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TERN CATASTROPHE
by Wayne Hanley, M.A.S.

A sudden wave of death this summer wiped out almost all the young birds in a Common
Tern colony on Jeremy's Point in Wellfleet. Dr. I. C. T. Nisbet, who heads field
research into tern problems for the Massachusetts Audubon Society, witnessed the
unexpected die off.

Dr. Nisbet said, "There were 1500 young terns in the colony. About 100 of them
progressed to the point where they could fly. At about the same time, all other
young in the colony just sat there on the beach and died.

"Death among young terns is not uncommon. But this is the first time we have witnessed
such a die off without any clue as to why it happened. In years when fishing is poor,
many young terns die because their parents cannot find enough food for them. But these
young birds were fat. We have had pathological examinations made, and no disease was
found. The pattern of death did not indicate chemical or pesticide poisoning. The
whole thing still is a complete mystery."

There are four species of terns along the New England coast. Three species are

doing very badly, while one has begun a slow comeback. Least Terns, the small terns
with yellow bills and white foreheads, hit a low ebb about five years ago, but now

are recovering. The Massachusetts population of Least Terns is estimated at about 1200
pairs,

Common Terns, which were estimated at 9000 pairs in Massachusetts five years ago, had
declined to 6000 pairs this summer. Roseate Terns have dropped about 50% in five years
and now are down to 2000 pairs. Part of their decline locally was caused by a major
defection of Massachusetts birds to Long Island, N. Y., colonies.

Arctic Terns, which use Massachusetts as the southern rim of their breeding range,
seem to be in the worst condition of all the terns here. Their population of 300 to
400 pairs five years ago now has dropped to 50 pairs. Dr. Nisbet said, "Most Arctic
Terns along the Massachusetts coast now are old birds. Some are over 20 years old,
according to their bands. They seem to lack the deep urge necessary to keep them
feeding their young. Perhaps it is something akin to senility."

Part of the four species' difficulty comes from a lack of options. Given a choice,
terns prefer to breed on offshore islands where ground predators are few. The recent
population explosion among Herring Gulls and Great Black-backed Gulls has forced terns
from most of the desirable islands. Gulls nest first and occupy all sites before the
terns return from the south. Meanwhile coastal construction and hordes of bathers
have evicted the terns from their only alternative breeding grounds, the mainland
beaches.

NOUNS OF ASSEMBLAGE

The English language contains a rich variety of words known as nouns of assemblage
or nouns of multitude. Each is a term to be used for a group of animals or humans,
all of the same type. Some of these words are still in common use: we speak of a
gaggle of geese, a kettle of hawks, of a clutch of eggs, or a raft of ducks (raft =
a large and motley collection, as in the word riffraff).

The heyday for the formation of these words seems to have been in the fifteenth
century, and birds received their full share of attention. James Lipton has
collected these terms and published them in his beautifully illustrated book, An
Exaltation of Larks (Grossman Publishers, New York, 1968). He gives the following
as authentic to the early period:
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