THE CLARK'S ISLAND HERONRY

by William E. Davis, Jr., Foxboro
and Katharine C. Parsons, Sandwich

Massachusetts' largest mixed-species heronry and one of the
most productive Ardeid colonies on the east coast is located
on Clark's Island, perched off the west end of Saquish Point
in Duxbury Bay. The 80-acre island was visited by the Pil-
grims on their way from Provincetown to Plymouth and has
served as an Indian prison camp and leper colony. Today, a
dozen or so cottages offer a unique summer retreat to island
residents. Farmed for more than a century, the island is
now largely covered with second-growth cedars and thickets.
In spring and summer, the north end supports a sizable gull
colony in addition to over 500 nesting pairs of waders.

The herony was discovered in 1974 as a result of some fine
ornithological sleuthing by Wayne Petersen. For years local
residents in the Duxbury area had noticed an increase in the
number of egrets, herons, and Glossy Ibises, but it was not
until 1973 that Petersen brought his suspicions to the atten-
tion of the Manomet Bird Observatory. In the spring and sum-
mer of 1973 he observed evening flights of herons, ibis, and
egrets over Dwyer Farm in Marshfield. He systematically
tracked the birds south until, from near the Myles Standish
Monument, he watched egrets disappear among the gulls on
Clark's Island. From studying flight lines and topographic
maps and from the careful counting of bird numbers, it seemed
very probable that Clark's Island was the location of a major
heronry. Petersen suggested this to Kathleen Anderson and

on July 13, 1974, Petersen, Anderson, and Brian Harrington
embarked on an early morning field trip to Clark's Island.

In less than two hours and with the aid of island resident,
Clinton Watson, the group located an estimated 5 pairs of
Little Blue Herons, 2 pairs of Great Egrets, 30+ pairs of
Snowy Egrets, 4 to 6 pairs of Glossy Ibis, and over 100 Black-
crowned Night Heron pairs. Nests and young of each species
were located, confirming the first breeding record for

Glossy Ibis in Massachusetts. Watson reported that Snowy
Egrets had been on the island since 1970, establishing the
origin of the heronry no later than the late 1960s. The study
of the Clark's Island heronry was underway.

Herons are good subjects for ecological research because they
are colonial breeders, making it relatively easy to observe
large populations from which to measure productivity. In
addition, fish-eating Ardeids occupy a top position in the
food chain and have proved to be sensitive indicators of
estuarine quality. Hence, Clark's Island has received much
attention from researchers at government agencies as well as
from staff and interns at the Manomet Bird Observatory (MBO).

In 1975 Brian Harrington and Kerry Elkin, working under a U.S.
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Fish and Wildlife Service contract, began the arduous tasks
of climbing cedar and cherry trees, tagging nests, and mark-
ing, measuring, and weighing eggs. Each nest was labeled
with a numbered tape and each egg lettered with a permanent
marker. Young were checked usually through the tenth day,
after which most heron chicks are able to scramble from the
nest and climb to the top of the tree when approached. At
this point, the upper canopy of the heronry is dotted with
small herons waiting to deposit half-digested fish on a tree-
climbing biologist. MBO personnel and other investigators
have continued to collect nesting data, making this one of
the most extensive and long-term heronry studies to date.

In addition, the heronry at Clark's Island is the northexrn-
most colony on the Atlantic coast to undergo such detailed
investigation.

Several investigators have published results from studies
conducted at Clark's Island. Organochlorine poisoning has
been assessed in Black-crowned Night Herons (Ohlendorf 1977),
and several authors have included census data from Clark's
Island in regional atlases of breeding bird colonies (Osborn
and Custer 1978, Erwin 1979). Other studies of Clark's Is-
land birds include ecological investigations of nest-site
and colony-site selection (Erwin 1977, Beaver et al, 1980),

a study of heron vocalizations (Davis 1979), and an analysis
of gull hatching success (Parsons 1981).

Many investigations are still in progress. Early morning and
late afternoon flight lines are being mapped to help identify
areas within the Plymouth-Duxbury estuary that are heavily
used by herons as food resources. In 1980, William E. (Ted)
Davis began an experimental study of wader nesting patterns
in red cedars. 01ld nests that had survived the winter were
removed from a sample of nest-trees. A similar number of
control nest-trees were selected in which old nests were not
disturbed. Nest building and occupancy by Snowy Egrets,
Black-crowned Night Herons,and Glossy Ibis were monitored
weekly. This data is being analyzed to determine if the
presence of old nests affects nest-site selection by Clark's
Island waders. Kathy Parsons, a former MBO intern, has been
studying the effects of weather on Black-crowned Night Herons
and Snowy Egrets as part of her doctoral research. Wader pro-
ductivity in most southern heronries is limited by biologi-
cal factors such as predators, parasites, and competitors.
Preliminary evidence from Clark's Island suggests that herons
nesting in the north might be limited by their physical en-
vironment. The diversity of projects completed and in pro-
gress is evidence of the wealth of research opportunities
available in a large, mixed-species colony.
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Although the large size of the colony prevents marking and
following each heron nest, the entire colony has been cen-
sused during the first two weeks of June on five occasions,
four of which have been previously reported (Harrington, 1975;
Davis et al., 1979; Davis, 1980). Census data from 1981 and
previous counts are presented in Table 1.

The principal nesters at Clark's Island are Black-crowned
Night Herons and Snowy Egrets; their numbers have remained
greater than any of the other nesting species since 1975.
Glossy Ibis were first found nesting in Massachusetts on
Clark's Island in 1974. Since then, their numbers have
fluctuated considerably with the fewest pairs nesting in
1981. Great Egrets and Little Blue Herons nest in small and
somewhat variable numbers on Clark's Island. The Cattle
Egret is known to have nested there in 1977 (Harrington and
K. Parsons, personal communication), and possibly 1978, but
its colonization of the area seems tenuous at best.
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The large and stable numbers of Black-crowned Night Herons
and Snowy Egrets form the bulk of the heronry at Clark's
Island. The number of Snowy Egrets has consistently increase
relative to black-crowns from the first census in 1975 througl
1980. The decrease in Snowy Egret pairs this past year re-
flects a recent reduction in snowy numbers in many Massachu-
setts' heronries (R. Forster, personal communication).

Table 1. Active Wader Nests at Clark's Island

BNHE SNEG GREG CAEG LBHE GLIB TOTAL

1975 350 150 5 0 5 40 550
1976 245 244 5 0 3 60 557
1978 200 231 10 12 1 20 463
1979 254 264 10 0 2 31 561
1981 226 222 2 0 4 15 469
BNHE - Black-crowned Night Heron CAEG - Cattle Egret

SNEG - Snowy Egret LBHE - Little Blue Heron
GREG - Great Egret GLIB - Glossy Ibis

Although the size of the colony appears to have stabilized
near 550 pairs of waders, nest-tree preferences among the
herons have shifted dramatically over the last several years.
Glossy Ibis nested exclusively in deciduous bushes in 1975
(Harrington, 1975). By 1978, all but one ibis nest were
located in Eastern Red Cedar (Davis et al., 1979). This
year's 14 ibis nests in cedar trees,and one nest in a Pitch
Pine represent a total shift of nest-site preferences from
deciduous bushes to evergreen trees. Similarly, over the
study period Great Egrets have moved their nests from the
tops of High-bush Blueberry bushes to the tops of Pitch and
White Pine trees.

Table 2. Nest Tree Preference (Percentage)

1975 1976 1977% 1978 1979 1981

BNHE
Cedar 48 33 82 72 59 58
Cherry 10 12 8 15 19 24
Other 42 55 10 13 22 18
SNEG
Cedar 27 52 81 82 84 95
Cherry 6 2 6 8 6 2
Other 67 46 13 10 10 3

*data from a sampled area of heronry
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A closer examination of nest-tree preference among the more
abundant Black-crowned Night Herons and Snowy Egrets is possi-
ble (Table 2). The early-arriving black-crowns might be ex-
pected to have an undisputed first choice of nest-trees.

Since 1975 they have nested primarily in cedars. However,

.a recent, secondary preference for Black Cherry trees has
emerged. In contrast, Snowy Egrets have shown a strong,
developing preference for cedars as nest-trees since 1975.

Some of the changes might be explained in part by the fact
that since 1975 the area of concentrated nesting has shifted
from the center of the island, where High Bush Blueberry is
abundant, to the north end of the island, where blueberry is
less dense. The number of nests per tree is higher for black-
crowns and snowys, and the first nests are nearly two weeks
earlier in the north end of the heronry than in the older
nesting area in the center of the island. In the old area,
several Red Cedars were not occupied at all.

The herons of Clark's Island have enjoyed relatively high
levels of nesting success when compared to other east coast
heronries. Preliminary analysis shows that two to three
nestlings per black-crown or snowy nest survive at least ten
days. A low abundance of predators at Clark's Island accounts
for part of this success. 1In addition, parasites on young
herons have been observed infrequently at Clark's Island.

From time to time, avian predators, probably Great Horned
Owls, reduce heron numbers at the colony, but this has not
been a problem of great significance.
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Although we plan to continue collecting nesting data, the
major thrust of future studies will probably take the form
of limited experimental procedures aimed at answering speci-
fic questions. For example, although the collection of tape-
recorded vocalizations of nesters will continue, more sophis-
ticated record and playback techniques are planned. Goals
include determining whether or not Snowy Egrets use vocaliza-
tions for individual recognition and, if so, what features

of the vocalization structure (frequency patterns or ampli-
tude patterns) are used to implement individual recognition.
Other studies planned include an investigation of the inter-
actions between Black-crowned Night Herons and Snowy Egrets,
with reference to their noctural versus diurnal foraging be-
havior, and an analysis of feeding strategies.
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Join the Flock!

GET YOUR RABBIT, DASHER, VOLVO,
DATSUN, TOYOTA, HONDA OR RENAULT py
REPAIRED AT:

CO-OP GARAGE
106 Pleasant Street
Watertown
923-0941

(Convenient to MBTA)
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BINOCULARS

Blrd Books

Annotated catalogues are issued 3
times a year (send $2.00 for first year
subscription). Wide selection of books
on birds, out-of-print, rare and new-
scholarly and fine color plate, regional
B¢ andforeign field guides. Also books of
interest to the naturalist on the flora
and fauna of this country and foreign
lands, biographies and travels of
naturalists. Libraries and single copies
purchased.

Appraisals. @

Patricia Ledlie — bookselier

Box 46D, Buckfield, ME 04220 U.S.A.
207-336-2969

Who would have :
thought binoculars this
light and compact could be so brighl and
sharp, even on cloudy days or in fading light!
It's the unique Nikon combination of
ingenious design, superlative coated optics and
rugged precision construction that makes it
possible. Choose the all-purpose 7x26 or extra
powerful 9x30, from the maker of the famous
Nikon camera system. See the difference Nikon
qlulily makes.

For ki and di prices coveri
convltlc line of sporting optics and
accessories, write to the "Optics Headquarters
for the Outdoorsman.”

P.O. BOX 58O
lNG AMSTERDAM, N.Y
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A CHECKLIST OF THE BIRDS OF NEW HAMPSHIRE

This new publication by Kimball C. Elkins, has been puplished
by the Audubon Society of New Hampshire. This new checklist
uses the bar graph method, which shows very quickly and
clearly the seasonal distribution and relative abundance of
the different species. More than 300 are listed, only acci-
dentals being omitted.

The booklet includes short descriptions of the major birding
regions of New Hampshire and of bird migration in the State,
by Tudor Richards. The price is $2.00 plus $0.75 for postage
and handling. Order from Audubon Society of New Hampshire,
P, 0. Box 528-B, 3 Silk Farm Road, Concord, N. H. 03301.
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