
A Field Guide to Maine Pelagics 
by Capt. Bob Humphrey 

 In a classic case of the chicken-egg conundrum I can’t really say which came first. I just 

know that for as far back as I can remember I’ve had a keen interest in both fishing and birds. 

Whenever I’m fishing I’m usually also looking at birds and there’s always a fishing rod on board, 

even when the primary objective is birding. Anyway, I’ve always had an insatiable curiosity about 

natural history in general and I guess enough OCD that I had to know what I was looking at.  



  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  At first those curious little swallow-like black birds tip-toeing along the water’s sur-

face were Mother Carey’s Chickens, because that’s what my Dad and all the other New England 

tuna fishermen called them. They didn’t know the proper name, because they didn’t need to. 

They just knew the little birds were attracted to fish oil and scraps, the kind that float to the sur-

face when tuna are feeding unseen beneath. 

 Their larger chum-stealing cousins that soared over the wave tops just like the albatrosses 

we saw on tv were called gooney birds. I knew that wasn’t exactly right; so as soon as I was old 

enough to read my first copy of Petersen’s Field Guide to the Birds I began a lifelong campaign to 

learn the proper names of the birds I saw at sea. 

 I started with the easy ones, those little black 

birds with the white band above their tails - Mother 

Carey’s Chickens - turned out to be petrels, Wilson’s 

storm-petrels to be more precise. And the gooney birds 

were actually shearwaters. So far, so good. 

 Through a turn of events I ended up on Cape 

Cod, as manager of Monomoy National Wildlife Ref-

uge, and fell in with a group of naturalists who I can say 

without embellishment were and are among the top 

birders in North America. I was about to be seriously 

schooled in pelagic bird identification.  

 

The diminutive Wilson’s storm-petrel appears 

to dance on the water’s surface as it picks for 

tiny bits of food. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Fortunately, I had a couple cards in my hand to play as well. My high-number card was the fact 

that I had decades of experience with these offshore birds that my largely land-bound friends held in 

such great esteem. My ace was a boat big enough to take us far enough offshore to see them. For the first 

time in my life I was the cool kid that everyone wanted to hang out with.  

 The petrels seemed easy enough, and I thought it pretty neat that, being largely a southern hemi-

sphere nester, they migrate north to “winter” in New England waters from roughly June through Septem-

ber. All was good until I learned there was another petrel, the Leach’s storm-petrel, that unlike its south-

ern cousin, nests in the northern hemisphere. And to make matters more complicated, it was rumored 

they might even nest on Monomoy. Suddenly, every petrel got a second look. 

Shearwaters 

 Then came the shearwaters. I already knew the all-brown ones were sooty shearwaters and the 

brown and white ones were either greater and Cory’s shearwaters. I even knew how to tell them apart 

(greaters being darker, with a dark bill). It was when I learned there were two more not all too uncom-

mon shearwaters - Audubon’s and Manx - that things started figuratively going south. One ways is size, 

as they’re noticeably smaller than the greater and Cory’s, though that’s harder to tell without something 

for scale. Differences between the two are subtle, and really only of concern to the serious birders. Suf-

fice to say if you see a noticeably smaller shearwater in the Gulf of Maine it’s likely a Manx or and 

Audubon’s. 

 

Sooty Shearwater Greater Shearwater 



 

Jaeger Bomb 

 Summer always seems too short for anyone in New England but that’s especially true for a birder. 

Fall migration for shorebirds and seabirds typically kicks off around the end of July and really ramps up in 

August. That’s when terns begin staging around Monomoy, first by the hundreds, then by the thousands. And 

just as migrations of bison once drew wolves, and the wildebeest herds attract lions and hyenas, the throngs 

of terns draw their own followers. 

 Up to that point my experience with anything called a jaeger was not even remotely related to birds 

(I’m sure many of you can relate). But these were cool birds. The raptors of the gull family, they follow tern 

migrations southward and rather fending for themselves employ a practice know as kleptoparasitism, robbing 

terns of their hard-won prizes, much like pirates robbed from the king’s Spanish galleons, or the man-o-war 

(frigate bird) of the tropics pilfer from larger royal and Caspian terns. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Three species occur off our coast, the pomarine, parasitic and long-tailed. They’re overall sleeker 

looking than gulls and adults of all three species have a distinct black face and cap and longer central tail 

feathers. Beyond that, things start to get confusing and complicated. 

 All three species occur in both dark and light phases. Light-phase 

adults have whitish undersides while the dark versions are sooty brown all 

over. Then there are the juveniles that from a distance, or even up close to the 

untrained eye, don’t look all that different from the juvenile herring gulls that 

proliferate in late summer. And yes, there are differences between light and 

dark phase juveniles. If you happen to be really fortunate, you might even 

catch a glimpse of a skua, which basically looks like a jaeger on steroids. 

There are two species of those but don’t worry about it because it won’t be on 

the test.  

 If all that weren’t enough, there was yet another species I needed to 

learn that can perhaps best be described as a seagull with little man syn-

drome. This pelagic bird that for all intents and purposes looks like a short 

seagull that lifted weights to compensate for its smaller stature is the northern 

fulmar. And though they’re only very distantly related, like the jaegers they 

come in light and dark phases; and just to make things even more confusing, 

an intermediate phase. 

 

Northern Fulmar  



  

Vagrants 

 By now you should be feeling a little more confident in your ability to correctly identify pelagic 

seabirds. I was, until the first tropical storm glanced the New England coast. When that happens there’s 

almost no limit to what might show up in our waters: tropicbirds, boobies, pelicans and a half dozen or 

so species of terns we don’t typically see in our neck of the woods, just to name a few. But you won’t see 

them if you’re not out there. 

 

 

 

 

 

What is a Pelagic? 

The word pelagic means “of the 

sea.” Similar to pelagic fish like 

tuna, sailfish and marlin, pelagic 

seabirds spend most of their time 

on the open ocean, except for a 

brief period when northern species 

nest in arctic and subarctic tundra 

or remote coastal islands. Other-

wise they’re rarely seen from 

shore, and a boat trip is often the 

only way for birders to get a 

glimpse of these ocean wanderers. 

The category includes a variety of 

seabirds including petrels and 

storm-petrels, shearwaters, jae-

gers, skuas and gannets.  

If You Go 

You may be going as far as 15-25 

miles offshore where weather and 

sea conditions can vary considera-

bly. 

 

Seasick Pills - Once the boat leaves 

the dock it will not return until the 

trip is over. Even on the best days, 

the slow, rolling swells can get to 

you, and on the worst 

Sun Protection - On the open 

ocean you’re exposed to direct rays 

of the sun as well as those reflected 

off the water.  You should have 

sunscreen, hat, proper clothing 

and polarized sunglasses. 

 Optics - Binoculars are a must and 

those with motion stabilization are 

even better. Forget the spotting 

scopes  as there is too much motion 

but bring your camera and a long 

lens as birds often come in close 

range. 

Field Guide - The best way to iden-

tify and learn your pelagics is with 

a book. 

Sport-Ventures conducts customized pelagic 

birding trips for groups of up to six. Call well 

in advance to arrange specific dates. All trips 

are subject to cancellation due to weather.  



 
Pelagic Seabird Tours 

Whale — Dolphin Cruises 



Rates 

Inshore Charters 

Striped Bass or Mackerel Fishing 

  Falcon IV (28 ft.)   Green Machine (20 ft.) 

  4 hours  $350.00   4 hours $300 

  6 hours  $500.00   6 hours $450 

  8 hours  $650.00   8 hours $600 

(All other trips aboard the Falcon IV) 

 

        Harbor/Lighthouse Tours 

  Lobster Boat Races    Seal and Natural History Trips  

  4 hours $350    2 Hours $200 

  6 hours $500    4 hours  $350 

 

 

Offshore Charters 

  Whale/Dolphin Cruises  

  Pelagic Seabird Trips  Shark/Tuna Fishing 

  4-6 Hours $400    Full Day (8-12 hours) $1,000 

Terms: A 30 percent deposit is required to confirm specific dates. Balance of payment for all days reserved, in cash 

or check is due prior to embarking. Any cancellations made by the party less than 14 days from the charter date will 

result in forfeiture of deposit. All trips are subject to cancellation due to weather/sea conditions. If the captain must 

cancel, a second date will be scheduled or deposit will be returned in full. 

 

About Our Boats 

The Falcon IV is a 28' Albemarle XF powered by twin Yanmar diesels. It features plenty of deck space in the 

cockpit, a full cabin with v-berth, microwave, refrigerator and fully enclosed head.  

The Green Machine is a 20' Polarkraft Outlander CC powered by a Yamaha 115 four-stroke engine. It features 

ample deck space, a live well and side lockers for rod and tackle storage. 


