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Lesser Goldfinch
(Carduelis psaltria)

at Toronto:
Ontario's First Record

by
Donald M. Fraser

On the morning of 10 August
1982, while conducting a
shorebird census on the Eastern
Headland, Toronto, York R.M., I
observed a small Carduelis finch
on the edge of an exposed mudflat.
I initially considered the bird to be
a female American Goldfinch (c.
tristis), since large flocks frequent
the area in late summer. The bird
was drinking water and as it was
facing away from me, allowed
approach to within approximately
10m. Upon closer inspection, I
noted several plumage features
which ran counter to my original
identification and strongly sug
gested that the bird was a female
Lesser Goldfinch (c. psaltria).
The following description was
obtained:

The crown, nape, back and
upper tail coverts were a
uniform greenish-grey to olive
green in colour. No white was
visible on either the rump or
undertail coverts. At rest the
bird displayed black primaries
and secondaries with two
indistinct buff-white wingbars.
The tail was all black with the
exception of two distinct white
crescents on the inner webs of

the outer rectrices. These white
crescents did not extend to
either the base or tip of the tail.
The entire underparts from the
base of the bill to the undertail
coverts were a uniform canary
yellow tinted with an olive wash
on the flanks. The bill and legs
were dark pink, the iris black.

After approximately 30 seconds
of careful scrutiny, my presence
was detected and the bird flushed
and disappeared over a dense
copse of sandbar willows (Salix
interior) and eastern cottonwoods
(Populus deltoides). For the brief
period that the bird was viewed in
flight, the wings displayed a
conspicuous flash of white. It also
flew in the undulating manner
characteristic of Carduelis finches.
No call note was uttered, nor was
any other vocalization heard
during the period of observation.

Subsequent investigation failed
to relocate the bird. A report was
submitted to the Ontario Bird
Records Committee (OBRC)
which, after due consideration,
was accepted as the first record for
the Province of Ontario (James
1983). At that time it was not

Donald M. Fraser, 694 Irwin Cres., Newmarket, Ontario L3Y 5A3
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granted inclusion to the Ontario
checklist pending the acceptance
of a second report for this species.
As a result of changes to the
OBRC's criteria for acceptance of
a single report sight record, Lesser
Goldfinch was officially added to
the provincial checklist in 1984
(Wormington and James 1984).

Two subspecies of Lesser
Goldfinch are recognized, the
green-backed form, subspecies
hesperophilus, and the black
backed form, nominate psaltria
(A.O.U. 1957). Differences in
back colour are manifested in male
birds; females of both forms are
indistinguishable in the field. The

121

species is resident from south
western Washington, northern
California, northern Colorado,
northwestern Oklahoma and
central Texas south through
Mexico and Central America to
Columbia, Venezuela and Peru
(A.O.U. 1983; Fig. 1). Green
backed males are typically found
in the western portion of the range,
from southern Oregon and Utah to
southern California, Arizona and
Sonora, Mexico, while those from
Colorado, Oklahoma and Texas
are usually of the black-backed
form (Bent 1968). Throughout
much of its range, the Lesser
Goldfmch is sedentary, although

1 ~
2 _

3 _

Figure 1. Breeding and wintering ranges of the subspecies of the Lesser
Goldfinch in North America. 1. Year-round range of c.p. hesperophilus, 2.
Breeding range of (:.p. psaltria, and 3. Winter range of c.p. psaltria.
Extralimital records are indicated with solid dots, except where specific
locations are not known(?).
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the eastern form is quite
extensively migratory. In all
likelihood the Toronto bird is
referable to nominate psaltria.

According to Linsdale (1957)
this species wanders widely in
search of food. Since their diet
consists mainly of buds and
developing fruits, birds apparently
require large amounts of water to
facilitate the ingestion of seeds. As
a result, they concentrate at
streams and springs. That the
Toronto bird was observed
drinking water is all the more
noteworthy, in light of the species'
oft described penchant for
engaging in this activity (Woods
1925; Linsdale 1957).

There are at least 12
extralimital records of Lesser
Goldfinch in North America.
These are summarized below:

BRITISH COLUMBIA: Indian
point Lake, Cariboo Dist., 9
June 1931, male ssp.
hesperophilus, collected by
T. T. McCabe, specimen in
Museum of Comparative
Zoology, Cambridge, Mass.;
1st B.C. and Canadian record
(Brooks 1942; Dickinson
1953; R Paynter,pers. comm.)
: Huntingdon, 17 May 1958,
female ssp. hesperophilus,
collected by K. Racey (Racey
1958).
: Vancouver, 15-16 September
1983, sex unknown, observed
by B. Kautesk, H. and J.
Mackenzie (Hunn and Mattocks .
1984).
: Sechelt, 22-23 October 1983,
sex unknown, observed by T.
Greenfield and K. Angermeyer
(Hunn and Mattocks 1984).
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KANSAS: Location and date
unknown (A.O.V. 1983).

KENTUCKY: Elizabethtown, 5-7
December 1980, male ssp.
psaltria, photographed at feeder
(Peterjohn 1981).

LOUISIANA: Cameron Parish,
17 April 1954, female collected
by J. Gee (Lowery 1955).

MISSOURI: Kansas City, date
unknown (A.O.V. 1983).

NORTH DAKOTA: Location
and date unknown (Stewart
1970).

ONTARIO: Toronto, 10 August
1982, adult female observed by
D.M. Fraser, 1st Ontario
record (James 1983).

PENNSYLVANIA: Meadville, 3
February 1982, sex unknown,
observed by S. Flaugh (Hall
1982).

WYOMING: Cheyenne, date
unknown (A.O.V. 1983).

Extralimital records do not
appear to fit a discernible pattern
of occurrence, either temporal or
geographical (Fig. 1).
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Notes
Eds. Comment One aspect of
Ontario Birds with which we, as
Editors, are disappointed is the
Notes section. We would like to
see more Notes submitted to
Ontario Birds. Notes make an
important contribution to provincial
ornithology, are relatively easy to
write and are usually very
interesting-often more so than
longer articles. In this issue's
Guest Editorial, Martin McNicholl,
the author of dozens of notes, has
commented on their value. We
would like to try to further

stimulate our readers to contribute
to the Notes section. Toward this
end we will be designating a
"Topic of Note" for each of the
three issues of Ontario Birds in
1985. The Topic of Note will be a
bird related subject which we hope
will help our members focus their
attention on a specific topic when
trying to recall or when searching
their field notes for a particular
observation. As well, the Topic of
Note will be a subject such that
members can go out into the field
looking for observational material.
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Because the deadline for
submissions for the April 1985
issue of Ontario Birds will be fast
approaching by the time most of
you receive this issue we are
announcing Topics of Note for the
next two issues. They are 1) for
April: Unusual Nesting Holes,
Behaviour and/or Damage Caused
by Woodpeckers and 2) for
October: Interactions Between
Snakes and Birds. If you have
made interesting or unusual
observations on either of these
topics, please write them up in

note form and send them to us. Be
sure to include date and location of
observation (or as close as
possible), what the observation
was, who saw it and whatever
other details seem appropriate.
Notes need not be long, a
paragraph or two will suffice for
most and they need not be typed,
though we would prefer them that
way. If you miss the deadline for
any given topic, submit it anyway
and we will consider it for the next
issue. Of course, we still welcome
Notes on all other topics as well.

Two Incidents of Small
Passerine Entanglement

in Spider Webs
by

W.J. Crins, J.D. Reynolds, M.J. Oldham,
M.W.P. Runtz and RD. McRae

Interactions between birds and
spiders generally culminate with
birds as the clear victors, with
spiders included as a small but
regular percentage of the many
invertebrates that comprise the
diets of many species of birds (e.g.,
flycatchers, Bent 1942; warblers,
Bent 1953; sparrows, Judd 1901,
Bent 1968). However, we have
made two observations which
suggest that the tables are
occasionally turned.

The first incident involved an
adult male Golden-winged Warb
1er (Vermivora chrysoptera) along
the Woodland Nature Trail in
Point Pelee National Park, Essex
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County, Ontario. On 16 May
1982, WJC, MJO and MWPR
observed this warbler sitting in a
small spicebush (Lindera ben
zoin), when it suddenly dropped
from its perch into a web and
became suspended by one wing. It
hung motionless for at least 15
seconds before struggling and
breaking free as the three
observers approached it. It flew to
a nearby bush where it preened its
wing for about one minute before
flying off without any noticeable ill
effects.

The second case involved an
after-hatch-year male Golden
crowned Kinglet (Regulus satrapa).



On 10 October 1983, lDR and
ROM noticed the kinglet struggling
on the ground at the base of a large
Norway spruce (Picea abies) at
the edge of a thicket between the
Visitor's Centre and the lighthouse
in Presqu'ile Provincial Park,
Northumberland County, Ontario.
All of the primaries and a few
secondaries of its left wing were
tangled and matted in sticky web
material. A few tail feathers were
also entangled, pulling the tail
toward the left wing, and the left
foot was pulled forward and
immobilized against the primaries
by web material. The web also
contained spruce needles, insects,
and other detritus. The kinglet was
photographed and the web was
removed from it, whereupon the
bird flew away fairly strongly.

Other kinglets were seen
hovering and flitting about near the
base of the spruce, where several
large webs were suspended. This is
consistent with a report by
Hespenheide (1962) of opportun
istic foraging by a Ruby-crowned
Kinglet (Regulus calendula).
Hespenheide observed a kinglet
flitting along the base of a wall,
jabbing its bill into recesses in the
stonework, and perching on the
rough surface as it explored
depressions. Some of these
recesses contained spider webs in
which there were the remains of
insects. The kinglet also had bits of
web on its feet and face.

Most reports of spiders killing
birds come from the tropics. Large
spiders, mainly in the family
Theraphosidae, which includes the
North American "tarantulas",
have been known to take
hummingbirds (Savory 1928).
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Theraphosids are cursorial preda
tors which pounce directly upon
their prey, rather than netting them
in webs (Cloudsley-Thompson
1968). In addition to theraphosids,
web-producing spiders have also
been known to prey upon
hummingbirds (Skutch 1973).

In Illinois, Coale (1912)
reported a case of a Yellow
warbler (Dendroica petechia)
being captured in the web of a
garden spider (Argiope sp.,
Araneidae). The spider was
successful in binding the bird with
silken strands, and it appears the
spider would have eaten it had it
not been for human intervention.
Terres (1980) states that
hummingbirds, bushtits, kinglets,
sparrows, goldfinches, and other
small birds have been accidentally
caught in webs.

It is difficult to assess the
overall importance of spiders as
hazards to birds in temperate
North America. The silk draglines
of some spiders, such as Araneus
diadematus (a common orb
weaver) can support almost as
much weight as high-tenacity
nylon fibres of the same mass, and
are twice as extensible (Witt et al.
1968). Webs may therefore
constitute reasonably efficient
mist-nets to small birds under
some circumstances, particularly
during the kind of opportunistic
foraging noted for kinglets.
However, most webs would be
destroyed when birds collided with
them, so actual predation by
spiders is likely very rare.

Since reports of this phencr
menon are scarce, particularly in
temperate regions, we encourage
anyone with related observation to

VOLUME 2 NUMBER 3



126

submit them to the editors of
Ontario Birds.
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Unusual Feeding Behav~our of
Ruby-crowned Kinglet

On the afternoon of 14 October
1984, while sailing on Lake
Ontario about 2.5 km south of
Bonnibrae Point, Oshawa, Dur-
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ham R M., we observed a small
bird fluttering apparently help
lessly close to the surface of the
water. It was an overcast, humid
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day with little wind and we were observed on the lake that day, but
able to approach the bird at a slow on more than one occasion
speed. It became obvious that the previously I have observed a
bird, far from consigning itself to a Ruby-crowned Kinglet reaching
watery grave, was actively feeding the north shore of Lake Ontario in
on clouds of tiny flying insects an almost exhausted state, having
hanging in the still air. The bird obviously flown directly across the
was fluttering constantly, some- lake in migration. I would assume
times very low but sometimes as that this southbound bird had
much as five metres above the delayed its journey to profit by an
water, and for several brief easy food supply or had
moments it rested on the rigging of encountered the insects en route.
the sailboat, where it was clearly Its jerky, active, fluttering flight
seen to be a Ruby-crowned Kinglet continued unabated as we lost
(Regulus calendula). sight of it some ten to fifteen

No other passerines were minutes later.

Margaret Bain, 210 Byron St. N., Whitby, Ontario LIN 4Nl

Book Review
Toronto Region Bird Chart. 1983. By Bruce D. Parker. Toronto Field
Naturalists, 83 Joicey Blvd., Toronto M5M 2T4. ii & 30 pp. $2.00 &
$0.50 postage.

The Toronto Region Bird Chart the region would gain virtually
represents a compilation of a large nothing from this section. At the
amount of data on the occurrence . very least, a map showing the
of birds within 48 kilometres of the location of the region, along with
Royal Ontario Museum in some of the major features in it,
downtown Toronto. I have found should have been included here.
similar charts to be very useful for The other introductory sections,
indicating what birds to expect dealing with notekeeping and
when visiting new areas, and I birding ethics, are useful for both
expect that this chart will serve the visitors and residents of the region.
same function for visitors to the It is important that we document
Toronto region. Unfortunately, the our records properly, and we must
introductory section preceding the continually remind ourselves about
actual chart, is very brief. There is respecting the property rights of
a very limited section dealing with others. The section on notekeeping
the location and some general should have acknowledged the
features of the Toronto region. Ontario Breeding Bird Atlas
However, a visitor unfamiliar with project, from which the breeding
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evidence categories were taken,
and more emphasis should have
been placed on documenting
unusual birds thoroughly, rather
than simply stating"... a brief
note describing the bird and what
it is doing."

The bulk of this publication is
composed of the bird chart. It
attempts to summarize all of the
bird records for the Toronto region
with bar graphs. The lines and
symbols on the graph provide an
indication of status in every month
of the year. In addition to the bar
graphs, assessments of breeding
status, changes in status over the
last 25 years, and winter status
(based on the Toronto Regional
Christmas Bird Counts) are
provided. This chart is generally
very well done. In a few cases,
however, the symbols are not
clear. For example, the symbols
indicating that a Great Cormorant
had occurred in the region from
early December to late March are
not clearly visible throughout that
period. The thickness of the bars
varies in some cases, because they
were hand-drawn with a pen (see,
for example, the bar for Canada
Goose). This can be misleading
with regard to status, since bar
thickness is related to seasonal
abundance. If the production of
this graph had been done more
carefully, perhaps using Letraset

lines of constant thickness, this
problem could have been avoided.
The bordering and other chart
lines are not always aligned
properly, giving the impression of
messiness in some parts of the
chart.

One can always quibble with the
status of certain species in charts
such as these. I don't want to
belabour the point, but surely
some shorebirds are abundant
during the peak of migration. The
only shorebird listed as abundant
at any time is Killdeer!

Following the chart are lists of
accidentals and their dates of
occurrence, extirpated species, and
extinct species. These are
interesting and fascinating addi
tions to this publication. I might
point out, however, that there is
convincing evidence of the
continued existence of Eskimo
Curlew in very low numbers (it
isn't extinct yet!).

In this review, I have noted a
few content and production
deficiencies and omissions which
tend to reduce the potential
usefulness of the publication.
Nevertheless, the chart does
provide a very useful summary of
a lot of data, and it should give
bird-watchers some idea of what to
expect at any time of the year in
the Toronto region.

William J. Crins, 412-1180 Forestwood Drive, Mississauga, Ontario
L5C IH8

Corrections
In Ontario Birds Vol. 2, No.2, p. 72, the breeding distribution of Henslow's
Sparrow in the Ottawa area was inadvertantly omitted in Figure 1.
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