
The Great Gannet Colony
This article, written by Virginia
Hayes, was published in the Feb-
ruary, 2004 issue of Birder’s
World. It is reprinted here with the
permission of the publisher.

Perching on the edge of a sheer
cliff some 250 feet above a jag-
ged shoreline may not be every-
one’s idea of fun but I was having
the time of my life. I was rooted
to the spot, partly in fear but
mostly in wonder. I was at Cape
St. Mary’s Ecological Reserve, a
natural treasure on Newfound-
land’s Avalon Peninsula.

I had come to photograph the
thousands of seabirds that nest
here every spring. The big draw is
Bird Rock, a large haystack of a
rock that protrudes from the sea
just 50’ or so from the cliff edge.
Each spring and summer 11,000
pairs of Northern Gannets make
this rock their home, one of only
six gannet colonies in North
America. The handsome North-
ern Gannet has a golden-yellow
head and neck, pale grey eyes
rimmed with an electric blue, a
white body and black wing tips.

Word had it that this gannet col-
ony was a sight to behold, but
neither words nor photographs
prepared me for the grand spec-
tacle. The top of the rock was car-
peted with gannets. More were
nesting up and down the steep
sides. The raucous activity was
continuous; gannets flew in all di-
rections. I admired their graceful
flight and masterful diving. When
fishing they folded their wings
and dove into the water like
darts, barely rippling the surface.

The gannets often returned to the
nest with colorful pieces of fishing
net to refurbish the nest. The re-
turn of one member of a pair to
its mate was always cause for a
mutual display of what appeared
to this human as affection. Much
rubbing of bills, soft intertwining
of long necks, and touching of
heads took place between the
pair.

In recent years the gannets have
become so numerous that they
have run out of nesting space on
Bird Rock. In response they have
taken the hitherto unknown step
of nesting on the adjacent main-
land cliffs. This accessibility pres-
ents a wonderful opportunity for
birders and photographers. Bird
photographers, bring plenty of
film.

The gannets at Cape St. Mary’s
are the star attraction, but other
birds are big draws, too. Each
spring brings 10,000 nesting pairs
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of Common Murres and
Black-legged kittiwakes, 1000
pairs of Thick-billed Murres, and,
in fewer numbers, Razorbills and
Black Guillemots. The approach
to Bird Rock is along a mostly
level but occasionally rough trail.
It winds through starkly lovely
barrens where Horned Larks and
Savannah Sparrows are com-
mon.

If you can peel your eyes away
from the birds long enough to
look out to sea, you can pretty
much count on seeing at least
one of the three whale species
that ply these waters: humpback,
minke and fin. If you’re in the
area, find out when the capelin
are running. It’s ordinarily late
June or early July. The whales

love these small fish and will
come quite close to shore to feed
on them.

An impressive interpretive center
at Cape St. Mary’s is staffed from
May to October with naturalists
who are knowledgeable and
friendly in that legendary New-
foundland way. As far as I could
tell, there are no restrictions on
access to the reserve. I saw no
gates, locked or otherwise. This
easy access is a boon for photog-
raphers who want to photograph
in first light and for other early
birders. First light can be elusive.
It’s a rare spring or summer day
when there isn’t fog. Some days it
never lifts. It can be windy too,
adding to the wild atmosphere of
this untrammeled spot.

June 2004 9

Dragon Lady
© Ursula Easterbrook

Old Farmhouse
© Dean Radcliffe



10 LGCC Photolog

Parting Shot
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This image is my own discovery
of the joys of white on white.
Quilt batting was taped to our liv-
ing room window to make the
background brighter than the
white dress and Kirsten sat on the
window seat with her new tea set.
I’m still learning how to anticipate
shadows under the chin and
where to place the lights. The
white highlights and shades of
gray in the dress against her rosy
skin are interesting to me.

I have pictures of a (sleeping)
child’s bare feet with a cat’s fluffy
tail intertwined between them,
beautiful pouty baby lips, young
hands upon mature hands. I am
intrigued by the shape of limbs

and body parts, and how shadow
and light play on them. I want to
learn how to create the color and
texture of flesh.

Some day I‘d like to shoot mater-
nity pictures, maybe catch the
baby moving! Place a photo of a
young child within the photo of
that same person grown like I saw
in a magazine ad.

I dream about photography, of
pictures to shoot, projects to cre-
ate. At the moment I’m working
on a composite of one individual
in different settings to reveal the
many facets of his life. I find great
satisfaction in photographing liv-
ing things: people, animals, flow-
ers.


