
u 19  u              Sandy Point Beach Park: 
Much More than a Beach

Varied habitats such as marine shoreline, upland woods, marshy spruce bog 
and freshwater ponds support distinct types of plants and animals adapted to the 

specific conditions therein. This site offers all the above in a hundred acres, just min-
utes from Route 1. Where industrial activity once predominated culminating in a 
fertilizer plant in the mid-20th century, the Town of Stockton Springs wisely con-
served this land that now is returned to nature’s activity.

We toured the Park in early May, just before the rise in average temperature on 
the Maine coast that pushes out leafy growth from trees whose buds have been swelling 
since late winter. The sandy beach on the northeast shoulder of the park results from 
the eroding bluff of the Sandy Point Esker located just to the south, a remnant of the 
melting glacier some 12,000 years ago. Fossil seashells eroded from marine sediments 
can be found on the beach (see: www.maine.gov/dacf/mgs/explore/surficial/sites/apr01.
pdf ). Excavations in the early 1900s revealed artifacts (wampum, beads, iron pots) and 
burial sites of native Americans dating roughly to the period of early contact with 
Europeans.

Ospreys are nesting opportunists, such as on old pilings from a former pier, or other artificial structures 
like power line towers and navigational beacons. Double-crested cormorants also nest on this remnant 
framework. This view looks upriver toward the Penobscot Narrows Bridge. 
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Ascending into the woods brings the visitor to the beaver pond, with a wooded 
overlook from which to peer down to the pond through openings in the foliage. Stay 
here awhile in the warm months and you may see beavers swimming and hooded 
mergansers preening on a fallen log. Or a kingfisher (see sidebar) chittering from a 
perch, or warblers feeding in the tops of trees growing from below, their canopy vis-
ible here almost at eye level. After the pond, a loop trail leads through the swampy 
interior to the shoreline on the southwest side of the preserve. At lower tides, it is 
also possible to walk the shoreline around the point and back to the parking area.

Forward thinking by the state’s Bureau of Parks and Lands led to the purchasing 
of this land for conservation. The Town of Stockton Springs developed the trail system 
and manages the park, thereby setting aside another piece of precious shorefront for 
the benefit of all, most importantly the animals and plants living here.

Sandy spits build up where 
tidal currents shape the 
stream sediments, this one 
just south of the stream. 
The line of dried seaweed 
in the foreground shows 
the height of the last spring 
tide, occurring during the 
full and new moon phases of 
the month. 

Above: Remains of an old dam show through the mud 
of the stream mouth on western side of the preserve, 
a sign of coastal commerce from long ago. Left: Early 
May on the Midcoast brings forth the ferns of many 
species, uncoiling from winter dormancy.
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Sandy Point Beach, 100 acres, Stockton Springs,

Maine Bureau of Parks and Lands

Directions: 
From Stockton Springs, take Routes 1 and 3 East for about 2 miles. Turn right onto Hersey Retreat 

Road and park at the end of the road by the beach. 

WebSource: www9.informe.org/lmf/projects/project_detail.php?project=1567,

American beachgrass (Ammo-
phila breviligulata), highly salt 
tolerant, grows from Canada to the 
Carolinas in sandy areas and is an 
important plant for dune stabiliza-
tion and erosion control. Each clump 
may grow up to 100 stems per year 
and spread several feet laterally 
by way of horizontal underground 
shoots called rhizomes.

A split-plank boardwalk leads through 
a marshy area fed by the outflow of 
the beaver pond. This complex plant 
community, dominated by spruce and 
sphagnum moss, is adapted to the acidic 
conditions (ca. pH 4) that result from 
the buildup of undecomposed plant 
material.

Beavers have created a freshwater 
habitat well worth perusing for 
ducks and songbirds and, of course, 
the beavers themselves. These oppor-
tunistic engineers of the rodent tribe 
were extirpated from large sections 
of the Northeast in the 1800s but 
recovered when farmland reverted 
to forest and trapping ceased.



Sexual Dimorphism: Vive la Différence 
Sexual dimorphism is a tidy phrase that means males and females of a species can be distin-

guished by their size, color, shape or structure. Such phenotypic differences are familiar: male 

African lions have their manes; eastern whitetails, their antlers; and the peacock, his stunning 

plumage. The breeding plumage of many Maine birds provides other examples — the male 

wood duck, the hooded merganser, cardinal, pileated or other woodpeckers, or any of the 

spring warblers — to name a few. For the most part, we take this dissimilarity for granted, 

which is to say, that when one member of a pair stands out, we assume it’s the male. 

Typically, our male songbirds are larger and/or more brightly colored than the female. This 

predominant pattern is understood to be the result of sexual selection. The bigger or more 

brightly colored male with the robust voice selects and defends the desirable territory, as a 

result of which he is favored over other males by the female. By contrast, the cryptically colored 

female is advantaged when she sits on her nest. There, her relative invisibility makes it less 

likely that she will be spotted by a predator. Such typical sexual dimorphism is not universal, 

however. Two examples: male and female adult common loons look alike, but the male out-

weighs the female. On the other hand, while killdeer also look alike, in this instance the female 

killdeer is larger than her mate. Or consider the eastern belted kingfisher: male and female are 

the same size, but for some reason she is the one who is brightly colored. Such phenotypic 

diversity is difficult to explain in any terms other than a competition for survival, but the 

mechanisms — the why and how — for this are not always understood. What follows is a nar-

row window into the complicated world of sexual dimorphism and a couple of suggested 

explanations. 

If the larger and/or more brightly colored male represents typical sexual dimorphism, what 

are the noteworthy exceptions? Raptors are the first to come to mind. Among many of these 

birds, the female is larger. Numerous hypotheses have been advanced to explain this phenom-

enon. The authors of The Birder’s Handbook propose that reversed sexual dimorphism in rap-

tors is closely correlated to prey agility. They support their hypothesis into three categories. The 

first classification includes accipiters and falcons, such as sharp-shinned hawks and peregrine 

falcons, i.e., birds that specialize in hunting fast-moving birds. The females of these species are 

much larger than their mates. The authors advance their argument with the observation that a 

large female is relatively safe from attack from the smaller male, while he is well equipped to 

provide food for her and the young. In other words, she gets what she needs without threat of 

violence to herself. As peregrines are superbly evolved to kill other birds, the males “represent 

the greatest threat to their own mates.” The second category includes the buteos, such as red-

tailed and rough-legged hawks, which hunt for small mammals that are relatively slower. These 

birds occupy a middle ground, the female being only slightly larger than the male. The last 

category includes the vultures, which primarily eat carrion or the relatively helpless young of 
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other species, i.e., prey that is 

inert or nearly so. Male and 

female turkey and black vul-

tures incubate their eggs. With 

these birds, male and female 

are the same size. 

Owls offer another example 

of reverse sexual dimorphism. In 

many, but not all the species, the 

female is larger than her mate, 

and again several explanations 

have been put forward. Arne 

Lundberg, a Scandinavian orni-

thologist writing about European 

owls, suggests that, given a divi-

sion of labor, a small, agile male with short wings is best suited for hunting, while a larger female 

has a better chance of survival in cold weather without food — at least when the interval between 

feedings is long and food is served up by the male. In other words, unlike the peregrine, the smaller 

male owl is not a threat to his mate, but his smaller size provides him with a better chance of hunt-

ing success.

The eastern belted kingfisher (Ceryle alcyon)— sexes are same size, similar behavior, 

but different plumage — is another easy bird to recognize. (One early Maine settler, aptly 

observed: “Kings fishers, which breed in the spring in holes in the Sea-banks.…” J. Josselyn, 

1674.) The female is distinguished from her consort only by a chestnut colored band across her 

breast below the slate-blue band that is found on both genders. Their large, crested head, mas-

sive bill, the white spot in front of the eye, chattering call, and dramatic headfirst plunges into 

fresh- or saltwater — be it a stream, river, pond or tidal body — are unmistakable, especially here 

in Maine where it is our only kingfisher. With kill in hand, the kingfisher may retreat to an 

excavated burrow located near the top of a bank. This burrow may be up to 15 feet long at the 

end of which the female lays five to eight white eggs. (According to Audubon these eggs pro-

vide “fine eating,” although extracting eggs from the protective grasp of the parents is said to 

be a challenge.) Unlike an open-air nest, the burrow confers protection, and there is no need for 

camouflage by either male or female, both of whom incubate. A kingfisher’s diet includes 

amphibians, insects, reptiles, and small birds — sparrows, for example — as well as oysters, 

squid, butterflies, and moths, but small fish are its preferred prey. On occasion it will strike one 

that is too large to carry away and will be forced to release its victim. Just like owls, they eject 

the indigestible portions of their food as pellets. Parents instruct the young fledglings to retrieve 

morsels of food that the adult drops into the water from perches. Maine kingfishers generally 

Female eastern belted kingfisher, wet from a dive. Unlike most bird 
species, she is more colorful than the male, an example of reverse 
sexual dimorphism. (photo: David White)
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winter as far south as northern South America. One might describe them as reluctant migrants 

as they have been seen in-state during every month of the year accept January and February. 

What, then, is the role of sexual dimorphism, its reverse, or its absence? There are good 

explanations in some instances, but not in all. Why there is a colorful breast band on the 

female kingfisher, for example, is hard to say — and the catch-all of sexual selection begs 

further study. It seems that in the end there is no “one size fits all” explanation, especially if 

the topic is isolated from other factors. On the contrary, there are an infinite variety of evolu-

tionary strategies, among which the phenotype is only a single, visible parameter. Perhaps the 

single endpoint to keep in mind is that whatever leads to the breeding success of the indi-

vidual over its lifetime will be passed on to its offspring. What holds true for raptors may not 

apply to other birds, and vice versa. 

— T. O.

The kingfisher generally 
prefers to burrow into 
sandy banks that include 
a mixture of clay and 
fine gravel, as in this 
instance. Note the fresh 
tailings.
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