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Figure 2: Red Crossbills on chimney, feeding where a patch of material has been
removed. Photo by Michael Runtz.

around chimney-stacks and eating
putty", but that while "this
behaviour is very common" it is
"surprisingly poorly documented".
There are various reports (especially
in the European literature) involving
crossbills feeding on mortar and
putty, apparently attracted to their
calcium carbonate content. For
instance, Red Crossbills in Germany
appeared to eat soil from below a
stone wall, but analysis showed they
were consuming flakes of calcium
carbonate from the wall (Sainsbury
1978). Scottish Crossbills were seen
to eat putty from windows (Watson
1955, Nethersole-Thompson 1975).
About 150 Red Crossbills were
reported eating mortar "on the wall
of a very dilapidated two storey
house" in Yugoslavia (Susie 1981).
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Nuttall (1907) wrote in 1891 that Red
Crossbills in North America were
"observed even to pick off the clay
from the logs of the house". Baynes
(1915) even claimed that Red
Crossbills would come to the hand
for pounded dried mortar!

The mortar and cement of
chimneys hold a special attraction for
crossbills. Scottish Crossbills have
been reported feeding on the mortar
of chimney-stacks (Nethersole­
Thompson 1975, Bartlett 1976).
Parrot Crossbills and Common
Redpolls were often seen eating
mortar from chimneys during a study
in northeastern Lapland (Pulliainen et
al. 1978). William Brewster (1938)
described numbers of Red Crossbills
coming early on October mornings to



cling to the sides, and cluster about
the top, of a brick chimney in the
Lake Umbagog region of Maine.
Lawrence (1949), reporting on Red
Crossbills at Pimisi Bay, Ontario,
noted that they were often "seen
clinging to our cobble stone chimney,
pecking and eating the mortar" .

Red Crossbills consuming mortar
and cement have been observed on
numerous occasions in Algonquin
Park. The most frequently used site
(Figure 1) is the Turtle Club on Lake
Travers, White Township, where five
stone chimneys are all that remains
of a log building erected in 1933
(Runtz 1993). Red Crossbills appear
to have eaten away patches of
material on these chimneys to a
depth of more than 2 cm in some
places (Figure 2). Typical of sightings
there were eight birds on 19 April
1988, and 30 birds on 14 April 1989,
reported by Michael Runtz. Similarly,
I observed nine Red Crossbills eating
mortar from a wall of the
"stonehouse" at Achray on Grand
Lake, Stratton Township, on 3 May
1983. Red Crossbills allow a very
close approach when eating mortar or
cement, indicating their strong
motivation to feed on this material.

Conclusion
A wide variety of unusual Red
Crossbill feeding activities have been
documented in the literature, and
many of these have been observed in
Algonquin Park. These behaviours
appear to involve an attraction to
minerals such as sodium and calcium,
perhaps related to dietary
deficiencies. In contrast, I did not
find reports of White-winged
Crossbills undertaking such activities,
apart from feeding at salted road sand
(Benkman 1992). Could these
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apparent behavioural differences
reflect dietary differences between
these two crossbill species? That and
other questions will have to await
further study.

I would be interested in hearing
about any unusual crossbill feeding
activities which readers may have
observed or noted in the literature. I
hope this article will serve to
encourage birders to learn more
about unusual aspects of behaviour
among bird species that may
otherwise seem quite "familiar" to
us. It can be a rewarding experience.
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Recognizable Forms

Subspecies of the Horned Lark
by

Ron Pittaway

Introduction
The very first recognizable forms I
learned as a young birder were the
Prairie Horned Lark (Eremophila
alpestris praticola) and the Northern
Horned Lark (E. a. alpestris). The two
forms were often mentioned by John
Bird in his Saturday column in the
Ottawa Journal. As an example, he
reported on 6 February 1965, /lEarl
Godfrey found three Northern
Horned Larks near Fallowfield. He
had a close enough look to identify
them as Northerns. Prairie Horned
Larks would have been more
suggestive of migration."

In what follows, I discuss the
differences in coloration, size,
behaviour, song, migration, habitat,
breeding times and ranges which
taken together distinguish the three
recognizable forms of the Horned
Lark in Ontario.

Taxonomy
The American Ornithologists' Union
(AGU) (1957) and Godfrey (1986) list
four subspecies (races) of the Horned
Lark in Ontario: nominate E. a.
alpestris, E. a. praticola, E. a. hoyti and
E. a. enthymia. The listing of enthymia
in Ontario by the above authorities is
based on Snyder (1938) who collected
specimens in western Rainy River
District for the Royal Ontario
Museum. However , James (1991)
who re-evaluated Snyder's work does
not list enthymia in Ontario because
the Rainy River birds are "more like

praticola than enthymia". Peters
(1960) treats enthymia as "doubtfully
distinct" from the more western
leucolaema. Mfinities of enthymia and
leucolaema require study (Godfrey
1986). Below, I discuss enthymia in
more detail under the Saskatchewan
Horned Lark.

Plumages, Molts, Ageing
and Sexing
Horned Larks have only two
plumages: juvenile (juvenal) and
adult (definitive basic). The briefly
held spotted juvenile plumage is quite
unlike the adult and has tempted
some birders to believe they have
found a rare pipit or longspur! See
the illustration (poor quality) of a
juvenile on page 295 in the National
Geographic Guide (Scott 1987) and
the photograph on page 297 in
Volume 2 of the Master Guide
(Farrand 1983).

Horned Larks acquire their first
adult plumage by late summer of
their hatching year (Earl Godfrey,
pers. comm.). Unlike most birds, the
post-juvenile (first prebasic) molt is
complete (all feathers). First year
adults are on average duller than
older adults; extremes may be
separable with experience (Pyle et al.
1987). On males, the black collar,
mask, crown and "horns" (erectile
feathers) are more distinct than on
females. Males are also larger than
females.
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Figure 1: Adult male Northern Horned Lark in fresh plumage.
Drawing by Peter Burke.

Adults have one complete molt a
year after breeding but before fall
migration. On fresh fall and slightly
worn winter birds, the black
markings on the head (including
"horns") and breast are obscured by
pale feather fringes and the birds are
more pinkish, buffy and streaked
(Figure 1). There is no prebreeding
(prealternate) molt. The breeding
dress is acquired by the gradual
wearing away of the feather edgings,
bringing the black markings into
prominence. During the breeding
season, the normally inconspicuous
"horns" are often erected in display.
Note that birds depicted in field
guides are in worn (not fresh)
plumage!

In summary, Horned Larks have
the same plumage year round but the
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appearance of fresh fall birds is
markedly different from worn spring
and summer birds. See Ridgway
(1907), Bent (1942) and Roberts
(1955) for detailed plumage
descriptions of each subspecies.

Prairie Horned Lark:
(E. a. praticola)

The Prairie Horned Lark breeds
commonly in southern Ontario south
of the Canadian Shield, locally and
sparsely in farming areas north to the
Clay Belt, as well as in western Rainy
River District (James 1991). The
breeding range of the Prairie
subspecies is separated from the
breeding ranges of the two northern
subspecies by a wide band of boreal
forest.



Small numbers of Prairie Horned
Larks winter (December-January) in
southern Ontario, but are normally
outnumbered by the Northern
subspecies (Dennis Rupert, pers.
comm.).

Prairie Horned Larks are very
early spring migrants (earliest
landbird) arriving in numbers north
of Lake Erie by early February and
north of Lake Ontario by mid­
February. Prairie birds are usually
paired, and males are singing on
territories when the first flocks of
Northern Horned Larks move
through southern Ontario (Devitt
1967, Sadler 1983). The top of Figure
2 shows a typical early March scene
near Toronto with a "skylarking"
male Prairie Horned Lark singing
over its breeding territory.

Separation of Prairie and
Northern Horned Larks is usually
straightforward. The superciliary
(eyebrow) stripe is white in the
Prairie (sometimes very pale yellow
in front of the eye), whereas the
superciliary stripe is usually bright
yellow in the Northern (Figure 2). A
typical Prairie Horned Lark in worn
plumage is illustrated on Plate 55 in
The Birds of Canada (Godfrey 1986).
Peterson (1980) illustrates both
Prairie and Northern subspecies on
page 201.

Note that the Hoyt's Horned Lark
is larger but very similar in
appearance to the Prairie subspecies;
see discussion under account of
Hoyt's Horned Lark below.

Northern Horned Lark:
(E. a. alpestrisJ
The nominate subspecies is the
northeastern form. It breeds from
"northern Quebec and northern
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Labrador south to southern James
Bay, southeastern Quebec (Gaspe
Peninsula, Madeleine Islands), and
Newfoundland" (Godfrey 1986). It
intergrades with E. a. hoyti in
northern Ontario (James 1991). See
the discussion below under the
heading "Intergrades".

In southern Ontario, Northern
and Prairie Horned Larks have
different migration and behaviour
patterns that help to distinguish
them. In spring, Northerns migrate
later than Prairies with numbers
peaking from March to mid-April
after most Prairies have begun
nesting. Northern Horned Larks
normally do not sing during winter
and on spring migration in southern
Ontario. Farther north in Algonquin
Park, Tozer (1994) shows the
different spring migration times of
Prairies (28 February to 1 April) and
Northerns (16 April to 4 June). Peter
Burke's illustration at the bottom of
Figure 2 shows migrant Northerns in
early May at the airfield in Algonquin
Park. A few early Northerns probably
reach James Bay in April, but most
arrive there from mid-May to early
June (Manning 1952, Manning 1981,
Todd 1963).

In autumn, the first Northems
arrive in southern Ontario by mid­
September and peak through October
with numbers falling off in
November. Dates in Algonquin Park
for Northerns range from 6
September to 19 November (Tozer
1994) . Unlike Prairie birds, flocks of
Northerns are often seen along the
shorelines of the Great Lakes in
autumn. Small numbers of Northerns
winter in southern Ontario, rarely
north to Ottawa, and normally
outnumber the Prairie subspecies in
mid-winter (Tozer and Richards 1974,
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Figure 2: (Top) Adult male Prairie Horned Lark in worn plumage and breeding
birds on territory near Toronto in March.
(Bottom) Adult male Northern Horned Lark in worn plumage and May
migrants in Algonquin Park. Drawing by Peter Burke.
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Weir 1989 and Dennis Rupert pers.
comm.).

Compared with the Prairie
subspecies, the Northern is larger and
more robust (noticeable in the field),
and the eyebrows, forehead, cheeks
and throat are distinctly yellow
(Roberts 1955, Todd 1963).

Hoyt's Horned Lark:
(E. u. hayti)
Hoyt's is the northcentral subspecies.
It breeds on the "arctic islands south
to northeastern Alberta, northwestern
Saskatchewan, northeastern
Manitoba, extreme northwestern
Ontario (Fort Severn)" (Godfrey
1986). It intergrades with alpestris
along the coast of Hudson Bay in
Ontario (James 1991). Hoyt's migrates
mainly through the Prairie Provinces
(Taverner 1937) and is a regular
migrant from Lake Superior
westward (Alan Wormington, pers.
comm.).

Hoyt's is a large bird like alpestris
but similar in appearance to praticola,
typically with a white supercilium
and pale yellow restricted to the
middle of the throat (Ridgway 1907,
Roberts 1955).

It is a rare to uncommon migrant
and winter visitor to southern
Ontario usually mixed in with large
flocks of Northerns. For example,
Don Sutherland, Bill Crins and Rory
MacKay found one Hoyt's among 83
Northern Horned Larks and four
Lapland Longspurs (Calcarius
lapponicus) in Algonquin Park on 7
October 1984. Sutherland (in litt.)
describes the Hoyt's as being
,,conspicuous amongst the
Northerns" with its ' 'white
supercilium, forehead, throat and
breast; the latter two features
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showing just the faintest hint of
yellowish wash". In addition, Don
Sutherland (in lUt.), Paul Pratt and
Alan Wormington visited a feeder in
Leamington in February 1982,
"where a wintering flock of Horned
Larks contained many praticola and
two hoyti amongst the predominant
alpestris. There, compared side. by
side, the hoyti dwarfed the otherwise
similar praticola, and seemed larger
and distinctly paler than alpestris. If

However, the paler colour may only
be obvious when the birds are
compared side by side.

Dates for Hoyt's in southern
Ontario, based on specimens in the
Canadian Museum of Nature, range
from 22 September to 26 May (Bruce
Di Labio, pers. comm.).

Saskatchewan Horned Lark
(E. u. enthymiu)
This pale subspecies of the Prairie
Provinces is listed by the AOD (1957)
and Godfrey (1986) for extreme
western Ontario, based on Snyder
(1938). However, James (1991) states,
liThe birds from western Rainy River,
considered by Snyder (1938) to be
enthymia from the central prairies, are
darker than birds from Manitoba, and
scarcely lighter than birds from
southern Ontario. The western birds
may be somewhat intermediate, but
are more like praticola than enthymia,
in my estimation." Therefore
enthymia is not listed for Ontario
(James 1991).

Nevertheless, observers in the
Rainy River area should check flocks
of smaller Prairie Horned Larks for
similar-sized but very pale Horned
Larks suggestive of enthymia. See the
illustration (poor quality) on page 295
in the National Geographic Guide
(Scott 1987).
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Intergrades
Subspecies (races) are not species and
by definition interbreed freely where
their ranges meet. Intergrades are
birds showing characteristics
intermediate between two subspecies
(Earl Godfrey, pers. comm.). Most
breeding birds along the Ontario
coast of Hudson Bay are intergrades
between alpestris and hoyti. James
(1991) states, f/Birds from northern
Ontario may be similar to either
hoyti, paler yellowish about the head
with a less vinaceous colour, or to
alpestris, with strong yellows and
darker backs. Most, however, are
intermediate with rather paler
yellows and more vinaceous backs."
Therefore one may encounter
intergrades in southern Ontario, but
most migrants should be either pure
alpestris or pure hoyti because the
large populations of each subspecies
greatly outnumber the much smaller
population of intergrades. This is
borne out by specimens in the
Canadian Museum of Nature (Michel
Gosselin, pers. comm.).

Summary
The identification of Prairie and
Northern Horned Larks is usually
straightforward in southern Ontario
where Inost larks are either one or
the other. Hoyt's Horned Lark is a
rare to uncommon migrant and
winter visitor to southern Ontario,
normally found associating with
flocks of Northerns. Hoyt's is a large
subspecies like the Northern, but
very similar in appearance to the
smaller Prairie, and should be
identified with caution. The
identification of subspecies should be
based on a number of characteristics
taken together. Be aware of
intergrades, and remember, you just
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cannot identify all birds to
subspecies!
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Notes

Blue-gray Gnatcatcher
Killed by EntanglelDent on Burdock

by
A.David Brewer

There have been several recent
publications on the subject of
entanglement of small birds on the
heads of Common Burdock (Arctium
minus). McNicholl (1988) reviewed
the literature to that date, unearthing

a surprising number of documented
occurrences. Not surprisingly, very
small birds were the most usual
victims, with more recorded
instances for the Golden-crowned
Kinglet (Regulus satrapa) than for any
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other species. However, birds as large
as a Solitary Vireo (Vireo solitarius)
have also been trapped (McNicholl
1988), as well as small bats. This note
records the death by this cause of a
Blue-gray Gnatcatcher (Polioptila
caerulea), a species not previously
documented as a victim.

On 21 August 1993, at the
Mountsberg Wildlife Centre near
Campbellville, Ontario, I found the
corpse of a Blue-gray Gnatcatcher
caught by its legs and belly-feathers
on a burdock head (Figure 1). The
plant was about one metre high,
growing beside a patch of scrub
between Mountsberg Lake and some
cultivated fields. The body was fairly

mummified and had clearly been
there for at least a week and possibly
longer. Due to the state of the
specimen, the age and sex of the bird
could not be determined, although it
lacked the black forehead of an adult
male. The wing-length (51 mm) was
not helpful.

The Blue-gray Gnatcatcher is a
regular but rather sparse breeder in
southern Wellington County. It has
become substantially more common
in recent years.

Literature cited
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Figure 1: Blue-gray Gnatcatcher entangled on Common Burdock, Mountsberg
Wildlife Centre. Photo by A. David Brewer.
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Additional Records
of Birds Caught on Burdock

by
Martin K. McNicholl

As noted by Brewer (1994), I
prepared a review of instances of bats
and birds caught on burdock (Arctium
spp.) a few years ago (McNicholl
1988). The review was stimulated by
the publication of several short notes
on specific instances by authors who
were able to find no or few
references to similar observations.
The only publication to that time
which cited several other records was
that of Taylor and Cameron (1985).
Because most of the records I had
found were published in regional and
even more localized serials, I
surmised that my review was
probably incomplete. Since my initial
review, I have located several
additional instances, including
records of two species (Blue-gray
Gnatcatcher and Magnolia Warbler)
not mentioned in the earlier review.
The purpose of this note is th us to
update the earlier review.

I urge other observers to record
such instances, as other small species
may also be susceptible to getting
stuck on the seeds of burdock.
Although I have not yet found any
records of wrens stuck on burdock,
Hampson (1970) reported a House
Wren (Troglodytes aedon) that
successfully freed itself from
entanglement in Beggars Lice
(Hackelia virginiana).

As Scoggan (1979) indicates that
four species of burdock have been
reported from Canada (all including
Ontario), all introduced from Europe
or Eurasia, I have not assumed that

any particular species was involved.
Common Burdock (Arctium minus) is
the species most frequently
mentioned specifically in the
literature that I have reviewed to
date.

Ruby-throated Hummingbird
(Archilochus colubris)

In my earlier review, I listed two
records, involving at least three birds
reported from New York and
Ontario. I accidentally omitted
another record of a female found
dead on a burdock at Shirley's Bay,
near Ottawa, Ontario by Douglas
Craig on 1 September 1985 (Di Labio
1986).

Black-capped Chickadee
(Parus atricapillus)

In my earlier review, I listed two
records of one bird each reported
from Ontario and at an unspecified
location. In addition, Richard Tuft
found a dead Black-capped Chickadee
in Syracuse, New York on an
unspecified date (Stegeman 1953).

Red-breasted Nuthatch
(Sitta canadensis)

One record of one bird has been
reported from Massach usetts
(McNicholl 1988).

Golden-crowned Kinglet
(Regulus satrapa)

In my earlier review, I listed one
record from each of Illinois,
Massachusetts and New York, and
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four records from Ontario. All
involved one or two birds except that
the Illinois report involved II scores"
found stuck to burdock by Floyd
Hartman and James G. Needham
(Needham 1909). In addition, I
overlooked a record of a male found
dead on Arctium lappa at the George
C. Reifel Migratory Bird Sanctuary at
Delta, British Columbia by Val
McLeod on 4 February 1974 (Dawe
1974). More recently, Kubisz (1989)
reported finding a fen1ale caught on a
burdock in Resources Road Ravine,
Toronto in early May 1989. Barbara
Charlton (pers. comm., 18 October
1991) found and released a male from
a burdock at Winona, Ontario on 12
October 1991 and reported that
George Naylor had found one dead
on burdock there a day or two
earlier.

Ruby-crowned Kinglet
(Regulus calendula)

In my earlier review, I noted one
record from North Dakota. In
addition, Baillie (1944) reported that
H.C. Bliss found a mummified Ruby­
crowned Kinglet stuck on burs in
Haliburton, Ontario in October 1943.
In addition to burdock, Beggars Lice
has trapped at least one Ruby­
crowned Kinglet, apparently in
Illinois (Hampson 1970).

Blue-gray Gnatcatcher
(Polioptila caerulea)

As documented in an
accompanying note, Brewer (1994)
discovered a dead gnatcatcher stuck
to burdock near Calnpbellville,
Ontario on 21 August 1993.

Solitary Vireo
(Vireo solitarius)

The only record I located was
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that of Taylor and Cameron (1985) in
Ottawa, Ontario.

Warbler sp.
In addition to the warblers listed

below, Stegeman (1953) and Stensaas
(1989) each reported finding one dead
warbler of undetermined species
stuck on a burdock on an unspecified
date in Syracuse, New York and in
September 1987 in Duluth,
Minnesota, respectively.

Magnolia Warbler
(Dendroica magnolia)

After my earlier review was
published, I discovered a record of a
Magnolia Warbler found struggling
on a burdock in Syracuse, New York
on 20 September 1969 (Burnett 1970).
The bird flew off after Burnett
released it.

Yellow-rumped Warbler
(Dendroica coronata)

There is one report involving one
bird in New York (McNicholl 1988).

Common Yellowthroat
(Geothlypis trichas)

There is one report of one victim
in New Jersey (McNicholl 1988).

Pine Siskin
(Carduelis pinus)

There is one report of one
trapped bird in New York (McNicholl
1988).

American Goldfinch
(Carduelis tristis)

In n1Y earlier review, I listed two
reports of one bird each in New
York, one report of one bird in Ohio,
and one report of an unspecified
number of birds in Ontario. In



addition, Kelsey (1970) published a
photograph of a dead goldfinch
entangled in burdock on an
unspecified date in an unspecified
location with the remark that such
deaths were not unusual.
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A Probable Wood Duck x Ring-necked Duck
hybrid in Ontario

by
Bruce M. Di Labia and Michel Gosselin

Hybridization is a well-known
phenomenon in birds; nearly 100/0 of
all bird species are known to
hybridize in the wild. In ducks and
geese (the Anatidae), over 40 % of the
species have hybridized. This is the
highest proportion in any bird family,

and the figures are even more
staggering when hybrid Anatids
produced in captivity are taken into
account (Grant and Grant 1992).
Many factors have apparently
contributed to the high proportion of
hybrids reported among Anatidae: the

VOLUME 12 NUMBER 3



120

mating system of these birds, and the
fact that females sometimes lay in the
nests of other species are particularly
important ones (Sibley 1957, Sibley
1994). The large number of ducks
and geese which are handled each
year by hunters and wildlife
biologists, and the ease with which
Anatids can be examined and
identified to species in the field, have
also certainly helped to increase the
reports of hybrids.

In the wild, most hybrid pairings
among ducks involve species of the
same genus (congeners), but there are
instances of inter-generic pairings
(Grant and Grant 1992). Care has to
be used when assessing occurrences
of inter-generic hybrids, because the
real phylogenetic affinities of several
groups of species are poorly
understood; the dendrograms of
Sibley and Ahlquist (1990), for
example, show that some of our
current II genera" are inaccurate
indicators of the real genetic distance
between bird species.

The Casselman hybrid
On 2 June 1986, B.M. Di Labio found
a duck that showed characters of a
hybrid Wood Duck (Aix spoilsa) x
Ring-necked Duck (Aythya collaris) at
the Casselman sewage pond in
Russell County. The square tail and
slightly raised rear-end were
reminiscent of a Wood Duck, while
the bill and body coloration pointed
to a Ring-necked Duck. The bird was
not closely associated with any of the
dabblers present, and no Wood
Ducks or Ring-necked Ducks were on
the pond at that tin1e of the year. In
the hand (Figure 1), the bird proved
to be an adult D1ale, with D1any of the
plull1age features intermediate
between the presuD1ed parent
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species. The irides were yellow with
a dusky inner ring, and the legs were
yellowish-flesh, with darker joints
and dusky webs. The specimen is
now deposited in the Canadian
Museum of Nature under catalogue
number 83683.

The head of this bird bears the
white chin spot and bill markings of
the Ring-necked Duck. The breast
displays a mixture of brown and
blackish mottling, merging in the
belly and flank pattern. As in the
Ring-necked Duck the flanks show
vermiculations, which extend over
the entire belly in an attenuated
form. Primaries are lighter, as in the
Ring-necked Duck, while secondaries
and secondary coverts are overlaid
with the greenish sheen as in the
Wood Duck; only a few small
terminal white tips are present on the
secondaries. The three penultimate
primaries are widely emarginated, as
is the case in the Wood Duck. The
tail has the colour and shape of a
Wood Duck tail, although its size (62
mm) is intermediate between the
average for Wood Duck (102 mm)
and Ring-necked Duck (58 lum) - all
measurements are from Godfrey
(1986). At 42 mm, bill length is also
intermediate between the Wood Duck
(33 mm) and Ring-necked Duck (48
mm). Some characters, however, are
not present in either of the presumed
parents, like the pale cheek pattern
intersected by a I 'negative" of the
ll1ale Wood Duck face pattern, a
feature often seen in the hybrid
progeny of Wood Ducks (E. Gillham,
pers. comm.). The brown back and
underwings are also absent in both
presumed parent species. The wing
ll1easurements of the Casselman
hybrid (180.4 mm) are below the
Inean for both the Wood Duck (223



mm) and the Ring-necked Duck
(195.6 mm), although the Ring­
necked Duck is our smallest Aythya.

In short, the diagnostic shape and
coloration of the wings and tail
clearly point to the Wood Duck as
one of the parent species. The closely
related Mandarin Duck (Aix
galericulata) , common in aviaries, has
never produced viable hybrids with
any duck other than the Wood Duck,
apparently because of its peculiar
chromosomal arrangement (Johnsgard
1968). The combination of small size,
white chinspot, bill, upperparts, and
flank coloration point to the Ring­
necked Duck as the most likely
second parent of the Casselman
hybrid.

121

Although the Wood Duck is
known to hybridize with other Aythya
species in the wild and in captivity,
this is apparently the first instance of
hybridization between the Wood
Duck and the Ring-necked Duck
(Panov 1989). We follow Gillham
(1993) in regarding all hybrids as
probable unless the actual parents are
known, or unless the aspect of the
hybrid has previously been
documented from birds of known
parentage.
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Figure 1: The Casselman hybrid in the hand. Photo by Bruce Di Labia.
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White-throated SparroW"
Scavenges Carcass of Conspecific

by
Anthony L. Lang

The food of the White-throated
Sparrow (Zonotrichia albicollis) usually
consists largely of insects, seeds, and
fruit (Lowther and Falls 1968, Ehrlich
et al. 1988). Here I report on a
White-throated Sparrow feeding on
an unusual food source: the carcass
of a conspecific. I also speculate that
the choice of this food source resulted
from a local scarcity of the usual food
of this species.

On 17 May 1994 at about 09:30h,
in a small parkette at the base of First
Canadian Place, a tall office tower in
the downtown business district of
Toronto, Ontario, Canada, I observed
a White-throated Sparrow feeding on
the remains of another bird. The
carcass had been mostly eaten when

ONTARIO BIRDS DECEMBER 1994

I began the observations so it is
impossible to determine how much
was consumed by the White-throated
Sparrow. The sparrow picked flesh
from the carcass until I approached to
identify the species represented by
the remains. At that time I
determined that the carcass was that
of a White-throated Sparrow. Given
the type of bill that the White­
throated Sparrow has, it is unlikely
that it was able to break the skin of a
complete carcass. Rather, it is more
probable that the bird was preyed
upon or scavenged by a domestic cat,
Ring-billed Gull (Larus delawarensis),
American Crow (Corvus
brachyrhynchos), or Common Grackle
(Quiscalis quiscula), which consumed



most of the carcass. A Common
Grackle was frequently observed to
prey on migrant passerines in this
parkette in the spring of 1992
(Davidson 1994). Although White­
throated Sparrows will eat dog food
in captivity (J. B. Falls, pers. comm.),
there are no reports of this species
eating the remains of vertebrates in
the wild.

The sparrow's use of this
extraordinary food source may have
been due to the lack of accessible
sources of this species' usual types of
food. The parkette is small
(approximately 36 x 30 m) and only
about half of the area is covered with
grass, shrubs, or trees (Davidson
1994). It is also surrounded by office
towers in excess of 50 storeys in
height, which probably severely
restrict movements of migrant birds
out ot the parkette. Given that there
were approximately 10 to 30 migrant
passerines in the parkette on days
prior to observation (pers. obs.), the
rate of consumption of insects, seed,
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blossoms, and fruit by these and
resident birds at that time. of year
could often have exceeded the rate of
replenishment. Therefore, the small
size of the park and its use by a
relatively large number of stranded
migrants probably led to a food
shortage. This in turn would have
forced the White-throated Sparrow to
search for alternative sources of food
and thus to scavenge the carcass of a
member of its own species.
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Book Reviews

Finches and Sparrows: An Identification Guide. 1993. By Peter Clement,
illustrated by Alan Harris and John Davis. Princeton University Press, Princeton,
New Jersey. Hardcover, 500 pages, 73 colour plates and 281 range maps plus line
drawings. $76.95 Canadian.

This book is one of the latest in a
series which includes such classics as
Seabirds, Shorebirds, Waterfowl,
Swallows and Martins and most
recently Warblers. These extremely

detailed and comprehensive
identification guides are syntheses of
the current knowledge on each group
from worldwide sources.

In Finches and Sparrows, 290
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species in three mainly Old World
families, Fringillidae, Estrildidae and
Passeridae, are beautifully illustrated.
Well-marked subspecies and morphs
are also depicted. The 73 colour
plates are grouped at the beginning of
the book. On the opposite pages are
colour-coded range maps and key
descriptions of adult male, adult
female and juvenile of each species.
For more information, the reader is
referred to the detailed species
accounts on identification, plumages,
subspecies, voice, habitat, behaviour,
status, distribution, measurements
and selected references. The artwork
is magnificent. However, in a few
species the shapes are off, for
example, the Pine Grosbeaks on Plate
31 are too chunky and big-headed
and their bills are too heavy.

The title of the book is somewhat
misleading to North Americans
because our native sparrows
(subfamily Emberizinae) like the Song
Sparrow and Vesper Sparrow are not
included since they are not true
sparrows. Our North American
sparrows are in fact "buntings", but
I'm not advocating changing the
names! Clement reserves the name
sparrow for the true sparrows in the
family Passeridae such as the
introduced House Sparrow and
European Tree Sparrow. The book
includes familiar winter finches such
as Evening Grosbeak, Purple Finch,
Pine Grosbeak, redpolls, crossbills,
etc. The three North American Rosy-

Finches that were re-split in 1993 by
the American Ornithologists' Union
are considered one species with the
Old World forms. Also included are
well-known cagebirds like the Java
Sparrow and Zebra Finch, and other
Eurasian, Australian and African
finches. Therefore the book is useful
for identifying escaped cagebirds.

There are a few minor errors. For
example, the sexes of adult Common
Redpolls of the nominate subspecies
are not alike as stated on page 243,
and Godfrey's The Birds of Canada is
listed throughout the text as having
been published in 1979 instead of
1966 (first edition) or 1986 (revised
edition).

I would have preferred more
information on plumage and molt.
Species like the American Goldfinch
that have a pre-breeding molt and
distinctive breeding plumage are
described in the same way as species
that acquire their breeding dress
through wear such as redpolls. In
many cases, Clement does not
distinguish clearly between juvenile
(first covering of feathers before
molt) and first year plumages.

It is difficult to recommend this
expensive book to strictly North
American birders because only 20 or
so out of the 290 species are found
here. Notwithstanding, this beautiful
and brilliant reference work should
be in the libraries of all well-travelled
birders and those who yearn to be.

Ron Pittaway, Box 619, Minden, Ontario KOM 2KO.
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Birds of Tropical America A watcher's introduction to behaviour, breeding and
diversity. 1994. By Steven Hilty. Chapters Publishing Ltd., Shelburne, Vermont
05482. Softcover, 304 pp. $12.95 Canadian.

While visiting a Toronto book store
recently I was surprised to see this
book, along with seven others of its
kind, in the usual nature field guides
section. The title immediately
appealed to me; indeed, when I saw
the name of the author with whom I
was familiar because of a few path­
crossings in several neotropical
countries, I knew that I wanted it.
For the past two decades Steve has
l~d birding tours throughout South
and Central America for Victor
Emanuel Nature Tours. His previous
book, A Guide to the Birds of
Colombia, has been praised by Robert
Ridgely, author of the Birds of
Panama, when he stated "No other
book on neotropical birds comes close
to this one" .

Last week, fully armed with my
new book, a tooth brush and shaver,
I confidently headed into our local
hospital prepared for abdominal
surgery. Mter a few hours of
regaining consciousness, I took up the
book and was immediately
transported once again to the thrill
and excitement of tropical birding.
The back cover title, I realized, was
truthful when it said "The Book That
Picks Up Where Field Guides Leave
Off!"

After almost twenty-five years of
birding the neotropics, during which
time I achieved a fair list of birds
Iand field guides!), I have found that
I wanted to learn more about the
lives of those birds. I never got the
answers to many questions that I had
in the field, as a new bird sighting
immediately after would cause me to
forget.

The author confesses that,
because tropical environments are
enormously complex and dynamic, it
is often difficult to answer even
simple questions of those
environments. With a Ph.D. in
Zoology and his vast experience he
answers most to my satisfaction as
each page contains several thought­
provoking items and loads of
information.

I've often wondered why I have
had many sightings of King Vultures
that appeared as mere dots in the sky
whereas I have seen five in a nearby
tree on just one occasion? Why do
they fly so high? Why were there so
many more colourful large birds in
the tropics? As the majority of
tropical birds are dull in colour, why
do drab, sparrow-sized antbirds never
leave their dark, forest floor habitat?
Answers to these and hundreds of
others are contained in this book.

There are many enlightening
statements regarding our North
American migrants, as well .. One
that surprised me concerned our
Eastern Kingbird, fearless during his
northern nesting period, as he easily
scares off crows and blackbirds from
his often exposed nest site, Hilty says
that the kingbird pugnacity is traded
for docile subordination to virtually
all of its tropical relatives, and its
territoriality is traded for a period of
nomadic wandering. Gathering in
large flocks, nervously acting like
waxwings that wheel and turn on a
dime, they plunge into giant fruiting
trees. Humph! Their winters are
spent as fruit-eaters!
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In that I hope I have you hooked
on getting this book to read, may I
add a last personal and unforgettable
observation regarding Eastern
Kingbirds? On 1 April 1970, along
with my long-time birding
companion, Norm Chesterfield of
Wheatley, Ontario, I stood at the top
of Cerro Azul, a hill near Panama
City, where, after stepping out of a
bus, we gazed down in the valley
below us to see· a wide swath of
Eastern Kingbirds flying north and
extending in both directions as far as

the eye could see. This lucky
observation had to take place
between its crowded, Amazon basin
winter home and our open, green
areas where it chooses to nest.

This book has no glossy pages,
only information-crammed text. I
make no apologies for making this
review sound more like a eulogy of
Steve Hilty's work than a critique.
It's excellent and the price is unlike
that of other tropical bird books!

Jim Wilson, Box 385, Dorset, Ontario PDA lEO.

Photo Quiz
by

Bob Curry

Most readers will quickly have
identified last issue's quiz waterbird
with the stout dagger-like bill as a
loon. In addition to the fairly obvious
overall impression, only grebes and
loons have the feet set so far back on
the body. Grebes have much less
impressive bills and are more
delicately proportioned especially in
the head and neck area than is this
bird. But which loon is it?

Red-throated Loon is a more
finely built bird with a serpentine
head and neck. Almost always the
bill of Red-throated is more delicate
with a straight culmen and a lower
mandible which sweeps upward. This
shape coupled with a head and bill
which are held up at an angle to the
horizontal lend it a unique profile
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allowing for at least probable
identification at great distances over
the water. Moreover the white
forepart of the throat and neck
extend well onto the sides and the
crown and nape are pale grey which
give the entire head and neck an
almost ghostly pale appearance. If all
this is not enough, at close range
such as our subject bird, the back is
finely spotted with white on juvenile
and winter plumaged Red-throated
Loons.

Great care must be taken if one
believes one has a small loon which
may be a Pacific /Arctic. Hereafter, I
will use the appelation "Pacific", the
only one of this species-pair known
to occur in Ontario. Some loons ­
probably juveniles - can appear



remarkably smaller and more delicate
than all others in the vicinity (or,
worse still, a single bird may appear
to be very small). Light feather
margins can give juvenile Pacific a
scaly appearance like the photo bird.
However, the bill of Pacific would be
slimmer and less robust than ours
with no angle of gonys on the lower
mandible although, it must be
admitted, there is precious little
gonydeal angle on our bird. More
importantly the entire head and neck
plumage is different from this. There
is a smooth, sharp demarcation
between the black of the side of the
neck and the white foreneck in
Pacific - not ' Ibays" of white
extending into the dark and at least
one I'peninsula" of dark penetrating
the white foreneck. The black of the
sides of the head extend down to
include at least the upper half of the
eyes so that there is never an eye
surrounded by white in Pacific. The
overall effect is of a sharp clean· crisp
appearance in Pacific as opposed to a
fuzzier effect in Common Loon. The
crown and nape of Pacific Loon is a
lovely soft grey and the head seems
puffy like that of an aroused cobra.
In fact the head profile tends to be
more rounded and softer than on
Common Loon without the angles
fore and aft of a more flattened
crown.

So we have a large loon that is
guite pale in appearance and has a
whitish looking bill. Do we have a
Yellow-billed (Gavia adamsii)? Before
rushing to the nearest telephone let's
take a deep breath and check out
some details. The whitish -buff
margins on the back feathers of
Yellow -billed are very broad and the
overall effect is of a series of
transverse scalloped bars. The colour
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of the head and neck is a pale brown
with extensive dirty white areas
posterior to the eyes and on the sides
of the neck. Almost always there is a
black smudge or vague spot of dark
in the ear coverts set against this
lighter ground colour. The head
shape of adamsii is even more angular
than in Common Loon (G. immer)
with sometimes a kind of raised
"bump" at the anterior and posterior
ends of the crown. Several bill
characteristics are diagnostic in
distinguishing the two large loons.
Common Loon in winter has a bluish
white bill whereas in adamsii it is a
creamy white. More important, in
adamsii just the base of the bill may
be brownish or blackish with the
entire culmen, save for about the
basal one quarter, unmarked. In
immer at least the distal half of the
culmen ridge is blackish.

Usually the culmen in adamsii is
straight and there is a more
pronounced angle of gonys although
both these features are less developed
in young birds. Yellow-billed holds
its bill upwards in the manner of
Red-throated which accentuates the
differences in bill character from
immer.

As is the case in all similar
appearing birds a combination of
characters is required to clinch
identification. Such a combination
leads us to the inevitable conclusion
that the quiz bird is a juvenile
Common Loon. If you wish to read
more about loon identification I can
recommend two excellent articles
which have appeared in British Birds
(Appleby et al. 1986, Burn and
Mather 1974).
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Editors' Note:
Our next quiz species is a landbird!
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