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Notes

J. Murray Speirs: Distinguished Ornithologist

J. Bruce Falls

Murray Speirs has made important
and lasting contributions to
ornithology and natural history in
Ontario. He is the recipient of the
OFO Distinguished Ornithologist
Award for the year 2000.

Born in 1909, Murray was fasci-
nated by birds as a lad; at age six he
identified his first Ruby-crowned
Kinglet. In his teen years, he was
one of the most active birdwatchers
in Toronto and by age 15 he was
keeping records of the species and
numbers of birds he saw, a practice
he kept up until he was 90. His
interest in science took him through
the Mathematics and Physics
course at the University of Toronto
but he soon turned his quantitative
skills to Fluctuations in the Number
of Birds in the Toronto Region, the
subject of his Master’s thesis in the
Department of Zoology. For this
study, he gathered together field
notes and publications of many
other observers along with his own,
an approach that was to character-
ize many of his later projects. His
doctoral studies with Dr. Charles
Kendeigh, a well-known ecologist
at the University of Illinois, were
interrupted by a stint as meteorolo-
gist with the RCAF during World

ONTARIO BIRDS DECEMBER 2000

War II. He completed his PhD the-
sis on Local and Migratory
Movements of the American Robin
in Eastern North America in 1946.
When Murray Speirs began his
bird studies, it was customary to col-
lect specimens. While he acknowl-
edged the value of museum collec-
tions, his own efforts were directed
to precise field identification aided
by a keen ear for the distinctive
sounds of different species. This was
the basis of his quadrat censuses.
He was a pioneer in Ontario in
focusing his research on popula-
tions and communities of birds in
different habitats. In 1937, with
other young birdwatchers of the
Toronto  Ornithological  Field
Group, he conducted the first
counts of birds in a surveyed
quadrat at York Downs near
Toronto. Following his doctoral
studies, he carried out bird surveys
for the Federal and Provincial
Governments in Northern Ontario
(effects of DDT spraying) and on
the Georgian Bay Islands. After he
and his wife, Doris Huestis Speirs,
moved to Pickering in 1948, he
began serious population studies of
the birds of what was then Ontario
County (now part of Durham
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Region). With student assistants, he
drove the roads, paddled the water-
ways and conducted quadrat cen-
suses in different habitats. Based on
the results of these studies and
reports of other observers, he pub-
lished a six-volume series, Birds of
Ontario County (1973-1978), detail-
ing the seasonal distribution of
birds. This was followed in 1985 by
two large volumes entitled Birds of
Ontario, including a meticulous
compilation of records through the
seasons and throughout the
province. These and other publica-
tions, together with 75 years (over
40 years in the Pickering area) of
detailed field notes of his daily
observations, constitute an invalu-
able contribution to Ontario
ornithology — a legacy that will be
valued for years to come by those
who would trace changes in the dis-
tribution and abundance of Ontario
birds.

In addition to his population
studies, Murray and Doris Speirs
investigated the life histories of sev-
eral species, including American
Robin, Black-capped Chickadee,
Evening Grosbeak and Lincoln’s
Sparrow. Murray and Doris wrote
the account of the Lincoln’s
Sparrow in Bent’s Life Histories of
North American Birds, published by
the Smithsonian Institution in 1968.

While Murray Speirs was carry-
ing out his field studies, he was
mentor to many students and seri-
ous amateurs who acted as his assis-
tants. Young ornithologists that he
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assisted and encouraged include
Jim Richards, Ron Tozer, Rob
Nisbet, Ron Orenstein and Matt
Holder, and artist-naturalists
Robert Bateman and Barry Kent
MacKay.

Much of his career (1947-1974)
was spent in the Department of
Zoology at the University of
Toronto, where he combined library
and bibliographic work in the
Fisheries Research Laboratory with
teaching in animal ecology. He and
I worked together introducing ecol-
ogy students to field biology. Many
of our trips were to Cobble Hill, his
home in Pickering, where we com-
pared the habitats of field and for-
est. Much to the benefit and pleas-
ure of the students, these tours con-
tinued for years after Dr. Speirs
retired.

Murray is a long-standing
member of all the major ornitho-
logical societies in North America:
American Ornithologists’ Union,
Association of Field Ornithologists,
Cooper Ornithological Society,
Society of Canadian Ornithologists
and Wilson Ornithological Society.
He has taken a special interest in
local naturalists’ organizations in
Ontario. He is a charter (now hon-
orary) member of the Toronto
Ornithological Club, a co-founder
of the Pickering Naturalists and a
founding (now honorary) member
of the Federation of Ontario
Naturalists (FON). He was very
active in the FON, editing The
Bulletin (forerunner of Seasons



magazine) from 1953 to 1961, and
with W. W. Judd, editing A
Naturalist’s Guide to Ontario in
1964. He and his wife received the
highest award of the FON for serv-
ice to conservation. He has also
been a strong supporter of Long
Point Bird Observatory.

With his interest in bird popu-
lations, it was natural for Dr. Speirs
to take part in many volunteer-
based bird surveys. For 40 years, he
compiled the Pickering Christmas
Bird Count. When the Breeding
Bird Survey began in the 1960s, he
was an early participant and soon
coordinated the BBS for Ontario.
He contributed the account for the
Lincoln’s Sparrow to the Atlas of
the Breeding Birds of Ontario
(Cadman et al. 1987).

In 1995, he donated 2.8
hectares of his own property to pro-
tect a portion of the Altona Woods,
one of the least disturbed tracts in
the Toronto region. The 11- hectare
forest now bears his name as the J.
Murray Speirs Ecological Reserve.

For all his achievements, Dr.
Speirs has recently been appointed
a Member of the Order of Canada.

I cannot close this account
without reference to the quiet unas-
suming way in which Murray Speirs
interacts with others. He is a true
gentleman. Two of his earlier assis-
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tants tell a story of when they were
unable to locate the plot where they
were supposed to be censusing
birds. With some trepidation, they
phoned to say they were lost and
unable to carry out the survey.
Murray’s reply was “oh”. One said
to the other, “I have never known
him to be so angry.”

I have known and admired
Murray Speirs as a friend for nearly
60 years. He is indeed a distin-
guished ornithologist and naturalist
and a fine gentleman.
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Caspian Tern Night Roost on Roof

Jean Iron

At 2030h on 18 August 2000, I
arrived at Polson Street on Lake
Ontario in Toronto, Ontario. Getting
out of my car I heard the distinctive
calls of adult and juvenile Caspian
Terns (Sterna caspia) flying noisily
overhead toward the nearby flat
roof of a recycling plant on the east
side of Toronto Harbour (Figure 1).
Between 2030h and 2105h, I counted
119 Caspians going to roost. Even as
it got dark, it was easy to pick out the
Caspians from the Ring-billed Gulls
(Larus delawarensis) by sight and
their distinctive calls.

Realizing that I had missed
many early roosting Caspians the
day before, I returned to count the
birds between 1900h and 2100h on
19 August. I counted 175 Caspian
Terns coming from Lake Ontario out
of the southwest, south and south-
east to roost on the flat roof. There
were many vocal juveniles. The
majority of birds arrived during the
40 minutes before dark. Great Black-
backed (L. marinus), Herring (L.
argentatus) and Ring-billed Gulls
also roosted on the roof. The roof
must have been packed with birds.
The Heermann’s Gull (L.
heermanni), which was present at the
Toronto Harbour from 14 November
1999 to 16 September 2000 (Pittaway
2000), probably roosted regularly on
the roof. At 2000h on 31 August, I
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saw the Heermann’s fly from Polson
Street and land on the roof among
the gulls and Caspian Terns.

The peak count of Caspians was
on 24 August 2000 with 256 Caspian
Terns landing on the roof between
1946h and 2045h. At 2015h, a large
flock of 83 came in together. In the
twilight, several adult Caspians flew
about calling raucously with fish in
their bills. On 27 August, Tania
Havelka of Canadian Wildlife
Service and I counted 151 Caspian
Terns flying to the roof

Discussion

Caspian Terns normally roost on
rocks, beaches, sandbars, natural
mudflats, spits and small islands
(Cuthbert and Wires 1999). I have
also observed them resting during
the day on artificial structures; for
example, concrete and rock jetties,
levees at sewage lagoons, artificial
islands, and the parking lot at
Polson Street. Pittaway (1987)
observed Caspian Terns resting dur-
ing the day at a dump with Ring-
billed Gulls. A search of the litera-
ture found no reference to roof
roosting (see Bent 1921, Cramp
1985, Cuthbert and Wires 1999).
D.V. Chip Weseloh (pers.comm.),a
colonial waterbird expert with the
Canadian Wildlife Service, has not
heard of roof roosting in Caspian



Table 1: Caspian Tern high count on 24 August 2000 at Toronto roost.
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Time Flying North to Flying South to

Roof Roost Lake Ontario
1900h — 1930h 0 0
1930h — 1945h 0 9
1946h — 2003h 29 0
2004h - 2014h 28 0
2015h - 2023h 135 0
2024h — 2034h 58 6
2035h — 2045h 6 0
Total 256 15

Table 2: Caspian Tern roost counts, August and September 2000, at Toronto.

Date Time Number
18 August 2030h - 2105h 119
19 August 1900h — 2100h 175
24 August 1900h — 2045h 256
27 August 1915h — 2040h 151
29 August 1900h — 2030h 121
31 August 1910h — 2030h 70
5 September 1920h — 2030h 46
11 September 1800h — 1935h 1
18 September 1800h — 1930h 2
19 September 1900h — 1930h 0

Terns. However, roof roosting and
nesting is reported in Herring and
Ring-billed Gulls (Blokpoel and
Smith 1988, Blokpoel et al. 1990).
Most of the Caspian Terns
observed roosting in Toronto prob-
ably originate from the large
colonies on Georgian Bay. Pittaway
(1987) described a migration route
from Georgian Bay and Lake
Simcoe to Lake Ontario. In recent
years, Caspians have colonized arti-
ficial sites such as in Hamilton
Harbour and Toronto’s Leslie
Street Spit (Tommy Thompson

Park), but breeding numbers are
small on Lake Ontario. For exam-
ple, Glenn Coady (pers. comm.)
reported 18 Caspian Tern nests on
the Leslie Street Spit in Toronto in
2000. Caspian Terns are increasing
on the Great Lakes and the outlook
for them appears good (Iron 1995).

After fledging, juvenile and
adult Caspian Terns disperse to
linger at traditional feeding areas
(Cuthbert and Wires 1999) such as
along the shores of Lake Ontario in
the Toronto area. Coady and Smith
(2000) report the peak number of
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Figur 1: Flat-roofed uilding at Toronto Harbour utilized by Caspian Terns as a

night roost site. Photo by Jean Iron.

Caspian Terns in Toronto was 311
on 25 August 1987. On the Leslie
Street Spit on 6 August 2000, Glenn
Coady (pers. comm.) reported 129
Caspians at midday and Roy Smith
(pers. comm.) reported 105 in early
afternoon, so numbers were
increasing before my evening
counts began. The Spit is about five
minutes flying time from the roof
night roost. Coady and Smith (pers.
comm.) saw Caspian Terns perched
on the roof roost during the day, but
they were unaware at the time that
it was used for night roosting.

Little information exists about
the important stopover sites and
habitats used on migration by
Caspian Terns (Cuthbert and Wires
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1999). The Toronto night roost site
contributes new information about a
significant stopover spot. Protection
of this site is important because hun-
dreds of birds depend upon it as a
safe night roost. Toronto’s waterfront
development plans and its bid for the
2008 Olympics could put this impor-
tant roost in jeopardy.

In conclusion, migrating adult
and juvenile Caspian Terns, peaking
at 256 birds on 24 August 2000, roost-
ed on the flat roof of a recycling
plant in Toronto. This location is
ideal as it is elevated and undis-
turbed, and has a protective raised
wall around the rim, making it safe
from disturbance from people, dogs,
cats, coyotes, foxes and raccoons. The



roost is also close to productive feed-
ing areas on Lake Ontario off the
Leslie Street Spit. My observations
in Toronto document the first report
of Caspian Terns night roosting on
the flat roof of a large building. Night
roof roosting has probably been hap-
pening here for a long time and it
probably occurs elsewhere as well.
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2001
OFO Annual General Meeting

We are pleased to announce that the Ontario Field Ornithologists’ AGM
will be returning to Point Pelee National Park on Saturday and Sunday,
29 and 30 September 2001. Mark your calendars now to enjoy this great
weekend of fall birding. There will be field trips with a focus on identifi-
cation, featuring small groups and experienced leaders. We will come
together on Saturday evening for a banquet and special program at the
Leamington Dock restaurant. Watch for further details in the coming
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Unusual Mating Behaviour by a Tree Swallow

Geoff Carpentier

The Tree Swallow (Tachycineta
bicolor) is known to be an aggres-
sive and prolific breeder, competing
both intraspecifically and inter-
specifically (Bent 1942). Common
throughout virtually all of Ontario
(Quinney and Dunn 1987), the Tree
Swallow often breeds in nest boxes
in urban and suburban areas (Peck
and James 1987).

On 13 May 1997, Bill Stone,
Tony Bigg and I were birding at the
Port Rowan sewage lagoons in
Haldimand-Norfolk RM, Ontario.
This large open area adjacent to
water was suitable habitat for Tree
Swallows to breed. The fields, wet
scrub and open water harboured an
abundant food supply for the nest-
ing birds. Numerous nest boxes had
been erected along the perimeter of
the lagoons to facilitate breeding.
At the time of these observations,
most of the boxes were occupied by
breeding pairs of Tree Swallows.

A male Tree Swallow, sexed by
its behaviour, was observed flutter-
ing on the gravel roadway, appar-
ently sitting atop something on the
road. We watched the bird for a few
minutes and eventually determined
that it was sitting on a dead Tree
Swallow, which we presumed was a
female. The male repeatedly
attempted to copulate with the
dead swallow. The dead bird was in
excellent condition, as rigor mortis
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had not set in and it presumably
had died very recently from an
unknown cause.

The dead bird was positioned
in a manner such that the belly was
pressed against the ground and the
wings were spread to the sides,
almost fully extended. The image
was representative of a bird in
flight. The male, sitting atop the
dead female, repeatedly oriented
itself above and centred over her
rump. The position was typical of
the posturing one would expect had
the male been mating with a live
bird. Throughout the observation
period (seven or eight minutes), the
male periodically made minor
adjustments to its position, but
always maintained some level of
physical contact with the dead bird.
Eventually we approached more
closely, but the male immediately
flew off to the northeast, toward the
lagoons. It did not subsequently
return to the dead bird.

Discussion

Bent (1942) described the courtship
flight of the Tree Swallow, during
which the pair flies well above
ground level and eventually the
male grasps the female with its feet
and both birds tumble downward,
finally separating near the ground.
Could the death of the female have
been the result of a fatal courtship



flight, where the birds did not sepa-
rate in time? The excellent condi-
tion of the plumage and the lack of
any visible injuries lend some cre-
dence to this possibility. The male’s
interest in the female might also
contribute to the circumstantial evi-
dence that she died in a fatal
courtship flight.The road on which
the female lay was very sporadical-
ly travelled, so it was unlikely that
an impact with a car was the cause
of its death. Robertson et al. (1992)
reported that during the breeding
season, “both sexes often grapple
with conspecifics inside cavity, in
air, on ground, or even on water”,
and that the “combatants have been
found injured or dead inside boxes
or on ground after such fights”. A
physical interaction of this type
may be the most likely explanation
for the death of the female swallow
we found.

The female’s posture in death
was very similar to that which it
would have exhibited if alive and
receptive to the male’s mating
attempts. This posture apparently
illicited the copulatory response by
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the male. I found no reference in
the literature to necrophilia in Tree
Swallows, however.

Acknowledgements

I thank Robert Ryan for his insight-
ful editing of earlier drafts, and Ron
Tozer for his assistance with the lit-
erature and helpful comments.

Literature Cited

Bent, A.C. 1942. Life Histories of North
American Flycatchers, Larks, Swallows,
and Their Allies. United Sates National
Museum Bulletin 179. Washington, D.C.

Peck, G.K and R.D. James. 1987. Breeding
Birds of Ontario: Nidiology and
Distribution. Volume 2: Passerines. Life
Sciences Miscellaneous Publications.
Royal Ontario Museum, Toronto.

Quinney, T.E. and E.H. Dunn. 1987. Tree
Swallow (Tachycineta bicolor). Pp.
274-275 in Atlas of the Breeding Birds of
Ontario (M.D. Cadman, PFJ.Eagles and
FEM. Helleiner, compilers). University of
Waterloo Press, Waterloo, Ontario.

Robertson, R.J., B.J. Stutchbury, and R.R.
Cohen. 1992. Tree Swallow (Tachycineta
bicolor). In The Birds of North America,
No. 11 (A. Poole, P. Stettenheim, and F.
Gill, editors). Academy of Natural
Sciences, Philadelphia, and American
Ornithologists’ Union, Washington, D.C.

Geoff Carpentier, 155 Ravenscroft Road, Ajax, Ontario L1T 1Y3

VOLUME 18 NUMBER 3



136

An Observation of Solitary Sandpiper
Feeding Behaviour

Bill Crins

The Solitary Sandpiper ( Tringa soli-
taria) is a familiar and common
migrant in much of Ontario, and
often is found in wet places that are
rarely frequented by other migrat-
ing shorebirds, such as beaver pond
edges and small farm ponds. Given
our familiarity with this species dur-
ing migration, it may come as a sur-
prise that many aspects of its biolo-
gy are quite poorly known, or have
not been well documented. As
Moskoff (1995) recently stated,
“much remains to be learned about
this species.”

Shorebirds exhibit diverse and
characteristic feeding behaviours,
and the Solitary Sandpiper is no
exception. Usually, it can be seen
probing in shallow water or mud
with its bill as it works along the
edges of ponds, ditches, and other
open or shaded wet depressions
(Bent 1929, Palmer 1967, Terres
1982, Moskoft 1995). It has been
described as a “snatcher” (Palmer
1967), catching insects such as drag-
onfly nymphs, aquatic beetles and
bugs, grasshoppers, and caterpillars,
other invertebrates such as spiders,
worms, and small crustaceans, and
small frogs as it moves along (Bent
1929, Palmer 1967).

There are also a few reports of
a more specialized feeding behav-
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iour in the Solitary Sandpiper. This
involves the rapid but subtle move-
ment of the leading foot below the
surface of shallow water to stir up
food items, which the bird then cap-
tures (Bent 1929, Palmer 1967,
Terres 1982). Variously known as
foot-paddling, foot-stirring, or foot-
trembling, this foraging activity has
been reported in herons, gulls, and
several shorebirds (Terres 1982).
On 9 May 1999, I had the
opportunity to observe this type of
feeding behaviour by a Solitary
Sandpiper at the Miller Creek
Conservation Area near Lakefield
in Peterborough County. It consis-
tently waded in shallow water at the
edge of an open mudflat in a cattail
marsh, quickly but delicately shak-
ing and probing its feet, one at a
time, in the organic matter. It con-
tinued this behaviour as it slowly
probed in successively deeper water
until something was dislodged or
disturbed, at which time it would
capture the disturbed item with its
bill. Several items were captured in
this manner. During the five minute
observation period (0910h—-0915h),
ten fairly large dragonfly nymphs
(perhaps Libellula sp.) were eaten,
as well as several smaller unidenti-
fied invertebrates. By the end of the
observation period, the crop of this



Solitary Sandpiper was clearly dis-
tended, indicating that this method
of feeding had been very successful.

Moskoff (1995) implied that
this feeding behaviour had been
observed only in fall migration, but
the observation reported here indi-
cates that it also is used in spring
migration. It seems likely that this
behaviour is used whenever habitat
conditions dictate.
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PUBLICATION NOTICE

McLaughlin Bay Wildlife Reserve and Second Marsh Wildlife Area Visitor’s
Guide. 2000. By Jim Richards. Friends of Second Marsh, Oshawa, Ontario.
Softcover, 74 pages. $6.00.

This attractive and informative little book (pocket-sized for easy use in the
field) provides a fascinating introduction and guide to the natural history
(especially the birds) of Oshawa Second Marsh, McLaughlin Bay Wildlife
Reserve, and Darlington Provincial Park in Durham Region. It has over 75
colour photographs, plus detailed maps and descriptions of the system of
trails at Second Marsh and McLaughlin Bay. The text describes community
and corporate involvement in the protection and enhancement of these
areas, natural features along the many trails, and the extensive restoration
activities which have been undertaken. The guide includes checklists of the
herptiles, mammals, fish and birds recorded to date. The many colour pho-
tographs (by the author) of birds, and detailed information on access and
where to find particular species will be of great interest to birders.

The guide can be purchased for $6.00 (tax included) from Friends of Second
Marsh, 206 King Street East, Box 26066, RPO King Street, Oshawa, Ontario
L1H 1CO0. Mail orders (cheques only) should add $2.00 for postage and han-
dling. Ron Tozer

CORRIGENDA

Ontario Birds 18(2) August 2000
We apologize to our readers and the authors involved for the following errors,
which were made by the editors:

“Varella” should be “Varrela” as follows: Table of Contents (second article author),
Page 63 (last reference under Slaty-backed Gull), Page 72 (last reference), Page 73
(second author), Page 76 (photo captions), and Page 77 (second author).

Page 62

Under Heermann’s Gull, the first sentence of commentary should be: “This
remarkable first record for Ontario is also the second and most easterly record for
eastern North America”.

Page 79
In Table 1, the Total in the third column should be “2603”, not “2606”.
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Book Reviews

Handbook of the Birds of the
World. Volume 5: Barn-owls to
Hummingbirds. 1999. Edited by
Josep del Hoyo, Andrew Elliott and
Jordi Sargatal. Lynx Edicions,
Barcelona, Spain. Hardcover, 759
pages. $185 U.S. (ISBN 84-87334-
25-3).

Once in a while, one comes across a
publication that simply leaves one
breathless and incredulous, due to
its appearance, content, readability
and functionality. I was fortunate
enough, recently, to have such an
experience, whereby the fifth vol-
ume of the Handbook of the Birds
of the World series was offered to
me with a request to do a review.
This is not just a field guide to the
birds, but rather a compilation that
covers many of the essential com-
ponents of their lives and their
interactions with humans. The book
is not only eye-pleasing, but its fact-
filled pages will make it hard to put
down. It has 759 pages, which in
itself represents a major undertak-
ing. The book is significantly
enhanced by its 12” x 10” size, which
makes it all the more impressive,
while permitting the inclusion of
much more information.

This ambitious project was
undertaken approximately seven
years ago and has involved an
expert team of editors, an Editorial
Council and, in the case of Volume

5, 38 world famous experts who
authored  individual  species
accounts. Volumes 1 through 4 cov-
ered the Ostrich to Ducks, New
World Vultures to Guineafowl,
Hoatzin to Auks and Sandgrouse to
Cuckoos, thereby setting the frame-
work for this volume. Perhaps it is
even better than its predecessors, if
that is possible!

The book begins with a fore-
word and introduction dissimilar to
any I have seen for some time.
Included therein are the usual
thank-yous and acknowledgements.
However, also to be found are
informative mini-articles on risk
indicators, population size and frag-
mentation considerations, ecologi-
cal insights in the sense that the
choices made by species will affect
their ability to survive in the mod-
ern world, and finally, a fascinating
presentation on a system for status
assessment. The ITUCN-World
Conservation Union developed a
system in the early 1990s to evalu-
ate the probability of a taxon
becoming extinct. Frightening as
this concept is, that is the fate of
today’s wildlife and it is good that
someone is doing qualitative and
quantitative assessments of risk so
that we can better anticipate prob-
lems and deal with them proactive-
ly where possible. All this informa-
tion was presented in the first 32
pages of the book; there are still 727
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pages to go!

The rest of the book offers a
detailed compilation of information
related to every species of barn-
owl, typical owl, oilbird, owlet-
nightjar, frogmouth, potoo, nightjar,
swift, tree-swift and hummingbird.
The section dealing with each fami-
ly begins with several pages of text,
liberally interspersed with numer-
ous high quality photographs of the
species discussed. These articles are
not placed herein merely as fillers.
Rather, they provide -concise,
informative, detailed and relevant
information about the families. For
example, the section on typical owls
is 75 pages long and discusses the
following topics: systematics, mor-
phology, habitat, general habits,
voice, food and feeding, breeding,
movements, relationship with man,
status and conservation and a gen-
eral bibliography, all highlighted
with 110 spectacular colour photo-
graphs! The authors have not
focussed on the larger families in
their treatments, but have afforded
all families a similar level of cover-
age. For example, the Oilbirds,
which are represented by a single
species, have seven pages of text
and four photographs dedicated to
them. Likewise, the Frogmouths,
with twelve species, are covered by
fifteen pages of text and nineteen
photographs! These accounts are
fact-filled and absorbing.

Following these introductory
sections, individual species accounfs
for every known species, including
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potentially extinct species, are pre-
sented. These accounts carry
enough detail that the reader leaves
feeling that he/she actually knows
something about the species beyond
just its field marks. Each species
account includes information on its
taxonomy, distribution (supple-
mented with an excellent range
map), description, voice, habitat,
food and feeding, breeding, move-
ments, status and conservation, and
a specific bibliography. The colour
plates produced to support the
information in the text are again of
superior quality and detail.
Wherever possible, the most similar
members of the tribe or genus are
depicted on the same plate. In keep-
ing with the modern ideal, with
respect to field guides, several views
of the birds are shown on each plate.
For example, the plate on Discosura
hummingbirds depicts nine species
of hummingbirds, but shows twenty-
eight individual views of males,
females and certain subspecies. In
fact, when it is all added together,
approximately 1,600 paintings and
four hundred photographs supple-
ment the 747 species accounts.

It is difficult to find fault with
the book. In its entirety, it is well
presented, detailed, inclusive and
informative. However, I wonder
why none of the colour plates
shows juvenal or immature
plumages. For some of the species
depicted, this book will represent
the only reference many birders
own and as such, representations of



the young birds would have been
beneficial. Additionally, there
appears to be little information on
extralimital sightings of birds, such
as the Great Gray Owl winter inva-
sions. In this regard, the authors
acknowledge the movements, but
are not very accurate with respect
to the extent and range covered.
However, this is not too surprising,
in that so many species are covered
in the book and one cannot expect
it to include everything known
about a species. Enough accurate
information is available to ensure
that the reader has a good founda-
tion in fact when researching the
species. I checked a couple of the
accounts for species that I am very
familiar with and was very pleased
to see the accuracy and scope of the
species reports. I was also pleased
to see Canadian content, both in the
map references, the text and the
citations. The book is extremely
current and includes not only much
of the most recent information on
all known species but also up to
date information on new species
recently discovered or split from
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other species.

The book includes approxi-
mately 8,400 references. Included in
these are two by R.R. Sargent from
the early 1990s. However, his most
recent work (1999) was not cited,
yet this is perhaps one of his most
important publications, in which he
describes movements of western
species of hummingbirds into the
southeastern USA in winter in
unprecedented numbers and loca-
tions. However, considering the
number of citations included, is it
really very surprising that many
would be missed? But one must
wonder why some breeding bird
atlases were included (e.g., Britain
and Ireland), while others (e.g.,
Ontario) were missed. These publi-
cations are invaluable, fact-filled
sources of information that should
not be overlooked.

All said and done, this remains
one of the most amazing books that I
have had the pleasure to study and it
should be included in every serious
birder’s library! It may be ordered by
e-mail: <lynx@hbw.com>.

Geoff Carpentier, 155 Ravenscroft Road, Ajax, Ontario L1T 1Y3
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Letters to the Editors

California Gull

I enjoyed reading the very well writ-
ten Photo Quiz by Willie D’Anna in
the April issue of Ontario Birds (18:
48-51). 1 feel one statement made
by the writer needs some additional
comment. D’Anna, referring to
aberrant Herring Gull-type birds,
states “one character I have never
seen on these birds, and I suspect I
never will, is the unique bill pattern
of the adult winter California Gull.”
In early April 2000, I observed an
aberrant gull on the Niagara River
with an identical bill pattern to that
of an adult winter California Gull.
The bird’s bill pattern, mantle, irid
and leg color were typical of an
adult California Gull. However,
structural difference and large size
(exceeding Larus argentatus smith-
sonianus) combined with slate gray
primary tips eliminated California
Gull. The bird observed was so
unique that it would be impossible
to mistake it for either a Herring
Gull or California after careful
observation.

Except for the one occasion, I
have never seen the unique bill pat-
tern on any bird that could not be
identified as a California Gull
However, one final note of caution
on bill patterns is due. Many third-
year Herring show dusky subtermi-
nal markings on the anterior side of
the red spot near the tip. The dusky
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markings are most extensive on the
lower mandible but often extend to
the upper mandible, creating the
illusion of a band. This pattern is
also observed on a small minority
of adult winter Herring Gulls. At
close range, this pattern is never as
thin, nor as clearly and sharply
defined as on California Gull. Also,
the subterminal markings on
Herring Gull are usually grayer and
only rarely extend to the top of the
upper mandible as shown by
California Gull. When viewed at a
distance, it becomes difficult to sep-
arate the bill pattern of California
Gull from some Herring Gulls. I
suspect that similar bill patterns
could exist on some adult Thayer’s
Gulls, although never observed by
myself. Bill pattern is an excellent
field mark for identifying adult win-
ter California Gulls. However, a
combination of characteristics such
as leg, mantle, and irid color, pri-
mary pattern, shape and size, must
be used to identify all out-of-range
California Gulls.

Brendan Klick
48 Roycroft Blvd.
Ambherst, NY 14226

Willie D’Anna comments:

I want to thank Brendan Klick for
his comments about bill pattern and
identifying adult California Gulls in



winter. I heartily endorse his view
that out-of-range California Gulls
(such as those found in Ontario)
should only be identified with a
combination of characters. Like
Brendan, I have observed aberrant
gulls on the Niagara River that
appeared in many respects to be
like a California Gull but upon clos-
er inspection failed to pass the
whole test. Not surprisingly, these
gulls have sometimes been misiden-
tified as California Gulls by unwit-
ting birders. In my article, I
described many of the field marks
that have been observed on these
aberrant gulls which are known
characters for California Gull. In
hindsight, my statement that the bill
pattern of adult winter California
Gulls was unique was an unfortu-
nate choice of words. Although I
have not yet observed this mark on
an aberrant gull, the combination of
black and red on the bill is frequent
enough in Herring Gulls that it
stands to reason that an aberrant
gull might show something similar.
As for Brendan’s odd gull, it is yet
another example of the perplexing
variability shown by the large gulls.
The bird would seem to me to be
unidentifiable. With so many char-
acters that are a match for
California Gull, it is a fine example
of the need for great caution when
identifying this rarity in Ontario.

Willie D’Anna
2257 Cayuga Drive Extension
Niagara Falls, NY 14304
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Robin Behaviour

On 11 May 2000, I watched an
American Robin fly across our yard
from a nest next door, carrying a
large item which it dropped in the
dense vegetation of my fern garden.
Presuming that it was an eggshell
(albeit, a big one), indicating that its
young had hatched, I went over to
have a look. To my surprise, it was
the cold but still flexible corpse of a
nestling. There was physical injury
(and bleeding) at the head and
back, but I think that resulted from
the female carrying the body in its
beak. The adult bird flew strongly
and normally, which is one reason
that I presumed it was carrying an
eggshell. Flying over 20 metres with
the +20 gram body of a young in its
beak was not something I would
have expected, however.

I always assumed a dead young
was either pushed or pulled out of a
nest, and then was dragged away
from beneath by whatever scav-
enger came along. I have certainly
found dead robin nestlings beneath
nests before. That the adult (the
female) would carry the body off
was quite a surprise, let alone that it
would carry the body so far with so
little apparent difficulty.

Perhaps this is a common
occurrence, but it’s a new one to
me. Ever heard of or seen such a
thing?

Dan Brunton
216 Lincoln Heights Road
Ottawa, Ontario K2B 8AS
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Ron Tozer comments:

An adult bird removing a dead
young from its nest and then trans-
porting the corpse a significant dis-
tance away may occur regularly, but
it certainly appears to be rarely
observed or reported, especially
among passerines, I am aware of
two other occurrences. Dan
Strickland (pers. comm.) observed a
Gray Jay remove a dead young
from the nest and carry it in flight
for at least 15 metres before disap-
pearing from view among the trees.
It was Dan’s only observation of
this behaviour during nearly 35
years of studying Gray Jay breeding
biology in Algonquin Provincial
Park. Patricia Rossi (BIRDCHAT,
9 August 2000) reported that a male
Northern Mockingbird dropped a
dead nestling from its nest, and then
dragged the corpse across a street
in Levittown, Pennsylvania.

Oshawa Guide Update

Since the publishing of OFO Bird
Finding Guide # 7 (Ontario Birds
17: 133-151), dealing with Second
Marsh  Wildlife  Area  and
McLaughlin Bay Wildlife Reserve,
a number of new records have
become known. While some are
newly established sightings, most
are previously published and
unpublished records that were
overlooked by the author. I am
indebted to those who have made
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their records known to me, and
especially to Tyler Hoar who has
shared his vast database for
Darlington Provincial Park.

While the new records do not
change the overall list for the
Regional Municipality of Durham,
I had incorrectly published the
Regional list as totalling 349
species, when in fact it stands at 353.
The new records do change the
Bird Finding Guide breeding bird
list from 98 to 101 species, with the
addition of Ring-billed Gull,
Golden-crowned Kinglet, and
Orchard Oriole.

The Guide area species total
goes from 276 to 288, with the fol-
lowing additions: Western Grebe,
Barrow’s Goldeneye, Northern
Bobwhite, Parasitic Jaeger, Thayer’s
Gull, Ivory Gull, Great Gray Owl,
Common Raven, Carolina Wren,
Bohemian Waxwing, Worm-eating
Warbler, and Summer Tanager.
Please continue to forward your
records from this area to the
author.

Finally, websites about Second
Marsh <www.secondmarsh.com>
and McLaughlin Bay Wildlife
Reserve <www.gmcanada.com>> are
now on-line.

Jim Richards
14 Centre Street
Orono, Ontario LOB 1M0
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Nikon

Photo Quiz
(sponsored by Nikon Canada)

Gulls have always been preferred
subjects of bird photographers.

Their reasonable tolerance of
encroaching humans armed with
various types of optical equipment
has also played a key role in the
precipitous rise in popularity of gull
study over the past two decades.
The essentially brown plumage
and checkered look of the upper-
wing coverts of this photogenic bird
point to it being an immature of

one of the medium- to large-sized,
dark-winged species. I will divulge
first off that it is a regularly occur-
ring North American species, pho-
tographed in the autumn of its year
of hatching.

Of the small- to mid-sized
species, only juvenile Sabine’s,
Franklin’s, Laughing, and
Heermann’s Gulls have substantial-
ly brown upperparts, and none of
these have any of the whitish spot-
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ting or barring so evident on the
folded wings of our subject bird.
Juvenile Ring-billed Gull needs to
be considered, as freshly fledged
individuals are rather brown over-
all. Such a sharply marked, black-
tipped, pink-based bill, coupled
with dark body plumage, would be
a most unusual condition for that
species. Quite importantly, a juve-
nile Ring-billed Gull would lack the
uniformly spotted appearance on
the upperwing coverts of our bird.
There would be a contrast between
pale-fringed, dark-centred median
coverts and greyer greater coverts.
Any barring present would be
found on the inner greater coverts,
diminishing on the outers, those
next to the belly. Much the same
can be said of juvenile Mew Gull,
which also would possess a striking-
ly petite bill, lacking the bright pink
base shown on this bird.

We are left with a still siz-
able list of candidates, those being
Yellow-footed, Western, Glaucous-
winged, Lesser Black-backed,
Great Black-backed, Thayer’s,
California, and Herring Gulls. We
will focus on combinations of bill
structure and colour to promptly
discount the first six species. They
all have bills which are more or less
solid black up to the end of the first
calendar year. The markedly two-
toned bill on our bird also is much
too slender and lacks the bulbous
distal portion shown by the three
exclusively western species and
Great Black-backed Gull.
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We are now left with only
two species to consider. Herring
Gull is abundant in Ontario and is
highly variable in appearance. The
resident population of southern
birds, in various stages of first pre-
basic molt, are joined in late fall by
fresh, dark, northern juveniles.
California Gull has appeared annu-
ally in Ontario, usually in late fall
and winter, since the early 1990s.
Most records are from the Niagara
River, and nearly all of them per-
tain to birds in definitive basic
plumage. Juvenile and first basic
plumages are almost unknown in
Ontario, with no photographic
records existing, to my knowledge.
Thus, a Great Lakes observer,
encountering a bird resembling our
quiz bird, is presented not only with
an identification dilemma, but with
a significant rarity to document.

Noting the bill pattern and
structure, along with the round-
headed, long-winged “jizz”, many
readers already will have identified
our bird as a California Gull
However, caution must be exer-
cised. An occasional Herring Gull,
in its first calendar year, will exhibit
an essentially identical bill pattern,
including the “hook-back” of black
towards the tip of the lower
mandible. There is at least one well
documented case of a runt first year
Herring Gull in the literature,
showing a small bill, head, and
physique, including an attenuated
rear end (Buckley 1998). The gener-
al pattern on the wing coverts is so



similar in the two species that this is
a shaky separating feature. Leg
colour is of no value either, as both
species will show pink legs in the
first year. How do we know that we
are not dealing with a somewhat
aberrant Herring Gull here?

Two characters, evident in the
photo, are determinative. One
strongly suggestive feature is the
white subterminal patch on the ter-
tials. To me, this white area occupies
a greater amount of the tertial,
extending toward the base. In fresh
juvenile Herring Gull, it appears as
more of a subterminal bar, not cov-
ering as much of the feather, and
the tertial has two clearly separated
white spots on the outer edge. The
other trait shown in the photo
involves the scapulars, and is quite
diagnostic. A number of fresh first
basic scapulars have emerged just
above the inner lesser coverts. Their
pattern consists of a pale greyish
feather centre, a very thin dark
shaft streak, along with a thin, dark
subterminal line, and a narrow
whitish fringe. This character, which
has only recently been depicted in
the literature (National Geographic
Society 1999), is rather akin to the
upperpart pattern possessed by a
quite unrelated species, juvenile
Red Knot. First basic scapulars in
Herring Gull are somewhat vari-
able in appearance, largely due to
the effects of wear. They consist of a
dark basal “anchor”, the distal por-
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tion of the feather whitish with a
thin dark shaft streak, thin dark
subterminal bar and white tip. With
wear, the tips of many scapulars
become a whitish patch, ahead of a
dark base. This pattern differs from
that shown by our quiz bird.

For an excellent photograph
showing the first basic plumage of
California Gull, see Lethaby and
Bangma (1998). A fresh juvenile
California Gull, still retaining a
largely all-dark bill, is shown stand-
ing and in flight in Bain and
Shanahan (1998).

This California Gull, in first
prebasic molt, was photographed in
Gibsons, British Columbia, on 19
September 1998, by Glenn Coady.
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