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OUTDOORS

Best place for a hike and osprey
spotting? Try the Great Swamp in
South Kingstown
John Kostrzewa Guest columnist
Published 5:00 a.m. ET April 15, 2022 Updated 10:55 a.m. ET April 16, 2022
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your experience. Let us know what
you think.

Ospreys migrate north each spring after spending the
winter in Central and South America and make their
nests atop poles and transmission lines, like these
photographed in Warren. Bob Thayer/The Providence
Journal, File

Gliding on wind currents, an osprey soars above the
swamp and high into the clouds. John Kostrzewa

John Kostrzewa Kris Craig/The Providence Journal, File

Key Points

Access: Off Route 138 in West Kingston, head west on Liberty Lane at a sign for Great Swamp. Follow
the road for a couple of miles past the DEM maintenance buildings and a shooting range to a barred
gateway.

Parking: Available in a large lot.

Dogs: Allowed, but must be leashed.

Difficulty: Easy, mostly flat roads.

SOUTH KINGSTOWN — Two ospreys took flight from their nest on top of a power
line tower and soared high into the clouds above Great Swamp.

With wings spread wide, they caught the wind and rose almost out of sight before
swooping down across the water, hunting. 

On earlier hikes, I’ve seen the ospreys spot prey, dive feet first into the water and
emerge with a fish hooked in their talons before flying back to their nest. But on
this walk at midday, the ospreys just soared and glided majestically high above the
swamp.

Walking RI: Exploring trail-blazer 'Vin' Gormley's playground in Charlestown

Walking RI: Trestle Trail in Coventry is a great spot for fitness training

I found the ospreys at the far end of a loop trail in the Great Swamp Management
Area, which is managed by the Rhode Island Department of Environmental
Management. Along the way, the trail also passes the remains of a  World War II-
era seaplane hangar, signs of beaver activity and dense stands of oak and maple
trees mixed with tall holly trees.

From a trailhead off Great Neck Road, several friends and I set out to see the
ospreys on my first group hike since before the pandemic. It felt good to share
stories and listen to what caught the interest of my fellow hikers as we walked
along.

Walking RI: At Peck Pond in Burrillville, enjoy the calm before the summer rush

Walking RI: Signs of returning life at a moth-ravaged preserve in Charlestown
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A popular spot for busy beavers in Rhode Island

We started out on a raised gravel road through a swampy area lined with green
brier vines, bushes and small trees. At one point, a 12-inch garter snake slithered
across our path and into the brush. Farther on, we spotted gnawed tree stumps
where beavers had been at work. The beavers had also tried to clog drains under
the road with sticks and mud to back up large pools of water where they live.

Ospreys, like this one spotted in Warren with a freshly caught herring, are a common sight at Great Swamp Management
Area. Bob Thayer/The Providence Journal, File

Off in the distance, we heard the rumble of Amtrak trains on tracks that run west
of the preserve, a counterpoint to the natural world around us. 

The road soon reached a fork with a stone marker with a small name plate
honoring Dr. John Mulleedy, a late hiking club leader. We went left and passed
several shiny, green-leafed holly trees, which stood out from other trees that have
yet to open their leaves. After passing under a string of  power transmission lines,
we noted a large field overgrown with bushes on the right. I learned later that it
had been cleared of trees and allowed to fill in with shrubs to create a natural
habitat for cottontail rabbits, which at one time faced extinction.

A dirt road runs across the top of a mile-long dike that circles half the Great Swamp, creating a wildlife marsh. John
Kostrzewa

Nature spotlight: Ospreys are making their return to RI

Walking RI: Seal-watching and scenic splendor at Rome Point in North
Kingstown

Walking RI: Stunning views of two states on Exeter's Hemlock Ledges Trail

We walked to another fork with a stone pillar and plate marked for George
McCahey, another prominent hiker. The left fork heads down to the northern lip of
Worden Pond, a 1,000-acre natural glacial lake. In the past, I’ve tried to take a side
path off that road to Stony Point, but was turned back by dense mountain laurel,
brier bushes and a bog. You can also see the remains of a cement foundation for a
seaplane hangar along that road, as well as a short channel that was dug to enter
the secluded cove.

Gnawed trees and well-built lodges indicate beaver activity, visible just off the trail. John Kostrzewa

But we passed up that walk and stayed right on the road to stick to our mission: to
see if the ospreys had returned on their annual migration after spending the winter
in Central and South America.

We hiked up a short hill to the highest point (182 feet) of the 3,349-acre preserve
and then walked down the other side by a field. The road led to the southern tip of
the Great Swamp, which the state acquired in 1950.
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Walking RI: A new trail for a new year along the Moshassuck River

Walking RI: Column's readers and fans share their RI trail wisdom

Along the path, a walker was sitting by a telephone pole in a natural stone chair,
peering through binoculars and searching the swamp. He reported that he had
spotted an osprey, and we continued on to try to get a good look.

The road runs across the top of a mile-long dike that circles half the swamp and
was built in the 1950s to create a wildlife marsh. Along the curving impoundment,
jungle-like growth and the headwaters of the Pawcatuck River, including
Chickasheen Brook, lie to the west. The expansive 138-acre swamp is to the east.

We passed a water depth gauge just off
the bank and a circular steel and
aluminum structure that may have
included an underground gate to control
the water levels. I’ve seen DEM workers
driving along the impoundment to patrol
the area in the past.

Just off the path, several ducks swam in
the shallow water. 

Walking RI: Retracing Thoreau's 1854
hike through Providence

Walking RI: Rediscover Providence's
Roger Williams Park on a serene hike
around its ponds

The trail took us under a long, straight line of transmission towers that carry power
lines over the swamp and stretch far to the northeast and southwest. Two rows of
rotted pilings in the water once supported a boardwalk that ran out to the power
lines in the swamp, but the wood is long gone.

We spotted the remains of an old osprey nest, built of sticks, twigs and grasses, on
a tower about 50 yards offshore and a bulky nest on a tower south of the dike.

But the real attraction was on top of another tower 150 yards offshore, where we
spotted two ospreys in a large, 3-foot nest in the middle of a horizontal plank on
top of the towers. The ospreys return each spring to breed and they stay until
August.

Walking RI: At Trustom Pond in South Kingstown, silence is golden

Walking RI: Coastal views and prime bird-watching at Tiverton's Emilie Ruecker
preserve

Walking RI: A birder's paradise by the shore in Middletown

Ospreys live in nests atop transmission towers that run across the Great Swamp. John Kostrzewa

While we watched, the fish-eating hawks took off and flew high over the west side
of the swamp, staying far away from us. We could see that the ospreys have dark
brown feathers on their back, and white below. The head is white with a dark face
stripe. They can weigh 3 to 4 pounds and their wingspan can reach up to 6 feet.

Ospreys have rebounded in RI  after facing extinction 

The ospreys once faced extinction, and from 1940 to 1970 the number of active
nests between New York City and Boston decreased by 85%. A count in Rhode
Island in 1967 found only two nests.

But after ospreys were placed on the endangered species list and DDT and other
pesticides were banned, their population grew, and reports show that there are
now more than 150 nests in the state.

Walking RI: Retracing an Aussie Walkabout in George Washington Management
Area

Walking RI: In the footsteps of outdoorsman Ken Weber, who wrote RI hiking
'bible'

I’ve seen osprey nests on hikes at
Osamequin Nature Preserve in
Barrington and Napatree Point in
Westerly. Other hikers have recently
reported that ospreys have returned to
nests on the Narrow River. For a webcam
view of an osprey on its nest, go
to narrowriver.org/ospreycam.

After studying the flight of the two
ospreys, we continued along the dike,
which bent to the north. All the land in
and around the swamp was once
inhabited by Native Americans. The site
of the Great Swamp Massacre, where
fighters from several colonies killed
many Narragansetts in December 1675
during King Philip’s War, is just to the
west on the other side of the railroad
tracks.

Walking RI: Hollywood wow factor on Hopkinton trail

Walking RI: 5 best family-friendly hikes around RI for nature lovers

We continued along the dike and walked carefully around two turtles sunning on
the dry path. Just off the bank, we inspected several large beaver lodges built of
branches, twigs and mud. A number of wood duck boxes stood on posts in the
water.

A turtle rests in the sun on a dry, sandy path along the impoundment. John Kostrzewa

We also noted two tube-like canisters near the top of telephone poles that lined the
dike and wondered if they might be bat boxes.

The road led to the end of the swamp and ran up a short hill, under the power lines
and to the junction where we had noted the Mulleedy marker on the way in. We
passed a solo hiker in an orange vest who said he had been to the Saugatucket
River that morning and watched ospreys spearing herring. He was now headed for
a look at the ospreys at Great Swamp.

Walking RI: Bay views and WWII history at Beavertail State Park

Walking RI: Hunt for RI's rare state rock at Cumberland's Blackall/Ballou
Preserve

Walking RI: A green getaway in the thick of Providence

From there, it was just a short walk to where we had parked.

In all, we hiked 4.5 miles for a little over two hours.

There are many unique sightings on the trails in Rhode Island. But one of the most
fascinating is the ospreys and their nests at Great Swamp.
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It’s always encouraging to me that they return every spring. And it seems to me
that if they can make the long flight back every April, I should be able to take a
short walk to revisit them every year.

Rhode Island Hiking Trail Tip

During hunting season, all users of state management areas are required to wear a
minimum of 200 square inches of solid fluorescent orange, such as a hat or vest,
from April 16 to May 31. Violators are subject to a $100 fine.

Walking RI: A hiker's guide to
rediscovering your state (and yourself)

John Kostrzewa, a former assistant
managing editor at The Providence
Journal, welcomes email at
johnekostrzewa@gmail.com.
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