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Rockland, ME – Seeing what appeared to be an interesting National Audubon Society store here on the main drag, I went in.  No one else was in the store except the manager, Myra, and I quickly learned from her that their emphasis was on puffins.   In fact, the name of the store was actually “The Project Puffin Visitor Center.”

Several years ago I had seen these colorful creatures in the wild from a boat near some islands off Nova Scotia.  My memories were that these small sea birds have brightly colored beaks (orange, black, and yellow) and are a protected species.  There are two types to be seen on five small offshore islands near the coast here, the more numerous Atlantic Puffin, and the extremely rare Tufted Puffin (normally seen off Alaska).  These five islands are the only nesting sites off the U.S. coast.  The puffins come here to nest and have offspring every April to August.  Their bright orange legs make them very easy to spot when on the rocks of these small islands.  They fly low over the water, and similar to several other sea birds, will suddenly dive underwater where they “fly” (or swim) with their wings while steering with their feet.  Their main food is herring which remains plentiful – so much so that adult puffin survival is estimated to be over 95%.

Myra directed me to the rear of the store where a puffin movie was on a continuous loop.  There were also several exhibits showing how puffins nest inside rock formations on the islands.  Once the males and females breed, they did holes in grassy areas or find a suitable crevice among the rocks, raising one chick for the season.  Because of their low reproductive rate, puffins nearly became extinct in the early 1900’s due to the popularity of puffin feathers in women’s fashion at the time.  Predators also snatched eggs and only a single pair remained off the coast of Maine as late as 1950.

Since then there has been a concerted recovery effort beginning 50 years ago bringing chicks from Newfoundland.  Breeding on Maine islands resumed in the early 1980’s and colonies on nearby Egg Island and Sea Island are now thriving.

The only way to view these puffins in the wild is by boat.   The premier location here in Maine to spot the birds is on Egg Rock, home of the most southern puffin colony in the world.  This site is managed by the Audubon Society and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. When I inquired about finding a tour boat to see the puffins, Myra laughed and said, “You missed the boat!  The season is over until next summer.”   I doubled checked Myra on one of the puffin tour boat websites and quickly learned that the next earliest cruise indeed begins in the middle of May next year.  The cruise is only an hour and a half because Egg Rock is less than five miles from New Harbor (about 40 miles from here in Rockland) and costs just over $70 for adults.  From the brochure I received it appears that the tour boat is able to maneuver up close and personal with the puffins.   There is an Audubon Society representative aboard who provides narration.

I now have it on my calendar.  

I thought you might like to know.
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