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An ode to the purple sandpiper
I love these guys. Purple

sandpipers are my favorite
shorebirds. Let me count the
reasons:

One, they’re purple. In an
avian world of yellows, blues
and reds, these guys go with a
color more
royal. How-
ever, they’re
not really
p u r p l e .
T h e y ’ r e
more slate-
colored with
a purplish
tinge. That’s
no accident.
They blend
in with the
color of wet
granite and can magically dis-
appear in the surf zone.

Two, they’re hardy. They
breed about as far north in the
arctic as any bird can survive,
picking little critters out of the
seaweed at the water’s edge.
On their breeding grounds,
they supplement with insects,
spiders, berries and seeds in
the tundra soils. In Maine,
they stay in the seaweed, prob-
ing for food even when being
doused by surf.

Three, they love Maine. As
with many arctic species, they

have a circumpolar range.
They can be found in Scandi-
navia, and winter along the
Northern European coast. In
North America, they winter
from Labrador all the way
down the Mid-Atlantic coast.
Some Canadian breeders even
hopscotch over Greenland
and Iceland to winter along
the coast of Great Britain. But
up to half of this continent’s
entire population chooses
Maine as its winter home.

Four, they’re bold. In gen-
eral, arctic species don’t recog-
nize humans as threats. They
tolerate close approach by
people and just about any-
thing that doesn’t look like an
arctic fox. And, for reasons I
can’t fathom, they seem oblivi-
ous to eagles. I’ve watched ea-
gles fly over a flock and the
birds didn’t even flinch. I’ve
see them foraging on rocks
just a few feet away from a
perched eagle. They’re the
honey badgers of the sandpip-
er world.

Five, they’re appealingly
plump, as if their diet con-
sisted of crustaceans, mol-
lusks and Haagen-Dazs.
They are stockier than most
shorebirds, looking almost
like small pigeons, but with

long down-curved bills.
Six, they’re social. It’s rare

to see just one. They move
around in small flocks, and
sometimes big flocks. At high
tide when their prey is under-
water, they roost on shoreline
rocks, moving around just
enough to avoid the bigger
waves. In fact, that’s the easi-
est way to find them. Look for
a rock with pimples. If it’s cold
and windy, focus on the lee-
ward side of shoreline boul-
ders as they huddle out of the
breeze.

Seven, they exhibit high
moral character. They are mo-
nogamous, and both parents
raise the young. In fact, some
studies show the male taking
most of the responsibility.
When danger approaches the
chicks, the parents execute a
maneuver called the “Rodent
Run” to draw off predators.
It’s similar to the broken wing
display performed by a kill-
deer, but they raise one wing,
fluff their feathers and run
while squeaking like a mouse.

Eight, they’re declining. A
warming planet and lost habi-
tat have reduced their num-
bers and put them on watch
lists of concern in North
America.

Since we have up to half of
the North American conti-
nent’s purple sandpipers win-
tering along our shoreline,
why do most people not see
them? They don’t know where
to look. Just about any flock of
shorebirds flying in winter
will be purples. Some sander-
lings winter over, but they
confine themselves mostly to
the beach. Purple sandpipers
stay mostly on the rocks. I’ve
seen them on sand only once
in my life.

Purple sandpipers love
Maine’s rocky coastline, and
they can be found from Kit-
tery to Calais. On any winter
tour of Acadia National Park,
I expect to find them. They
particularly like Seawall in
Manset and the area around
Thunder Hole. On Schoodic
Peninsula, they appear on the
rocks adjacent to the park loop
road, and they huddle in the
surf zone at Schoodic Point.
You, however, should stay out
of the surf zone!

We will see purple sandpip-
ers on a boat trip next month.
The Island Heritage Trust in
Stonington is chartering the
Isle au Haut Ferry for another
winter birding adventure on
March 26. You’re invited. Har-

lequin ducks are the chief tar-
get, plus all of the other win-
tering sea ducks, but we’ll see
our fair share of sandpipers,
too.

This is the fourth year for
this exceptional trip, and
I’ve discovered that the
sandpipers favor certain
spots along the route. I know
where they are, but I don’t
announce it ahead of time.
Rather, from a mile away I
will squint through my bin-
oculars, announce their

presence, and then bask in
the glory as people wonder
how I could have seen them
from so far. I know, I’m devi-
ous that way.

Bob Duchesne serves as
vice president of Maine
Audubon’s Penobscot Valley
Chapter. He developed the
Maine Birding Trail, with in-
formation at mainebirding-
trail.com. He can be reached
at duchesne@midmaine.
com.
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A purple sandpiper at Schoodic Point.
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through April 14. Lessons for children ages
6-12 are 6:30-7:30 p.m. Mondays and Wednes-
days; and lessons for teens and adults are at
the same time on Tuesdays and Thursdays.
The cost for one series is $50 for Bangor Y
members and $80 for nonmembers.

“It teaches balance and coordination,”
Scheer said. “It’s great for your core muscles.
You really have to move, so it’s great for fit-
ness. But it really gets fun after about six or
eight lessons when you start to pick it up and
can start competing against one another.”

On Tuesday, a line of teenagers lined up for
a chance on the log.

“Keep your feet moving,” Scheer reminded
Steven Johnston, 15, of Hermon. He picked up
the pace, keeping his feet flat and taking small
quick steps on the waterlogged carpet
wrapped around the log. Today, logrolling
logs are often wrapped in thin carpet so that
people who aren’t wearing the traditional
metal-spiked boots of a lumberjack can still
logroll safely. The carpet protects feet from
splinters and offers more grip.

Scheer released the end of the log, and the
young man was on his own. The log started to
spin, and he ran in place, struggling to keep
balance. After a few seconds, he was thrown
into the water, but he’d lasted just a bit longer
than he had on his previous turn. He was
starting to get a hang of it.

“Guys, when you get it, it’s super fun,”
Scheer said enthusiastically.

As the lesson wound down, Scheer chatted
with Steven about his progress, then offered
for him to come to her show venue in Trenton

sometime to learn about speed climbing —
another logging sport.

“My goal is just to get kids logrolling,”
Scheer said. “Just like it was an opportunity
for me, [I’d like] to get some of these kids an
opportunity as well.”

Scheer, 55, grew up in Hayward, Wiscon-
sin, home of the Lumberjack World Champi-
onships, an annual competition that includes
events such as logrolling, chopping, boom
running, pole climbing (also known as speed
climbing) and sawing. All of the sports incor-
porate skills required in traditional logging
practices.

Scheer began logrolling when she was 7
years old. She and three of her siblings signed
up for lessons offered by a man in their com-
munity, and all four of them are still logroll
today.

“My sister Judy has grandchildren who are
logrolling,” she said. “It’s like it’s in our
blood.”

Lumberjack competitions and shows have
led Scheer to travel the world. She’s toured for
a month in South Africa, traveled to Germany
with ESPN, and has performed in Australia
10 times and Alaska at least 15 times.

In North America, logging sports athletes
often come from Wisconsin and Nova Scotia,
but Scheer would like to see more lumber-
jacks and lumberjills trained in Maine, a state
with a rich history of log drives and lumber
operations.

Logging was a major industry in Maine
that grew throughout the 18th, 19th and 20th
centuries and employed thousands of people,
including surveyors, lumbermen to cut tim-

ber, teamsters and draft animals to haul logs,
scalers to measure the timber’s worth and
river drivers to float logs to the mills. Up until
the 1970s, when log drives were banned be-
cause of the pollution they caused, logs were
floated down streams and rivers in the major
river valleys of the state — the Saco, St. John,
Androscoggin, Kennebec and Penobscot, ac-
cording to the Maine Historical Society.

“The Penobscot [River] is a couple blocks
away, and that’s where they were doing it for
a living,” Scheer said. “We’re inside, in a
warm pool. They were outside in the freezing
water with wool clothes on, with spiked boots
and taking big long pike poles and riding logs
down the river.”

“To me, it’s a piece of history we’re bring-
ing back to The Y,” Dickerson said. “We want
to make it a regular thing, without question.
This is just the first session, and I really think
it’s going to take a few sessions to get people
on board.”

“It’s my hope some day to get some kids
from Bangor or the surrounding areas, to get
some kids from Maine to go logroll in the
world championships,” Scheer said.

Scheer also envisions eventually hosting a
logrolling contest in Bangor, which after all,
stakes its claim as the birthplace of the most
famous lumberjack of American folklore,
Paul Bunyan.

Logrolling is just one of several new classes
being offered at the Bangor Y this year. Syn-
chronized swimming lessons, pilates and new
fitness classes are all on tap for 2016. For infor-
mation about Bangor Y programs, visit
bangory.org or call 941-2808.
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Tina Scheer, known almost exclusively as
“Timber Tina,” teaches logrolling to teens
at the Bangor YMCA on Tuesday.
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