












Royal Ontario Museum 

Ghosts in the Collection 

Mark K. Peck and Brad Millen 

Outside museum databases, the best place to find a rea-
onably accurate pecimen li t of the "big seven" orth 

American endangered or extinct birds listed below is the 
1963 Royal Ontario Museum (ROM) Life Science Mis­
cell aneous Publication titled, Where is that Van ished 
Bird? An Index to the Known Specimens of the Extinct 
and near Extinct North American Species, by Paul Hahn, 
compiled and edited by ROM Assistant Curator James L. 
Baillie. In 1957 Paul Hahn, a Toronto businessman, natu­
rali t and Patron of the ROM sent out a questionnaire to 
museums and universities worldwide requesting details on 
their extinct and endangered North American holdings. 
He received more than 1000 responses to his question­
naire. Unfortunately, Mr. Hahn died in 1962 prior to pub­
li hing the results of his questionnaire, but the task was 
completed by Baillie and published in 1963. The book 
provides information on the history if avai lable, for each 
of the following specimens: 

Passenger Pigeon 1532 skins and mounts and 16 skeletons 

E kimo Curlew 365 kin and mounts and 2 skeletons 

Great Auk 78 kins and mounts and 2 skeletons 

Ivory-billed Woodpecker 413 skins and mounts and 5 ske leton 

Whooping Crane 309 kins and mounts and 8 skeletons 

Carolina Parakeet 720 skins and mount and 16 keleton 

Labrador Duck 54 skins and mount and 0 ske letons 

The book wa a massive undertaking, and results from 
the questionnaire well before emai l, took over five year 
to filter back to Hahn and Bai llie. During that time, the 
two a ociate conti nued their search for ext inct speci­
men they cou ld add to the collections. 

When you first enter the Ornithology skin collection at 
the Royal Ontario Museum there i a large, stand-alone, 
fire-proof safe evident on the north side of the room. This 
non-descript mausoleum houses and protects many of the 
co llection's most famous denizens. [nside are several 
shelves containing birds of "special significance." On 
severa l shelves there are "type" specimens; the origina l 
pecimen(s) u ed to describe a pecie or subspecies. An-
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other shelf contains a Rose-breasted Grosbeak co llected 
by John James Audubon and five pecimens collected by 
Darwin' compatriot, Alfred R. Wallace. There are al o 
study skins of several North American endangered and 
exti nct species represented in the vault. Bachman 's War­
blers share space with Carolina Parakeets, Ivory-billed 
Woodpeckers and Heath Hens, the extinct eastern ubspe­
cies of the Greater Prairie-Chicken. 

On the bottom of the vault are mounts of four Cana­
dian extinct species: Eskimo Curlew, Passenger Pigeon, 
Great Auk, and Labrador Duck. Their addition to the 
ROM's collection often involved backdoor deal and con­
siderable negotiations with private collectors and curators 
patiently persevering behind the scenes to obtain the 
ghosts of the bird world . 

All of the extinct specimens in the ROM's co llection 
are carefully monitored to protect them from possible 
insect infestations, humidity and light levels. They are 
housed in the Ornithology permanent collections and are 
not usually on display. However the birds remain acces­
sible to researcher and interested parties, and are occa­
sionally displayed in temporary exhibits and ga lleries. 

Figure 1. The ROM's Labrador Duck was purchased from 
Vassar College in 1965. Photo by Ross James©ROM. 
See page 9. 
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Ghosts in the Collection continued 

The Passenger Pigeon Ectopistes 
migratorius 
On I September 1914 Martha, the 
last living Pas enger Pigeon died 
in the Cincinnati Zoo and the spe­
cies became extinct. A year earlier 
the Royal Ontario Museum of Zo­
ology (ROMZ) had opened its 
doors for the first time and was 
eager to build its collections. At 
about the same time, Paul Hahn 
began hi quest to obtain and pro­
tect as many mounted specimens 
of the Passenger Pigeon as he 
could so that "future generations 
would know at least how hand­
some a bird it was." He was tire­
less and very successful in his en­
deavour. By 1957 Paul Hahn had 
donated or ass isted in the donation 
of 70 Ontario specimen to the 
Museum. Many of the pecimens 
were bought personally by Mr. 
Hahn for $7.50- $65 .00 and then 

Figure 2. Passenger Pigeon collection drawer at ROM with mounts and study skins. 
Photo by Mark Peck© ROM. 

given to the ROM for safe keeping. 
Today, with the addition of many other generous donations or bequests- including 20 from J. H. Fleming, a private 

collector from Toronto who donated close to 32,000 specimen - the ROM now has 151 specimens, the largest collection 
of Passenger Pigeon in the world. The collection contains 10 eggs/nests, 8 partial skeletons and 133 skins/mounts. Forty­
three of the specimens are of unknown origin, 19 originated in the United States, and the rest were collected in Canada 
with 85 of those coming from Ontario. Many arrived at the Museum with unknown collection dates but the remainders 
were collected between 1837 and 1898. 

Eskimo Curlew Numenius borealis 
The ROM has eight specimens of this shorebird in the 
collection. All are skins collected, as far a we can deter­
mine, prior to 1900. The birds were collected in North and 
South America, and once again we owe a debt of gratitude 
to private collectors. Three of the curlews came from J . H. 
Fleming and another came from Thomas Mcllwraith a 
well known collector from Hamilton and author of The 
Bird of Ontario, published in 1894. ln 1998 the Mcll­
wraith specimen, collected in Hamilton was relaxed and 
remounted by taxidermist Kevin Hockley and then exhib­
ited as part of Audubon 's Wilderness Palette: The Birds of 
Canada, a major exhibit of Audubon' painting making 
its inaugural stop at the ROM. 
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Figure 3. Eskimo Curlew collected in Hamilton prior to 
1883 by Thomas Mcllwraith. Photo by Mark Peck©ROM. 
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Great Auk Pinguinus impennis 
The ROM only has one of the 80 auk specimens men­
tioned in Paul Hahn's book. It is Number 67, and until 
1965, belonged to Vassar College, Poughkeepsie, New 
York. In the early 1960s James Baillie began inquiring 
to see if Vassar College would be amenable to a sale of 
the specimen and what the price would be, if offered. 
At the time Canada did not have a specimen of a Great 
Auk even though Funk Island, just 65 km off the coast 
of Newfoundland contained one of the largest breeding 
colonies in the world. The Vassar bird was very inter­
esting for a number of reasons. It had originally been 
donated to the College in 1867 by J. P. Giraud, Jr. of 
New York, author of the 1844 Birds of Long Island. 
The bird had been given to Giraud by J. J. Audubon 
and is reportedly the specimen Audubon used in his 
original plate of this species but it was unclear if Audu­
bon's bird had been collected off the coast of New­
foundland or bought in London, England. 

ln early 1921 the specimen was found "dirty and 
neglected" under a biology laboratory sink at the 
school. It was given to Dr. Leonard Sandford, a private 
collector from Connecticut on an indefinite loan in ex­
change for a painting of Great Auks by Louis Agassiz 
Fuertes. Sandford then sent the specimen to George 

Figure 4. James L. Baillie with the ROM's Great Auk specimen in 
November 1965. Photo by Leigh Warren©ROM. 

Nelson of the Museum of Comparative Zoology, Harvard University, where it was carefully cleaned and remounted. 
Upon opening the specimen Nelson discovered that the bird had been stuffed with German newspapers. The collection 
site was no longer in question; the bird was of European origin. By October 1921 the auk made its way to the American 
Museum ofNatural History in New York where it remained untill965 . With help from other sources Baillie was eventu­
ally able to persuade Vassar Col lege and the American Museum of Natural History that the ROM would be able to store 
and properly maintain the specimen for Canada. And, since it would be the only Great Auk specimen in Canada, it wou ld 
be a national treasure. That summer the Great Auk was sold to the ROM for $7000 and transported to the ROM by Bail­
lie 's son-in-law, Robert Wilson of Toronto. 

Labrador Duck Camptorhynchus labradorius 
In the vault, next to the Great Auk sits an adu lt male Labrador Duck. 
The bird was collected off the coast of Long-Island New York some 
time between 1840- 1842. It arrived at the ROM on the same day as 
the Great Auk and in the same fashion. Like the auk, the bird came 
from the collections of J. P. Giraud and had been housed for many 
years in the American Museum of Natural History on pennanent 
loan from Vassar College. It was part of the package Baillie negoti­
ated after lengthy discussions with Vassar College. The specimen 
would cost the ROM an additional $3500. Within one year Jim Bail­
lie was able to obtain two of the rarest North American specimens 
and add them to the collections. 

In 1978 the bird was x-rayed by staff at the ROM to determine 
potential damage fro m handling. The x-ray revealed that numerous 
pins and metal rods had been used during the mounting of the speci­
men (see Figures 1 and 5) . 
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Figure 5. X-ray of Labrador Duck head and 
neck showing the pins and metal rods used in 
the preparation of the specimen. Photo by Jim 
Borack©ROM. 
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Digital Bird Song Players 

Paul Bisson 

The proliferations of digital music players, generically 

referred to as MP3 players, offer music aficionados a 

wide array of choices, but are any of these suitable for 

birders wanting to replace a CD or cassette player in the 

field? Some of the new gadgets have large storage capaci­

ties ranging in the thousands of songs and although you 

can find specific tracks by scrolling through play lists , 

their sometimes miniscule screens can be challenging to 

navigate and they do not have speakers for external play­

back like a cassette player. 
But a device such as a Windows Pocket PC or Palm 

Pilot (Figure 1) offers a larger screen which is readable 

outdoors, full media playback, and external speaker capa­

bility in a form factor that easily fits in your coat pocket. 

Their tiny speaker designed for alarms and reminders may 

lack some loudness but with a good quality recording, 

external playback can rival a standard cassette player at 

medium volume. 
Pocket PCs are typically equipped with an internal SD 

and/or Compact Flash card reader which allows for stor­

age expansion and the size/price ratio of memory cards is 

constantly improving. For example a relatively inexpen­

sive 256 MB memory card can store the contents of al­

most 3 COs in a MP3 format at a bit rate of 192 kbps 

(Kilobytes per second is how the bit rate is measured: the 
smaller the bit rate, the least amount of space needed. 
Choose a higher bit rate to improve the sound quality, 
e.g. use 128 kbpsfor better than FM radio quality or 192 
kbps for low end CD quality). Bit rates such as 128 kbps 

are probably adequate for most uses but some of the pas­

serine vocalizations tend to sound better with a rate of 

192 kbps or higher. Here are sample sizes from recording 

a typical CD: 

MP3 128 kbps 
WMA 160 kbps 
MP3 192 kbps 

57MB 
69MB 
86MB 

= better than FM quality 
= near CD quality 
= near CD quality 

There is a multitude of competing digital audio for­

mats but the WMA (Windows Media Audio) format is a 

logical choice if you use Windows and as claimed by Mi­

crosoft, the format requires less space for the equivalent 

quality (a 160 kbps WMA sounds as good as a 192 kbps 

MP3). Convert the fil es to a standard MP3 fonnat if you 

desire maximum compatibility across systems. 

Digital bird songs 
Some freely available bird songs on the internet are gen­

erally recorded with a low bit rate so COs are probably 

the best choice at the moment. Although some work is 

needed to prepare the songs, which consist of creating a 

track for each bird, removing the bird name announcer, 
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Figure 1. Paul Bisson's pocket PC with an alphabetical list of 
audio bird tracks. 

and raising the volume level if needed, it's easily accom­

plished using off the shelf software. (Note: there are 
copyright laws governing the use and distribution of digi­
tal sound files). 

Audio COs are divided in tracks with a total limit of 

99 tracks per CD. The Stokes series or other bird song 

collections packaged on multiple COs require the least 

amount of editing. On the Stokes series for example, war­

blers and several other song birds are cut as one song per 

track, others are at maximum two songs per track. Titles 

like the Peterson CD do not fully utilize the 99 track limit 

and you sometimes find ten or more songs on a single 

track which makes the conversion process cumbersome. 

lnserting an audio CD triggers your default multime­

dia program to start and if you are connected to the inter­

net, the media software searches for information on the 

CD and automatically names all the tracks. The informa­

tion contained in the online CD databases is not always 

perfect so a quick check for spelling is recommended, e.g. 

Stokes: Common Elder instead of Common Eider, or two 

Black-throated Warblers instead of Black-throated Green 

and Black-throated Blue Warbler. 
An intermediary step of recording to a "Wave" format 

is desired to facilitate editing and to preserve as much of 

the original bits as poss ible. A W A V file is in a " loseless" 

format and should reproduce the quality of the original 

CD audio but it also requires as much space as the origi­

nal ; a typical CD is about 650MB. To save space on your 

hard disk for the editing step, copy the CD in "mono" 

mode which cuts the size in half and is not essential for 

bird songs but keep all other recording options at their 

original settings (The bit rate for WAV is ~ 1140 kbps for 

the PCM 44.100 kHz, 16 Bit, Stereo CD audio standard). 
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One other typical default option for music recording that 
i not needed is the automatic track sound leve lling fea­
ture which if turned off will keep the original loudness for 
each track. (Note: Windows Media Player does not offer 
WA V recording. You will need to use other similar "MP3 
ripper" type software such as the freely avai lable Mu­
sicmatch Jukebox (www. musicmatch.com) to copy COs to 
a W A V format). 

Editing files 
Removing the human voice from the track can be accom­
plished by using a free uti li ty like Wavtrim 
(hllp:llw,vw.mptrim.com!WavTrim.htmf) that supports 
batch processing of multiple fil es. Adjust one of the ad­
vance trim tart options to: "Look for silence in the first 4 
seconds of the W A Vs" to effectively remove the voice at 
the beginning of the track. For multiple songs per track, 
you can split the file in two with a WA V editor. 

W A V editors are commonly distributed with sound 
cards or DVD software bundles and if your home PC does 
not already have one installed, you can find a suitable edi­
tor on any reputable shareware download internet site 
(e.g. download. com or tucows.com). 

An editable sonogram is usually the starting point 
when opening the WAY file wi th the editor and distinct 
sounds are easi ly identified. For example, the "Yellow 
Rail-Black Rail. W A V" file from the Stokes CD can be 
plit by highlighting the Yellow Rail portion of the sono­

gram and doing a cut and paste into a new W A V file and 
saving the remainder as Black Rail. Look for the flat lines 
in the sonogram (i.e. 0 db) to use as delimiters for the 
ound clip . You can also boost the volume by a few deci­

bel in the editor if needed but excessive sound level ad­
justments can cause sound clipping. Once you are satis­
fied with the W A V files , convert them to the final com­
pressed format for use on the Pocket PC. 

Organizing and synchronizing files 
Most music managers recognize either the Pocket PC or 
the memory card as portable MP3 devices and offer the 
choice of synchronizing your files with your home PC; 
the good old copy and paste method also works since 
memory cards are just like any other disks. It will be eas­
ier to find specific birds from a large number of files on 
the portable device if you group the bird songs in appro­
priately named fo lders; by using bird family names for 
example; or use the Pocket PC media software to create 
customized play lists to restrict the number of tracks that 
appear on your screen. 

Using a .Pocket PC in the field 
Most affordable Pocket PCs are targeted for personal 
and/or business use and are not "ruggedized" (toughened 
for adverse weather, hard use and being dropped). Unless 
you want to pend three times as much for an industrial 
type device then consider using disposable screen protec-
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tors (inadvertently dragging a piece of dirt with a stylus 
can create ugly scratches on the LCD) and a hard shell 
case such as Rhino" type aluminium cases to minimize 
the risk of crushing the screen. 

Windows Mobi le media player can be customized to 
use the hardware buttons for play/pause, volume, etc. 
which is easier than using the stylus when trying to ma­
nipulate binoculars and Pocket PC as you call in your tar­
get bird. 

Using recordings to lure birds can be a form of harass­
ment and often raises ethical concerns. Here are some 
guidelines from the American Birding Association: "To 
avoid stressing birds or exposing them to danger, exercise 
restraint and caution during observation, photography, 
sound recording or filming. Limit the use of recordings 
and other methods in heavily birded areas, or for attract­
ing any species that is threatened, endangered or of spe­
cial concern, or that is rare in your local area". 

Carden Alvar Bluebirds 

Herb Furniss 

Thi wa the be t year Don Parkes and I have ever had in 
Carden. When we fl edged 157 bluebirds three years ago 
we were sure that was as high as it could go with only 74 
boxes. This year Don and I fledged 191 birds from a trail 
of69 boxes! We still can' t believe our own numbers. 

It eems that everything was perfect th is year. The 
weather was warm and there were enough timely rain to 
maintain grass and insect hatches. Also, and this was no 
small item, the hawks left us a lone this year. Last year 
we had a Merlin in the area who accounted for five pairs 
of feeding adults which meant five failed broods. 

Editors' Note: Herb Furniss and Don Parkes maintain 
bluebird boxes, including box 10, along Wylie Road. 

Phyllis MacKay 
On 8 September 2005, OFO member Phyllis 
MacKay, mother of Barry Kent MacKay, passed 
away in Markham, Ontario. Phyllis devoted 
most of ber life to caring for sick and orphaned 
birds, dogs and other animal . In 2004, she re­
ceived an OFO Certificate of Appreciation for 
her pioneering work in wildlife rehabilitation. 
Phyll is was the first female member of the To­
ronto Ornithological Club and one of the first 
female bird banders in Ontario. We send our 
condolences to Barry, his family and friends. 
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Book Review 

The Big Year 
Ted Armstrong 

The Big Year. A Tale of Man, Nature and Fowl Obsession. 
2004. By Mark Obascik. Free Press, ew York, ew York. 

Hardcover, 268 page . CA $37.50. ISS 0-7432-4545-8. 

The Big Year is a lready popular among birding circles, and 

this review is intended for those few unrcached birders who 

have not yet had the plea ure. 
The Big Year fo llows the daily li fe, tria l , tribulatio n and 

triumphs of three distinctly different birders a they each in­

dependently trive fo r a big year in the same year 1998, try­
ing to observe and document the highest number of species of 

birds ever recorded in orth America in one full year. A 

movie director could not have cast a more diverse and eclectic 

group of lead actors. Although they varied greatly in fin ancia l 
wealth, profession, humility (or lack thereof), personality and 

their rationale for undertaking a Big Year, they all bared a 
passion and love for birds and birding. To quote from the 

book, "If you had a year of your life to do anything you 
wanted. and you could do only that thing for a year, what 
would you do? These three guys all choose to chase birds." 

The book describes the fascinating history of the Big Year, 

from its o rigins in the Christmas Day Bird Shoot, through the 

Christmas Bird Counts, to the Big Day and eventually the Big 

Year. The Big Year ' s roots can be traced back to John James 

Audubon, with Roger Tory Peterson, of fie ld guide fame, be­

ing the first to actually undertake what became the precursor 
to a modem-day Big Year. 

Although this book could be dismissed by it title a of 
interest only to serious, hard-core listers, it is actually very 

interesting, very well-written, and full of interesting facts, 

event and anecdotes. I found it to be literally a page-turner, 

wanting to know who found what birds where, who currently 

had the most birds, and learning more about the geographic 

hotspots of birding and the circumstance and persona lities of 
the individual birders. 

This fast-paced book conta ined a urpri ing amount of 
interesting and usefu l birding information. I learned a great 

deal about some of the premier and diver e birding hot pots in 

North America: pelagic seabird tours on both the east and 

west coasts, the remote and almost inacce ible Attu 1 land on 

the Aleutian islands chain for Asiatic vagrants, the Sax-Zim 

bog in Minnesota (famed in the USA for many borea l species 

we take for granted in northern Ontario), the Brownsville, 

Texas dump for the Tamaulipas Crow, the Coronado National 

Forest for Flammulated Owl, the Vancouver Highway under­

pass for the Crested Mynah (now extirpated), the Dry Tortu­

gas off the coast of Florida, and many others. 

Reading the book, I bad the impression that the author 

knew each of these three birders, and had observed and inter­

acted with them throughout the Big Year of birding. This 

would have been a difficult assignment in itself, as two of the 

three men were very circumspect and cautious about declaring 
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their mission for a Big Year. Surpri ingly, the author did 

not know the e individuals at the time, but masterfu lly re­

con tructed the Big Year story in chronological fa hion 

ba ed upon the fie ld note of the protagoni ts and a large 

number of interviews with many people involved in some 

way with the Big Year. Thi was an amazing feat, tracking 

romances, marriages, Ma terCard bills, comparative bird 

count , and both individual birding trips and joint trip 

where the Big Year birder rubbed shoulder with each 

other. A in any good adventure story, there is a lso subter­

fuge and competition in the fo rm of hi red guides, high­

priced member hip for those who could afford to subscribe 

to exclusive rare bird reports, third parties helping or hin­

dering one of the birders based upon past grievances w ith a 

specific, particularly arrogant birder, independent birder in 

the fi e ld s lipping in with paid birding tours to see birds that 

tour members had paid thousand of do llar to view, and 

the incenti ve to obtain supporting documentation 

(witnesses and/or photographs) for a ll bird een. 
Sandwiched among the stories of birding one­

upmanship and birding hotspot , were a number o f interest­

ing facts and stories, such as the influence of El Nino on 

birding fortunes, the whys and where fores of bi rd migration 

( inc luding early theories as to their cause and source), and 

spring migration fallout. 1 have to admit that in addition to 

learning for the first time of many of the rarest Eurasian 

vagrants that occasionally frequent orth America, I a lso 

learned of a orth American species that I had never previ­

ously heard of, the Himalayan Snowcock, introduced dec­

ades ago to the Nevada mountains. 

The previous Big Year record was 72 1 specie , recorded 

in 1987. In 1998, these three birders independently logged 

745, 7 15 and 7 11 bird species respectively. This is a phe­
nomenal to ta l, g iven that experts consider that there are 675 

species that commonly live in North America (continental 

North America north of the Mex ico-USA border and within 

200 miles o f the coastline). Surpris ingly, the only expected 

North American species that the 1998 w inner missed in his 

big year wa one that Ontario birder became very fami liar 

with this past winter, the Great Gray Owl. The author 

speculates that the new record of 745 may never be beaten, 

given that it occurred during a year when the strongest El 

Nino on record coincided with the trip of the century on 

Attu (chartered trips to this Aleutian is land location are 

apparently no longer ava ilable). In addition to the North 

American Big Year, there seems to be no end to other Big 

Year possibi lities. The book references a Lower 48 (USA) 

Big Year, an Ohio Big Year- are there Canadian and On­

tario Big Year records out there? 
This book contains no maps or photographs. Whi le they 

would have been most interesting, and wou ld he lp the 

reader to learn more about birding hotspots across North 

America, this was not the purpose of the book. The author 

has ski llfu lly strung many tangential tidbits of information 

into one coherent, comprehensive and interesting story. 

Thi book i not just for the diehard lister, it is a good read 

for anyone interested in birds and birding. 
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James Bay Shorebird Survey 

Jean Iron 

Ln early August 2005 l volunteered to survey shorebirds 
for a crew of eight Ontario government biologists and 
technicians studying climate change along the coast of 
southern James Bay. Under the direction of research sci­
entist Ken Abraham and research biologist Carrie 
Sadowski of the Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources 
(MNR), I counted, aged (adult or juvenile) and monitored 
the movement and habitat use of migrating shorebirds. 
Our headquarters was the MNR staff house in Moosoncc 
about 20 km from James Bay. Each day we flew by heli­
copter to the study area along the coast. Figure I. 

James Bay is the southern extension of Hudson Bay. It 
cuts deeply into central Canada providing a route for tun­
dra and boreal breeding shorebirds. The west coast of 
James Bay is in Ontario and the east coast is in Quebec, 
but the islands of James Bay are in Nunavut. Ontario's 
coast of James Bay i very flat. Its 400 k.m of north- outh 
tidal flats make Jame Bay one of the most important 
taging areas for horebirds in orth America. 

The most common horebird of the nine day urvey 
was the White-rumped Sandpiper with a high count of 
7162 mo lting adu lts on 9 Augu t. The econd commonest 
horebird was the Semipalmated Sandpiper with a high 

count of 4374 (60% juveniles) on 9 August. 
The Hud on Bay and James Bay coasts of Ontario are 

of "hemi pheric significance to staging flocks" of 
outhbound Red Knots (Ross et al. 2003), being the fa ll 

equivalent to Delaware Bay in spring. My tota l survey 
count of Red Knots was only 252 adults. This low number 
of knots may reflect the big decline reported from Dela­
ware Bay. The Canadian Wildlife Service is preparing a 
talus report on the Red Knot, which will guide the Com­

mittee on the Status of Endangered Wi ldlife in Canada in 
designating the Red Knot as Endangered, Threatened, 
Special Concern, or Not At Risk. In addition, an interna­
tional group of ornithologists from Canada, United States, 
Brazil , Argentina and Chile is studying the Red Knot. 

I saw Marbled Godwits on several days including five 
fresh juveniles on 9 August. An isolated breeding popula­
tion of perhaps a few thousand Marbled Godwits breeds 
in the coastal prairie-like wet grasslands of James Bay 
(Ross et al. 2003). Very little is known about this remote 
breeding population, which is mainly in Ontario and on 
Nunavut's Akimiski Island (largest James Bay island, see 
Figure I) with a few in Quebec. l also saw Hudson ian 
Godwits on most days with a high count of I 58 molting 
adults on 5 August. Thousands stage and fatten along the 
west coast of James Bay before most fly non-stop to 
South America. Other shorebirds seen during the survey 
were Black-bellied Plover, American Golden-Plover, 
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Figure 1. Shorebird survey site and Moosonee located at 
southwest end of James Bay. Akimiski Island is the largest 
island in James Bay. Map by Andrew Jano. 

Semipalmated Plover, Greater Y cllowlegs, Lesser Yel­
lowleg , Spotted Sandpiper, Whimbrel, Ruddy Turnstone, 
Sanderling, Least Sandpiper, Pectoral Sandpiper, Dunlin, 
and Wilson' s Snipe. 

Apart from the survey crew I aw no human , no pol­
lution and no flotsam typical of coastal areas, while 
breathing the fresh altair of Canada ' s huge inland sea. 
One day I saw footprints of a bear in the tidal mud, which 
turned out to be made by a Black Bear. It was comforting 
to know that the neare t Polar Bears (about 50) were sum­
mering about 200 km farther north on Akimiski Island. 

Noteworthy birds and other animals seen during sur­
veys were Sandhill Cranes, one Rough-legged Hawk, 
Arctic Terns, many Yellow Rails (still actively singing) 
including two dark young, many singing Nelson's Sharp­
tailed Sparrows of the James Bay subspecies, Ammodra­
mus nelsoni alterus, singing LeConte's Sparrows, a juve­
nile Northern Shrike, and Rusty Blackbirds. We also saw 
three Belugas (white whales) at the mouth of the Moose 
River, many American Toads of the colourful Hudson 
Bay subspecies, Bufo americanus copei, and butterflies 
such as a Painted Lady that had wandered north. 

You can see my shorebird and shorebird habitat pho­
tos of James Bay at http://jeaniron.ca 

Literature Cited: Ross, K. , K. Abraham, B. Clay, B. Collins, 
J. Iron, R. James, D. McLachlin, and R. Weeber. 2003. Ontario 
Shorebird Conservation Plan. Canadian Wildlife Service, En­
vironment Canada. Cat No. 0-662-33933-9. Hard copies of this 
plan are free by emailing <wildlife.ontario@eg.gc.ca>. Please 
include your name and postal address. 
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My New Ears 
George Pond 

George Pond 
wears his new 
hearing device: 
earphones and 
an audio unit 
clipped to his 
waist. Photos 
by Jean Iron. 

" It 's singing," I said to Barry Jones as we walked along a 
sandy road to a known Golden-winged Warbler territory 
in the South Walsingham sand plain . " I can't hear it," he 
replied, as we moved closer to a little aspen grove by the 
side of a smal l creek. "There it is, but I can just barely 
make it out." 

We were birding in late May, trying to add a few more 
species to our yearly lists. The Golden-winged Warbler 
was one that Barry had missed during the earlier spring 
migration and I was happy to help find this elusive 
beauty. To most birders, that would be no big deal , but to 
me it was a momentous moment, for here was a bird that I 
can't hear. I've lost the ability to hear the higher pitched 
bird songs and for me that means nearly all the warblers: 
Blue-winged, Golden-winged, Black-and-white, Black­
burnian , Black-throated Green, Black-throated Blue, 
Blackpoll , and Nashville. Even the louder warblers such 
as Ovenbird, Common Yellowthroat, Yellow, Northern 
and Louisiana Waterthrush, Hooded, and Mourning must 
be very close, or I miss them altogether. 

But now I was wearing my new bird SongFinder, a 
digital hearing device developed specifically for birders 
by Nature Sound Electronics at 63 Besemer Hill Road, 
Ithaca NY 14850 USA. Phone: 607-330-0811, email: 
info@nselec.com This SongFinder is not a traditional 
hearing aid that simply amplifies sounds; this device 
works by lowering the frequency or pitch of bird songs 
into a range where the user has normal hearing. It is an 
amazing device that allows me to hear virtually all of the 
bird songs that are beyond my normal range. 

For those interested, check the website of Nature 
Sound Electronics at http://www.nselec.com/headset. html. 
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This explains in better detail how the SongFinder works 
and why it is so much better than most hearing aids. 

Frankly I know very little about high frequency levels 
and hertz Hz (cycles per second) other than the fact that 
the higher the pitch of a bird, the more difficult it is for 
me to hear. I have learned that as children most of us 
could normally hear as high as 20,000 Hz. As we grow 
older, especially we men over the age of fifty we lose the 
higher range, 10,000 to 20,000 Hz, and some of us have 
moderate hearing loss in the 4,000 to 10,000 Hz range. By 
the time we reach sixty years, moderate to severe hearing 
loss above 4,000 to 5,000 Hz becomes the norm. 

The average frequency of the songs of songbirds is 
about 4,000 Hz, or about the same pitch as the highest 
note on a piano, which I can hear reasonably well. Robins , 
cardinals, Blue Jays, orioles, Carolina Wrens, etc. come in 
loud and clear. But many birds: warblers, sparrows, wax­
wings, kinglets and others produce sounds that reach 
8,000 Hz and higher, which I can't hear or must be within 
a metre to even catch a whisper of sound. 

Traditional hearing aids work on the principle of am­
plification. This works well with speech perception 
(usually below 3,000 Hz) but generally creates problems 
with bird songs, especially those above 5,000 Hz. Feed­
back with too much amplification and the amplification of 
extraneous sounds such as walking, talking, wind, leaves 
rustling, and a host of others are the most noticeable. If 
one has lost the ability to hear at a particular frequency it 
seems to me that no amount of amplification will allow 
that person to hear that frequency (2 x 0 still equals 0). 

The SongFinder that I have works on a whole differ­
ent principle. It takes sounds above 3,500 Hz, converts 
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them into digital s ignals and then lowers them to one-half, one-third or 
one-quarter of their original frequency. Thus high bird sounds are low­
ered into a frequency range that I can bear. I tend to use the one-half 
setting and tum the volume control up fairly high. 

The nice thing about this device is that it responds only to high fre­
quency sounds above 3,500 Hz. Therefore, many sounds such as peo­
ple talking are unaffected and remain the same. The sound of feet 
walking along a path or roadway remain the same, although if one is 
walking in dried leaves it is a nuisance. For example, if we are walk­
ing along a roadway and people are talking there is no particular am­
plification of sounds and I can join in on the conversation as normal. 
However, if a Blue-winged Warbler s ings or a Broad-winged Hawk 
calls (two sounds I don ' t bear) then the SongFinder goes to work. It 
reduces the sound of the bird to a frequency that I can hear and the 
sound comes into my ears loud and clear. It is absolutely fantastic. 

The biggest problem is that by lowering the frequency of a song, 
the sound of the song is changed to a lower pitch and slower speed. 
For birds that I haven't heard in years or birds I have never heard, it 's 
no big deal. I have an idea what the bird sounds like, and when I hear 
it, even though it has been altered, it sounds enough like what I am 
expecting so I can soon learn it. However, it is confusing for birds that 
I can hear and am familiar with, and whose songs are somewhat over 
the 3,500 Hz range such as robins, orioles, tanagers and more. I can 
simply tum off the SongFinder, identify the bird and then tum the 
SongFinder back on. 

The SongFinder has a headset with bra ided wires that lead to the 
processing unit, which can be carried in a shirt pocket or clipped onto 
a belt. I use both methods. The headset wires can be hidden under a 
shirt to keep them from catching on branches and objects. The proc­
essing unit has switches for turning on and off and for changing the 
frequency reduction. It does not interfere with using binoculars. 

Barry and I walked through Backus Woods. An Acadian Fly­
catcher sang loudly as we approached its territory. We heard at least 
four different Hooded Warblers, a loud warbler, but one to which I 
must be very close. They were coming in loud and clear with my new 
ears. We walked through a demonstration plot and heard the ong of a 
Prairie Warbler. Then I heard a different song. "What' s that?" I asked. 
" It 's a Robin," said Barry. It was time to go home. 

Loggerhead Shrikes 2005 
Elaine Williams ofHabitat Preservation Canada reported 14 wild 
pair of Loggerhead Shrikes located on the Carden Alvar in 
2005, the same number as in 2004. Nest success was lower this 
year compared to 2004 and 2003. A female captive-bred shrike 
released at Dyer's Bay on the Bruce in 2004 was found on 30 
May 2005 in Carden tending a nest with 6 young. This captive 
raised female fledged 6 young in June and all 6 young were do­
ing well in early August. This was the largest successful brood 
produced in Carden in 2005. There were II pairs on the Napanee 
Alvar, down from 12 pairs in 2004. Six of the Napanee pairs pro­
duced 27 fledglings. The release of captive-bred Loggerhead 
Shrikes continued this year to supplement the wild population 
and in the hope of establishing new breeding areas. 
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Future OFO Field Trips 
Dave Milsom. Coordinator 

Phone: 905-857-2235 
Email : milsomdave~hotmoil. com 

Check trip details on the OFO website 
www.ofo.ca 

2005 
October 22 (Saturday) Hawk Cliff and Area, 
Southwest of London 
Leaders: Pete Read and lan Platt. Meet 9:30 
a.m. From Hwy 40 I interchange 177, take Hwy 4 
south through west St. Thomas until it become 
Sun et Drive. Continue about 8 km to Union. 
Tum east onto County Road 27, Sparta Line 
Road. Go east one road, about 3 km, to County 
Road 22 (Fairview Road). Head south. The ec­
ond road south i County Road 24, (Dexter Line) 
and you will meet a stop sign. Looking south you 
wi ll see the sign for Hawk C li ff. Continue south 
on the dirt road to lake. Park along road allow­
ance. Hawks, waterfowl , gulls and late migrant . 

November 27 (Sunday) Niagara River Gull 
Watch 
Leaders: Ron Tozer and Jean Iron. Meet 9 a.m. at 
Sir Adam Beck Generating Station Overlook on 
the Niagara Ri ver Parkway south of the Queen­
stan-Lewiston Bridge to USA. Take the Q EW to 
Highway 405. Continue on 405 but you MUST 
exit at STAN LEY A VENUE, the first exit off the 
405. Take Stanley A venue (south right), cross 
Portage Road (about 112 k:m), and tum left on 
next road which is Whirlpool Road just before 
the railway tracks. This road Ts at the iagara 
River Parkway, sign-posted Ri ver Road. Tum left 
and go north to Adam Beck. Ice land, Thayer' s, 
Glaucous, Les er Black-backed and other gull s. 

2006 
January I (Sunday) Peterborough and Area 
Leaders: Dave Milsom, Gerry Ball. Meet 8.30 
a.m. at Peterborough Zoo parking area. From 
Peterborough, go north on County Road 28 to­
wards Trent University. Bald Eagle, Common 
Raven, winter finc'hes, poss ible Bohemian Wax­
wings. 

February 4 (Saturday) Fisherville Area, 
Haldimand-Norfolk County 
Leader: John Miles. Meet 9 a.m. in parking lot 
of the high school at the north end of Cayuga on 
County Road 54. Hawks, owls, Lapland Long­
spur, Snow Bunting, sparrows. 

March 18 (Saturday) Long Point Area 
Leaders: George Pond, Barry Jones, Jim 
Heslop, Bob Stamp. Meet 9 a.m. at main parking 
lot of St. Williams Forestry Station on County 
Road 24 west of intersection with County Road 
16. Waterfowl, Tundra Swans, Sandhill Cranes, 
early spring migrants. 



Maris Apse Retires 

Maris Apse on the Long Point trip in March 2005. 
Photo by Jean Iron. 

In September 2005 after seven years of dedicated service to 
OFO, Maris Apse retired from the Board of Directors. 
Elected to the board in 1998, Maris took over OFO Sales. 
Loading his van with the latest sweatshirts, tee-shirts, bucket 
hats, caps, toques, decals, pins, and checklists bearing the 
OFO logo, he attended OFO trips and events and got to know 
the members. OFO Sales took off and its steady expansion 
contributed financially to the organization. 

For 14 years Maris also raised money for OFO by doing 
Birdathons. In 200 l , he received an OFO Certificate of Ap­
preciation for completing l 0 consecutive Birdathons, and in 
2002, Maris was our Celebrity Birder. For three years, he led 
OFO trips to Rondeau Provincial Park. Maris says that his 

most enjoyable memories are of meeting so many members 
and being part ofOFO's success. 

In 2005, Maris and his wife Penny moved from Missis­
sauga to their new home near Grand Bend. We are sorry to see 
Maris leave the Board, but happy that he wi ll lead a new OFO 
trip in November 2006 to the Grand Bend area and will con­
tinue OFO Sales for a few months until a new coordinator 
takes over. We wish Maris every success now that he has 
more time to watch birds and trave l. 

Welcome Wendy Hunter 
Wendy Hunter of Toronto was elected to the OFO Board of 
Directors at the 2005 Annual Convention. She has been an 
OFO member since 1984, the same year she went to Churchill 
with Jim Rising's birding field course. Wendy is a founding 
member of FLAP (Fatal Light Awareness), and she volunteers 
with Canadian Peregrine Foundation since her recent retire­
ment from the Toronto Humane Society. 

Page 1 

Page 2 
Page 3 
Page 4 
Page 5 
Page 6 

Page 7-9 

Page 10 
Page 11 
Page 12 
Page 13 
Page 14 
Page 15 
Page 16 

What's Inside 
Atlas Data Collection Complete • Sabine's 
Gull Pronunciation 
2005 Changes to the AOU Check-list 
OBRC Notes 
Atlas Trip on the Muketei River 
2005 OFO Certificates of Appreciation 
Book Review: Birds of South Asia 
Ron Tasker: Order of Canada 
Royal Ontario Museum: Ghosts in the 
Collection 
Digital Bird Song Player 
Carden Bluebirds • Phyllis MacKay 
Book Review: The Big Year 
James Bay Shorebird Survey 
My New Ears 
Loggerhead Shrikes 2005 • OFO Field Trips 
Maris Apse Retires · Welcome Wendy Hunter 

OFO NEWS Editors 
Ontbirds 

Mark Cranford -Coordinator 
OFO Website Jean Iron, 9 Lichen Place 

Toronto ON M3A I X3 
Phone: 416-445-9297 

Email : jeaniron@sympatico.ca 
Ontbi rds with over 1800 
subscribers is OFO's successful 
listserv for reporting and getting 
bird sightings. Ontbirds has revolu­
tionized birding in Ontario. 

To subscribe, go to this website and 
follow the directions 

http://mailman.bwcn.org/ 
mailman/listinfo/ontbirds 

Questions: Contact Mark Cranford 

ontbirds@ofo.ca 

www.ofo.ca 

Email: ofo@ofo.ca 

Sandra Eadie - Coordinator 

Publications Mail Agreement Number 

40046348 
Return undelivered mail to: 

Ontario Field Ornithologists 
Box 455 Station R 

Toronto ON M4G 4El 

Ron Pittaway Tecltnica/ Editor 

Ontario Field Ornithologists 
Box 455 Station R 

Toronto ON M4G 4E1 

© OFO Pileated Woodpecker logo is a 
copyright registered with th e 
government of Canada. The OFO logo 
and material published in OFO News 
may not be reproduced without 
permission. 

ISSN 1200-1589 

© OFO News 2005 
Printed by Paragon dpi 

Toronto 

OFO NEWS October 2005 




