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On 17 May 1971, while walking into a large cantaloupe field at the U.S. Vegetable 
Breeding Laboratory located about 7 miles S of Charleston, S.C., I was met by a group 
of dive-bombing Least Terns (Sterna albifrons). The air was full of them, dive-bombing, 
screaming, and beak-clicking at my head. This behavior suggested nests, which were soon 
discovered. 

Although eight pairs of adult terns were present in the area, only seven nests, each 
with one or two mottled eggs, were found. The nests were placed in depressions on barrier 
paper-mulched, 80-inch wide, cantaloupe beds. During the next 3 weeks, two clutches were 
eaten by a fox, one was destroyed in a weeding operation, two were abandoned when can-
taloupe vines overgrew them, and two apparently hatched, although no young were seen. 
Adult terns carried small fish to the area of the last two nests, evidently feeding young, but 
vine growth made it impossible to see them. 

In mid-April 1972, while three fields near the site of the 1971 nests were being planted, 
four Least Terns landed in the middle one. Over the next three days they were there regu-
larly. As we approached the area during a planting operation on the third day, I noticed 
one tern spinning a depression in the paper. Thinking this bird might be established a nest, 
I carefully noted the row number for future observation. Later in the day I attempted to 
locate the nest, but without success. Our activities probably discouraged the terns, for they 
flew away and did not return. 

Least Terns are seen occasionally over the irrigation ponds along the tidal creek that 
borders the laboratory property, and sometimes in recently plowed fields in company with 
Ring-billed and Laughing Gulls; however, nests were unknown in our fields prior to 1971. 

Why would Least Terns choose a paper-mulched cantaloupe field in preference to 
the usual sandy beach nesting sites several miles away? Perhaps there was some resem-
blance between these fields and sandy beaches. The question is difficult to answer, for color 
appears to be the only common factor in both sites. The cantaloupe plants were very small 
when the birds initially chose the field site, and the color of the fields was tan with small 
green patches. 
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