatures and clear skies, among other factors, trigger and spur migration. For any fall migrant, a wind direction with a northern component is a tailwind, pushing it south and allowing the bird to use less of its precious energy and fuel (fat reserves). It was once believed, somewhat simplistically, that northwest winds (essentially perpendicular to the coastline) pushed migrants to the Atlantic coast in fall. This “wind drift” clearly does happen, but not to the degree once believed. Migratory research has shown that many or even most birds can easily correct for wind drift during migration, at least in the light winds that songbird migrants prefer. (Higher winds produce more marked wind drift.) An emergent and popular theory today (and one that gives fuel to leading-line proponents) is that some migrants actually prefer to migrate along the coast—if not necessarily consciously, at least through genetic imprinting (this may be particularly true for falcons, Tree Swallows, and Yellow-rumped Warblers). Typically, coastal areas provide rich feeding opportunities where varied habitat types provide a surfeit of food for hungry migrants. Naturally, wading birds, shorebirds, and waterfowl are likely to find better feeding opportunities in coastal areas, but this may be true for songbirds too because of lush coastal vegetation. And, it would follow that predators follow prey—again, if not through direct visual choice or strategy, through many generations of genetic natural selection. An example of this would be the comparative abundance of Sharp-shinned Hawks at Cape May; some might be blown here, but mainly, they’re here for the abundant passerine food resources. This theory even explains the high percentage of juvenile hawks on the coast: Young, inexperienced hunters need more targets to ensure success, whereas skilled adult sharp-shins don’t need the veritable smorgasbord of coastally concentrated songbirds.

The Hourglass Effect

As migrant birds sweep down the eastern seaboard on their autumn journey south, they face two major geographic bottlenecks. The first is the Cape May peninsula, followed by the Cape Charles peninsula. Birds that enter the Cape May peninsula are inexorably funneled to its ultimate tip at Cape May Point. We cannot gainsay the importance of this funneling effect; perhaps more than any other factor, the increasingly narrow funnel concentrates birds at land’s end. Once birds get through the bottleneck—think of it as the narrow neck of an hourglass—they spread out again over the geography and landscape (until it happens again at Cape Charles).
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A Sharp-shinned Hawk perches on a jetty at Cape May Point.



Although there are marked exceptions, most migratory land birds avoid flying over water, instead following the diversion lines of lakeshores and coastlines. At Cape May, land runs out, and birds are faced with a dilemma. For many juvenile birds, this might be the first major body of water they have encountered. Birds from much of eastern Canada can arrive at Cape May without having faced a major water crossing. The Saint Lawrence River near Quebec City is less than a mile wide, and even the mighty Hudson River is less than a mile wide at many points. Birds can easily avoid water until they arrive at Cape May Point.

It’s interesting to witness the consternation, the birds’ visible indecision when they reach the very tip. When watching Sharp-shinned Hawks from a Cape May Point jetty, we have seen juvenile birds follow the beach until they reach land’s end at the shore of Delaware Bay. You can actually see them pause, turn and circle, then maybe venture out again, but soon return with their proverbial tails between their legs. We can imagine them thinking, “Gee, Mom never told me about this.” Consider that these hawks may be only two months old, migrating on their own. Unexpectedly finding the end of land must be akin to traveling down the interstate only to find that the highway abruptly ends—a dead end with the only alternatives being cross-country travel, a lengthy detour, or doubling back.

Flight Strategies

From Cape May Point, New Jersey, to Cape Henlopen, Delaware, is 9.65 miles of open water at the narrowest point (Cape May Lighthouse to the sandy beach at Cape Henlopen), or 10.5 miles to the dune forest at Cape Henlopen. At its widest point, at the beginning of the peninsula near Dennisville, Delaware Bay is 23 miles wide. By the time the bay narrows to 9.65 miles again, you (or a Sharp-shinned Hawk) are 29 miles northwest of Cape May (as a sharp-shin would fly over land), just north of Fortescue in Cumberland County.

Different birds avoid water for different reasons. For songbirds, a water crossing is particularly perilous. Tired songbirds, weak from flying all night, face many potential predators over water, not just Merlins and Peregrine Falcons but also gulls—from Laughing Gulls to Great Black-backed Gulls—and jaegers. There is also the very real danger, especially on the strong northwest winds of autumn cold fronts, of being blown out to sea. If a warbler misses Cape Henlopen, the next stop is Bermuda, and many are actually lucky enough to make it there every year. Nevertheless, thousands of songbirds meet their doom at sea on their annual migration.

For our Sharp-shinned Hawk, the dangers are similar. Gulls or peregrines can be a threat, as is the danger of being carried out to sea, although many sharp-shins reach Bermuda each year too. As Roger Tory Peterson aptly put it in his 1948 Birds Over America, “The hawks obviously can see Delaware from their point of vantage, but will not attempt the crossing on the northwest wind that has borne them to Cape May. It is a long flight and there is too much danger of being carried out to sea, like a swimmer trying to breach a wide inlet in a strong ebb tide.”

Another major concern is energy management. For any migrant bird, fat reserves—the fuel for their journey—are precious and crucial. It is important to keep fuel levels as high as possible. Liken it to your own highway travels. In remote areas, you are always a bit concerned about where the next gas station will be. You’d prefer to keep your tank at least half full, plus you don’t want to pay too high a price for gas. Likewise, you’d like to know where the next food stop is—indeed, that there is food available up ahead, not a string of closed restaurants. You need a safe motel too. You guarantee your fuel, food, and rest through the Web, AAA, and guidebooks, but for the sharp-shin on its first trip south, there are no guidebooks. Migration can’t burn more fuel than a bird finds along the way. For the sharp-shinned, a lengthy, strenuous flight over water will burn far more energy than that last Yellow-rumped Warbler snack provided and may even leave it too weak to catch the next one. Stopover habitat is a critical aspect of the life cycle of migrating birds.

For birds, migration is all about decision making—when to fly, when to stop, where to fly, where not to fly, where to stop. The decisions a bird makes, based mainly on its fuel status, are key to its survival. The ongoing decision-making process and its result are what is known as a bird’s migration strategy. A bird’s daily decisions—for instance, whether to cross Delaware Bay or go around it, whether to follow the Appalachians south versus striking out for the coast—are examples of the flight strategies of migrating birds. For our Cape May Sharp-shinned Hawk, there are key decisions to be made. Good thermals do not form over water, so crossing the bay means using powered, flapping flight—an energetic effort that will burn a lot of precious fuel. A good northeast tailwind can help, but a strong northwest wind spells danger and could carry the bird far out over the ocean. One safe bet is flying around Delaware Bay rather than across it. But Cape May to Cape Henlopen by land, following the tree line and crossing at the Cohansey River on the edge of Salem County, where the bay narrows to just 4 or 5 miles, is about an 80-mile route. This adds a minimum of two or three days to the flight—maybe more, if the weather deteriorates—and suddenly the bird is well behind schedule. For healthy, experienced adult hawks, this may be of little consequence (they likely remember the best food and rest stops), but for an inexperienced juvenile sharp-shinned, and maybe one with its “low fuel” light blinking, it can be a decision of monumental proportions with life-or-death consequences. So the next time you see a Sharp-shinned Hawk circling out behind the lighthouse at the water’s edge, imagine what is going through its mind, either consciously or by the instincts of evolution, and appreciate that you are witnessing the high drama of migration.
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A bird’s-eye view of land’s end; migrating birds must make a choice when they reach Cape May Point: head out over open water, go around the bay, or put down to feed and rest.



For many thousands of birds, for the short term, the best decision may actually be indecision. At Cape May, migratory birds frequently do the easiest thing—land and think about it for a while, refuel, and leave the decisions until tomorrow or next week. This is when the sand gets stuck in the hourglass, when the funnel finally fills the bottle full. Cape May is such a good migrant trap because birds pause at land’s end, stop to refuel, and await less windy, less perilous conditions to continue their migration. This is when Cape May fills up with birds and then slowly, for two or three days, empties out again. This is a simplistic explanation of a far more complex happening.

Thus far, we’ve addressed mainly diurnal migrants—daytime fliers—which include hawks and eagles, most waterfowl, and certain songbirds (Blue Jays, blackbirds, crows, swallows, and finches). These birds actually see the end of land at Cape May and make their decisions accordingly. Nocturnal migrants, however, are not navigating by geography and are not following the coastline or barrier beaches until they funnel to the tip. Nocturnal songbird migrants are navigating by the stars and are spread out on a broad front. Nocturnal birds are more highly susceptible to wind drift, although along the coast, it is thought that the sounds of the surf and ocean may help reorient them, causing them to head back inland. After a strong cold front, birders at sea—be it 1 mile or 100 miles offshore—will see dozens of tired songbirds flying around their boats; some will be exhausted and land on board, but others will continue on. At first light, songbirds over the sea head for the nearest land, if visible, and even if land is not visible, many reorient toward the northwest or west. This is another important factor in Cape May bird concentrations: The Cape May peninsula is in fact the nearest land for many hundreds of square miles of open ocean and bay. At dawn, birds caught over Delaware Bay or over the Atlantic Ocean head toward the nearest land, which is the Cape May peninsula. We’ll never know if the 157.5-foot-tall Cape May Lighthouse, the tallest structure on the Cape, is really a factor, but it can be seen from 24 miles out at sea—even farther for a bird at high altitude—and may help guide some birds to land.

The fact that Cape May is the nearest landfall is a big factor during spring migration too. In spring, many northbound birds do not cross from Cape Henlopen, Delaware, to Cape May but instead follow the shoreline of Delaware as they head to the northwest. Many others, however, do cross the bay in spring, when birds from a broad front converge on Cape May from the south. Cape May Point is the nearest land, and tired or nervous migrants head right for the tip—the nearest safety. This “reverse” concentration convergence is a big causal factor in Cape May’s less well known but not insignificant spring hawk and songbird flights.

A Crossroads

Another aspect of the geographic concentration of birds at Cape May, beyond the longitude, is Cape May’s latitude. The mid-Atlantic is just that, midway between the far north and the southerly tropical regions. It has often been said that a key element of the biological diversity of the New Jersey Pine Barrens is that it is where north meets south. The Pinelands are the northern limit of many species (Pine Barrens Treefrog and Georgia Satyr, for example) and the southern limit of many others (such as Curly-grass Fern and Hoary Elfin). In Cape May County, Northern Bayberry and Wax Myrtle overlap, with bayberry reaching the southern limit of its range and Wax Myrtle reaching its northern limit. Although somewhat less definitive for birds, New Jersey is where the northern forest meets the southern swamp, where the Magnolia Warbler meets the Prothonotary Warbler, where the Scarlet Tanager overlaps with the Summer Tanager. Southern New Jersey is where northern Whip-poor-wills overlap southern Chuck-will’s-widows, where Caspian Terns regularly share the inlets with Royal Terns from the south.
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The Cape May region offers a surprising variety of habitats, including freshwater swamps such as this one at Fishing Creek.



From a birding standpoint, these conjunctions are particularly exciting as they relate to rarities—from the Far North or maybe from the Deep South. Each year Cape May records Glaucous Gull and Razorbill, White Ibis and Swallow-tailed Kite. Added to this overlapping of north and south are the annual western vagrant arrivals, such as the Ash-throated Flycatcher, Cave Swallow, and Rufous/Allen’s Hummingbird, along with a few rare eastern Old World birds such as the Northern Lapwing or White-winged Tern. Cape May becomes a true birder’s cornucopia, with vagrants appearing from all points of the compass.

One unique aspect of Cape May birding is the amazing simultaneous conjunctions that sometimes occur, and we locals like to compare notes of our favorite “doubles.” One day at the Avalon Seawatch, a visitor told Clay about a Fork-tailed Flycatcher that had been found in West Cape May a few hours earlier (this was in pre–cell-phone days). Clay dashed south and easily found and enjoyed the fork-tail. Hurriedly returning to the seawatch (he was the counter that day), he jumped from the car and immediately spied a passing flock of Harlequin Ducks. This was a good double—harlequins probably from northeastern Canada coupled with a South American Fork-tailed Flycatcher (with not a single raised binocular in between sightings). Meanwhile, back at Cape May, others bested that, combining the Fork-tailed Flycatcher with a Dovekie (breeding in northern Greenland) at the Concrete Ship, a collision of two birds from a minimum of 5,000 miles apart. Recently, a July Common Eider shared the waters off a Cape May Point jetty with a Brown Booby. And in July 2005, a King Eider and a Brown-headed Nuthatch were on opposite sides of the Cape May Point dune. Other personal favorite conjunctions are a November Wood Stork and Northern Goshawk a few minutes apart, a January Harlequin Duck and White Ibis just a few miles apart, and a Marbled Godwit feeding a few feet from a juvenile White Ibis one August morning at Cape May Point State Park. Colleague Jim Dowdell’s favorite odd juxtapositions include watching a Cave Swallow, Snow Buntings, and a Short-eared Owl simultaneously and a late February Purple Martin and Northern Shrike in his scope at once. If the naturalist needs further proof of Cape May as a crossroads, both Beluga and Manatee have been recorded in Cape May County waters. The point is, Cape May is where the birds of many biomes may meet, and as Witmer Stone wrote, “some straggler from the south or north may come down that great seacoast way farther than any of his kind has come before.”

WE’LL ALWAYS HAVE CAPE MAY

In summarizing the attraction of birds to Cape May, it is the hallowed real estate mantra “location, location, location.” This key combination includes Cape May’s location on the Atlantic coast’s migration diversion line in the Atlantic flyway, its location in the mid-Atlantic region (the zone where north meets south in terms of habitat diversity, climate, weather patterns, and the resultant variety of species), and its location at the tip of land’s end on the first major peninsula and thus the first major water barrier on the East Coast of the United States. Yet, there are several other factors contributing to Cape May’s bird and birding fame. When birds arrive at land’s end, they tend to linger, a factor related to weather changes (from good to bad, from cold fronts with clear skies and tailwinds to southerly headwinds, rain, or coastal storms), the amount of refueling needed, or the simple fact that birds find Cape May a great place to rest and feed.

Cape May has a variety of quality habitat types: the open waters of oceans and bays, vast salt marshes, brackish marshes, freshwater lakes and ponds, rich swamps, woodlands, and upland fields. These diverse habitat types support a wide variety of bird species. Most importantly, there is a vast amount of quality open space. Many thousands of acres of lush salt marsh are backed by a mainland of forest—both lowland swamp and pine-oak high ground. When birds reach Cape May County, they find good places to rest and feed, to refuel and reorient on their journey. Often, migrants whose needs are amply met are in no hurry to leave. And, importantly, besides being highly attractive to lingering birds, much of the key acreage they rely on is protected land—federal, state, or county owned or protected by nonprofit conservation organizations. Birds today find what they need, and future generations of birds genetically imprinted on the coastal route will find stopover habitat tomorrow. Even in the farthest foreseeable future, there will be a Cape May worthy of birds and birding. Both birds and places have changed over time, and experiences will inevitably vary, but there will always be places to go and birds to see. Times may change, but we’ll always have Cape May.
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A salt marsh with wooded islands meets upland edge habitat along the Delaware Bayshore at Goshen Landing.



Last, a prime element of Cape May’s reputation as a migrant and vagrant trap is the number of birders afield. Birds drop in to the Cape for many reasons and from many directions, but most are found, enjoyed, and recorded simply because so many people are looking for them. Few areas in North America receive the consistent birding coverage of Cape May. Given the conjunction of all the birders and naturalists at the Cape, dozens of searchers are afield every day year-round. And that’s just local birders; during peak migratory times and ideal conditions, visitors swell their ranks to hundreds or even thousands. In short, birds are trapped at Cape May by geography and conditions; they linger, and then, due to the scope and quality of birding coverage, they are found. With today’s network of cell phones, Listservs, hotlines, rare bird alerts, and phone trees, the word gets out quickly, far and wide. Even first-time visiting birders, if they network at all, will soon learn of any rarities by word of mouth or even through the excellent efforts of the CMBO’s education and outreach programs.

Despite so many birders and so much coverage, there is still much magic and mystery surrounding the Cape May migration, with many birds yet to be found. There are always great birding spots that remain uncovered. Even with so much protected and available habitat, birders by nature congregate at what they believe to be the best areas—Higbee Beach, the Meadows, the state park. Although these sites are the best, as the Cape May peninsula fills with migrants, they inevitably spill over and flood the entire Cape. Remember, Witmer Stone considered the whole Delaware Bayshore and the Atlantic coast to be part of his Old Cape May. We’ve always been amused that, on any given day, 95 percent of the active birders are in 5 percent of the potential area. Some mornings, Higbee Beach may be “crowded” with several hundred birders (it’s actually not that noticeable, since it’s a big area), but the Beanery may have only one or two birders. And on the same prime fall day, Belleplain State Forest, all 21,000 acres of it, might have no one birding it—despite the fact that the mass reverse-direction morning flight of songbirds puts down in the woodlands in the northern part of the county. Birds are more concentrated at Higbee Beach, but in terms of numbers, many more birds are distributed throughout Belleplain and along the Delaware Bayshore.

Despite the concentration of birders, it is still fairly easy to find peace and solitude at Cape May. The Cape May Hawkwatch may be “shoulder to shoulder” at times, but the nearby state park trails, which also offer good views of the hawk flight (plus many other birds), may be empty. Cape May can be anything you want it to be. You can find camaraderie and fellowship, or privacy and peace. Birding in outlying areas does not mean second-class birding; in fact, many of Cape May’s great rarities have been found at out-of-the-way, nontraditional locations. Two of our recent rare birds, the Vermilion Flycatcher and the Sharp-tailed Sandpiper (both first records for the county and state), were found on the short marsh trail behind the Wetland’s Institute on Stone Harbor Boulevard, a spot that gets regular but comparatively sparse birding coverage. Friend and record-keeper Keith Seager routinely birds in out-of-the-way places and regularly makes good discoveries. His best find, and one of our rarest birds ever, was the 1990 Lesser Sand Plover (Mongolian Plover), found on an unassuming back street in Wildwood. He found it near a fairly good overlook but far from any mainstream birding spots. The site was probably never birded before Keith’s 1990 visit, and we’d wager that it hasn’t been birded ten times, by anyone, since then.
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When Beach Plum bushes are in bloom, the dunes at Higbee Beach are spectacular.



Given that 95 percent of the birders congregate in a tiny portion of the available habitat, one of the best ways to make Cape May discoveries is to bird the vast majority that is not being covered. A visiting British birder found a mid-September Lark Bunting on a dune walkover in the town of Cape May Point, which was subsequently seen by many. He found it during peak season while hundreds of others were at Higbee Beach and the Cape May Hawkwatch. Someone actually said to him, “Everyone else was at Higbee’s, what were you doing at the Point?” His simple reply was educational: Back home in the United Kingdom, he always birded the dunes behind the beach after a good front, and he thought it should work here too. When birding, it’s good to follow the rules, but sometimes it’s good to shake things up a bit too and find your own way. For all its fame and popularity, Cape May still allows you to either follow others’ birds or find your own. It’s part of the charm of birding at land’s end at Old Cape May.

SUPERLATIVES

With migrant birds from tens of thousands of square miles of Canadian taiga and U.S. eastern forests funneling through Cape May, there is abundant opportunity. But just how good is Cape May, and what can this amazing bottleneck produce? There are actually many barometers by which to measure the Cape May flight. There are scientific benchmarks in the Cape May autumn hawk counts over time; the modern-era CMBO Cape May Hawkwatch averages about 53,000 raptors each year (September 1 to November 30). This flight is easily the largest accipiter and falcon flight in North America, and only the hawkwatches that regularly see huge numbers of Broad-winged Hawks (such as Lake Erie Metropark in Michigan or Hazel Bazemore Park in Texas) consistently score higher than Cape May. The Cape May average is generally less than the esteemed Duluth, Minnesota, total hawk count; about the same as that in Braddock Bay, New York; and usually two to three times higher than the yearly average of Hawk Mountain, Pennsylvania. Kiptopeke, Viginia’s hawk flight may rival Cape May’s, but counts are usually lower there due to local geography and more broad-front movement.

The Avalon Seawatch project regularly records around 800,000 birds each autumn season (September 22 to December 22) and over a million if preseason and postseason birds are included in the tally. This is the largest reported waterbird migration on the entire Atlantic coast. In its short history, the autumn “Morning Flight” songbird migration count at Higbee Beach has already garnered passerine counts that are unrivaled (or at least unrecorded) elsewhere in the United States. There are clearly superlatives for Cape May based on scientific counting, but admittedly, except for hawks, we don’t have good comparison data from other sites by which to measure the amazing Cape May numbers.
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The Avalon Seawatch has tallied over a million migrating sea birds in a single autumn season.



Other comparisons are more fanciful and more fun, yet no less impressive. The “Big Sit” is a rather unofficial competition to see (or hear) as many birds as possible in a twenty-four-hour period in one spot—the observers cannot move or change location at all. On September 26, 1988, Clay and Jeff Bouton tallied 118 species from the Cape May Hawkwatch platform, just besting the old record of 117 counted at Elkhorn Slough, Monterey County, California (October 1982). That Big Sit record was in turn buried on October 4, 1996, by Richard Crossley, Michael O’Brien, and Tony Leukering when they counted 128 species from the deck of a private home near St. Mary’s by-the-Sea in Cape May Point. This may not be scientific, and it may be silly, but it is still notable that the highest one-spot record in the country has been established at Cape May Point.

Another entertaining competition is the “yard list,” the number of species seen or heard in one’s own yard over time. Also completely unofficial and unsanctioned (and hard to compare, because nobody has ever defined what constitutes a “yard” in terms of size), it is a fun challenge for birders. Currently, the highest yard list in all of the United States and Canada is from a Cape May yard. In just ten years, Paul Lehman’s yard, about one-quarter of an acre, has achieved the “national high” for a private residence yard, which now stands at 314 (as of August 2006). Once again, it is location, location, location. Paul’s yard is on Sunset Boulevard, overlooking the South Cape May Meadows (a.k.a. Cape May Migratory Bird Refuge). From his now-famous deck he can view an excellent songbird copse, the entire Meadows, and, with his Questar scope, the ocean, the “rips” at the mouth of Delaware Bay, and the sky over Cape May Point. It is an amazing view and an amazing list—few yard lists anywhere contain such exceptional rarities as the Brown-chested Martin, Fork-tailed Flycatcher, or Black-tailed Gull. This may be frivolous fun, but it is still an amazing testimonial to Cape May.
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The May 15, 2004, “Big Sit,” on the roof of Paul Lehman’s home.



Not all the superlatives for Cape May are from the fall migration period. In recent years, spring has clearly rivaled fall in terms of the excitement level among birders. One major kudo is Cape May’s place in the World Series of Birding (WSB), CMBO-NJAS’s annual bird-a-thon fund-raiser. The finish line of that event is always at Cape May, and the Cape’s birds play a big role in every team’s success. They also help New Jersey garner one of the top state big-day totals in the entire country. The record New Jersey one-day total is currently 231 species set on May 10, 2003, by the Nikon/Delaware Valley Ornithological Club team; only Texas has a higher total. (The WSB’s highest cumulative total was an astounding 272 species on May 15, 2004; the WSB’s cumulative bird list for mid-May from 1984 to 2005 is 320 species.) More importantly, the “Cape May County Only” category of the WSB is now pegged at an amazing 201 species, set on May 10, 1997, by the Leica/CMBO Team, which included Louise Zemaitis, Michael O’Brien, Richard Crossley, and Tony Leukering. Few counties anywhere can boast such a big-day number, and those that can are guaranteed to be far larger than tiny Cape May County. (Monterey County, with California’s top big-day total of 207 species, is in Cape May’s crosshairs.) The WSB’s Cape Island Cup category, established in 1999 and including only the area south of the Cape May Canal, peaked at 173 species seen on May 11, 2002, by the Wild Bird team, which included Matt Garvey, Lee Amery, Glen Davis, and Dave Hedeen. Lots of these fun facts are updated annually and posted on New Jersey Audubon’s Web site (www.njaudubon.org) under “World Series of Birding.”

Cape May’s greatest spring acclaim, however, is more serious, quantifiable, and documented. The Delaware Bay’s spring shorebird aggregations—gatherings linked to the bounty of horseshoe crab eggs—are the second largest concentration of shorebirds in the New World. Only the gathering in Alaska’s Copper River Delta, which also occurs in spring, is believed to be larger (at least in the 1980s). In the modern era, spring shorebirds have indeed vied with the autumn migration movements as Cape May’s pièce de résistance.

Superlatives can continue for all seasons at Cape May. Winter raptor numbers recorded for South Jersey river systems and for the Delaware Bayshore are some of the highest reported in the East, and wintering waterfowl numbers for Delaware Bay and the Atlantic bays (from Barnegat Bay south) are also some of the highest in the East for many species. The mouth of Delaware Bay is emerging as one of the top Atlantic coast wintering and spring staging areas for scoters, Long-tailed Ducks, Common Loons, and Red-throated Loons. One well-established yardstick for comparing winter bird-use (and birding) areas is the venerable National Audubon Society Christmas Bird Count (CBC). The Cape May CBC is hands down the top New Jersey CBC; its modern-era average (last eleven years) of 158 species (best total was 167 on December 16, 2001) is unassailable by other counts, and the Belleplain, Cumberland County, and Oceanville CBCs regularly vie for second place. More important, the Cape May CBC total is regularly one of the highest in the East, handily beating all counts to the north. Only Cape Charles, Virginia, regularly challenges Cape May for top honors north of Florida. Cape May’s CBC totals occur for all the reasons already cited. Fall migrants commonly linger due to the warm air and water temperatures of the Cape, remaining into the winter count period. At Cape May, the CBC truly mirrors the peak possible winter diversity and helps cement Cape May’s fame as a place for all seasons. Outstanding fall migration, high numbers of wintering birds, an internationally famous spring shorebird concentration, and even a rich diversity of breeding birds all combine to firmly establish Cape May’s place in the pantheon of birding destinations.

As a final yardstick, Cape May has long been regarded in print as one of the top birding destinations in North America and indeed in the world. Popular writers such as Roger Tory Peterson, Edwin Way Teale, Robert Allen, Richard Pough, Jack Connor, Pete Dunne, and others have long extolled the virtues of the Cape, and this will surely continue. Cape May heads many lists of “can’t miss” birding spots and places near the top in others. In George Harrison’s 1976 book Roger Tory Peterson’s Dozen Birding Hot Spots, Peterson included Cape May as one of them. The twenty-fifth anniversary edition of Bird Watchers Digest named Cape May among the twenty-five must-see birding sites in North America. Also, two of the top U.S. birding magazines recently listed Cape May in their top-ten lists of birding destinations. Although Cape May didn’t place first—coming in second to south Texas in one and to southeastern Arizona in the other—if we add the aggregate scores, Cape May would have beaten them all. It is also interesting to consider that one relatively tiny place was rated second only to two entire tropical regions of North America. If Cape May isn’t effectively the center of the birding universe, it comes pretty close.


WEATHER AND BIRD MIGRATION

There is always something to do, something to see, when birding at Cape May. More than most other birding hotspots, Cape May can boast that no matter what the season or weather conditions, there are always birds to be found. In the fall, for example, if there are no migrant hawks, you can always seawatch or go to look at terns or shorebirds. Even a fall nor’easter with heavy rain might be a great time to watch jaegers, lots of them, chasing down terns and gulls and stealing their fish. (And the less hardy can always visit Cape May’s fine shops, bookstores, galleries, and museums.) But if you want to maximize your Cape May experience and realize the best returns, you need to pay close attention to the weather.

Weather is not completely responsible for migration. The changing seasons and attendant changing temperature, day length, and food supply stir annual movements. However, it is clear that cold fronts in fall and warm fronts in spring do trigger migration events. At a migratory juncture such as Cape May, weather is a huge causal factor in what you see and when. Cape May birders study weather maps on the Weather Channel and on Web sites every bit as avidly as NFL fans watch ESPN. In autumn, birders await classic cold fronts, large high-pressure cells that sweep across the country bringing cooler temperatures, clear skies, and northwest winds. A front is a boundary between unlike air masses. A cold front advances on a warm front; the wind direction is created by the high pressure flowing toward a low-pressure area and seeking equilibrium. Cold air is denser than warm air. Along the advancing cold front, cold air forces warmer air rapidly upward, cooling it. This results in an intense band of precipitation (cold air holds less moisture than warm, so as the warm air cools, the moisture falls out as rain), but the heavy rain is usually short-lived because the band of convergence is narrow. Warm fronts, in contrast, usually advance from the south or southwest and move much more slowly than cold fronts do. Along a warm front, surging warm air is forced up and over the denser cool air. Because the slope of a warm front is more gradual than that of a cold front, the rain covers a wider area, lasts longer, but is generally lighter than rain triggered by a cold front.

To a Cape May birder, the timing of a front’s passage is a crucial determinant of if and when birds will appear. In the fall, the ideal cold front passes midday or later, with rain ending around dusk so that nocturnal migrants have clear skies for navigation. This condition, followed by blustery northwest winds the following day, results in a classic Cape May fall flight, with passerines (morning flight) at dawn and hawks all day. Usually the moderating winds on the second night also produce a good songbird flight the following morning. If a front passes too late in the evening, the rain along the frontal boundary may preclude any flight or force passerines to put down before they reach the Cape. The dawn passage of a front is too late to produce a raptor flight, because it takes time for the gradient to form and for winds to pick up. In this case, the following day is likely to be the good flight day.


[image: img]

All birders hope for a strong autumn cold front, producing strong winds from the northwest.



In spring, warm fronts classically bring migrants riding the warm, surging air masses tracking up from the south or southwest. The circulation around the low-pressure area of a warm front is always counterclockwise; migrants ride the eastern side of a warm front, where they have a tailwind (as opposed to the western side, where they would have a headwind). These favorable winds behind the tracking low are called the “warm sector,” and this is where migration is occurring. The sector is warm because of where the air is coming from—the southern and southwestern states. On the other side of the low, the air mass is coming south from Canada. But (and this is a big but) low-pressure areas are almost always followed by a cold front. Precipitation occurs where the warm front collides with the cold front, and at this collision point, bird fallout occurs. Fallout is exactly what it sounds like. Birds happily migrate in the warm sector, using clear skies and a tailwind to eventually overtake the front. When they encounter fog, rain, or even sleet, and migration becomes perilous, they fall out—put down as soon as possible—often in the middle of the night. Migration is put on hold until conditions improve. No matter where you bird, the passage of a warm front in spring can bring a good fallout, but the heaviest fallout generally occurs in the band of inclement weather that marks the location of the advancing warm front. At Cape May in spring, the timing of a front’s passage is also crucial. If the warm front is already well past at sunset, you may hear lots of birds going over at night but see few the next morning, because conditions following a front are favorable for migration, and most birds have passed us by. If rain only arrives at dawn, with the front still south of us, most birds will have fallen out south of Cape May. The best spring scenario is a rainy night, meaning that the warm front is right over us, with birds falling out at Cape May and converging on the peninsula from all directions to seek safety, shelter, and food.
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A warm front such as this produces classic spring migration “fall out” at Cape May.
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A “back door” cold front, with clockwise winds around the high, produces winds from the northeast at Cape May.



Birds travel behind fronts. Cold fronts in fall and warm fronts in spring create classic flights. But Cape May is highly unusual, if not unique, in that the reverse can be true as well. Given Cape May’s geography, and given that birds may originate from all points of the compass, spring cold fronts can (surprisingly) create good flights, and fall warm fronts can create strange fallouts. A strong spring cold front can be a great scenario at Cape May. This is especially true for hawks. Whether they’ve overshot their intended breeding areas or are simply soaring on tailwinds (and resultant wind drift), the best spring hawk flights occur on northwest winds when birds from a wide area are carried back to Cape May Point. Spring Swallow-tailed Kites and Mississippi Kites probably arrive in the region on warm fronts, but cold fronts produce the most sightings, when birds are either purposefully retreating back south or simply pushed to the Point by prevailing winds (kites love to ride the wind). Gentle west winds and the southwest winds of a retreating cold front can also produce good songbird movement in springtime. In both spring and fall, the first or second day after a front is generally the best. Sometimes three or four days of gentle winds and clear skies follow the front—conditions that songbirds love. As expected, the birder sees diminishing returns as waves of migrants pass through and out of the Cape May area, although inclement weather sometimes holds songbirds in the area for a week or so. Usually the pattern is predictable: day one—birds are all over the place, even if in moderate numbers; day two—major pockets form as birds gather in widely dispersed but large feeding flocks; day three—a slow pick, as most birds have migrated on, and the birder must wait for the next front to pass Cape May.

Astute birders never ignore weather patterns elsewhere that could affect Cape May. Although no one expected it at the time (though with the benefit of hindsight, we can try to anticipate it next time), in November 1998 a massive low-pressure area over the Great Lakes eventually moved into Canada (so strong that it produced gale-force winds over a wide area) and greatly disrupted and displaced the migration of Sandhill Cranes and Franklin’s Gulls. High winds (west winds on the south side of the low) heavily impacted the route the migrants took, and unprecedented numbers of cranes and gulls were recorded well east of their normal track. At the Avalon Seawatch, more than forty Franklin’s Gulls were recorded in a two-day count, which nearly quadrupled the previous record for all of New Jersey. Always pay close attention to potential bird-producing weather patterns. A far-away system may eventually have a profound impact on Cape May.

Finally, despite all our efforts to follow and predict weather and fallouts, some birds show up at the oddest times for absolutely no known meteorological reason. Some rarities have never been linked to any specific weather pattern. Perhaps they arrived on a previous system and were simply overlooked. As CMBO research associate Vince Elia likes to say, “Birds have wings.” Their wings can take them to the strangest places at the oddest times. In 2004, we watched an adult male Northern Harrier high over Cape May Lighthouse beating its way due south, crossing the Delaware Bay. The date, though, was early May. In 2005, a flock of seven American White Pelicans was seen over Cape May in the morning, heading north; at 4:00 P.M., seven white pelicans, undoubtedly the same birds, landed on a sandbar at Sandy Hook. They covered the 120 miles in about seven hours. But the amazing thing was the date: December 11. Where were these wrong-way migrants going?

Some birds, either species or individuals, are just itinerant by nature. The great thing is, many of these wanderers eventually end up at Cape May. It was Ernie Choate who said it best: “Given enough time, all the birds in North America are going to show up in Cape May.”  [image: img]
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AUTUMN

From late August until the middle of November there occurs at Cape May Point a series of migratory flights of outstanding interest; especially because of the large numbers of birds concerned both as to species and individuals. The flights are often very spectacular. On a favorable morning the Point woods may be literally alive with migrants. Over the meadows to the north animated clouds of swallows, sometimes in thousands, move gradually towards the tip of the peninsula; or species after species pass overhead, flying very high on a southerly course or northward at a low altitude. Eagles, vultures and buteos circle on soaring wings, gaining altitude. Woodcock spring up on every hand, whirring away in all directions and disappearing into the thickets. One hears the call notes of warblers, sparrows, blackbirds and flickers. Rails sometimes crowd the nearby marshes, and when disturbed add their protesting tones.

—Roger Tory Peterson and Robert P. Allen, “The Hawk Migrations at Cape May Point, NJ,” The Auk (October 1936)

Many people, including many new birders, think of fall migration in terms of waves of geese in high chevron flight, making their way south on the blustery cold fronts of October. Although such images are iconic and memorable, much of migration, maybe even most of it, is far more drawn out and certainly more subtle. In fact, it is not even noticeable until it builds to a peak, when it becomes obvious and amazing to all.

Bird migration is often likened to a flowing river. Its sources are far away, seeps and rivulets that gather in tiny streams, which in turn converge into the various forks of a river. The river widens and joins with others until it spills into the sea. At a migratory juncture such as Cape May, though, migration is actually more like the tides. Fall is the ebb tide with birds flowing out, ebbing from the breeding grounds. The various wide bays ebb into tidal creeks; the creeks empty into deeper channels; the channels then taper into narrow inlets, the funnel that leads into Cape May Point. Beyond the narrow inlet, the waters spread out into the vast sea. Spring migration is the reverse, like the returning flood tide, with vast areas channeling into narrow constrictions and then finally refilling the vast sounds or bays. The annual ebb and flood of birds, beyond being the spice of life for birders, is a life-bringing renewal, like the tides nourishing the salt marshes. The returning tide of birds brings life to the landscape and to bird lovers. There is nothing as restorative as the return of bird music in the air over Cape May.

LATE SUMMER SHOREBIRDS

Southbound migration begins early at Cape May. The seasonal lull is a short one; barely three weeks after the last northbound shorebirds have departed, the first southbound arrivals show up. It may be only a trickle, but in late June, birders pushing the season can tease migrants from summer mornings. A few nonbreeding Arctic-nesting shorebirds might summer at Cape May, but the first fall migrants, usually Greater Yellowlegs or perhaps a Short-billed Dowitcher, drop in to the South Cape May Meadows sometime in the third week of June, and fall migration is officially under way. By the Fourth of July, the tidal mudflats again teem with shorebirds feeding heavily on low-tide mudflats and roosting on higher marshes during the height of the shining summer tides. On the Jersey coast, shorebirds’ lives are ruled by the tides. The southbound migration of shorebirds (“waders” to the British) along the Atlantic coast and throughout the Delaware estuary region rivals its world-famous spring concentrations. Fall easily bests spring in terms of species diversity and probably numbers too; besides the adults, the populations contain the young of the year (because little fall counting has been done, we don’t have a good scientific estimate of fall shorebird numbers). The fall migration is far more protracted and not as locally concentrated as it is on spring beaches. In fall, most shorebird use occurs on the tidal mudflats of the vast bays and sounds.

There are three waves of southbound shorebirds that return to the Cape May mudflats. For most species, the early-arriving birds are mostly adult females (a few may be males from failed nests). Except for a few species, female shorebirds spend little time in the Arctic; they are courted (or, if phalaropes, they display), mate, lay eggs, stage together, and migrate south, arriving in the mid-Atlantic in July. Males stay to sit on the eggs, but because shorebird young are precocial, the males spend relatively little time with their broods and soon migrate too, leaving the young behind. Males mostly arrive in August on our shores. We begin to see juvenile shorebirds mixed in the mudflat feeding flocks in mid-August to late August. By late September and October, most remaining shorebirds are youngsters—the young of the year. So although shorebird numbers remain fairly constant, there is a large sex- and age-related turnover.
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Short-billed Dowitchers arrive in the Meadows in late June—and fall migration is under way.



Of our locally breeding shorebirds, Piping Plovers are mostly gone by mid-September, but American Oystercatcher numbers grow through much of the fall, as more northerly breeders migrate in and form large flocks with our locals. Southern New Jersey is a major fall staging area for American Oystercatchers, and high-tide gatherings at Stone Harbor Point sometimes number 300 to 400 birds. In mild seasons, many remain all winter. Locally breeding Willets, the eastern race, are very early migrants; most depart south by early August and go a long way, mostly wintering in South America. Willets seen from late August on are almost all the western race, arriving here from the Great Plains. Western Willets winter on the Atlantic coast, primarily from North Carolina south through Florida and along the Gulf coast. A few usually winter in Cape May County, except during the harshest years. With a concerted effort, one can often see more than twenty-five species of shorebirds in a day, and in the fall, American Golden Plover, American Avocet, Marbled Godwit, Hudsonian Godwit, White-rumped Sandpiper, Buff-breasted Sandpiper, and Baird’s Sandpiper are seen in some numbers. Recent fall shorebird rarities in Cape May and neighboring Cumberland County have included such amazing finds as Pacific Golden Plover, Long-billed Curlew, Little Stint, Red-necked Stint, and Sharp-tailed Sandpiper.
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Western Willets come from the Great Plains; a few winter at Cape May.



Although Cape May is a prime place to study fall shorebirds, they can be hard to view. If water levels are low (drought related), the South Cape May Meadows and even Cape May Point State Park can be good viewing areas, but in most years, the water is too deep. Forsythe National Wildlife Refuge (Brigantine) is almost always good; there, only heavy rain and resultant high water levels can curtail viewing opportunities. The mudflats behind Stone Harbor Point have recently been one of the best and more consistent shorebird viewing areas in fall and spring. Try to hit half tide (rising is best), because at low tide the birds may be too dispersed, and at high tide many leave to pass the time at distant and inaccessible sandbars and salt marsh roosts. One of the best ways to truly appreciate Cape May’s shorebirds is to take a boat trip through the vast back bays and sounds, where in August and September the mudflats can be alive with thousands of shorebirds. To view these areas, birders can rent kayaks or small boats from one of the many summertime boat liveries. (We wouldn’t recommend this unless you’re a little boat savvy and a lot tide savvy, since you could be stranded for hours by a low tide, although this might not be too unpleasant if you’re surrounded by shoals of shorebirds. Kayaks can be difficult against strong tides, so use good advice and judgment when planning.) Better yet, take a guided back-bay boat trip, a “Salt Marsh Safari,” into remote regions with a local captain who knows not only the waters and tides but also the birds. This is one way to connect to Old Cape May, to imagine that you are Witmer Stone hiring a local guide to explore ornithologically uncharted lands and waters.

“Wildlife Unlimited” Skimmer tours are offered by Captain Bob Carlough and his mate and wife, Linda. They run bird-rich trips from spring through fall, as well as special trips for the CMBO, the Nature Center of Cape May, and the Wetlands Institute. By whatever method, we think that you will agree that watching late-summer waders on their annual southbound passage can be one of the most rewarding of Cape May’s plethora of birding possibilities.

FALL SONGBIRDS

In the early stages of autumn migration, not long after those first few Greater Yellowlegs spiral down to the Cape May mudflats from on high, loudly announcing their arrival after a long flight, the first few fall migrant songbirds pass high over the Cape. In the hazy, humid skies of July, the birder, waiting and listening, will witness a few small flocks of Bobolinks (probably, sadly, failed breeders that were mowed out of favored pastures), their blink-blink calls filtering down from high over the lighthouse early in the morning. Bobolinks need to get an early start because they are one of our longest-distance migrants; birds from as far north as the Canadian Maritimes and the Great Plains winter in Brazil and Argentina. Thousands of Bobolinks migrate through Cape May, growing from a trickle in July to a flood in late August, and all but a few lingerers are gone by late September.

Songbird migration as a whole is quite drawn out, but different species move at fairly specific and predictable times. Concurrent with the late July and August movement of Bobolinks, Yellow Warblers and Bank Swallows are also migrating in numbers. The Orchard Oriole is a very early migrant; local breeders are gone by early to mid-August, and most of the others have left by about the first of September. Baltimore Orioles aren’t far behind. The Lark Sparrow, though never numerous, is a notoriously early arrival from the west. The “Ipswich” Savannah Sparrow also begins early and is numerous by late September. Locally breeding “swamp warblers”—Louisiana Waterthrush, Prothonotary Warblers, and many if not most Hooded and Yellow-throated Warblers (as well as Blue-winged and Prairie Warblers)—have made their exodus by mid-August to late August. The few Golden-winged Warblers and Cerulean Warblers seen are usually tallied in August too. Neotropical migrants pass through Cape May (and the entire mid-Atlantic) quite early, and sometimes even veteran birders are surprised by how early in the season big flights can occur. Neotropical birds, those Canadian and northern U.S. species that winter in the New World tropics—Central and South America and the Caribbean—pull out early, as they have a long way to go. By September 15, about 75 percent of all neotropical songbirds have migrated through Cape May—warblers, thrushes, flycatchers, and Ruby-throated Hummingbirds, for example. In many years, the peak flight (the best numbers and by far the best variety) occurs around Labor Day (still summer, by most reckonings), during peak tourist season and before many visiting birders have arrived. Tuck this tip away: In August, light southwest winds can be particularly good for songbird migration, even without the passage of a cold front.

The Eastern Kingbird migration through Cape May is one of the most obvious and spectacular songbird movements. Beginning in the last half of July and usually peaking in the last ten days of August, recent maxima have been estimated at over 5,000 birds in one day, and 1,000 kingbirds have been counted in one day on a number of occasions. At Higbee Beach, it is sometimes possible to watch 50 or 75 at once, either as flyovers or festooning Common Mullein stalks in the fallow fields. There are days when they seem to be everywhere. The migration apparently was once even bigger: Witmer Stone estimated over 10,000 Eastern Kingbirds at Cape May on August 30, 1926.
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A cloud of Tree Swallows forms over the bayberry thickets in the dunes at South Cape May.



Another equally spectacular phenomenon is the annual Northern Flicker flight through Cape May. As with Eastern Kingbirds, huge waves of flickers move through the Point and Higbee Beach following the passage of cold fronts. The peak time for flicker movement is the month of October, and numbers can be huge—more than 5,000 a day have been recorded several times, and flights of 1,000 to 2,000 are nearly annual. Cooper’s Hawks clearly target these concentrations, and frequent life-and-death chases are both heard and seen. Ominous, telltale piles of flicker feathers are a common sight on trails at Higbee Beach and Cape May Point State Park.

Throughout September and most of October, massive gatherings of Tree Swallows have long been a hallmark of the Cape May autumn. Tree Swallow migration in general is decidedly coastal, and the concentrations that build at Cape May can be astonishing. In the early 1880s, Alexander Wilson, in his American Ornithology, wrote of an instance when a market gunner near Cape May fired into a cloud of Tree Swallows, killing or maiming 102 birds with a single shotgun blast. The massive gatherings of Tree Swallows at Cape May seems to be more of a staging and feeding phenomenon than a mere migratory bottleneck. Flocks swarm to feed on the fruits of coastal Northern Bayberry and Wax Myrtle. Concentrations estimated around Cape May Point on a number of occasions have exceeded 20,000, but on September 30, 1974, the Tree Swallow population on all of Cape Island (the area south of the Cape May Canal) was estimated at a staggering 500,000. Large roosts form in the freshwater marshes of Pond Creek, where Tree Swallows use the dense stands of Phragmites, a reed grass. Watchers at dusk can enjoy tornadoes of swallows as they descend to their roosts in vast swirling vortices. Scan with binoculars to enjoy this sight, since it occurs when it’s too dark to see with the naked eye.

Growing up in Stone Harbor, Clay believed (as did most local residents) that Tree Swallows swarmed around bayberry patches to “wax their wings” on the waxy berries—waterproofing their feathers and lubricating them for the long migration ahead. This is a strange old wives’ tale, yet it persists even today among locals. In reality, the Tree Swallow is our only swallow that feeds extensively on berries as well as insects. The enormous flocks of Tree Swallows massing around bayberry bushes in fall cause many local residents and visitors along the affluent barrier islands to complain bitterly about swallows fouling their swimming pools and soiling their precious Porsches and BMWs. Sadly, entire blocks of coastal bayberry patches have been leveled in an effort to eliminate the Tree Swallow “problem.” For the birder, though, the swarming clouds and columns of swallows will forever be one of the more memorable and enduring images of fall days afield on the Cape. In 1950, Edwin Way Teale evocatively described Cape May “swallow clouds” in Autumn Across America (one of the four volumes of his epic nature odyssey):

OEBPS/images/squ.jpg





OEBPS/images/D8.jpg





OEBPS/images/039.jpg





OEBPS/images/138.jpg





OEBPS/images/128.jpg





OEBPS/images/007.jpg





OEBPS/images/111.jpg





OEBPS/images/115.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
BIRDS AND
BIRDING
AT
CAPE MAY

Clay and Pat Sutton

STACKPOLE
BOOKS

‘nssv nxm.‘a






OEBPS/images/D6.jpg





OEBPS/images/D5.jpg
NY

Predominant winds in autumn
from north or northwest

ATLANTIC OCEAN

CAPE MAY
Attip o frst majo prinsul on East Coast






OEBPS/images/MyCoverImage.jpg
CLAY & PAT SUTTON

BIRDS axp
BIRDING ar

CAPE
MAY

What to See

Where to Go






OEBPS/images/pn1.jpg
PART ONE

THROUGH
THE SEASONS
AT CAPE MAY





OEBPS/images/025.jpg





OEBPS/images/105.jpg





OEBPS/images/093.jpg





OEBPS/images/095.jpg





OEBPS/images/099.jpg
~7






OEBPS/images/239.jpg





OEBPS/images/241.jpg





OEBPS/images/D7.jpg
VAR MOISTAIR.
;on
Lewaru secron”






