A Day in the Salt Marshes Near Atlantic City

GEORGE SPENCER MORRIS

EDITOR’S NOTE: The following article was presented as a paper that was read at the No-
vember 2, 1893, DVOC ieeting by its author, George Spencer Morris, a club founder who was
then president (Proceedings of the DVOC, Vol. 2, 1892-97: 10). It was one of 16 such presen-
tations Morris made to the club, nine original manuscripts of which are now housed in the archives
of the Library of the Acadenty of Natural Sciences (this one being Academy Archival Collection 42
#10). Morris' companions were DVOC founder Witmer Stone anel I. Norris De Haven, who was
elected to the cluh in 1891, Fdward D. Fingerhood wrote a short article about Morris and his col-
lection that appeared in Cassinia, Vol. 65, 1992-93: 12.

Ir was on the 20th of July that [ received a postal
which stared:
Dhear Morris.,

How are you fixed for Saturday nexrar 4:30 M.
erain, Reading RLR. to Adantic. Come up on Mon-
day morning. Yours, De Haven.

And I replied thar | would be there or perish in
the attempt and thar [ was: His, Morris,

So it came to pass that on the afternoon of the
22nd [ wended my way with gun and grip to the
foor of Chestmur Street and, having kicked my way
through the swinging doors of the Reading depor,
I was delighted to find the dim interior irradiated
by the bright smile and sunshiny locks of our well-
beloved Stone.

Then we went across the river and held all the
sears we could until De Haven's arrival, which was
by the last boar. This was the first time that [ had
ever had the pleasure of being Captain Die Haven's
guest over Sunday — great was my appreciation of
the privilege, and naturally T want to tell abour it, buc
others abler than I have a1|r¢:.1tly written for your
bencfic of the pleasant Sabbath-breaking existence
which is to be found in the neighborhood of De
aven’s cat boar. So 1ll just give vou a page or owo,
with all due breviry, telling of what we saw in a feach-

ered way during that cruise on the day which comes
berween Saturday and Monday.
The boat lay just above the railroad bridge, and

we were soon aboard her, Stone knows almost as
much about sailing as 1 do, and [ can manage a boat
fully as well as T can run a locomotive or ride a bare-
backed camel, bur De Haven is lenient to the sea-
faring defects of Tandlubbers.

We soon found ourselves slipping smoothly up
the thoroughfares to the north of the city, with the
sun sinking in great splendor over beyond the lev-
el meadows,

The seaside finches were singing all about us in
the long grass, and every now and then one would
fly across the scream in frone of us, apparcently hard-
ly able to keep his por-bellied lintle carcass out of
the water.

Small bunches of least or semipalmated sand-
pipers dodged here and there across the marshes. A
flock or two of curlew went by across the yellow
sky, a few young laughing gulls were seen, and four
or five great blues went plodding off across the
meadows with long and Tazy flaps.

The breeze came up a lictle fresher from the south
as the twilight crept across the level landscape. Mor-
ris, who was stecring, ran the boar onto a sandbar,
but we got off withour mishap, and De Haven did
not swear any more than was absolutely necessary.

It was almost dark when we came to anchor —
and having brought our appetites with us, we lost
no time in gerting to work with knife and fork up-
on the supper which De Haven had been prepar-
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ing in the litele cabin, Soon after, we made U our
beds, which are comformble canvas conreivances k|

arranged upon the floor. .
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Chueside, the small waves made a soothing noise.
They sounded like licde hands patting softly against

Common Teen adult and chick shot on Morris’ expedition July
1893, The skins were prepared and broughe to the DVOC mee

the side of the boat. The other things were our there,
ton, but they could not get in, for there were wire
screens in every opening to the cabin, We could,
however hear their deep-toned roar as they fanned
the nighr air with their myriad wings. There was
evidently a strong migratory movement among
them, the lines of flight being wholly in the direc-
tion of De Haven's cat boat. They were also nu-
merous upon the meadows nexe day. Srone shor one
that he mistook for a mudhen, but of course the
mistake was a narural one.

It was a licde before sunrise next moming when  at Which this paper was read. The specimens remain pare of the
collection of the Academy of Matural Sciences, where they were
photographed.

we stuck our heads our of the cockpit. It was part-
Phodo by Samda L. 5n

ly cloudy and the sky 1o eastward was a yellowish
gray. Atlantic Ciry lay 1o the southward, making a
wothlike line along the horizon of pointed roofs
and spires, while the lighthouse stood boldly up at
the end of the wwn nearest 1o us. The grasses of the
meadows seemed full of singing seaside finches. A
tew whire-bellied swallows swept by across the lev-
el stretches, Mudhens were cackling in among the
sedges. A couple of Wilsons [Common] tems wene
past us up the thoroughfare with springing flight.

The water was of a dull gray leaden hue; there
was no sun as yet to bring the colors our. It looked
cold. But when a thing has to be done, there is no
use making it harder by purting it off and thinking
abour ir, so overboard we all go, headfirst, and find
it after all o be most delightful and refreshing, He
who has never dived into cold sale warer before
breakfase still has a very pleasant experience in store
for him.

A brisk rubdown, with just a suggestion of a
shiver as the chilly morning breese serilees you, then
imo your clothes and breakfast into you, and if De
Haven don't know how o make omeler and cof-
fee, then T dontt know omeler and coffee when 1 see
them.

By the time thart breakfase was over, the sun was
well up in the east, and after dishwashing, we went
ashore. We thought we would artend service on

land, for it was Humlny |1mrnin5, you know, and
like the old pilgrim fathers, we took our guns with
Li5.

Dhe Haven and [ have double-barrel owvelve-bores;
Stone has a curious little contrivance which he calls
i gL in t‘u:iiil!:,'. its kind of a cross bepween a pea
shooter and a slingshot, but when handled by an
CXpert like the owner, it becomes A L‘IL‘..']L‘”:,.’ weapon
and carrics havoce into the ranks of swallows and
smsidcs. It has m:m;' gm:-nl |mint.-i [t]lis 15 3 tri|:|1|.:<_'
to Stones marksmanship) and goes up the sleeve
I1ECI:.‘|}", it is well-suited o suburban r;u”::cl:ing; irs
gentle crack is doubtless not an unfamiliar sound
in the wild back ya rcls of Gt.:rm;l.ntown, and for
Ollgh[ I know, it may have made che welkin ring,
[Ed. nove: made a very loud noise] in the trackless
wastes of Logan Square.

We waded ashore through the mud and long
grass, Srone .‘.[I‘:ligl'lt:Lw:L_',' ]'.n:g.:m .li|1{:a::|t1'ng swallows
— Stone always was bloodthirsey. Morris, after a
careful stalk ro windward, succeeded in getting one
lesase san{lpipcr ourt of a flock of six — he didnt wane
to shoor them an the wing for fear the fall mighe
hure them. With this one ]r}.l'rrgn' meneetiil as a -
cleus, we starred subscriptions for a bird pie.

e Haven had walked but a short distance when



an aged mother mudhen flopped up from under
his feet. She quickly fell, a shor-riddled lump, hav-
ing received the middle of the load from the senior
mermber t}rﬂm frarty.

It was a sitting bird, and De Haven said he fele
very badly abour having shor her, bur [ suspect he
would have felr worse if he had missed her

We soon found the nest and eggs in the grass
close by, We found one or nwo other nests with eggs
probably chird broods —and in
one instance there were lirtle birds. 1 believe it was
Stone who found them. They quickly rumbled out
of the nest and scattered through the grass, but we
followed them up and 1 chink secured them all,
though we set some of them ac liberty afterward.
They were ugly little black bunches of down, with
beady eyes and pale feer and bills, upon the lacter
were the small hornlike excrescences which are found
on certain young birds and are used for nicking the
eggshell from the inside when harching time comes.

There were, moreover, at the angle of the wing
the little hooks which Mr. Stone has already men-

l;h:l.t m :Jrr:il'lg

tioned before the club in his talk on mils, the use
of which we will be only too glad to have explained
Lo LIS,

Stone spent the morning on this stretch of salty
grass land lying southward of the hoat. Toward ten
o'clock, De Haven went a-fishing, We could see
him sitring in the licte skiff out in the thorough-
fare, snatching viciously at the line from time to
time, and frequentdy pulling in a flapping wealkfish,
all glistening in the sunligh.

The thoroughfares ran all around the bit of land
over which Stone and 1 were strolling — the grass
was not long, there was bur lietle swampy ground;
there was plenty of bird life, though no great vari-
ery. | went and sar on the seaweed which lay along
the castern side of the island. "Tis always pleasane,
basking in the sunlight in such a spot as this. There
were little bare places and small brown muddy
parches here and there in the surrounding grassi-
ness; on each of them, a few least sandpipers were
feeding.

It is startling to think that since the early months
of spring, these small things with the slender wings
have traveled chousands of miles
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Academy of Natural Sciences label reads, “Coll of Witmer Stone 5

birwenela Atlantic Citg, M. ] July 23, 1893,
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1o Greenland's dresary coasts — 1o Tay cheir cggs and
hatch their broods, coming back o Jersey mead-
ows hefore July is over. Tt was only the old birds thac
had reached us then; the young ones come later.

Sirring on the seaweed, 1 saw spotted sandpipers
also our along the edges of the thoroughlare, singly
or in pairs. Few hirds were more abundant on the
meadows; they always ke to the salt water ar this
season of the year.,

A marsh hawl was balancing his way along over
the level land across the warer, and whar appeared
o me o be a couple of fish crows flapped lisdessly
abourt at no great distance, Several young laughing
gulls were high overhead — a great blue stood ar
the water's edae 2 hundred yards or more away, and
a single Wilsons tern was diving for fish close by,
quite unmindful of me.

MNow, concerning the family group of rerns be-
fore you, I have something to say. [ see that my
name is honorahly associated with Mr. Stone’s on
the label, bur tw him belongs all the glory of dis-
covery. 1 was, however, there, aiding and aberting,
and had mareover my trusty, rusty twelve-bore with
me. which comes in handy when distances are too
grear for coa-sleeve or bootleg firearms.

Yiou are doubtless aware thar it has recenidy been
rumered that the Wilson's tern no longer breeds
upon the coast of Jersey. Certain it is thar with the
feathered har craze, it becime almost exterminated
as a breeding bird, though perhaps not so ruthless-



ly sought after as the lease tern,

I remember that in the collecring days of my
l‘lO"rrl‘I{:lolj. Len ar 1."|'r'l'."|\"1: :r'ﬂ..'iIT.‘i :l.g:_‘r, i llsfd [ K] ﬁ.ﬂ[l
their nests in different localities, especially on the
more lonely parts of Beach Haven Island. Up to-
ward Billy Crane’s and across from West Creek,
where there was much drified seaweed and rubbish
lying on the grass of the marshes.

The least tern eggs we used to find our on the
open beach just beyond the reach of the waves —
ne attempr at a nest wis made beyond the mere
scooping of a slight hollow in the sand.

But later on, 1 used o see the gunners doing
their deadly work, especially in the time of migra-
tion, when the birds were passing in grear numbers.
Toward evening, you might seen men standing on
the meadows up beyond that far-famed house the
“Hotel deCrab” — and as the birds went over in
swiftly succeeding flocks of from fifty to one hun-
dred, they fired steadily into them uneil each gun-
ner would have a pile as high as his knees of the
lowely white-breasted things — and they sold them
at five cents apiece, and for all T know, we may have
taken some of them to the thearer during the suc-
ceeding winter,

Certain it is that the binds became exceedingly
scarce on the meadows while their numbers in-
creased on Broadway and Chestnur Streers, Then
the craze died our to some extent, [ think, so chat
now the terns are probably holding their own if not
acrually increasing in numbers on the Jersey coast,

But to recurn 1o our Sunday in the swamps above
Atlantic Ciry,

[ had left my bed on the seaweed and was wan-
dering back toward the boar when Stone met me
and asked me to [ollow him wich the artillery o the
other end of the island, where he thoughr there
must be a tern’s nest, judging from the acrions of
the birds, On reaching the point, we were greeted
h}' the harsh scn]dillg-ﬁ:.'I'c.'u'ﬁillg cries of several of
the terns, which were circling over us ar a consid-
erable heigh,

There was drifted seaweed on the grass lefe by
winter storms — the place was similar in cvery way
ter the locations in which T used o find the neses en
Beach Haven Island. We searched diligendy along
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the brown drift, bur for a long time were unre-
warded, though the birds overhead never ceased
their clamorous protests, At length, | shor one of
them after much pointing and following around
with my gun, for they kept quite high most of the
time. Soon after, Stone was rewarded by finding a
nest and egps which we must have passed closely a
number of times; but such is the harmony of col-
of, that it takes the sharpest scrutiny o discover
them.

A strange fact connected with the nest was thar
besides the regular ser, we found an addiconal egg
buried in the body of the nest or roofed over, and
upon this second story, the others were laid. [ con-
fiess Tam quite at a loss to account for this curious
action on the part of the birds, for the ceg seemed
like the others, with nothing objecrionable abour
it. We know thac small birds will sometimes roof
over a cowbird’s ege, bur the cases are hardly paral-
lel.

Soon after the discovery of the nest, Stone made
ver another find in the shape of a young bird which
was squatting in the grass by the side of some drifi-
ed rubbish. When he picked it up, it quickly ex-
pired without any good reason for doing so, =0 far
as we could see, excepring thar iv save us the rou-
ble of squeczing ir.

This evening, his embalmed skin squars before
you,

After this, T shot more terns to the number of
three or four, but we were unable to come upon an-
other nest. 1 doubt if there were others just there —
bur the Fact thar the Wilson's rern still breeds on the
Jersey coast is unguestionably seuled, and 1 imagine
that it does so in quite considerable numbers in the
lezsst-frequented parts of the meadows; probably from
this time on, it will increase to some extent.

It was now well on toward noon, so Stone and
[ went back o the boar, for our inner clocks were
telling us that it was dinner dme,

De Haven had been fishing all the better part of
the morning and had pulled in 35 or 45 weakfish.
We scaled and dleaned enough for dinner and before
they were fairly dead, we had them in the pan —
there is nothing like having your fish fresh, you know.

Alter dinner, we skinned birds for an hour or



mare and then heaved the anchor, heading the boar
southward again. A strong wind had sprung up.
Gray clouds were twisted abourt the sky, and the
Direls flew Low.

During the day, we saw a few yellowlegs, singly
ard in small bunches; several small locks of curlews
and a few medium-sized birds which 1 think were
black breast snipe or dunlin in the fall plumage.

It was our intention to do a licle more shoot-
ing before we ended the day. (Thart prospective bird
pie needed adding ro.) We also wished o try the
fish again, but we wanted, while the wind lasted,
to ger down nearer to the town so that we might
not have so far to go to anchorage when the night
came.

Olur efforts with ook and line were not crowned
with success, though we tricd in owo or three |?|:I.L1'$.
Mot a nibble could we ger.

Finally, we ran the cat boar up a narrow stream
to the northwest of the city and making her fast,
we went ashore with our guns. Then we separated
and strolled off in the divection of Pleasantville.

We were bent on seeuring mear as well as spec-
imens, and so it was that our guns cracked more
frequently as the noble quarry from time to tme
sprang up before us in the shape of least or semi-
palmared sandpipers.

It remained for Morris, however, to especially
distinguish himself as a sporesman that afiernoon.

The humble chronicler of these events had wan-
dered inland somewhart farther than the others when
he saw two or three small snipe start up at some dis-
tance ahead of him.

1 warched as they darted off in zig-zag lines across
the meadow, then suddenly they dropped upon a
bare and muddy place — and lo, the brown flat was
already covered with a multitude of their fellows. |
was down on my knees in an instant — not in sup-
plication, but in fear of being scen by the birds, The
place was probably 150 yards away — bur by care-
ful crawling, 1 could approach it closely withour
startling the birds, for there was some rather high
and bunchy grass beween them and me.

And so, my dear fellow members, [ commenced
to crawl. | am sure I have your sympathy. We all
kenow what it is like when one is tired, hot, and per-

5Pi.ri.1‘|;5 o get down on bended knees and creep
through grass that cuts your hands and through
salty, black mud that gets into the cuts and makes
them worse, and to have a hale round abour your
head of buzzing bleodsuckers — with business ends
to them. But you must not brush away the halo:
The movement might alarm the birds.

I C[ﬂ\‘.'l:_‘{l ;md crawled uncil | knew thatr [ was
within range of the snipe — the lacter part of the
trip was performed on knees and elbows. | halted
behind the kst bunch of grass — [ was still unob-
served. | had not dared to raise my head high
enough to look ar the birds, lest | should frighten
them,

1 cocked my gun noiselessly — there was No.
10 in the ri‘_u'hr barrel and Mo, 7 in the left. My heart
bear exuleantly; my mouth warered as 1 thoughe of
bird pic for breakfast.

Then | rose up suddenly and fired — two small
til-ups flew away unharmed; one Autcered off with
a broken wing, The large flock of white oyster shells
remained just where it had been all the while,

Distance ofttimes lends enchantment to the
SCENE,

[ chased the wounded bird about for a while and
alter two more shoes secured ir, then 1 went back
to the boys and the boar, shooting a mudhen on
the way.

By this time, the sun was setting over bacl of
Pleasantville. The sky was a blaze of glory, the light
shm;[ng up in lul'lg lines o r|l|.: ?x.:r.ﬁt!l Fm-m |.‘.u.'hind
dark clouds that were piled rogether in wild con-
fusion beyond the marshes,

There was a soft livde breeze o drift us down
the remaining reaches of the thoroughfare, and soon
W CIUMG 0D OULr .:Il'l.l_'hl‘r..‘?_?'_' I'-Or [hc nigi'qu. iL'IS[ .'I.]JU\.’C
the railroad bridge.

“1 helieve T feel a litdle f_hi.]l}" and rtired chis
evening,” said De Haven as he tried 1o get the cork
out of the boule.

“Yes,” said Stone, “T am afraid that T have caught
a little cold myself”

I don't remember that there was anything par-
ticularly the matter wich Morris — but he hates 1o
hurt ather peaple’s feelings by being unsociable
when they have a cold or feel chilly. ||



