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Articles

First Breeding and Nest Record of
Black-necked Stilt in Ontario

Mark K. Peck, Glenn Coady, A. Geoffrey Carpentier, and
Barry S. Cherriere

Introduction

The Black-necked Stilt (Himan-
topus mexicanus) is a striking black
and white, medium-sized shorebird
with extraordinarily long, pink legs.
Stilts are common in shallow wet-
lands, salt ponds and sewage
lagoons, feeding on invertebrates
and small fish. In North America,
they regularly breed in scattered
populations: throughout southern
Florida and locally along the
Atlantic coast as far north as
Delaware Bay and southeastern
Pennsylvania; in coastal and inland
freshwater sites along the Gulf of
Mexico from Alabama to extreme
southern Texas (and inland to the
Edwards Plateau), through the
northwest and panhandle of Texas
(and very locally in central Texas)
and much of eastern New Mexico;
locally in central and eastern
Colorado as well as very locally in
central Kansas; along the southern
Pacific coast of California and inland
in central California west of the
Sierra Nevada; and widely in the
Great Basin, from southern Oregon
east of the Cascades, through north-
eastern California east of the Sierra
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Nevada, northern Nevada, through
to southwestern Idaho, northern
Utah and extreme southwestern
Wyoming. They also breed locally in
east-central Washington, west-cen-
tral Montana, along the lower
Colorado River and the Salton Sea,
and southeastern Arizona. During a
recent range expansion, they have
begun to nest extralimitally in North
Dakota, Nebraska, Missouri, Illinois,
Tennessee, Kentucky, Wisconsin and
Michigan. Black-necked Stilts have a
tendency to range widely and
extralimital sightings are common
after storms or during prolonged
droughts in their regular breeding
areas (Robinson et al. 1999).

In Canada, they are described
as a rare and erratic breeder in
southern Alberta and Saskatchewan
and are considered accidental or
irregular vagrants throughout the
rest of the country, with records in
all ten provinces (Godfrey 1986,
Campbell et al. 1990, Gauthier and
Aubry 1996, Leighton et al. 2002,
Manitoba Avian Research
Committee 2003). Breeding records
in Alberta (Dekker et al. 1979) and
Saskatchewan  (Salisbury and
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afternoon, 28 May 2004, G. Coady reported that M. Peck had located the stilt’s nest, which con-
tained three eggs that morning.

Sunday, 30 May 2004: One of the Black-necked Stilts was observed at about 1100h by K.
Egressey.

Tuesday, 1 June 2004: G. Carpentier reported both the male and female were more vocal than
usual and reacted quickly to intruders. One of the pair (male) mobbed a passing Red-tailed
Hawk (Buteo jamaicensis).

Wednesday, 2 June 2004: H. and M. Penfold observed the pair at the lagoons at about 1350-
1410h.

Friday, 4 June 2004: D. Sutherland and several other individuals saw the stilts highly agitated in
the cornfield, reacting to a human intruder in the nearby hedgerow/gully.

Saturday, 5 June 2004: G Riley, N. McPherson, D. Riley and A. Riley saw one of the birds at
0900h.

Tuesday, 8 June 2004: Stilts were not observed despite deliberate searches by B. Jones and K.
Newcombe. B. Jones found an eggshell in the cornfield near the nest site.

Wednesday, 9 June 2004: B. Farnan did not find the birds, despite searching.

Wednesday, 16 June 2004: T. Cosburn reported seeing the pair on 4 June.

Nest Information (not posted on ONTBIRDS)

Thursday, 20 May 2004: During five and a half hours of observation from the Jarvis sewage
lagoon berms, B. and L. Cherriere observed both stilts preening and feeding in the south
lagoon. One of the birds (male) was defending part of the lagoon from other shorebirds using
typical crouch-run aggression displays as described by Hamilton (1975). The birds would regu-
larly fly to the corn stubble field to the northeast of the south lagoon and then return to the
lagoon after several minutes. Using a spotting scope, they were able to observe the birds in the
cornfield. The birds landed near each other and, while one bird stood quietly nearby, the other
bird was observed picking up bits of vegetation from the surrounding area and tossing it onto
what they presumed was a nest. After a few moments, the stilt would sidestep a little and con-
tinue tossing material onto the same spot. The bird then began making adjustments to the area
with its bill while slowly lowering itself onto the nest. The birds returned several times to the
same area during the Cherrieres’ visit and continued with nest building behaviour. A Killdeer
(Charadrius vociferus) that had wandered into the nest area was quickly persuaded to leave.
At one point during observations, a heavy rain started to fall. At the time, both birds were
feeding in the lagoons but when the rain started one of the birds (female) quickly left the north
lagoon and headed back into the field where it remained until the rain had ended. The other
bird continued to feed in the south lagoon. Upon returning to the lagoon, the birds continued
to feed until one of them (female) stretched her body out horizontally and angled her head
slightly downward in a typical sexual solicitation posture as described by Hamilton (1975). It
was at that point that the male mounted her and copulation took place. The presumed sex of
each bird had been correctly identified prior to copulation. The male was distinguished by black
mantle and scapular feathers, and a faint wash of pink/cream colour on his throat, chest and
upper belly, The colour of the mantle and scapular feathers was difficult to see on dull, overcast
days. The female was browner on the back with a platinum white breast. Approximately an

VOLUME 22 NUMBER 3



112

hour later, the female assumed the same “bowing” position and the subsequent copulation was
photographed (Figure 1).

Thursday, 27 May 2004: G. Carpentier contacted M. Peck to inform him of the probable nest
site in the unploughed cornfield northeast of the lagoons. Carpentier had been observing the
birds with a spotting scope, but was not able to locate the nest because of impending darkness.

Friday, 28 May 2004: M. Peck traveled to the sewage lagoons, arriving at 0830h, and observed
both birds feeding in the southern lagoon. After 10 minutes, the male, distinguished by the black-
er feathers on the back, flew to the cornfield (Figure 2) and disappeared from view. Using a spot-
ting scope from the fence line between the cornfield and the lagoon, the male was observed
walking to the north end of the field and sitting on what appeared to be a nest. A Killdeer was
also observed sitting in the field approximately 40 m south of the stilt, but nesting was not con-
firmed. After 10 minutes of observation, Peck walked to the site and located the nest (ONRS
173915). It was located at 17T 573018 4747719 (North American Datum 1983). During the
approach, the male left the nest and walked to the northeast edge of the field, where the female
joined him. Both appeared agitated and called noisily during Peck’s visit to the nest site.

The nest was an untidy platform of dead corn stalks, weed stalks and corn leaves with no
indication of a lining (Figure 3). It was placed 50 mm above the bare ground and had an out-
side diameter of 230 mm and an inside diameter of 118 mm. Three pyriform eggs were found
in the nest (Figure 4). The eggs were golden brown, heavily marked with dark brownish black
blotches concentrated near the larger end. They were measured with digital calipers accurate
to 0.01 mm and found to be 42.95 x 30.59 mm, 42.57 x 30.95 mm and 43.23 x 30.79 mm. The
eggs were weighed using an electronic balance accurate to 0.1 g and weighed 19.6 g,20.3 g and
20.1 g, respectively.

While leaving the cornfield and returning to the lagoons, both stilts stayed in front of the
observer and performed wing-flagging and false incubation crouching (Figure 5) distraction
displays as described by Robinson et al. (1999).

Monday, 31 May 2004: G. Coady and M. Peck returned to the nest site to determine final clutch
size and potential incubation period. Coady found a dropped egg (single egg laid on the bare
ground without evidence of any scraping or association with any nest), 10 m from the nest. The
incidence of such dropped eggs is not uncommon in this species (Sordahl 1996, Robinson et al.
1999). This fourth egg measured 43.85 x 30.85 mm. The egg was cold and obviously faded on
one side from sun exposure and had probably lain there for several days. It was salvaged under
Canadian Wildlife Service permit CA0080 and is now in the permanent collections of the Royal
Ontario Museum (ROM 500585). The active nest still contained three warm eggs.

Tuesday, 1 June 2004: The authors contacted B. Jones of Simcoe, who agreed to assist with the
protection of the nest. Jones located the landowner, G. Miller, who graciously agreed to mini-
mize disturbance to the nest by delaying ploughing of the field or, if ploughing was unavoid-
able, to not work in the immediate vicinity of the nest.

Saturday, 5 June 2004: From the lagoon berm, B. Chetriere observed one of the stilts sitting on

the nest while the other bird moved between the south lagoon and the cornfield. When
Cherriere left the lagoon at 1500h, both birds were still present.
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Figure 1: Black-necked Stilts copulating in southernmost sewage lagoon, Jarvis,
Haldimand County, 20 May 2004. Photo by Barry S. Cherriere.

Figure 2: Unploughed cornfield directly east of Jarvis sewage lagoons, Haldimand
County. Nest of Black-necked Stilt in foreground, 28 May 2004. Photo (ROM 2113)
by Mark K. Peck.

VOLUME 22 NUMBER 3




Figure 3: Nest and eggs of Black-necked Stilt, Jarvis, Haldimand County, 28 May
2004. Photo (ROM 2114) by Mark K. Peck.

(ROM 2112) by Mark K. Peck.
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Figure 5: Black-necked Stilt performing false incubation crouch distraction display,
approximately 70 m from nest, Jarvis, Haldimand County, 28 May 2004. Photo by
Mark K. Peck.

Discussion

The first report of Black-necked
Stilt in Ontario in 2004 was a lone
bird flying northwest on the south-
ern tip of Pelee Island on 18 May,
approximately 150 km west of
Jarvis. Although coincidental, there
is no evidence to suggest that this
was one of the Jarvis stilts. Based
solely on distance to known pairs, it
is more likely this was one of the
birds that bred in 2003 and possibly
2004 in the Point Mouilee State
Game Area, Monroe County,
Michigan, located just 55 km north-
west of Pelee Island.

Pair formation of Black-necked
Stilts may occur on the wintering
grounds, on migration, or on the
breeding grounds (Sordahl 1984). A

search of the meteorological data
for mid May revealed no major
storms in the U.S. midwest or along
the Atlantic coast. Checking the
U.S. drought monitor website
(http://drought.unl.edu/dm), we did
find evidence of abnormally dry to
extreme  drought  conditions
throughout much of the Black-
necked Stilt’s western range and
abnormally dry conditions through-
out much of the eastern range in
2004. Similar drought conditions
were also found in the west from
2000 through 2003, suggesting the
extralimital sightings around the
Great Lakes Basin may be the
result of a prolonged drought.
Whether the Black-necked Stilts
from Jarvis came from the west, the
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Atlantic coast, or were a pair of
birds from a previous Great Lakes
Basin sighting is not known.

It is our belief that the stilts had
arrived together very recently and
were probably already paired. Pair
bonds are known to be maintained
throughout the breeding season
(Robinson et al. 1999), so the arrival
and disappearance of the birds at the
same time is not surprising. During
spring migration, both the Jarvis and
Townsend sewage lagoons receive
considerable attention from birders
and it is doubtful the birds would
have been in the area for more than
a couple of days without being
noticed or reported.

The first observations of these
birds occurred at the Townsend
sewage lagoons, 3.5 km to the north-
west of Jarvis, on 19 May 2004.
During that day, the birds were
reported moving between the
sewage lagoons at Jarvis and
Townsend and were observed copu-
lating at the Townsend lagoons. At
the time of the first observed copula-
tion, we would suggest that the birds
were still searching for suitable nest-
ing habitat and had not yet estab-
lished a territory. The report of nest
building and copulation the follow-
ing day at the Jarvis sewage lagoons
demonstrates how quickly this
species is able to establish a breeding
territory and initiate nesting.

The ONTBIRDS listserv is pri-
marily for bird sightings and it
clearly warns contributors not to
report rare or endangered species
on breeding territories so as not to
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cause a species to abandon a nest or
breeding attempt because of distur-
bance. Reports of rare birds are
acceptable if the birds can be seen
from a public location or at a safe
distance. Prior to the reports by the
authors on 28 May 2004, all report-
ed observations were following the
established guidelines and were
providing valuable information on
breeding behaviour. However, it
was evident from many of the
reports that the Black-necked Stilts
had established a nesting territory
and in all probability were nesting
in the vicinity.

Our decision to search for the
nest and report it on ONTBIRDS
was based on three factors. Our pri-
mary goal was to properly docu-
ment the first known nesting of
Black-necked Stilt in Ontario. We
had also hoped that by announcing
the finding of the nest that we had
served a warning to individuals to
limit their observations to the
lagoon berm. In fact, anyone leav-
ing the berm would have done so
knowing they were causing possible
disturbance to a very rare Ontario
species and, given the interest the
birds had generated, were in danger
of being observed by other birders.
Finally, by locating the nest, we
were hoping to protect it by con-
tacting the property owner and
requesting his assistance, prior to
the field being ploughed.

During each of our visits, we
always attempted to minimize dis-
turbance to the nest. This included
determining the exact location of
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tors (Robinson et al. 1999), in the
general vicinity of the cornfield. The
eggshell remains found on 8 June
2004 by Jones and Newcombe fur-
ther support this conclusion. What
effect human disturbance had on the
breeding attempt remains unknown.

Summary

The information presented in this
paper documents the first nesting of
Black-necked Stilt in Ontario, with
material evidence that includes pho-
tographs of the nest and eggs, egg
measurements and weights, nest
dimensions, and a salvaged dropped
egg. At present, this represents the
easternmost Canadian nesting record
for this species, and further demon-
strates the ongoing range expansion
in eastern North America.

Literature Cited

Baillie, J.L. 1955. Ontario — western New York
region. Audubon Field Notes 9: 375-377.

Bain, M. 1992. Ontario Bird Records
Committee report for 1991. Ontario Birds
10: 43-63.

Campbell, R.W,, N.K. Dawe, 1. Mctaggart-
Cowan, J.M. Cooper, G.W. Kaiser, M.C.E.
McNall. 1990. The Birds of British
Columbia. Volume 2. Nonpasserines:
Diurnal Birds of Prey Through
Woodpeckers. University of British
Columbia Press, Vancouver.

Coffey, B.B., Jr. 1985. First state records and
nesting of Black-necked Stilts at
Memphis, Tennessee. Migrant 56: 1-3.

Dekker, D., R. Lister, T.W. Thormin, D.V.
Weseloh, and L.M. Weseloh. 1979. Black-
necked Stilts nesting near Edmonton,
Alberta. Canadian Field-Naturalist 93:
68-69.

Dobos, R.Z. 1997. Ontario Bird Records
Committee report for 1996. Ontario Birds
15: 47-66.

ONTARIO BIRDS DECEMBER 2004

Acknowledgements

The information documented in this
paper would not have been possible
without the generous information
provided by ONTBIRDS contribu-
tors. We would also like to thank
Mark Cranford, Coordinator of
ONTBIRDS, for his valuable assis-
tance and collation of reports. We
would especially like to acknowledge
Barry Jones for his ground support,
and Gordon Miller, the owner of the
cornfield, for his environmental
awareness, his understanding, and his
patience. We would like to thank
Alan Wormington who provided
material from his unpublished manu-
script on distributional records of
rare birds in Ontario, and Ron Tozer
for his helpful comments and assis-
tance with an earlier draft.

Dobos, R.Z. 1999. Ontario Bird Records
Committee report for 1998. Ontario Birds
17: 62-83.

Gauthier, J. and Y. Aubry (editors). 1996.
The Breeding Birds of Quebec: Atlas of
the Breeding Birds of Southern Quebec.
L’ Association québecoise des groupes
d’ornithologues, Province of Québec
Society for the Protection of Birds,
Canadian Wildlife Service, Environment
Canada, Québec Region, Montreal.

Godfrey, W.E. 1966. The Birds of Canada.
National Museum of Canada Bulletin 203,
Queen’s Printer, Ottawa.

Godfrey, W.E. 1986. The Birds of Canada.
Revised Edition. National Museum of
Canada, Ottawa.

Goodwin, C.E. 1981. Ontario Ornithological
Records Committee report for 1980.
Ontario Field Biologist 35: 22-24.

Granlund, J. 1999. Western Great Lakes
region. North American Birds 53:
281-283.



Hamilton, R.B. 1975. Comparative behavior
of the American Avocet and the Black-
necked Stilt (Recurvirostridae).
Ornithological Monographs 17.

James, R.D. 1983. Ontario Bird Records
Committee report for 1982. Ontario Birds
1:7-15.

Leighton, A.L., J. Hay, C.S. Houston, J.F.
Roy, and S. Shadick. 2002. Birds of the
Saskatoon Area. Number 5. Manley Callin
Series,  Special  Publication 23,
Saskatchewan Natural History Society,
Regina, Saskatchewan.

Manitoba Avian Research Committee. 2003.
Black-necked Stilt. The Birds of
Manitoba. Manitoba Naturalists Society,
Winnipeg, Manitoba.

McKee, C. and T. Fink. 1995. First confirmed
nesting of Black-necked Stilt in Illinois.
Meadowlark 4: 6-7.

Pittaway, R. 1995. Ontario Bird Records
Committee report for 1994. Ontario Birds
13: 46-65.

Robinson, J.A., J.M. Reed, J.P. Skorupa, and
L.W. Oring. 1999. Black-necked Stilt
(Himantopus mexicanus). In The Birds of
North America, No. 449 (A. Poole and F.
Gill, editors). The Birds of North
America, Inc., Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.

Roy, K.J. 2002. Ontario Bird Records
Committee report for 2001. Ontario Birds
20: 54-74.

Salisbury, C.D.C. and L.D. Salisbury. 1989.
Successful breeding of Black-necked Stilts
in Saskatchewan. Blue Jay 47: 154-156.

119

Sloan, C. and B. Palmer-Ball. 2003.
Tennessee and Kentucky. North American
Birds 57: 500-502.

Smith, A.R. 1996. Atlas of Saskatchewan
Birds. Number 4. Manley Callin Series,
Special Publication No. 22, Saskatchewan
Natural History Society. Regina,
Saskatchewan.

Sordahl, T.A. 1984. Observations on breed-
ing site fidelity and pair formation in
American Avocets and Black-necked
Stilts. North American Bird Bander 9:
8-11.

Sordahl, T.A. 1996. Breeding biology of the
American Avocet and Black-necked Stilt
in  northern Utah. Southwestern
Naturalist 41: 348-354.

Svingen, P.H. 2004. Western Great Lakes
region. North American Birds 58:
494-497.

Tessen, D.D. 1999. Western Great Lakes
region. North American Birds 53:
388-391.

Will, T. 1999. Changing
Understanding  appearances.
American Birds 53: 354-357.

Wormington, A. 1986. Ontario Bird Records
Committee report for 1985. Ontario Birds
4:3-18.

Wormington, A. 2004. The rare birds of
Ontario: A catalogue of distributional
records. Unpublished manuscript.

Wormington, A. and R.H. Curry. 1990.
Ontario Bird Records Committee report
for 1989. Ontario Birds 8: 4-33.

seasons:
North

Mark K. Peck, Department of Natural History, Royal Ontario Museum, 100
Queen’s Park, Toronto, Ontario M5S 2C6

Glenn Coady, 604 — 60 Mountview Avenue, Toronto, Ontario M6P 214

A. Geoffrey Carpentier, 155 Ravenscroft Road, Ajax, Ontario L1T 1Y3

Barry S. Cherriere, 506 — 575 Queenston Road, Hamilton, Ontario L8K 1K1

VOLUME 22 NUMBER 3



120

Ontario Breeding Bird Atlas Expeditions
Yield Additional Information on
Solitary Sandpiper Nests

Mark K. Peck, Glenn Coady, Gerry Binsfeld, Karl R. Konze,
Patrick C. Hodgson, and Steve Furino

The Ontario Breeding Bird Atlas
projects (1981 to 1985, and 2001 to
2005) have provided a unique oppor-
tunity for ornithologists to survey
northern Ontario. The primary goal
of any Atlas is to provide informa-
tion on avian distribution and, with
the introduction of point counts dur-
ing the second Ontario Atlas, an esti-
mate of relative abundance for many
bird species. The Atlas projects have
also provided interested parties with
an opportunity to access hard-to-
reach areas, and produced greater
breeding and nesting information on
poorly known northern species
(Cadman et al. 1987, Peck et al.
2004a, 2004b). An example was the
third reported nesting in Ontario of
Solitary Sandpiper (Tringa solitaria),
noted last year by Jake Walker
(2004). During northern Atlas trips
in 2004, two crews each found a nest
of Solitary Sandpiper and were able
to obtain photos and supplemental
information. Since the breeding biol-
ogy of the Solitary Sandpiper is so
poorly known (Moskoff 1995), we
felt the additional information would
be a relevant addendum to the
details and historical summary previ-
ously provided by Walker.

Shamattawa River
At 1100h on 12 June 2004, after fin-
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ishing point counts and while return-
ing to base camp along the
Shamattawa River, an atlas team
(Peck, Coady, Konze and Binsfeld)
observed an agitated Solitary
Sandpiper flush from a nest (ONRS
184530) in a tree, calling as it left. The
nest was located at 16U 602237
6078061 (North American Datum
1983).

The nest tree was in an area of
open muskeg near the edge of a large
sedge wetland. Small copses and
individual Black Spruce (Picea mari-
ana) of varying heights were scat-
tered throughout the area (Figure 1).
The maximum height of spruce in
the area was approximately 6 m.
Ground cover consisted predomi-
nately of reindeer lichens (Cladina
sp.), mosses (Sphagnum sp.) and
Labrador Tea (Ledum groen-
landicum). The nest site was approx-
imately 300 m from the edge of bore-
al forest running alongside the
Shamattawa River. There were sev-
eral small ponds within 200 m of the
nest site.

The nest was situated 1.65 m up
in a 3.3 m Black Spruce. It was placed
against the trunk in between two hor-
izontal branches in an area of the tree
that had been previously disfigured.
The nest blended in well and,
although visible from most angles,



ed in muskeg near large sedge meadow (Shamattawa River), 12 June 2004. Photo
(ROM 2117) by Mark K. Peck.

.

olitary Sandpiper (Shamattawa River), 12 June 2004,
Photo (ROM 2115) by Mark K. Peck.
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Figure 3: Muskeg habitat near nest of Solitary Sandpiper (Ekwan River), 23 June
2004. Photo by Patrick C. Hodgson.

e :

Figure 4: Nest and eggs of Solitary Sandpiper (Ekwan River), 23 June 2004. Photo
by Patrick C. Hodgson.
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was difficult to see. The diameter of
the tree at breast height was 7 cm.
The nest had an outside depth of 100
mm, inside depth of 46 mm, outside
diameter of 125 mm and an inside
diameter of 95 mm (Figure 2). It con-
tained three pyriform eggs, pale buff
with dark reddish brown blotching
concentrated near the larger end. The
eggs were warm to the touch. They
were measured with digital calipers
accurate to 0.01 mm and found to be
35.51 x 25.01 mm, 37.26 x 26.26 mm
and 37.3 x 25.81 mm. The eggs were
weighed using an electronic balance
accurate to 0.1 g, and weighed 10.7 g,
12.0 g and 11.8 g, respectively. The
adult bird stayed in the area during
our 30-minute visit to the site.

Ekwan River

On 23 June 2004, Hodgson and
Furino found this nest (ONRS
1004636), 1.7 km west of the junction
of the Ekwan River and the North
Washagami Rivers at 16U 631700
5962867 (North American Datum
1983). It was located in an area of
open, wet muskeg with small scat-
tered Tamarack (Larix laricina),
spruce (Picea sp) and areas of open,
shallow water (Figure 3). Ground
cover was similar to the Shamattawa
River nest. The bird flushed from the
nest as we passed nearby but was not
actually seen sitting. The nest was
located 1.5 m off the ground in a 3-
metre Tamarack, one of several
growing fairly close together. The
nest tree was scraggly, with a few
short branches without a lot of nee-
dles, and the nest was visible from all
angles at close range. At greater dis-
tances, the cryptic construction and

123

the placement of the nest between
two lichen encrusted branches next
to the trunk made it difficult to
locate visually. As seen from the pho-
tograph (Figure 4), the nest was in
good shape and the grass lining was
still intact. The nest contained four
eggs of similar appearance and
colour to the Shamattawa River nest.
The eggs appeared too large for the
cup and left the impression the bird
would be sitting more on top of the
nest than in it. The bird stayed close
by, remaining agitated, but did not
return to the nest while we were
there.

Nest Construction

Although American Robin (Zurdus
migratorius) cannot be completely
ruled out, we believe that both nests
were originally constructed the previ-
ous year by Rusty Blackbirds
(Euphagus carolinus). In our experi-
ence, Rusty Blackbirds and
American Robins construct similar-
looking nests in muskeg areas, with
some notable exceptions. The robin
nests we have observed tended to be
placed in more protected habitats
and were more likely to be better hid-
den by live branches. The cryptic con-
struction and the position of the nests
against the trunk in a tangle of small
branches further suggests Rusty
Blackbird. In addition, both of these
nests were constructed using decay-
ing vegetation (Figures 2 and 4),
which is usual with Rusty Blackbirds
(Avery 1995). A female blackbird
with a nest under construction near
the Shamattawa River nest was
observed gathering decaying materi-
al from the edge of a nearby small
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pond. Decaying vegetation often
looks like mud after it has dried.

It is interesting to note that
Solitary Sandpipers were not seen or
heard on any of the point counts in
the general vicinity of the nests nor
were they observed at any other time
in the area of the nests. Although
Greater (Tringa melanoleuca) and
Lesser (7. flavipes) Yellowlegs would
often approach both teams from
considerable distances, this was not
the case for Solitary Sandpipers, sug-
gesting this species may be more dif-
ficult to accurately census in the
north than other tringids.
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Birding in the Rainy River Area

David H. Elder

Introduction

This is an updated version of my
bird-finding guide published in
Ontario Birds in April 1991. It will
give visitors to the area nearly all
the information they may need to
see the local specialties, whether
their stay is only for a few hours or
several days. Keep in mind, howev-
er, that circumstances, time of day
and just plain luck affect the out-
come of a visit to Rainy River.

The area around the small com-
munity of Rainy River in extreme
northwestern Ontario presents
some exciting birding opportuni-
ties. A combination of geographic
location, topography, climate and
land uses has resulted in a definite
“western” condition that is reflect-
ed in the natural history of the area.
In addition, the Rainy River emp-
ties into Lake of the Woods here,
and together they provide unique
and interesting habitats that are
very attractive to birds as breeding
and migration staging areas. And
where there are birds, there are
birders. A good day in the Rainy
River area can be incredibly
rewarding; a week, unbelievable!

Scope of the Guide

Through a series of maps and writ-
ten descriptions, information on
what to see and where to see it is
provided. Assuming that most area

visitors will arrive from the south
and the east, information from
Thunder Bay (very general) to
Rainy River (very specific) will be
given. Although the entire region is
of considerable interest, the area
around the town of Rainy River
will be given the most attention.

GENERAL INFORMATION
Weather
Assume the weather will be vari-
able, and prepare for it, particularly
in the spring and fall. The ground is
usually snow-covered by mid
November and remains so until mid
April. Ice will be present on Lake of
the Woods until early May, but the
Channel between the Sable Islands
and the mainland usually opens two
weeks earlier. Each year is differ-
ent, of course, but the Rainy River
itself is usually ice-free by the sec-
ond week in April. From mid May
to early September, the days can be
very warm with temperatures
exceeding 30° C. Afternoon birding
can be an effort in these conditions.
Wind can be a problem and extreme
care should be taken when boating
or canoeing on the Rainy River,
Lake of the Woods and the
Channel. The lake, in particular, can
blow up very suddenly, so keep an
eye on the wind. Winter tempera-
tures can drop to —40° C on occa-
sion, but usually are more pleasant.
VOLUME 22 NUMBER 3
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Most of the roads in the area are
gravel and can get a little muddy in
rainy weather.

Insects and Ticks

Mosquitoes, black flies, deer flies,
moose flies, dog flies and the infa-
mous wood tick combine to make
life interesting for the birder. With
some precautions, insects and ticks
need not constrain birding activi-
ties. Early mornings and late
evenings will generally be bad for
mosquitoes since most of the area is
low-lying and there is an abundance
of breeding habitat. Use a good
repellent and wear light-coloured
clothing, including long-sleeved
shirts. Head nets can be worn but
tend to restrict vision and trap heat.
In the open areas during the day,
mosquitoes should not be a prob-
lem. Expect them in wooded areas
and marshes all the time.

Wood ticks are present in the
area from early May to August, and
are found everywhere except in the
middle of ploughed fields. Use of a
repellent, tucking pant legs in socks,
and a complete tick check (body
search) at the end of each day are
the best precautions to take. If you
find a tick attached to you, it can be
removed by gently pulling it until it
comes free. Ticks take some time to
become firmly attached and can
usually be removed with no difficul-
ty. If one is strongly attached, you
may want to consult a physician.
Publicity concerning Lyme disease
has made people more aware of
ticks. While the possibility of infec-
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tion exists, common sense and a lit-
tle care will generally reduce the
risk. Wearing light-coloured cloth-
ing makes any tick that finds you
easier to see. After a walk in grassy
or brushy areas, look over your
clothing carefully and remove any
ticks you find. The wood tick of the
Rainy River area is small, rounded
(half a centimetre or less in diame-
ter), flat and reddish brown.

Where to Stay

Accommodation in the Rainy River
area consists of motels, hotels,
rental cabins and rental campsites.
In the town itself, there is one
motel, the Roadrunner (807-852-
3296) and a couple of older hotels.
Cabins or campsites can be rented
at Budreau’s Oak Grove Camp
(807-852-3702) and Camp of the
Woods (807-852-1043), both locat-
ed on the Rainy River, and also at
Harris Hill Lodge (807-488-1116)
on Lake of the Woods. Boats and
motors can be rented at both Oak
Grove and Harris Hill. In addition,
rides out to and back from the
Sable Islands or Windy Point can be
arranged. Check with the owners in
advance.

Also, there is a free campground
on the river in the town of Rainy
River, and a Provincial Park, Lake of
the Woods, on Highway 621 north of
Sleeman. There are numerous
motels in Baudette, Minnesota, in
the United States on the south side
of the Rainy River. Be prepared for
the usual border crossing proce-
dures if you decide to stay there.
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Figure 2: Sharp-tailed Grouse. Photo by Mark K. Peck.

ONTARIO BIRDS DECEMBER 2004



-~

Figure 4. Marbled Godwit. Photo by Jean Iron.
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Figure 5: Brewer’s Blackbird. Photo by Jean Iron.
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Figure 6: Yellow-headed Blackbird. Photo by Jean Iron.
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The town of Rainy River has all
the stores associated with a small
community, and food, gas, supplies
and incidentals can be purchased
there. Restaurant meals are avail-
able in Rainy River, but getting an
early breakfast can be a problem.
There are several restaurants in
Baudette, across the border.

Getting to Rainy River

Rainy River is located in the
extreme southwestern corner of
northwestern Ontario at the west-
ern end of Highway 11, about 1900
kilometres from Toronto. Getting
there is time-consuming. If you are
not keen on driving for two and a
half days (at least), you can fly com-
mercially to Thunder Bay or Fort
Frances and rent a car on arrival.
The drive from Thunder Bay will
take about five hours. Flying to
Winnipeg and renting a car to drive
through southeastern Manitoba
and northern Minnesota (two bor-
der crossings) is another alternative
that takes about four hours.

Private Property

Most of the land in the Rainy River
area is privately owned. If you
encounter a “No Trespassing” sign,

Birding Areas

Area # 1: Thunder Bay to Fort Frances
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respect it. Farmers in the area are
getting to know birders and will
usually give permission to enter
their property if asked. Most bird-
ing can be done from public roads
or on unposted land.

The local people are friendly,
helpful and quite willing to talk to
visitors about birds. Farmers in par-
ticular are quite aware of the more
obvious species and can be helpful
in pointing out a field visited by
Sandhill Cranes or Sharp-tailed
Grouse. Don’t abuse the rights of
the landowners. If property is post-
ed, assume there is a good reason
for the posting. Don’t make things
difficult for everyone by selfish or
inconsiderate actions.

Maps

More detailed maps are available in
the 1:50,000 National Topographical
Series. These can be obtained from:
The Canada Map  Office,
Department of Energy, Mines and
Resources, 615 Booth Street,
Ottawa, Ontario, K1A 0E9, or from
most retail map outlets. The follow-
ing sheets cover the Rainy River
area: 52 D/15 and 52 D/10 (Rainy
River), 52 D/16 (Arbor Vitae), and
52 D/9 (Pinewood).

This is a 350-km drive on Highway 17/11 west from Thunder Bay to
Shabaqua, and then west on Highway 11 to Fort Frances. The highway pass-
es through typical Canadian Shield country with numerous rock outcrops,
lakes and boreal forest. Stop occasionally at places that catch your interest
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such as Black Spruce stands, Jack Pine stands, cutovers, Black Spruce bogs
and mixed aspen-conifer stands for warblers, sparrows and other boreal
species.

Connecticut Warblers can be found in most of the more open Black
Spruce bogs. They are easy to hear but hard to see. You may see a Great
Gray Owl or a Spruce Grouse along the highway right-of-way. Black-backed
and American Three-toed Woodpeckers are possible anywhere, but not to
be expected. Spend as much time as you wish birding as you travel. Just
before Fort Frances, you will cross Rainy Lake on a causeway. There are sev-
eral pull-offs along the causeway that give a good view of the lake and a
good chance to see a Bald Eagle.

Area # 2: Fort Frances to Rainy River

This is about a 100-km drive west on Highway 11. West of Fort Frances, the
rock of the Canadian Shield is left behind. Flat country, farm fields and
patches of aspen woods characterize the landscape. The change is sudden
and is reflected in the birds likely to be seen. Near the west end of Fort
Frances, just west of the cemetery, is a small, open, wooded park. The park
overlooks the Rainy River and the pulp mills located on both shores. The
river is good for waterfowl, and when low, for shorebirds. The park trees har-
bour Eastern Wood-Pewee, Warbling Vireo, and Baltimore Oriole, while
Chimney Swifts wheel overhead. None of these are found east of Fort
Frances, except rarely.

There are two alternatives for driving west from Fort Frances. One is to
follow Highway 11 west to Rainy River, checking fields and other interest-
ing spots as you go. The other alternative takes a bit longer but is much more
enjoyable. Just before the “McDonald’s” restaurant, turn left on Highway
602 (also called River Road) and follow it to Emo. The road follows the
Rainy River and a leisurely drive will produce Western Meadowlark, Clay-
colored Sparrow, Eastern Bluebird (check each one in case it is a Mountain
Bluebird), Brewer’s Blackbird, Northern Harrier, and usually Black-billed
Magpie. This 47-kilometre drive is a good introduction to the country and
the birds you can expect as you move west.

Directly across Highway 11 is a large stadium that is part of the Emo
Fair Grounds. Cross the highway and follow the sides of the fair grounds to
the west and then north. Straight ahead are the Emo sewage ponds. This
area is excellent for waterfowl and shorebirds, and Eared Grebes are usual-
ly present. There are two ponds, one to the west of the first. Return to
Highway 11, turn right (west) and continue to Rainy River.

West of Emo, you will pass through several small communities, includ-
ing Barwick, Stratton, Pinewood, and Sleeman. At the west side of
Pinewood, the highway crosses the Pinewood River. This is a good spot to
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stop and look for waterfowl and herons, and to observe the large colony of
Cliff Swallows that nest under the highway bridge. The open fields on both
sides of the highway can be checked for open country species as you drive
or during occasional stops.

Area #3: Worthington Road #3 and Highway 11

This is the first of the site specific areas described for Rainy River and it can
be an exciting introduction to the bird specialties of the area as a whole. The
best time to be here is during the first couple of hours after sunrise any day
in the last week of May and the first two weeks of June. This well-signed
junction is about 4 km west of Sleeman or 8 km east of Rainy River. Turn
right on Worthington Road 3, cross the railway tracks, park, get out and
watch and listen. In the surrounding fields, you will see or hear Sharp-tailed
Grouse, Marbled Godwit, Upland Sandpiper, Horned Lark, Northern
Harrier, Brewer’s Blackbird, Le Conte’s Sparrow, Clay-colored Sparrow,
Western Meadowlark and Black-billed Magpie.

The magpies nest in the small aspen woods just ahead on the right.
Watch for them flying over the fields or perched in the tops of trees in the
woods. There is a magpie nest in a willow tree right by the fence at the near-
est corner of the woods beside the road. Move ahead (north) to the second
group of farm buildings on the right. For three years, 1987, 1988 and 1989,
Western Kingbirds nested in one of the willow trees in the farm yard.
Opposite the farm buildings, turn left. The short grass field on the right has
several stone piles in it, and in 1990, the field was occupied by a Sprague’s
Pipit. The species could occur here again, but good ears are necessary to find
this bird as it seems to spend most of its time high in the air, singing. Moving
ahead, Connecticut Warblers have nested in the first aspen woods on the
left. Continue moving ahead to Highway 600, checking fields, woodlots and
farm yards as you go.

Area #4: Rainy River Sewage Lagoons

This area can be very productive for waterfowl and shorebirds depending on
the water levels present in the lagoons. They are easily reached by turning
right on Government Road off Highway 11 opposite the Roadrunner Motel
in Rainy River. Cross the tracks and take the first drivable dirt road to the
left to the lagoons. There is the usual fence and “Keep Out” signs, but entry
to date has not been challenged. Use your own judgement. There are two
lagoons and they should both be checked.

Eared Grebes have been observed at the lagoons each breeding season
since 2001. Most of the common duck species are usually present, with sev-
eral species breeding, including Ruddy Duck. In late May and early June, it
is not unusual to see up to 300 Wilson’s Phalaropes spinning around on the
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ponds. Soras frequent the cattail edge, and good numbers of shorebirds con-
gregate when water levels are low in the lagoons. During spring and fall
migration periods, all of the regular swallow species can be seen. If you are
in the Rainy River area for several days, more than one visit to the lagoons
is recommended.

Area #5: Highway 600, Wilson Creek Road, and River Road Loop

From Highway 11 at the west end of the town of Rainy River, turn right
(north) onto Highway 600. Follow Highway 600 north past the garbage
dump to Wilson Creek Road, on the left. As you travel along Highway 600,
stop at any aspen woods and listen for the loud ringing song of the
Connecticut Warbler. If you hear one, you can walk into the woods with care
and see the bird. They are hard to find in the aspens; their colour blends in
perfectly with their surroundings.

Turn left (west) on Wilson Creek Road and drive slowly along watching
the big fields on both sides for Sandhill Crane, Sharp-tailed Grouse, Sedge
Wren, Le Conte’s Sparrow, Black-billed Magpie and, in the evenings, Short-
eared Owl. This is one of the best areas to find Sandhill Cranes, especially in
the spring and early summer. Even though cranes are large birds, they blend
in extremely well with the ploughed fields and the vegetation of early sum-
mer. Look carefully. As you near the western end of the road, check the
deciduous woods on either side; Wood Thrushes live in them. Brush up on
your thrush songs because Hermit Thrush is quite common in the area and
can be confused with the Wood Thrush at a distance.

Continue to the intersection with River Road (to the left and straight
ahead). Go ahead, past the metal building and the grey house on the right,
to the Wilson Creek culvert crossing. Check both sides of the creek for
waterfowl, grebes, herons and landbirds in the surrounding oaks. Continue
ahead on River Road and take the next road on the left which leads past
some houses and ends where Wilson Creek flows into the Rainy River.
Waterfowl and American White Pelicans like this area, and the woods are
great for landbirds.

Return to the Wilson Creek culvert and follow River Road south. (If
you go straight ahead, you will be on Wilson Creek Road again.) Ahead on
the left, you will see a tall microwave tower. Just south of the tower are some
farm buildings and some tall spruce trees. Black-billed Magpies nest here
and can usually be seen after a short wait. The fields around the microwave
tower are good for Sandhill Crane and Sharp-tailed Grouse. It is also a good
spot to look for Western Kingbird. In 2001, a pair built their nest on the
tower.

Continue to the south until the road swings to the left and follows the
Rainy River. Check the reed beds in the river for Yellow-headed Blackbird,
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waterfowl, American White Pelican, gulls, grebes and swallows. The oak
woods and the small ponds near the residences along the road are excellent
for Yellow-throated Vireo and other landbirds. Follow River Road east to
Highway 600, checking the fields as you go; then turn right and you will soon
be back in Rainy River.

Area #6: North River Road

Starting at the Wilson Creek culvert, go north along River Road to the sign
and road leading to Budreau’s Oak Grove Camp on the left. Take this road
and check the woods on both sides for warblers, flycatchers, sparrows and
Scarlet Tanagers. Oak Grove Camp is a beautiful spot set in a stand of Bur
and Red Oaks on the Rainy River. The place usually abounds with birds. It’s
a great place to stay in a cabin, but stop in the office first and ask if you can
do some birding if you are just visiting; there should be no problem. Blue-
gray Gnatcatchers have been seen here several times, as have Western
Tanagers. Spend some time on the river bank as waterfowl, gulls, terns and
American White Pelicans are constantly flying by. Both Western and Eared
Grebes have been on the river several times. Return to River Road, turn left
and proceed northward. Continue on until you cross Mclnnis Creek. The big
trees near the houses are good for Red-headed Woodpecker. The culvert
under the road is usually occupied by a large colony of Cliff Swallows.

After a left turn and a right turn, watch for Fred’s Road on the left. Take
this road to its end and turn left for a few car lengths and park; don’t block
access to the field on your right. In that field, you will notice a single tree.
Beyond the tree is the south end of the Big Marsh. The marsh is the best
place in the area to look for Yellow Rails. Check the stand of phragmites for
Nelson’s Sharp-tailed Sparrow and watch and listen for Sandhill Cranes. The
best time to check for rails is in the evening. The marsh is wet; you will need
rubber boots or runners, and the mosquitoes will be bad. Walk out into the
marsh and listen for the “tick-tick, tick-tick” calls of the rails. Good luck in
seeing one! Le Conte’s Sparrows and Sedge Wrens are here in good num-
bers also. Walking in the marsh is very strenuous. Take a flashlight with you
if you stay after dark so you can find your way back to your car.

Return to River Road, turn left (east) and follow it to Highway 600. If
it is after dark, stop from time to time to listen for Whip-poor-wills and owls.
At Highway 600, turn right (south) and return to Rainy River. The big fields
on the right are good for cranes, grouse and Short-eared Owls (in the
evening). Check any farm yard that has cattle; Yellow-headed Blackbirds
like manure piles. The vast Tamarack and spruce bog on the left, north of
Wilson Creek Road, is almost inaccessible, but for birders made of stern
stuff, it could be home to some interesting species.
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Area #7: Harris Hill and Windy Point

This is a good area in which to spend a lot of time. Again, proceed north
from Rainy River on Highway 600 past River Road and Wilson Creek Road
until you reach Kreger’s Road on the left. An old white schoolhouse on the
corner is a convenient landmark. Turn left (west) and follow the road
through the woods (good for landbirds), past some fields (check for cranes),
until you reach the end on the shore of “The Channel”. To the south is the
Big Marsh. Straight ahead across the Channel are the Sable Islands. This is
a good spot to launch a boat or canoe if you want to go out to the Sables. To
the right is the “Oak Ridge” that gives an excellent view of the area. From
the Oak Ridge overlooking the Channel and the main lake, watch for
American White Pelican, Franklin’s Gull, terns, waterfowl, shorebirds and
raptors. The oaks around you are excellent for migrating landbirds.
Northern Mockingbird and Red-bellied Woodpecker are two rarities that
have been found here.

Return to Highway 600 and turn left (north) to Harris Hill. Here the
highway makes a sharp turn to the right. Instead, go straight ahead on the
gravel road and follow it to Harris Hill Lodge and the Government Dock on
Lake of the Woods. If you ask, the lodge owners will let you go down to the
water’s edge to bird. You can see the same area from the Government Dock.
Check the surrounding woods for landbirds and look over the lake toward
Windy Point for waterfowl, American White Pelican, Double-crested
Cormorant, Bald Eagle and Great Blue Heron. Windy Point is worth a visit,
and boat rides can usually be arranged at the lodge for a reasonable fee. Ask
to be dropped off and picked up a couple of hours later. The point is excel-
lent for gulls, terns, shorebirds and American White Pelican, and is often fre-
quented by a pair of Piping Plovers. If you see the plovers, give them lots of
room. They occasionally try to breed here and should not be disturbed. The
cattails and phragmites on the Windy Bay side of the point contain a large
colony of nesting Red-winged and Yellow-headed Blackbirds.

Return to the Harris Hill corner and turn right (west) towards
Budreau’s Point. This road leads through an interesting woods and to the
base of Windy Point and Budreau’s Point. The first road to the right (north)
leads to some private cottages at the base of Windy Point. The extensive cat-
tail stands are home to both Yellow-headed Blackbird and Marsh Wren. Do
not go near the cottages unless you see someone there and can ask permis-
sion.

Continuing ahead, the road ends on a rocky ridge at a gate near some
cottages. Park outside the gate, not blocking the road. Walk past the gate and
the cottages. If you see anyone at the cottages, say hello and explain that you
are birding. From the ridge, you can walk ahead to Budreau’s Point on a trail
from the small beach at the bottom of the ridge. The big trees on the point
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are great for landbirds, and the rocks on the far side of the point are attrac-
tive to waterfowl and gulls. Be careful on the trail because there is an abun-
dance of Poison Ivy in the woods. Return to Highway 600 and go back to
Rainy River.

Area #8: The Sable Islands

These sand barrier islands at the mouth of the Rainy River are like a mag-
net to birds. The islands have a total length of about 9.5 km and consist of a
south island and a north island, joined by a sand bar (The Cut) that is high
and dry in low-water years and covered with up to two feet of water in high-
water years. A day spent on the islands can be very interesting. Getting there
is the hard part. If you have your own boat or canoe, you can launch at Oak
Grove Camp for a fee, or at the Oak Ridge at the end of Kreger’s Road or
at the Government Dock near Harris Hill Lodge, for free. Always watch the
weather on both the lake and the Channel as conditions can change very
quickly.

Arrangements for a boat ride out to the Sables and a later pickup can
be made at Budreau’s Oak Grove Camp and at Harris Hill Lodge, for a fee.
Boats and motors can also be rented at Oak Grove Camp and Harris Hill
Lodge if you wish to go on your own. You can be dropped off at the south
end of the islands and spend the day walking the length of the islands and
back, or simply stay in one place and be picked up later. The best birding
areas are the south end, the Cut area, and the north end. No matter how
long you are on the islands, make sure you have ample food, water and sun
protection.

Depending on water levels, the south end has extensive sand and mud
flats. Expect any shorebird, tern, gull or waterfowl. Piping Plovers nest on
the islands in the U.S. to the south and quite often fly over to the Sables to
feed. If you plan to walk the islands, go on the outside (the lake side) and
make periodic checks on the Channel side. The outside beaches are easiest
to walk on. The Cut, if exposed, is used as a loafing area by gulls, terns and
American White Pelicans. In some years, there are hundreds of Franklin’s
Gulls present; other years there few if any. The north end is also favoured by
gulls, shorebirds, American White Pelicans and waterfowl. If you are short
on time, two or three hours spent on the south end of the islands will be
most rewarding. Instead of walking the islands, you can travel the Channel
in a boat or canoe and check both sides of the islands as you wish. In addi-
tion, you can check the shore of the Big Marsh and also the stands of bul-
rush in the Channel for Nelson’s Sharp-tailed Sparrow. Western Grebes
have been seen at various places along the Channel. If you encounter any
Piping Plovers along the islands, give them lots of room. This may be the last
place in Ontario that they nest.
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Suspected Nest Usurpation of a
Spotted Sandpiper by a Common Tern

Colin Lake

On 25 June 2003, I was part of an
Ontario Ministry of Natural
Resources (OMNR) field crew col-
lecting data on waterbird nesting
populations on the islands and
shoreline of Lake  Abitibi,
Cochrane District. The survey was
designed to locate and count nests
in colonies previously identified
from aerial surveys. In a small
Common Tern (Sterna hirundo)
colony of 22 nests, I photographed a
nest with an unusual complement
of eggs (Figure 1). The nest con-
tained a total of seven eggs. Three
cggs were identified in the field as
Common Tern, and the remaining
four obviously belonged to another
species. Consultation with various
experts determined that the nest
was constructed by a Spotted
Sandpiper (Actitis macularius),
based on the nest size and building
material. Furthermore, the four
smaller eggs were positively identi-
fied as those of a Spotted
Sandpiper. The Common Tern had
apparently been the latecomer, lay-
ing its eggs in the nest after the
sandpiper. Although adults of both
species were observed in the vicini-
ty of the colony, none were obvious-
ly attending the nest.

The colony was located on a
small, sparsely vegetated bedrock

island in the northwest basin of
Lake Abitibi, part of the Lake
Abitibi Islands Provincial Nature
Reserve (UTM E 577943, N
5420247), in Ontario Breeding Bird
Atlas square 17NQ71. In order to
understand the factors which may
have contributed to the mixed
clutch, a brief survey of the litera-
ture follows.

NESTING BIOLOGY

It is not uncommon to find these
two species nesting adjacent to one
another in Common Tern colonies.
Sandpipers (Scolopacidae), Plovers
(Charadriidae) and other shore-
birds are known to actively seek out
nest locations within Common Tern
colonies so that they may take
advantage of the Common Terns’
aggressive nest defense behaviour
(Oring et al. 1997, Lauro and
Tanacredi 2002).

Spotted Sandpipers nest near
water, preferring some cover from
herbaceous vegetation (Oring et al.
1997). Nesting generally occurs from
mid May to early July. Nests are con-
structed of dead grass and small
woody material, and are approxi-
mately 12 cm in diameter when fin-
ished (Oring et al. 1997). Clutches
generally contain four eggs, but suc-
cessfully incubated clutches of five

VOLUME 22 NUMBER 3



148

have been observed (Smith 1932).

Common Terns nest on low ele-
vated sites, generally near water (0-
5 m above high-water mark), with
slightly higher sites being preferred
and occupied by early arriving birds
(Nisbet et al. 1984). Nest sites near
patchy vegetation are preferred
(Nisbet 2002), as they provide
important sources of cover for
chicks (Burger and Gochfeld 1990).
Nesting occurs from late April to
early June (Nisbet 2002). The male
initiates nest building at several
sites until the female chooses an
acceptable site for egg deposition.
Once incubation begins, both par-
ents gradually add to the nest, the
material varying with availability
near the nest, including sticks, peb-
bles and shells. The diameter of the
completed nest is variable depend-
ing on construction material, aver-
aging 18 cm (Nisbet 2002). Clutch
size is usually three eggs (90%),
although rarely four or more
(Nisbet 2002).

Nest Parasitism

Nest parasitism is the intentional
laying of eggs in the nest of another
bird without contributing to incuba-
tion or care of the young. The host
and parasite can be the same
species (intraspecific parasitism) or
different species (interspecific para-
sitism). Intraspecific nest parasitism
has been documented in 234 bird
species (Yom-Tov 2001). Intraspeci-
fic nest parasitism in Common
Terns has been observed rarely, e.g.,
0.15% of 4000 nests (Burger) and
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0.35% of 2000 nests (Nisbet)
checked during laying (in Rohwer
and Freeman 1989). A survey of the
literature failed to turn up any
reported instances of interspecific
nest parasitism concerning
Common Terns, either as host or
parasite. Similarly, Spotted Sand-
pipers are reported to experience
intraspecific brood parasitism
rarely (<1%), and only two
instances of interspecific parasitism
(both by Brown-headed Cowbirds,
Molothrus ater) were observed dur-
ing 19 years of fieldwork (Oring et
al. 1997). Common Terns and
Spotted Sandpipers rarely experi-
ence supernumerary clutches due
to intraspecific or interspecific nest
parasitism, and the observed mixed
species clutch was not likely due to
this behaviour.

Egg Dumping

Egg dumping differs from para-
sitism, in that it refers to atypical
laying behaviour, rather than a cal-
culated reproductive strategy.
Wiens (1971) predicted that egg
dumping can occur in three situa-
tions: when nest destruction occurs
immediately prior to, or during, egg
laying; by accidental placement of
eggs; or with inappropriate syn-
chronization of nest building and
laying. Egg dumping, then, can
occur in any species that finds itself
in unusual or unfavourable nesting
situations. Sealy (1989) described a
case of “incidental egg-dumping”
by a House Wren (Troglodytes
aedon) into a Yellow Warbler



(Dendroica petechia) nest, and
referred to other cases of egg
dumping by species which appeared
to be anomalies, rather than inten-
tional nest parasitism. Mixed
clutches have resulted in situations
where unrelated species had similar
nesting requirements that were in
short supply. This was hypothesized
to be the case when an American
Kestrel (Falco sparverius) pair suc-
cessfully hatched a Bufflehead
(Bucephula albeola) egg (Dawson
and Bortolotti 1997). Both species
are cavity nesters, possibly resulting
in competition for nest sites and the
unintentional egg dumping inci-
dent. As mentioned earlier,
Common Tern and Spotted
Sandpiper have similar nesting
preferences and timing, and per-
haps a high local density of
Common Tern nests and limited
desirable nest sites influenced the
nesting sequence in the Lake
Abitibi nest. Fournier (2000) sug-
gested that a combination of fac-
tors, including island nesting, colo-
nial nesting behaviour and high
densities of birds resulted in a
mixed nest of scaup (Aythya sp.)
and Ring-billed Gull (Larus
delawarensis). These conditions
exist on Lake Abitibi, and may have
contributed to the observed nest.

Interspecific Nest Usurpation by
Common Terns

Paz and Eshbol (2002) described an
inferred case of Common Terns
usurping a Black-winged Stilt
(Himantopus himantopus) nest
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containing eggs. They observed a
pair of Common Terns providing
care to three Black-winged Stilt
chicks and speculated that the
Black-winged Stilt nest was either
found abandoned or the Common
Terns forcefully evicted the original
occupants, then incubated the eggs
and “adopted” the chicks. They fur-
ther speculated that the terns, once
incubating the stilt nest, could not
identify the original eggs as foreign,
as the two species have eggs that
are similar in size and colour. Saino
and Fasola (1993) reported that
Common Terns do not discern their
own eggs from foreign ones. The
nest I found on Lake Abitibi
appears to agree with this state-
ment. Were the Common Terns able
to discern their own eggs from
those of the original nest occupant,
the sandpiper eggs likely would
have been ejected from the nest,
rather than remaining with the
newly added tern eggs. The mixed
species clutch suggests that the
Common Terns accepted all the
eggs in the nest as their own. Paz
and Eshbol (2002) also observed
Common Terns evicting other
species (terns, stilts, and Avocets,
Recurvirostra avosetta) from nests,
but did not report on whether these
usurped nests also contained eggs.
Midura et al. (1991) reported a
Least Tern (Sterna antillarum)
usurping a nest containing three
Piping Plover (Charadrius
melodus) eggs. The Least Tern
added two of its own eggs, then suc-
cessfully incubated all five. The
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young plovers were removed and
placed with other Piping Plover
adults by the researchers, so subse-
quent observations regarding
brooding were not made.

The cases reported in Paz and
Eshbol (2002), along with the Lake
Abitibi observation, suggest that
Common Terns will occasionally
appropriate and lay eggs in the
nests of shorebird species.

Discussion

Unfortunately, the Lake Abitibi
Common Tern colony was not visit-
ed on subsequent days, so no fur-
ther information about the nest was
gathered. For example, were the
eggs being actively incubated, how
many hatched, and if any hatched,
was there any evidence of “adop-
tion” of the Spotted Sandpiper
young by the Common Tern adults?
Based on the evidence suggesting
that the Common Tern pair were
latecomers, and the Spotted
Sandpiper was the original occu-
pant and builder of the nest, some
speculations can be made.

Possibly, the tern pair arrived at
the colony late, finding the prefer-
able nest sites occupied. Common
Terns are reported to have relative-
ly high colony-site fidelity over sea-
sons, and fledge more young per
nest in larger, denser colonies than
in smaller less dense colonies
(Karwowski et al. 1995). Perhaps
for these reasons, the usurping terns
were reluctant to settle for another
less-populated nesting site. Spotted
Sandpipers exhibit a polyandrous
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mating system in which one female
mates sequentially with up to four
males, each of which cares for a
clutch and a brood, usually alone
(Oring et al. 1997). The single male
sandpiper would likely not have
been able to fend off the intruding
terns, which are known for their
aggressive behaviour. Pickett et al.
(1988) found that Spotted
Sandpiper males were significantly
more protective during the brood-
ing period than they were during
incubation, when the Common Tern
deposited its eggs into the nest.
Either the tern forced the sand-
piper off the nest, or found the nest
recently abandoned, then laid its
eggs in the nest. This raises the
question of why the Common Tern
female accepted a previously con-
structed nest with a full clutch of
another species’ eggs, despite the
fact that nest parasitism is so rarely
observed in the species.

Assuming that the terns were
incubating the eggs normally, it is
possible that the eggs of both species
hatched. The equivalent clutch vol-
ume of the observed nest (four
Spotted Sandpiper eggs plus three
Common Tern eggs) was approxi-
mately 96 ml, equivalent to a clutch
of 4.8 Common Tern eggs (tern egg
volume from Nisbet 2002; Spotted
Sandpiper egg volume calculated
after Hoyt 1979). Common Terns
have been reported incubating four
or more eggs, albeit rarely (Nisbet
2002), and therefore, it is possible
that both species in the clutch could
have been incubated successfully.
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4. 4 . .
Figure 1: Spotted Sandpiper nest with a full clutch of Spotted Sandpiper eggs and

Common Tern eggs, located in a small Common Tern colony, Lake Abitibi, Ontario,

25 June 2003. Photo by Colin Lake.

Once hatched, Spotted Sandpiper
chicks are somewhat more precocial
than Common Tern young, and may
be expected to benefit from their
foster parents’ aggressive defense of
young and perhaps survive to fledge.
However, behavioural differences
caused problems for the adoptive
Common Tern parents and Black-
winged Stilt chicks reported in Paz
and Eshbol (2002), including the
chicks not accepting food and not
responding to danger calls made by
the adoptive terns. Ultimately, all of
the adopted Black-winged Stilt
chicks died by 10 days of age, appar-
ently due to inappropriate parent-
offspring interactions between the
two species.

Presumably, an extra large
brood would result in poorer care

per individual chick (less food,
poorer vigilance against predators)
by the Common Terns, and subse-
quently lower fledging rates. The
Lake Abitibi nest and aforemen-
tioned literature suggest that terns
can occasionally obtain supernu-
merary clutches via nest usurpation
behaviour. Common Tern adults
that adopted foreign chicks in addi-
tion to their own brood were
thought to be displaying maladap-
tive behaviour (Saino et al. 1994) by
incurring higher than normal
parental effort costs. This presumed
cost associated with increased
brood size might explain why
Common Terns do not usurp nests
as a rule, even though they certain-
ly have opportunity to do so in most
high-density colonial nesting sites.

VOLUME 22 NUMBER 3



152

In the observed nest, it appears that
the terns obtained a nest site at the
potential cost of increased parent-
ing duties. It would be interesting to
know whether any young (of either
species) successfully fledged in this
instance, or if this unusual situation
proved too taxing on the apparent-
ly unwitting adoptive parents.
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Notes

Barred Owl Mating Behaviour

Chris Robinson

On the evening of 19 March 2004, 1
was conducting owl surveys using
calls broadcast from a compact disk
at locations along the road within
Charleston Lake Provincial Park,
which is located in southeastern
Ontario between Kingston and
Brockville in Leeds County. Having
had no success with my target
species, Northern Saw-whet Owl
(Aegolius  acadicus), Eastern
Screech-Owl (Megascops asio), and
Long-eared Owl (Asio otus), 1
broadcasted Barred Owl (Strix
varia) calls to try to obtain a gener-
al idea of the abundance of the
species in that area of the park.
Sometime between 2230 and
2330h, I heard a loud crashing
sound behind me, less than 20 sec-
onds after playing the Barred Owl
calis. I immediately turned to see a
large, dark silhouette hastily land
on a branch of a nearby large
Eastern Cottonwood (Populus del-
toides) tree, seemingly without
much regard for stealth. This indi-
vidual was immediately followed by
another dark shadow of the same
size which landed in a tree very
close to the first. The two flying sil-
houettes were clearly Barred Owls,
with the first individual that arrived
being extremely vocal, a great deal
ONTARIO BIRDS DECEMBER 2004

more so than the other both in
terms of the frequency and volume
of its calls. I presumed that this was
the male of the pair. The commonly
heard two-phrase hooting sequence
(“who cooks for you? who cooks
for you all?”) and the ascending
hoots (“madam, who cooks for you
all?””) were given occasionally, but
the most commonly heard vocaliza-
tions during this encounter consist-
ed of a large range of calls, includ-
ing dog-like barks, squawks, and
cackles, that did not seem to be in
any pattern that I could discern.

I shone a flashlight on the owls.
The presumed male exhibited a fair
amount of body posturing, stretch-
ing out its neck, lowering its head
and body in a horizontal alignment
roughly parallel to the ground, rais-
ing its wings forward at the shoul-
ders, opening up its “armpit” areas
and partially opening its wings, and
fanning open its tail feathers. The
“male” then moved to another tree,
and was moving about a fair bit,
while the apparent ‘“female”
remained on the same branch upon
which it had initially landed.

While 1 shone my light on the
female, examining the patterns and
colouring of the breast barring,
belly streaking, and spotting of the



wings, the other more vocal individ-
ual flew over, and to my amaze-
ment, mounted her, verifying my
speculation that it was indeed the
male. While copulating, the female’s
neck was outstretched and her head
and body were held forward and
horizontal, almost parallel to the
ground. I cannot confidently say
how long the mating lasted, as I was
somewhat taken aback by this
rarely seen nocturnal encounter,
but I would estimate between 10
and 20 seconds.

I interpreted, rather anthropo-
morphically, that the male’s copula-
tory behaviour was a blatant signal
to me (or rather to the presumed
owl it heard calling) that this female
is “taken”. I stopped the owl broad-
cast, as I felt the birds were agitat-
ed. One of them flew over the road
several times during the next two
minutes or so, and I lost track of
which one was the male and which
the female. At least one of the owls
(perhaps both, I am not sure) was
moving among the trees on both
sides of the road, repeatedly vocal-
izing from various perches. Finally, I
left the area, as I did not want to
disturb them any longer.

Discussion

It appears that little has been writ-
ten on Barred Owl pair bonding,
but it is likely similar to that of its
near relative, the Tawny Owl (Strix
aluco), in which pair bonds are per-
manent and the permanent territo-
ries are defended year-round
(Johnsgard 1988). Barred Owls are
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presumed to be monogamous, but
there have been no genetic studies
of young (Mazur and James 2000).

All of the Barred Owl behav-
iour that I witnessed occurred with
me standing on the road in plain
view, periodically shining a flash-
light on the owls, so I am sure my
presence was obvious to them. The
owl broadcast presumably sparked
the male’s elaborate response
behaviour, possibly because it per-
ceived the calling to be that of an
intruder in its territory.

A number of other Barred
Owls are in the general area, some
of which were heard in the distance
around the same time as the previ-
ously described observation. There
may be a high density of Barred
Owls there, with possibly four pairs
having territories within approxi-
mately a 2.5-km stretch of the park
road. Average Barred Owl home
ranges have been reported as being
273 ha in Minnesota (Nicholls and
Fuller 1987) and 282 ha in Michigan
(Elody and Sloan 1985), suggesting
that the owl density in the area in
which I observed the copulating
owls may be high. Also, Nicholls
and Fuller (1987) and Elderkin
(1987) reported the presence of
non-breeding “floaters”. The male
that I observed may have been
responding to an apparent intrusion
by a nearby territorial male or a
floater male into its territory.

After a territorial intrusion,
copulations by resident pairs have
been observed in a wide variety of
bird species, from raptors to passer-
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ines (see Birkhead and Moller
1992). It has been suggested that
resident males copulate repeatedly
with their females following a per-
ceived territorial intrusion by
another male in an attempt to
swamp the intruder’s sperm with
their own, should mating have
occurred. Edinger (1988) reported
“rapid pair copulation” during song
playback experiments with
Baltimore (Icterus galbula) and
Bullock’s Orioles (1. bullockii), and
indicated that these songs may have
been perceived by resident males as
territorial intrusions. The same
response apparently occurs in
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Barred Owls. Michael Runtz (pers.
comm.) has observed Barred Owl
behaviour that was similar to the
incident reported here after he imi-
tated their vocalizations.

Perhaps future genetic studies
will reveal more about the social
and breeding behaviour of noctur-
nal owls.
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James D. Rising: Distinguished Ornithologist

J. Bruce Falls

This note is based on remarks by
Bruce Falls at the presentation of the
Distinguished Ornithologist Award
to Jim Rising at the OFO Annual
Convention in Oakville, Ontario, on
2 October 2004.

Let me tell you about my friend and
colleague, Jim Rising, this year’s
recipient of OFO’s Distinguished
Ornithologist Award. Jim started
young, keeping budgies and inter-
ested in nature with his older broth-
er. Family vacations with Pettingill’s
bird-finding guides and a Peterson
field guide started him identifying
birds by the time he was 12. He
thought male and female House
Sparrows were separate species, an
early clue that he was to become a
splitter. He had an early introduc-
tion to bird-banding. His parents
encouraged his growing interest by
providing bird books and he was
inspired by reading Fred
Bodsworth’s Last of the Curlews. As
a teenager, he subscribed to the
Auk and the Wilson Bulletin. He
began coordinating Christmas
counts and started a book on Birds
of the Kansas City Area.

In Junior College and as an
undergraduate at the University of
Kansas, he began to publish short
papers about his bird observations.
His first contribution to the Auk in
1965 concerned observations of Pine

Grosbeak and Townsend’s Solitaire
in Missouri. Receiving his Bachelor
of Arts in 1964, he continued at U. of
K. for his Ph.D. under the supervi-
sion of the noted systematic ornithol-
ogist, Richard F. Johnston. His thesis
topic was Systematic and Evolu-
tionary Aspects of Interbreeding
between Baltimore and Bullock’s
Orioles. Subsequently, the AOU
combined these two species into
Northern Oriole, a decision not to
Jim’s liking. Perhaps partly as a result
of his work, they have been split
again—he got his revenge!

After receiving his Ph.D. in
1968, Jim went on to Cornell
University  for  post-doctoral
research in ecological physiology.
He showed that Bullock’s Orioles
were better adapted than Baltimore
Orioles to hot dry conditions. He
also studied adaptations of chick-
adees to cold. However, in 1969, the
“true north” called when an open-
ing appeared at the University of
Toronto. He arrived for interviews
(one with yours truly) and got the
job. At the same time, he became a
Research Associate of the Royal
Ontario Museum, a position he still
holds. It was a lucky day for Jim and
for the rest of us, too!

Jim’s scientific interests lie in
population and evolutionary biology.
His particular field is systematics and
phylogeny. Perhaps because of his
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early experience, he has a special
interest in the hybrid zone in the
Great Plains. When he arrived in
Toronto, he looked for an appropri-
ate and convenient research subject
and hit upon geographic variation in
the Savannah Sparrow, which he pur-
sued for many years throughout the
species’ range. A major publication
in 2001 dealt with this subject. He has
resisted splitting the Savannah
Sparrow but recently turned his
attention to sharp-tailed sparrows,
which have been split.

Jim’s teaching at U. of T. has
included courses in systematics,
phylogeny and evolution, several
field courses in subarctic, temperate
and tropical venues, and recently, a
course in avian biology (ornitholo-
gy). He has for several years been
the Undergraduate Secretary in the
Department of Zoology, responsi-
ble for counseling students and
overseeing the curriculum. Jim has
supervised the research of 14 grad-
uate students for Master’s and
Doctoral degrees on a variety of
organisms—juncos, frogs, orioles
(of course), bumblebees, squirrels,
Lark Buntings, Iceland Gulls and
cowbirds, including a wide range of
topics.

Jim Rising is a joiner, belonging
to more ornithology societies than 1
can remember. He is a fellow of the
AOU and serves on the committee
on Classification and Nomenclature,
This august body of splitters pro-
duces the ever-growing check-list
that is music to birders. Jim has been
on the council of the Cooper
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Ornithological Society and, as elect-
ed second Vice-President of the
Wilson Society, is in line to become
its President. Closer to home, he
supports many natural history
organizations, including Bird Studies
Canada, the Canadian Nature
Federation, Ontario Nature, and the
Nature Conservancy of Canada
which represents one of his major
concerns—habitat preservation; and
of course, OFO and others.

When I visit Jim’s office, I usual-
ly find him at his computer. It is hard
to know if he is talking to Bird Chat,
which he often does, writing a new
book or playing a computer game.
He is a gifted writer with 62 publica-
tions in scientific journals to his
credit as well as 24 books or chapters
in books, and other articles. His
papers reflect his early observations
in Kansas as well as publications on
orioles, Savannah and other spar-
rows, and more general topics.

He contributed 10 species
accounts to the Atlas of the
Breeding Birds of Ontario, six co-
authored accounts to the Birds of
North America and two chapters to
the Sibley Guide to Bird Life and
Behavior. He has also written for
several high school biology texts.
His books on birds include
Canadian Songbirds and Their
Ways (1982) and two excellent field
guides to sparrows with Dave
Beadle (1996, 2002). They have
straddled the fence on the question
of whether paintings or photo-
graphs are best for field guides,
publishing one of each. Jim tells me
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Figure 1: Jim Rising (right) receives the Distinguished Ornithologist Award, pre-

sented by Jean Iron and Bruce Falls during the OFO Annual Convention in
Oakville, Ontario, on 2 October 2004. Photo by Ron Pittaway.

that a new photographic guide is in
the works on tanagers, grosbeaks
and finches. No wonder he is
regarded as an authority on spar-
rows and their allies!

Jim is a keen birder. I remem-
ber with pleasure how we played
hooky from a Wilson Meeting in
Corpus Christi to tour south Texas
and pick up lots of goodies. Here in
Ontario, Jim takes students on bird-
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ing trips and keeps track of birds at
his cottage that contribute to my
Atlas square. Tropical field courses
don’t hurt his life list!

[t is an honour for me to pres-
ent the 2004 OFO Distinguished
Ornithologist Award to my friend,
Jim Rising, a man who has not only
made important contributions to
avian science, but also keeps bird-
watchers happy.
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Table 1. Numbers of birds recorded at 23 point counts in naturally regenerated burn,
five years after the fire.

White-throated Sparrow 85 Veery 4
(Zonotrichia albicollis) (Catharus fuscescens)

Mourning Warbler 34 House Wren 4
(Oporornis philadelphia) (Troglodytes aedon)

Alder Flycatcher 34 Red-breasted Nuthatch 3
(Empidonax alnorum) (Sitta canadensis)

Least Flycatcher 24 Nashville Warbler 2
(Empidonax minimus) (Vermivora ruficapilla)

Hermit Thrush 23 Lincoln’s Sparrow 2
(Catharus guttatus) (Melospiza lincolnii)
Red-eyed/Philadelphia Vireo * 23 Anmerican Kestrel ** 2
(Vireo olivaceus/philadelphicus) (Falco sparverius)

Chestnut-sided Warbler 19 Hairy Woodpecker 2
(Dendroica pensylvanica) (Picoides villosus)

Northern Flicker 11 Black-capped Chickadee 1
(Colaptes auratus) (Poecile atricapillus)

Chipping Sparrow** 10 Blue Jay 1
(Spizella passerina) (Cyanocitta cristata)

American Robin 7 Gray Jay 1
(Turdus migratorius) (Perisoreus canadensis)

Downy Woodpecker 5 Song Sparrow 1
(Picoides pubescens) (Melospiza melodia)

American Redstart 4

(Setophaga ruticilla)

*

Both species were present, but songs are similar. Of eight that were seen, two were
Philadelphia and six were Red-eyed.
** Restricted to the edges of the highway or main logging road

Literature Cited

Escott, N.G. 2001. A concentration of Black- Snyder L.L. 1928. The summer birds of Lake
backed Woodpeckers in Thunder Bay Nipigon. Transactions of the Royal
District. Ontario Birds 19: 119-129. Canadian Institute 16: 251-277.

Johnson, L.S. 1998. House Wren
(Troglodytes aedon). In The Birds of North
America, No.380 (A. Poole and F. Gill, edi-
tors). The Birds of North America, Inc.,
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.

Nicholas G. Escott, 650 Alice Avenue, R.R. 14, Thunder Bay, Ontario P7B 5ES

VOLUME 22 NUMBER 3



164

OFO Board of Directors and Committees

Directors

President: Chris Escott

Past President: Jean Iron
Vice President: Bob Falconer
Secretary: Carol Horner
Treasurer: Eileen Beagan
Director: Maris Apse
Director: Eleanor Beagan
Director: Sandra Eadie
Director: Chester Gryski
Director: Dave Milsom

Committees

Advertising: Chester Gryski

Annual Convention 2005: Maris Apse, Chris Escott, Bob Falconer
Archivist: Diane Henderson

Birdathon: Chris Escott

Bylaws: Chris Escott

Certificates of Appreciation: Bob Falconer, Chris Escott

Distinguished Ornithologist Award: Bill Crins, Ron Pittaway, Ron Tozer
Field Trips: Dave Milsom

Mailbox: Eleanor Beagan

Mailing: Eleanor Beagan, Jean Iron

Memberships: Eleanor Beagan

OFO News Editors: Jean Iron, Ron Pittaway

OFO Rep., Carden Alvar: Don Barnett

OFO Rep., Ontario Breeding Bird Atlas: Bill Crins, Jean Iron

OFO Rep., Partners in Flight Ontario Landbirds Conservation Plan: Jean Iron
OFO Sales: Maris Apse

OFO Website Coordinator: Sandra Eadie

Ontario Bird Records Committee (OBRC) 2004: Margaret Bain, Bill Crins
(Secretary), Bob Curry, Dave Elder, Chris Escott, Kevin McLaughlin,
Mark Peck (ROM Liaison), Kayo Roy (Assistant to the Secretary), Ron
Tozer (Chair), Alan Wormington.

Ontario Birds Editors: Bill Crins, Ron Pittaway, Ron Tozer

ONTBIRDS Listserv Coordinator: Mark Cranford

Publicity: Dave Milsom

ONTARIO BIRDS DECEMBER 2004



Nikon

Photo Quiz

Sponsored by Nikon Canada

Nikon

#77 % BINOCULARS

g RS AR
N

.clearer, brighter image

.highest quality materials 4
heavy duty construction ’ on

superb handling

www.nikon.ca

BETTER!

VOLUME 22 NUMBER 3




166

December 2004 Quiz

Glenn Coady

For this photo quiz, we present a
bird captured in mid-flight, a view
not often easily obtained under
normal field conditions. It is proba-
bly fair to say that most birders
would quickly recognize this rela-
tively long and narrow-billed, long-
legged bird, found in open shore-
line habitat, as belonging to one of
Ontario’s 50 species of shorebirds.
A quick look at the general size
and shape of this bird reveals it to
be a fairly large shorebird with a
long and stout bill (longer than the
head itself) and quite remarkably
long legs (which would seem likely
to trail considerably beyond the
length of the tail in flight). These
characteristics alone eliminate
quite a number of shorebird possi-
bilities, including: all of the plovers
of the genera Charadrius and
Pluvialis; virtually all of the shore-
birds in the genus Calidris (with the
lone exception of Stilt Sandpiper);
all the phalaropes; all the curlews
(whose legs fail to trail beyond their
long tails in flight); and other rela-
tively short-legged species such as
American Oystercatcher, Upland
Sandpiper, Spotted Sandpiper,
Wandering Tattler, Ruddy Turnstone,
Buff-breasted Sandpiper, American
Woodcock and Wilson’s Snipe. Most
of these species can also be eliminat-
ed easily using many other criteria.
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Two of the most striking fea-
tures of this bird are its exception-
ally and solidly dark tail, and this
dark tail’s pronounced contrast
with its bright white upper tail
coverts. These features eliminate a
further complement of shorebird
possibilities, including: American
Avocet, Black-necked Stilt, Willet,
Stilt Sandpiper; all four of the possi-
ble species of the genus Tringa,
both dowitcher species; as well as
both Bar-tailed Godwit and
Marbled Godwit. All of these
species have either pale or distinct-
ly barred tail feathers, quite unlike
the solid black pattern exhibited by
this quiz bird. Additionally, our quiz
bird’s tail and upper tail coverts
lack the fairly unique U-shaped
white pattern shown by the Ruff,
which we can thus also eliminate
from further consideration.

Scrolling through the list of
Ontario shorebirds, we can sece we
have thus eliminated all of the
species other than Hudsonian
Godwit and Black-tailed Godwit.
Certainly, our long-winged, long-
legged, long-billed bird, with a nar-
row white wing stripe visible at the
base of the flight feathers, is consis-
tent with a godwit.

Separation of these two species
is relatively straightforward, partic-
ularly given the look we are pre-
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Ontario Field Ornithologists

President: Chris Escott, 1 Shouldice Court, Toronto, Ontario M2L 283
(416) 444-8055 E-mail: chris@escott.ca

Ontario Field Ornithologists is an organization dedicated to the study of
birdlife in Ontario. It formed in 1981 to unify the ever-growing numbers of
field ornithologists (birders/birdwatchers) across the province, and to provide
a forum for the exchange of ideas and information among its members. The
Ontario Field Ornithologists officially oversees the activities of the Ontario
Bird Records Committee (OBRC); publishes a newsletter (OFO News) and a
journal (Ontario Birds); operates a bird sightings listserv (ONTBIRDS), coor-
dinated by Mark Cranford; hosts field trips throughout Ontario; and holds an
Annual Convention and Banquet in the autumn. Current information on all of
its activities is on the OFO website (www.ofo.ca ), coordinated by Sandra
Eadie. Comments or questions can be directed to OFO by e-mail (ofo@ofo.ca).

All persons interested in bird study, regardless of their level of expertise, are
invited to become members of the Ontario Field Ornithologists. Membership
rates can be obtained from the address below. All members receive Ontario
Birds and OFO News. Please send membership enquiries to: Ontario Field
Ornithologists, Box 455, Station R, Toronto, Ontario M4G 4E1
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