Mashpee Resident Spots Rare Plover On South Cape Beach
By Alex Megerle
A week after Mary E. Keleher made a discovery that shocked the birding community, she recounted seeing someone on crutches, with his left leg in a boot, making his way down South Cape Beach to lay eyes on her discovery: the first lesser sand-plover ever seen in Massachusetts.
The man had undergone surgery on his foot the same day the rare shorebird was found.
“That’s how much people want to see a bird like that”—one that they might never have had a chance to see in their lifetime, she said.
It was early in the morning on August 14 when Ms. Keleher’s birding world turned upside down. The longtime Mashpee resident and avid birder was checking on a colony of purple martins in the vicinity of New Seabury Country Club—a colony she had helped establish—when she decided to take a look through her binoculars at South Cape Beach.
What she saw left her “in shock,” she said.
A lesser sand-plover, a shorebird never before seen in the state, was on the beach roughly a half-mile east of the boardwalk.
“I knew what it was, but I was trying to process the fact that I was actually seeing this bird,” she wrote in a post on the birding website ebird.org.
Ms. Keleher managed to grab photos of the plover and texted a group of local birders with the news.
At one point, the bird disappeared, and an hour and a half elapsed before it showed up a second time. But when it did, she sent out the news again, this time in a GroupMe chat for rare bird sightings in Massachusetts. People from across New England are members, she said.
The floodgates opened. Within a half-hour, more birders were arriving, and over the coming days, they would flock to South Cape Beach from all over, some coming from as far as Florida. Ms. Keleher on Tuesday estimated that well over 300 people had come to see the bird, with more hoping to make the trip, including one considering a drive from Toronto.
Lesser sand-plovers are an Asian species, according to the National Audubon Society, though they have been found in “very small numbers” in Alaska in the spring and have nested there, according to the Audubon website. They have also been seen as “a rare stray in scattered areas” south of Alaska.
So what was this one doing on Cape Cod?
“It’s just very lost,” Ms. Keleher said, adding that a storm may have blown the bird off-course. Could it have come across Alaska and through North America?
“There’s no answer, because we don’t know,” she said.
Some believe the plover is the same one that was spotted in Anticosti, Quebec, on July 30 and in Rhode Island on August 5, she said. Ms. Keleher and a friend had taken a trip to Rhode Island to spot the bird but had come up empty.
The plover was still on the beach as recently as Tuesday morning, Ms. Keleher said. On Monday, she said it had been disappearing for hours at a time before returning.
“Nobody knows where it goes,” she said.
She speculated the plover could be roosting overnight on the beach with other shorebirds but leaving the area to roost somewhere else during the day. Roosting is when birds settle in a spot to rest or sleep.
The plover could end up staying on the East Coast, she said, and move south to warmer weather in the winter.
Typical shorebirds on the Cape include piping plovers, black-bellied plovers and semipalmated plovers, she said, and while the lesser sand-plover is doing fine, there are no other birds it could mate with.
“It’s the only one here,” she said, adding that “if another one accidentally showed up, then who knows.”
There are still questions on the bird’s sex and age, she said.
Ms. Keleher has lived and birded in Mashpee for more than 20 years, and though she woke up on August 14 known primarily for her work with purple martins, she has since etched her name into the record books alongside an entirely different species.
She said she was glad to share the adventure with others and called it “a pretty amazing experience.”
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