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This Pickerel Frog (photo taken at Fletcher Creek Swamp, Wellington County, 29 June, 2007) is just one of several frog species that can be
observed in Ontario.  Learn more about amphibians on page 148.

Photo: Brian Wylie
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March is Messier Marathon Month
by Mario Carr

Every year amateur astronomers

around the globe participate in the

Messier Marathon to test their observ-

ing abilities. 

Like athletes of the night sky,

endurance, fortitude and astronomical

knowledge are prerequisites to partici-

pate in the all night marathon. The goal

of the marathon is to spot as many of

the 110 Messier objects as possible.

The list was created by comet hunter

Charles Messier in 1771. It was actual-

ly a list of objects to avoid that might

be mistaken as comets. At the time, tel-

escopes had poor resolution and these

objects appeared cloudy – much like

comets.

March is normally chosen to hold the

event since the Earth is at the right

position and the nights are long enough

to see most of the objects. Astronomy

clubs like the Hamilton Amateur

Astronomers, also use the event as a

fund raiser to help promote astronomy

in their communities. So please, sup-

port your favorite local amateur

astronomer.

Here are some important events for

March stargazers. Most are listed in the

Hamilton Amateur Astronomers’ cal-

endar.  

Mercury will be low in the western sky

during evening twilight, and Venus

will be low in the south-east sky at

dawn. Mars unfortunately is behind the

Sun and cannot be seen this month.

Jupiter is very low in the western sky

at dusk and will be lost in twilight later

in the month. Saturn rises during mid

evening and will be high in the south

after midnight.

Uranus appears very low in the west-

ern sky at dusk, but is lost in twilight

by mid-month. Neptune is difficult to

see since it is low in the south-east dur-

ing morning twilight.

March 4 – New Moon

March 6 – The Moon is at apogee or

furthest away from us this month at

406,582 km

March 12 – First Quarter Moon

March 13 – Daylight Saving Time

begins

March 11 – Hamilton Amateur

Astronomers meeting at 7:30 p.m.,

Hamilton Spectator Building, 44 Frid

St., Hamilton. Featured speaker will be

Robert Godwin from Apogee Books

and he will discuss “Science fiction

space flight and energy.” Free admis-

sion with door prizes. Non-perishable

food items will be collected for local

food banks.

March 18 – Hamilton Amateur

Astronomers Imaging Clinic at 7:30

p.m., Hamilton   Spectator Building,

44 Frid St., Hamilton.

March 19 – The Full Moon known as

the Worm Moon will appear larger

than normal because the Moon is clos-

er to the Earth than at any other time in

2011. It will be at perigee at 356,577

km away. The Worm Moon received its

name from First Nations people, who

noticed worms coming up from the

mushy soil. It’s also known as the Full

Crow Moon, Full Crust Moon and Full

Sap Moon. 

March 20 – The Vernal Equinox marks

the long awaited first day of spring.

The Sun will be directly over the

Equator and night and day will be of

equal length. This day also marks the

first day of fall in the southern hemi-

sphere. 

March 26 – Last Quarter Moon

For more information, please see the

Hamilton Amateur Astronomers web

site at www.amateurastronomy.org or

call (905) 627-4323.

Mario Carr is the director of public

education, Hamilton Amateur

Astronomers and is a member of the

Hamilton Naturalists’ Club. He writes

an astronomy blog http://theskythis-

month.wordpress.com/ and can be

reached at mariocarr@cogeco.ca.
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At February’s HNC meeting, the

evening’s presenter was naturalist

Brian Wylie, a very familiar figure to

the Club’s membership. Brian has led

many field hikes for the HNC and has

participated annually on several nature

counts. A Past President of the Club, he

was also a contributor to the book,

Birds of Hamilton and Surrounding

Areas. An accomplished birder, her-

petologist, and odonate observer, Brian

is the HNC Coordinator for the Junior

Naturalists’ Club. He has written sev-

eral articles for the Wood Duck on his

reptile and amphibian encounters, and

has previously shared his adventures

with HNC audiences. Brian’s purpose

on this return visit was to further our

knowledge of amphibians, an intrigu-

ing but poorly understood group. 

Amphibians are named for their double

life on land and water, “amph” mean-

ing “on both sides” and “bios” mean-

ing “life.” All amphibians are ectother-

mic; their bodies do not produce their

own heat. Three stages make up the

life cycle: egg, larva or tadpole, and

adult. A moist habitat is necessary for

cutaneous respiration, a type of osmo-

sis that allows oxygen to be absorbed

through porous skin. Most amphibians

have smooth, scaleless skin and claw-

less toes. They are most prevalent in

the tropics, with 175 species found in

tiny Costa Rica, as compared with 46

in all of Canada.

Amphibians are divided into three pri-

mary groups - caecilians, frogs and

toads, and salamanders. Little is

known about the caecilians, which are

primarily tropical and presumably rare.

These legless, burrowing animals have

small eyes and teeth. Ontario is home

to 26 species of frogs, toads, and sala-

manders. Most frogs have in common

a short body, webbed digits, protruding

eyes and no tail. During breeding,

which occurs in spring or early sum-

mer, the male clasps a female in

amplexus, the mating position adopted

by frogs and toads. Frog and toad tad-

poles are aquatic and breathe through

gills. As they transform into adults, the

gills are replaced by lungs. 

Toads have cranial ridges and dry,

warty skin, and tend to be terrestrial. A

pair of large glands above the shoul-

ders exudes a chemical which repels

predators. At mating time they indulge

in a breeding frenzy, during which time

the oblivious toads are extremely vul-

nerable to predators such as the Garter

Snake. A toad may escape with its life

by inflating itself until it is too big to

swallow, or by exuding fluid to make

itself unpalatable. Such tricks are no

defence against the Eastern Hognose

Snake, which is undeterred by these

“juices.” The only toad most of us are

likely to encounter is the American

Toad, since Ontario’s only other toad

species—the rare Fowler’s Toad—has

a limited habitat near the Lake Erie

shore. 

In general, frogs can be distinguished

from toads by their moist skin and long

hind legs. Brian provided images and

commentary on several species of frog

that can be found in Ontario. The

Northern Leopard Frog and the

Pickerel Frog both have two rows of

block-like designs along the back. In

the Leopard Frog, the blocks are

oblong in shape, as opposed to the

Pickerel Frog’s more rectangular markings. 

The Green Frog has a dorsolateral

ridge and large tympanum (hearing

organ), and is preyed upon by several

heron species. Its call sounds like a

banjo twang. Chorus Frogs (both

Western and Boreal varieties) also

have a distinctive call, which sounds

much like running a fingernail along

the teeth of a comb. Their deafening

chorus can be heard in woodlands and

along ditches.

Like the Chorus Frog, the Spring

Peeper vocalizes at top volume. Brian

once collected a mating pair that called

so loudly during the drive home, that

he had to stop and move them into the

trunk. One of those individuals found

its way under a neighbour’s front

porch, where it spent much of the next

three years making its presence heard

and straining neighbourly relations.

These long-limbed frogs are somewhat

arboreal, as their digits are tipped with

small adhesive discs. Spring Peepers

have a characteristic X-shaped mark

on the back. 

Life of Amphibians
by Louise Unitt
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Gray Treefrogs are true arboreal frogs

as they can be heard calling from tree-

tops. These treefrogs can change

colour from gray to bright green.

Brian’s picture of a treefrog on a grav-

el road demonstrated their ability to

blend in with their background. A

number of treefrogs once escaped from

a Pepsi bottle Brian’s son had collected

them in but neglected to cap. Brian

evicted them all from the car—or so he

thought, until one jumped out and star-

tled Brian’s wife the next day. 

In contrast to the stocky build of frogs

and toads, most salamanders are slen-

der, with short noses and long tails.

Their ability to sacrifice their tails

when attacked is an effective survival

strategy. The tail will even keep

twitching after being bitten off, fooling

a snake long enough for a getaway.

Salamanders migrate to their breeding

ponds from late March through early

April. Jefferson, Spotted, and Blue-

spotted Salamanders are secretive and

hard to find outside of the breeding

season, when they gather in vernal

pools. All three species are “mole”

salamanders, which spend most of the

year underground. Jefferson Salamanders

are usually grey, sometimes flecked

with blue. Blue-spotted Salamanders

are similar, except that the flecks are

larger and more numerous. The dark

gray backs of Spotted Salamanders

sport a row of distinct yellow spots. 

The Red-backed Salamander, so

named for a thick reddish stripe along

the top of its body, is the most common

local salamander. It is one of several

lungless Ontario species that obtain

oxygen through their skin. The Red-

backed Salamander roams on damp or

rainy nights, and avoids desiccation by

burrowing in leaf litter or soil during

the day. The Northern Ringneck

Snake, a major salamander predator,

hunts its prey by scent. A Red-backed

Salamander picks up the snake’s scent

too, and can throw a predator off the

track by changing its own scent! 

Unlike other salamanders, the

Mudpuppy is strictly aquatic and

retains external gills throughout its

life. The Red-spotted Newt is also

anomalous. After the larval stage, the

juveniles embark on a terrestrial phase

known as red efts. Their bright orange

colour warns of the poison that they

can exude from their backs. Brian once

witnessed a large number of red efts

migrating up the edge of the escarp-

ment as he led a Boy Scout hike at

Mount Nemo. In the springtime, he has

found the Dundas Valley to be “a phe-

nomenal place for salamanders and

frogs.” If you want to see salamanders

on migration, he suggests a night visit

to the pond at the Merrick Field Centre

during the first half of April, after a

few warm rainfalls.

Brian also recommends Fletcher Creek

Ecological Preserve as a good place to

spot amphibians. This 126-hectare

property is located just off Gore Road

in Puslinch Township. A former quarry,

it has been filled in and rehabilitated,

and now boasts a restored fen. For

detailed distribution maps of Ontario’s

amphibians, visit the National Heritage

Information Centre at 

http://nhic.mnr.gov.on.ca/MNR/nhic/h

erps/range_maps.html

Brian shifted his attention south of the

border to acquaint us with amphibian

species he has encountered in the

United States. In the Mississippi Valley

and watershed, the Mud Snake preys

on Siren Salamanders. Its sharp tail

comes in handy for pinning down its

slippery, slimy victims. In desert areas

that receive little rain, Spadefoot Toads

can dig deep below the surface and

remain there for long periods. Narrow-

mouthed Toads are equipped with a

fold of skin just behind the eyes. When

swarmed by ants as it consumes them,

a toad can push this skin forward as

protection.

One of the species Brian has seen in

southern Illinois is the Marbled

Salamander, a boldly banded mole

salamander that spends much of its life

underground, emerging to breed in the

fall. However, the greatest number of

salamander species is found in the

huge forested areas of the Appalachian

Mountains. The foggy, rainy regions

that are in rain shadow are particularly

well suited to salamanders such as the

Slimy, Long-tailed, and Cave

Salamander. The latter is a beautiful

creature, bright orange with dark spots.

The Shenandoah Salamander has an

extremely limited range: it is found

only on mountain peaks, on talus

slopes facing west. Northern Red,

Yonahlossee, and Spring Salamanders

are all streamside species. Brian was

once startled to see the latter, which is

more than 8” long, ingest a small sala-

mander.

In the Deep South, including Florida,

the minuscule Little Grass Frog, the

Oak Toad and the Southern Toad can

be found. The latter is similar to our

American Toad. The Bog Frog is an

endangered southern species. An alien

invader, the Greenhouse Frog com-

petes with native species for food. The

chief frog predators in the area are

wading birds such as the Snowy Egret

and Roseate Spoonbill.

Brian’s son’s choice of Costa Rica as
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the setting for his recent wedding pro-

vided a perfect opportunity for an

amphibian search. Some of the species

they came upon were Smooth-skinned

Toads, Leaf Litter Frogs, and Broad-

headed Rain Frogs. Red-eyed Tree

Frogs can be found at night attached to

the underside of a leaf. Smoky Jungle

Frogs can be spotted at night by their

eyeshine. They are amazingly fast at

producing the next generation: eggs

they lay in their burrows hatch the very

next day! As long as we refrain from

grabbing it, the stunningly coloured

Strawberry Poison Dart Frog poses no

danger to humans. Bushy-tailed

Olingos and Coatis, both members of

the raccoon family, prey upon Costa

Rica’s amphibians; land crabs eat

small frogs.

Brian does not favour the practice of

flipping rocks or logs in search of

amphibians. Even if you replace every-

thing as it was, breaking the seal will

disturb the microclimate and reduce its

ability to retain moisture. Amphibians

already face “myriad” threats to their

survival, of which Brian provided a

partial list. Besides habitat loss and

fragmentation, there is habitat degra-

dation caused by the siltation of

streams and rivers. Air and water pol-

lution can cause deformities in stressed

populations. In Great Smoky

Mountains National Park, Brian has

witnessed massive die-offs of trees and

amphibians, the result of air pollution

from Tennessee’s coal-fired power

plants. Oxygen depletion from pesti-

cides and herbicides can be harmful to

the eggs of amphibians. Pesticides

have also been linked with severe

deformities such as extra limbs.

Brian noted other human activities that

exert a deleterious effect on amphib-

ians. Many frogs are harvested for

food, especially in poverty-stricken

parts of the planet.  Invasive species

too are a menace: when Bullfrogs were

introduced into ponds in the western

U.S., the hefty species proceeded to

consume smaller frogs and wipe out

local populations. Climate change

affects weather patterns, altering the

timing and quantity of rainfall upon

which amphibians rely, as well as the

availability of insects critical to their

diet. Although chytrid fungus has been

around for some time, Brian reports it

has recently “gone crazy.” It’s likely

that a confluence of numerous threats

has weakened populations and

increased their susceptibility to the

fungus.

Although chemicals do get studied for

their effects on larval and adult

amphibians, testing is far from rigor-

ous. There is no investigation of chro-

mosomal damage, and long-term stud-

ies are seldom undertaken. Also, chem-

icals are only tested individually,

although amphibians are exposed to a

barrage of hundreds of chemicals at a

time. The potential synergistic effects

of this “chemical cocktail” are

unknown. Tadpoles are particularly

vulnerable to chemical attack during

metamorphosis into adulthood. At that

point they have to temporarily sup-

press their immune system, which

would otherwise launch an attack

against its newly developing limbs.

Because their presence often goes

undetected, amphibians seldom

receive the attention they deserve.

Many thanks to Brian for shining a

spotlight on a relatively obscure corner

of the natural world, and enhancing our

appreciation of these special creatures. 

Marbled Salamander: Heron Pond, Cache River State Natural Area, Illinois, 9 October, 2004
Photo: Brian Wylie.
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Lake Ontario Midwinter Waterfowl Census
January 9, 2011
by George Naylor

On Sunday, January 9th, 2011, thir-

teen hardy souls set forth to census

waterfowl in the Hamilton area.

Known to local enthusiasts as “The

Duck Count”, the Hamilton

Naturalists’ Club (HNC) has been

participating in this waterfowl survey

for over fifty years.  The Lake

Ontario Midwinter Waterfowl Census

is an important tool to monitor the

population dynamics in these families

of birds.  The Naturalists’ Club is

responsible for surveying Lake

Ontario from Bronte Harbour to Fifty

Point Conservation Area, and all

inland waters such as Windermere

Basin, Hamilton Harbour (Burlington

Bay), and Desjardins Canal in

Dundas, or any other inland areas that

may contain waterfowl.

Sunday the 9th dawned clear but

cold, with a light west wind that grew

stronger as the day progressed.  There

were large areas of the Bay that still

had open water, so there were lots of

areas to cover, and plenty of ducks to

count.  Visibility on the Lake was

quite good for the two groups respon-

sible for this area, but there weren’t

the huge numbers of diving ducks,

particularly Long-tailed Ducks, that

have been seen some years.  One

group is responsible for the Lake

from the Burlington Ship Canal along

the north shore to Bronte Harbour,

and the other group counts from the

Ship Canal along the south shore to

Fifty Point.  Even with the Lake

divided roughly in half, each area

takes about seven hours to properly census.

I was helping Kevin McLaughlin and

Rob Waldhuber cover the canal to the

Bronte area of the Lake, and as we

made our way down the north shore

toward Bronte, the numbers and

diversity of waterfowl increased.

Particularly impressive were the huge

numbers of Canada Geese!  I guess

that’s a “Good News - Bad News”

scenario; the good news was we

counted lots of Canada Geese.  The

bad news was.... There were about

5000 Canada Geese counted in our

area alone!

Looking eastward toward Bronte

from a new lakeshore vantage point

at the end of Timber Lane, a block

west of  Mississaga Road called the

Heritage Lakefront Trail, Rob

Waldhuber amazingly spotted a single

Cackling Goose among the thousand

or so Canadas along the shoreline.

As a footnote, I’m sure this new trail

behind the backyards of some expen-

sive homes does not impress the own-

ers of those homes, but as the song

goes, “Que Cera, Cera”....  

Hopefully, this is a small sign of

change in regard to public access to

the Lake Ontario shoreline in the

Oakville/Burlington area.

Denys Gardiner and his son-in-law,

also our esteemed Club President,

Bill Lamond, formed our counterpart

group doing the south shore of the

Lake toward Fifty Point.  In the past

few years there have been increasing

numbers of wintering waterfowl

along the Stoney Creek shoreline, so

this area can be an exhausting one to

census properly.  Neither group doing

the Lake saw any loons, grebes or

eiders, but Messrs Denys and Bill

counted all three scoter species,

White-winged, Surf, and the much

more uncommon Black Scoter.  They

also saw the Greater White-fronted

Goose in the marina at Fifty Point.

This bird had been previously seen at

various locations along the south

shore.  They did not see the two

Cackling Geese that had been report-

ed from the marina area, but fortu-

nately, Dave Don went to Fifty Point

at first-light and saw the two

Cacklers, before joining Rob Dobos

and group to census an area on the

Bay.

Rob Dobos, Dave Don and Barb

Charlton  were doing the south shore

of the Harbour, which includes

Windermere Basin, the Windermere

Ship Channel and the mouth of Red

Hill Creek.  In the past, Windermere

Basin in particular has been a haven

for wintering waterfowl, especially

seasonally uncommon dabbling

ducks, and the basin again provided

the only Green-winged Teal, Northern

Shoveler and Northern Pintail count-

ed in our area.  There were approxi-

mately 2500 Common Mergansers in

the Windermere Ship Channel. It will

be interesting to see what the long

term effects the recent “channeliza-

tion” of Windermere Basin will have

on the numbers of waterfowl that

favour the basin in winter.  There is

considerably less open water now
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than in the past, because the warm

water from the Sewage Treatment

plant on Woodward Ave that heated

the Windermere “bathtub”, is entering

the Bay more quickly.

Another interesting footnote regard-

ing this area revolves around the Port

Security measures that have been in

place for the last few years.  The Port

Security Office controls all access to

port lands, and this includes much of

Windermere Basin, Pier 24, Pier 25,

and the Windermere Ship Channel,

although there is a public area to

view some of the Basin off Eastport

Drive. We must obtain prior permis-

sion to gain access to these restricted

areas, and provide vehicle registra-

tion, the names of all persons enter-

ing, and furthermore, agree that there

be no photography while in these

restricted areas.  

I was unaware that Hamilton Harbour

contained such security sensitive

installations.  Oh well, one never

knows where terrorism will strike

next....

Bob Curry and Glenda Slessor count-

ed waterfowl on the north shore of

the Harbour, from Willow Point

around to Tollgate Ponds.  The mari-

na docks at LaSalle Park were a

hotspot of diversity again this year.

There, Bob and Glenda found a

female Wood Duck, a female

American Wigeon, along with a wing

tagged Tundra Swan among the 196

Trumpeter Swans.  We counted a total

of 201 Trumpeter Swans, a slightly

higher total than the Christmas

count.  This befuddled Tundra was

probably tagged as a Trumpeter by

mistake.  These three birds, along

with 405 Canvasbacks, were the only

records of these species in our area.

They encountered an estimated 4500

Common Mergansers on the Harbour

near Tollgate Ponds.  Bob and Glenda

also had a group of 410 Ruddy

Ducks, prompting Glenn Coady, the

compiler of the Waterfowl Census for

Ontario to label Hamilton, “the win-

ter Ruddy Duck Capital of Canada”!

Bill Smith, Mike Street and Phil

Walker counted ducks around

Bayfront Park on the Harbour, and

Desjardins Canal in Dundas as part of

their area, and discovered the only

Pied-billed Grebe found on the entire

province wide count!  This party also

encountered a group of 56 Mute

Swans; or is it, this group encoun-

tered a party of 56 Mute Swans ....

Since the ‘90s’, the count was

expanded to include all waterbirds,

such as loons, grebes, and cor-

morants, and we were also asked to

submit a report of wintering eagles.

This year there were three Bald

Eagles reported and aged by census

participants, an adult, a 2nd/3rd year,

and a juvenile.  Bald Eagle presence

around Hamilton is the reverse of the

waterfowl presence.  The eagles pre-

fer the Harbour, and the greater the

ice cover, the greater the density of

eagles.

In summary, this year’s “Duck

Count” proved again that Hamilton

and area is the mecca for wintering

waterfowl in Ontario.  Our thirty two

species censused represents the high-

est species diversity of any of the

reporting areas in Ontario.  Hamilton

added four species that were seen

nowhere else in the province: Greater

White-fronted Goose, Green-winged

Teal, Pied-billed Grebe and Double-

crested Cormorant.  The huge

increases in wintering diving ducks

and sea ducks on the Lake can be

directly related to the increase in

Zebra Mussels as a food source for

these birds.  Hamilton was also the

reverse of the provincial experience

regarding the relative abundance of

Red-breasted and Common

Mergansers. Elsewhere in the

province,  Red-breasted Mergansers

were much more numerous than

Common Mergansers.  In Hamilton,

Commons greatly outnumbered Red-

breasted Mergansers.  This local aber-

ration was undoubtedly due to the

large flocks of Commons found on

the Harbour.  

Canada Goose, Cackling Goose,

Trumpeter and Mute Swan numbers

reached new highs.  There were fewer

American Coots, Double-crested

Cormorants, Northern Shovelers,

Northern Pintails and Ring-necked

Ducks than in some past years, possi-

bly due to the changes at Windermere

Basin, the area they seemed to favour. 

At this time, I would like to thank all

the “Duck Count” participants for

their efforts, done in fine spirit.

Anyone interested in more detailed

information regarding the Hamilton

Naturalists Clubs’ participation in the

Lake Ontario Midwinter Waterfowl

Census should consult Bob Curry’s

book, Birds of Hamilton and

Surrounding Areas (2006), in which I

was most proud to author a chapter

on the history of “The Duck Count”.

The book is available through the

Club from the HNC website

www.hamiltonnature.org which also

lists several local bookstores and

shops that sell the book.
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White-fronted Goose ............................................ 1

Cackling Goose .................................................... 3

Canada Goose ....................................................... 12207

Mute Swan ........................................................... 152

Trumpeter Swan.................................................... 201                                                                

Tundra Swan ........................................................ 1

Wood Duck (F) .................................................... 1

Gadwall ................................................................ 107

American Wigeon ................................................ 1

American Black Duck .......................................... 170

Mallard ................................................................. 4081

Mallard X American Black Duck ........................ 5

Northern Shoveler................................................. 6

Northern Pintail .................................................... 6

Green-winged Teal................................................ 10

Canvasback ........................................................... 405

Redhead ................................................................ 55

Ring-necked Duck ................................................ 98

Greater Scaup........................................................ 7637

Lesser Scaup ......................................................... 321

Surf Scoter ............................................................ 2

White-winged Scoter ........................................... 2269

Black Scoter ......................................................... 3

Long-tailed Duck (Oldsquaw) ............................. 24981

Bufflehead ............................................................ 545

Common Goldeneye ............................................ 4775

Hooded Merganser ............................................... 39

Common Merganser ............................................ 6943

Red-breasted Merganser ...................................... 377

Ruddy Duck ......................................................... 429

Pied-billed Grebe ................................................. 1

Double-crested Cormorant .................................. 31

American Coot ..................................................... 58

Total Individuals ................................................ 65921

Total Species ....................................................... 32

Bald Eagles .......................................................... 3

(1 Adult, 1 2nd/3rd Year, 1Juv)

Party Hours: 23.5

Participants:  Barb Charlton, Bob Curry, Rob Dobos, Dave

Don, Denys Gardiner, Bill Lamond, Kevin McLaughlin,

George Naylor, Glenda Slessor, Bill Smith, Mike Street,

Rob Waldhuber, Phil Walker

2011 Lake Ontario Midwinter 
Waterfowl Census for Hamilton

The HNC’s Head-of-the-Lake Land Trust program is celebrating 50 years of protecting land by acquiring a new

nature sanctuary to ensure it is forever protected from development. Join us for an evening of general knowl-

edge trivia to raise funds to help in the purchase of a Beverly Swamp property.

When: Saturday, April 16, 2011, 7:00 p.m. to 9:30 p.m.

Where: Unitarian Church, 170 Dundurn St. S. Hamilton

Tickets:  $10 each or $70 for a table of 8

Additional details: Bring a team of 8 or join a team at the event.  Please feel free to bring your own snacks.

Snacks will also be available for purchase.

50/50 Draw *  Silent Auction  *  Prizes

For reservations or more information please contact Jen Baker at 905 524-3339 or land@hamiltonnature.org.  

TRIVIA FOR NATURE
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Dragon’s Den
Mottled Darner at Point Pelee National Park 
by Bill Lamond

On 9 October, 2010, Kevin

McLaughlin, Karl Konze, William

Konze and I observed a Mottled

Darner (Aeshna clepsydra) at Point

Pelee National Park. This species was

completely unexpected, especially on

such a slow day for dragonflies.

Kevin and I were walking south on the

trail south of the Northwest Beach

parking area. We were seeing very few

things when a largish “dragon” flew

across our path and landed on some

dead branches about 3 m off the trail,

½ m above the ground. It was obvious-

ly a “blue darner” (Aeshna sp.) based

on the size and the pronounced blue colour. 

Initially, I assumed it would be a

Lance-tipped Darner (A. constricta) as

this seems to be the “default” late-sum-

mer Aeshna at Point Pelee. It was posi-

tioned with its back to us but it was

somewhat angled so we could see the

side of the abdomen. I could also see

the side of the thorax through the

wings and I thought I could see the pat-

tern of a Mottled Darner. Knowing this

was highly unlikely, I moved forward

so I could get an unobstructed view of

the thorax pattern. I could hardly

believe that I could clearly see

a Mottled Darner thorax. I was familiar

with this pattern as I was keen on see-

ing this species in Ontario and also

because Bob Curry had distributed a

photo of an individual at Oliphant last

summer. Notwithstanding, the thoracic

pattern of this species is unmistakeable

and indeed, as unlikely as it seemed,

this was a Mottled

Darner. Kevin and I

were ecstatic. It was

at this point that Karl

Konze happened

upon the scene. He

too was looking for

dragonflies and was

as surprised as we

were at this find. He

hurried back to his

car to get his camera

and his son William.

They soon arrived

back and Karl man-

aged to get an excel-

lent diagnostic photo

of the darner.

We had smugly

assumed that this

must be a first record

for Point Pelee and probably for Essex

County as well. This species is very

uncommon in Ontario and is largely

restricted to the edge of the Canadian

Shield. The Odonata Atlas of Ontario

map for Mottled Darner

(http://nhic.mnr.gov.on.ca/MNR/nhic/

odonates/Southern_Ont/Aeshnaclepsy

dra.jpg) shows it for only 33 10km

squares, all in southern Ontario.

However, this map indicated two loca-

tions in Essex County; one location

south of Lake St. Clair and the other,

where else, at Point Pelee. Both of

these locations are in the time period

from 1983–2002 and involve speci-

mens and/or photos. Initially we

assumed that our individual must have

been a stray and we also assumed this

for the previous Essex County records.

However, it soon came to our attention

that Michael Tate of Ottawa, amazing-

ly, had photographed a pair of Mottled

Darners in a wheel (mating position)

eight days previous to our observation

on 1 October, 2010 at Point Pelee on

the east side of the Tip about 70 m

north of the Tip viewing area.

Furthermore there was another male

Mottled Darner sitting about 0.5 m

above the pair in the wheel. Simply

astounding! 

We then entertained the possibility that

a very small population of Mottled

Darners may be extant at Point

Pelee. This species has been recorded

Photo by Michael Tate, 1 October, 2010, Point Pelee.
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from Gravelly Bay at Long Point in

2001 and it has been recorded in

Ohio, with records from the north-east-

ern counties of that state from the mid-

1940s but nothing recent. Additionally

there are records of Mottled Darner in

Michigan in counties bordering Essex

County. However, these may be old

records not representing extant popula-

tions. Nonetheless, the above records,

plus the individuals from 2010 and the

1983–2002 Ontario Odonata

Atlas records, suggest that there may

be isolated, small breeding populations

of Mottled Darners in the Lake Erie

area including at Point Pelee.

However, if this species has been

established at Point Pelee for many

years, it seems odd that it is encoun-

tered so infrequently.

Ontario dragonfly expert Peter Burke

commented on these Point Pelee

Mottled Darners. He noted that “blue

darners” migrate in good numbers as

anyone who has worked on the shore-

line of the Great Lakes banding birds

knows all too well (frequently causing

problems at mist nets). He stated that

these were the latest records that he

had ever heard of for this species and

wondered if they may have been

vagrants, as Point Pelee has such a rep-

utation for vagrants. Point Pelee expert

Alan Wormington commented on these

records, “I suspect these are strays,

especially so considering the very

warm weather last fall. I doubt if a res-

ident population would have been

overlooked for so long. Even I would

have noticed them eventually – if they

are permanent”.

Of course it is very  possible that the

four individuals seen at Point Pelee in

2010 were strays from the south, or the

north, or the west, or the east for that

matter, as southern Ontario is essen-

tially the centre of this species’ geo-

graphic range even though it is not

really common anywhere. But is it

likely for four straying individuals of a

very uncommon species to show up at

Point Pelee so late in the year? And if

they were strays, shouldn’t this species

have been recorded in other areas on

Lake Erie in 2010? No other records

have come to light.

These Point Pelee records represent a

conundrum. It would be nice to be able

to classify them as strays or residents

but with current information, that is

not possible. One thing is certain –

these are very unusual but exciting

records. 

Photo by Karl Konze, 9 October, 2010,
Point Pelee.

Long Point Carolinian NatureFest

Friday, May 27 – Sunday, May 29, 2011

Norfolk County

A celebration of southern Ontario’s nature featuring a

weekend of birding, kayak and canoe trips, educational

bus tours, youth and family-oriented activities, displays,

and workshops throughout Norfolk County. 

For more details visit www.naturefest.ca or contact

info@naturefest.ca, 519-410-8878

Burlington Green 2011 Eco-Film Festival 

Featuring five award-winning films about important

environmental issues that threaten the health of our planet.

Wednesday, March 23, at 7:00 pm: Waterlife

The story of the last great supply of fresh drinking water

on Earth and the changes affecting the Great Lakes.  

Burlington Central Library

Visit www.burlingtongreen.org for more information.
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SUMMARY OF THE MINUTES OF THE HNC BOARD MEETING
JANUARY 6, 2011

Items Discussed:

Policy Regarding Privacy and Forwarding of E-Mails.

Some matters discussed by the Board are of a sensitive

nature, and comments and opinions expressed should not go

beyond those involved in the discussions.  Jim Stollard pro-

posed guidelines for Board members to follow concerning

privacy and the forwarding of e-mails to persons or organi-

zations not on the original distribution list.  A motion was

presented to accept the guidelines and was passed unani-

mously. 

Legacy Circle Program Committee

A Committee of the Club (Paul Attack, Michael Fischer,

Elaine Serena, Jim Stollard, Peter Scholtens, Jen Baker and

Warren Beacham) is revising our brochure encouraging

donations to HNC and the Land Trust.  This document is

one part of the entire donor attraction and recognition pro-

gram, from first contact with prospective donors to recogni-

tion of those who have donated.  It is expected that the doc-

ument will be ready in the spring.

Head-of-the-Lake Land Trust Website

The Head-of-the-Lake Land Trust website is now in opera-

tion.  To visit it, go to www.headofthelakelandtrust.org or go

to the HNC web site and click on Head-of-the-Lake Land

Trust on the home page menu bar, then select “About Us”.

Password Access to the Wood Duck on Website

Should we restrict access to the Wood Duck on website to

password holders (i.e. HNC members)? What do other clubs

do?   Jim Stollard reviewed who looks at our website and

discovered that people from the U.S., Canada, UK and India

have viewed it the most.  Jean Stollard discovered that most

clubs do not limit access to their journals to password hold-

ers and suggested that we should not either. Board members

agreed.

Update on RBG Resource Centre Library

The Royal Botanical Gardens’ (RBG) Library has lan-

guished for several years because of lack of funding.  The

RBG sought and received funding for a study to prepare a

Strategic Plan for a Library/Resource Centre.  A number of

meetings were held in December to ascertain whether staff,

management and the various organizations such as the HNC

that work with the RBG, would be in favour of a Resource

Centre.  If reaction is positive, then planning and fundrais-

ing will be required to turn the library into a Resource

Centre that will be core to the RBG, centrally located and

open to all who visit.

50th Anniversary of Spooky Hollow

Warren Beacham noted that 2011 marks the 50th

Anniversary of the acquisition of our Spooky Hollow

Sanctuary.  Although nothing has been planned yet, we will

be marking the occasion later in the year.

Motions Passed

Policy regarding privacy and forwarding of e-mails – see

first item above.

On January 18, 2011 Jim Stollard moved by e-mail that the

summary of the December 2010 Minutes for inclusion in the

Wood Duck and website be accepted by the Board as pre-

sented in the e-mail.   Motion passed.

In order to encourage landowners of Environmentally

Sensitive Areas to allow our biologists and ELC technicians

to access their lands for the Natural Areas Inventory, Jim

Stollard moved by e-mail on January 19 that the club donate

three copies each of Birds of Hamilton and Surrounding
Areas, Atlas of Mammals of Hamilton, and Checklist of the
Birds of the Hamilton Area to the Nature Counts Two

Natural Areas Inventory. Landowners could win a set in a

draw.  Motion passed.
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The HNC Board of Directors was

delighted to award our first joint

Volunteer of the Year (VOY) award to

the team of Audrey Gamble and her

husband John Merriman at the

December 2010 Monthly Meeting.

Audrey and John have been HNC mem-

bers since 2000, which qualifies them

for the Junior VOY award, given to

those who have been HNC members for

less than 15 years and who have made

an outstanding contribution to the work

of the Club.

We elected to make this unusual joint

award because, especially in their

FalconWatch volunteer work, but also

in many other HNC volunteer activities,

they are such a close knit team.  While

Audrey may take the lead in a lot of the

HNC work, she is being supported by a

ton of work done by John.

The HNC Volunteer Work which merits

this award is as follows:

1) Audrey was on the HNC Board as

Program Director from Oct. 2002 to

Oct. 2007, during which time she did an

excellent job securing interesting speak-

ers and scheduling the monthly meet-

ings.  John seamlessly assisted with the

technical requirements of the presenta-

tion.  Audrey’s participation on the

Board went beyond her portfolio and

both she and John were active in many

Club activities.

2) Audrey and John have been the lead-

ing force behind the success of the

Club’s Falconwatch Program for the

past nine years and only now are reduc-

ing their involvement.  Falconwatch is

possibly the HNC’s most visible pro-

gram putting us in the public eye every

spring with coverage in the press, radio

and Television.  During the five weeks

of the Watch they are present every day

and log about 100 hours of volunteer

time relieving the Coordinator for meals

and acting as watchers if there is a

shortage of volunteers.

Audrey is the Lead Monitor and a

member of the Falconwatch

Committee which runs the program.  

As Lead Monitors, Audrey and John

facilitate the human resources side of

the program (rounding up and organiz-

ing the volunteers into a shift sched-

ule), hiring the contract Falconwatch

Coordinator and doing the liaison work

with the program’s many partner

organizations such as the Ontario

Ministry of Natural Resources, the

Sheraton hotel, Yale Properties,

Hamilton District School Board, etc.  

John does the fundraising applications

to the Ontario Ministry of Natural

Resources and charitable foundations,

such as TD Friends of the Environment

Foundation and the Hamilton

Community Foundation’s McCallum,

McBride Foundation, raising much of

the funding for the program.

Audrey facilitates press, radio and TV

interviews. She arranges veterinary

care if any birds are injured. She

arranges for training of the volunteers

in rescue handling of the falcon fledg-

lings, a key component of the program.

Both Audrey and John are on the res-

cue team.

In 2007, Falconwatch received an

Environmentalist of the Year Award,

mostly due to the hard work of Audrey

and John.

For nine years Audrey and John have

put their lives on hold to participate dur-

ing the five weeks of Falconwatch; an

extraordinary volunteer contribution.

They are highly deserving winners of

the HNC 2010 Junior VOY award.

2010 Jr. Volunteer of The Year (VOY) Award Goes to the
Team of  Audrey Gamble & John Merriman 
by Jim Stollard

Audry Gamble accepts the Jr. VOY award.
John Merriman was unable to attend.

Photo: Heather Wilson
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The 2010 Fisherville Christmas Bird

Count was held on January 2, 2011 (by

convention it is called the 2010 count,

even though it occurs in 2011, as it is

the 2010 CBC period which covers

December 14-January 5). The tempera-

ture ranged from - 8o to - 4oC and the

winds were from the south ranging

from 40-60 km/h down by the lake, less

inland. Every so often there was a light

snowfall, mixed with heavy streamers

coming off Lake Erie as the morning

turned to afternoon. Thankfully the

streamers were fast moving and did not

accumulate to anything on the ground

— just a light dusting of snow which

was excellent for a day of driving. 

For a cold windy day, the 35 frozen

birders found an incredible 84 species

of birds, surpassing last year’s 75, along

with a few highlights including new

species for the Fisherville Christmas

Bird Count. These included nine

Sandhill Cranes found by George Pond,

Wilf Pond, Alan Aubin and Bill

Dawson. Yes, that is a first for the

Fisherville area. Not to be outdone,

Chris Street found himself an American

Pipit while out with Tom Thomas, Neil

Taylor and Peter Booker, which were

seen only on count week last year. The

Chipping Sparrow total tied the all time

high with two being found this count;

one by Audrey Heagy and David

Okines and the other by Adam and Matt

Timpf. Speaking of Audrey and David,

they also found four Turkey Vultures,

the first time since 2006, when 12 were

recorded in the same area. Adam and

Matt Timpf also spotted two Greater

White-fronted Geese in their area. This

is the second time on the count for this

species; one was seen in 2000.

Mike Street and Bill Smith found some

interesting species at the Ontario Power

Generation plant in Nanticoke such as

one Double-crested Cormorant, 13

Great Blue Herons, one Peregrine

Falcon, as well as two Iceland Gulls,

two Glaucous Gulls, 16 Ruddy

Ducks (a first for the Fisherville

count) and a couple of American Coots.

That warm outflow of the Ontario

Power Generation plant once again was

a great aid to a lot of overwintering

species.

Canada Geese were found in their high-

est numbers since this count started, at

9,899, bettering the high of 5,735 in

2009. Additionally, Redheads were seen

in their highest numbers since 1998 and

Greater Scaup were also spotted in their

highest numbers since 2000. With the

water in Lake Erie being open, the num-

ber of Bald Eagles is the same as last

year at 11. There were two Merlins

found this year which doubles last

year’s count number and four Wood

Ducks were spotted by sharp-eyed bird-

ers Richard Skevington, Joe Stevenson

and Steven Thorpe, who also saw one

Purple Finch, the only one for the count.

There were two Eastern Meadowlarks

found by Mike Street and Bill Smith. I

am surprised at the number of Eastern

Screech-Owls that Mike and Bill found

— sixteen in their area! Northern Saw-

whet Owls on the other hand had to be

searched for high and low, with only

one being found by the Timpfs. This is

the first time a Saw-whet has been on

this count since 2005. Once again this

year, one Northern Shrike was spotted

thanks to Audrey and David.

Something struck me as being funny

when I flipped through the numbers

book. Last year the Black-capped

Chickadee numbers were 393, while

this year 396 were counted. I guess you

would call that stable. However, the

Tufted Titmouse  is a species that has

been slowly increasing since 1990,

when five were counted, to nowadays

when in the last three years the numbers

have been:  2008 – 21, 2009 – 23, and

2010 – 26.  This shows a nice winter

feeder bird is on the increase.

Carolina Wrens were found in their sec-

ond highest numbers since 1991 when

ten were recorded; in 2010, nine were

spotted. And Winter Wrens were once

again found, the first time since 2007,

thanks to Neil Taylor, Tom Thomas,

Peter Booker and Chris Street. White-

throated Sparrows were at their lowest

numbers since 1993 when once again,

only two were spotted. White-crowned

Sparrows tied their numbers with last

year with three being found. Only a

slight drop in numbers for the Dark-

eyed Junco when last year 269 were

recorded and this year the number is

245. With the lack of snow in this area,

Snow Buntings were found in their low-

est numbers since 2006. Red-winged

Blackbird numbers were up this year

with 14 spotted compared to last year’s

one. Rusty Blackbirds were seen in

their highest numbers since 2003 with

21 spotted on this count. Common

The Fisherville Christmas Bird Count 2010
by Linda Thrower - Compiler
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Redpolls were a hard find with only

three counted. And last but not least, we

have the steady decline of the House

Sparrow dropping this year to 716 from

1,325 last year. 

Now it is time for the rest of the data.

The Fisherville Bird Count Circle is

centred at the Junction of Haldimand

Reg. Rd. 12 and the 5th Conc.

Haldimand, and includes Fisherville,

Balmoral, Cheapside, Cayuga, Selkirk,

Clanbrassil, Kohler and Nelles Corners.

January 2, 2011: Start: 12:00 a.m.,

Finish: 7:00 p.m. Temperature -8oC to

-4oC. Winds 40-60 kmph from the

south. Light snow, with heavier stream-

ers off Lake Erie by afternoon. 35

observers; 29 in the field in 16 par-

ties, six at feeders. Total hours owling:

12.75. Total km owling: 179. Total

hours on foot: 38.25.  Total km on

foot: 68.25. Total hours by car: 58.5.

Total km by car: 1,093. Total party

hours: 119.25. Total individual hours:

223.5.

Greater White-fronted Goose .... 2

Canada Goose ............................ 9,899

Tundra Swan .............................. 63 

Wood Duck ................................ 4

Gadwall ...................................... 13

American Black Duck ............... 314

Mallard ....................................... 4,680

Redhead ..................................... 718

Greater Scaup ............................. 3,337

Lesser Scaup .............................. 15

Bufflehead .................................. 275

Common Goldeneye .................. 143

Hooded Merganser ..................... 1

Common Merganser .................. 383 

Red-breasted Merganser ............ 471

Ruddy Duck ............................... 16

Double-crested Cormorant ......... 1

Great Blue Heron .......................19

Turkey Vulture ............................ 4 

Bald Eagle ..................................11

Northern Harrier ........................59

Sharp-shinned Hawk .................. 5

Cooper’s Hawk .......................... 7

Red-tailed Hawk ........................ 170

Rough-legged Hawk .................. 57

American Kestrel ....................... 25

Merlin ........................................ 2

Peregrine Falcon ........................ 1

Wild Turkey ............................... 135

American Coot ........................... 2

Sandhill Crane ........................... 9

Bonaparte’s Gull ........................ 33  

Ring-billed Gull ......................... 446

Herring Gull ............................... 292

Iceland Gull ............................... 2

Glaucous Gull ............................ 2

Great Black-backed Gull ........... 58

Rock Pigeon ............................... 333

Mourning Dove .......................... 303

Eastern Screech-Owl ................. 35

Great Horned Owl ..................... 6

Long-eared Owl ......................... 2

Short-eared Owl ......................... 6

Northern Saw-whet Owl ............ 1

Red-bellied Woodpecker ............ 37

Downy Woodpecker .................. 112

Hairy Woodpecker ..................... 20

Northern Flicker ......................... 7

Northern Shrike ......................... 1

Blue Jay ..................................... 145

American Crow .......................... 624

Horned Lark ............................... 33

Black-capped Chickadee ........... 396

Tufted Titmouse ......................... 26

Red-breasted Nuthatch ............... 7

White-breasted Nuthatch ........... 69

Brown Creeper ........................... 10

Carolina Wren ............................ 9

Winter Wren ............................... 2

Golden-crowned Kinglet ........... 31

Eastern Bluebird ........................ 31

American Robin ......................... 4

Northern Mockingbird ............... 4

European Starling ...................... 3,388

American Pipit ........................... 1

Cedar Waxwing .......................... 20

American Tree Sparrow ............. 833

Chipping Sparrow ...................... 2

Song Sparrow ............................. 15

White-throated Sparrow ............. 2

White-crowned Sparrow ............ 3

Dark-eyed Junco ........................ 245

Snow Bunting ............................ 190

Northern Cardinal ...................... 111

Red-winged Blackbird ............... 14

Eastern Meadowlark .................. 2

Rusty Blackbird ......................... 21

Common Grackle ....................... 1

Brown-headed Cowbird ............. 373

Purple Finch ............................... 1

House Finch ............................... 282

Common Redpoll ....................... 3

American Goldfinch .................. 207

House Sparrow ........................... 716

Total Number of Species: 84.

Total number of individuals: 30,358.

Now those who braved the cold were:

Mike Street, Bill Smith, Richard

Skevington, Joe Stevenson, Steven

Thorpe, Nancy Furber, Matt Furber, James

Furber, Rick Ludkin, Bill Read, Jim

Smith, Roger Gifford, Betsy Smith, Al

Thrower, Linda Thrower, George Pond,

Wilf Pond, Allan Aubin, Bill Dawson,

Matt Timpf, Adam Timpf, Neil Taylor,

Tom Thomas, Peter Booker, Chris Street,

Hugh McAurther, Julia Weaver, Hanna

MacIver, Rob MacIver, Denys Gardiner;

Jim Heslop, Rob Smuck; Bob Stamp,

Audrey Heagy, David Okines.

Thank you to everyone who took the time

to do the Fisherville Christmas Bird

Count. A special thank you goes out to the

Norfolk Field Naturalists for their support

of the Fisherville Christmas Bird Count.

Also a thank you to Ontario Power

Generation for allowing Mike Street and

Bill Smith into the Nanticoke plant to

find the species in the outflow.
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For the last two years the HNC has

been running a successful hands-on

education program that includes ses-

sions in the classroom as well as field

trips to local natural areas.  The popu-

lar program is expanding to try and

meet the growing needs, particularly

from schools in Hamilton’s urban core.

Thanks to funding from generous

community funders, including the

Edith H. Turner and Ed Smee Funds

(held at the Hamilton Community

Foundation), the Ontario Trillium

Foundation, the Hamilton Industrial

Environmental Association, and TD

Friends of the Environment, the

HNC’s outdoor education program will

have a busy spring.  Over 200 children

from Hamilton’s urban core will

explore local natural areas beginning

this spring.  For many it will be their

first time in a natural area.

Concerns abound about children

spending little time outdoors and more

time in front of a TV or computer.

Many believe that this is contributing

to childhood obesity as children are

less active. In extreme cases, more and

more children are suffering from dia-

betes and other diseases more com-

monly associated with adulthood.

Richard Louv coined the term ‘nature

deficit disorder’ in his book entitled

Last Child in the Woods.  Fortunately

this has inspired many initiatives that

are working to get kids outside and

exploring nature.  

The HNC’s outdoor education activi-

ties operate through the Club’s Land

Trust Program and this spring we’re

gearing up for both the ECO Art and

Monarchs & Milkweed projects.

These projects are taking children

away from games and TV and into the

natural world.  Students are taken on

guided hikes and are able to explore

the natural world, some for the first

time.  They also help with stewardship

initiatives at the HNC nature sanctuar-

ies, such as removing invasive plants

and planting native species.  

Through the Monarchs & Milkweed

project they will also learn about the

unique life cycle of Monarch

Butterflies by raising Monarch cater-

pillars and releasing the butterflies for

their long journey to Mexico.  The

ECO Art project then helps students

creatively express what they’ve

learned about nature through print art.  

We will be providing regular updates

about the program and its activities

over the coming months.  If you want

to be involved in this exciting pro-

gram, please contact Jen Baker at (905)

524-3339 or land@hamiltonnature.org.  

HNC Education Programs Get Kids Out In Nature
by Jen Baker

HNC educational programs are helping to get kids away from televisions and out into nature.
Photo: Jen Baker
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As I sit here writing this note for “The

Duck”, it is 8 January and unseason-

ably cold, ergo the indoor activity. My

thoughts are on warmer climes and

warmer birding. As you read this note,

it is much closer to spring, with no

fears of freezing extremities, but

rather, pleasant birding with migration

underway and birds in their spring fin-

ery to be seen outdoors.

So, before we know it May will roll

around, and it will be Baillie

Birdathon time. Long-time members

of the Club know all about this annu-

al event and probably don’t need a

reminder. But if you are new to the

HNC and to birding, here is the low-

down.

Every May since 1976, birders - bird-

watchers back then - have picked a 24

hour period in May to go out and see

as many species as they can while

benefiting the greater birding commu-

nity. An amazing 7000 birders across

the country did the 2010 Birdathon, a

testament to just how much fun and

rewarding the day is.

Club members seek out donors, like

any other “thon”, who sponsor them

at a flat rate, or on a per-species

basis. Birders can designate a

favourite conservation organization

like the Hamilton Naturalists’ Club to

receive a portion of the funds they

collect. Thousands of dollars are

raised for our Club each year which

go to help with FalconWatch, the Bird

Study Group and all of our other

endeavours through the General

Fund. You can choose to sponsor a

Club member doing the Birdathon,

but better still, why not get out there

and do one yourself. You get to pick

the day and with a little planning, this

will most likely be the high point of

your spring birding, whether you

spend a few hours in the field or 24

hours! 

If that isn’t enough incentive, there

are prizes for participants too. They

range from ecotrips to foreign lands,

to telescopes and binoculars. There is

even a special youth category for

those under nineteen years of age. So

think about activating and sponsoring

your children or grandkids.

The following folks did their 2010

Birdathon big day to the benefit of the

HNC and deserve a big Thank You!

Judith Atkinson

Glenn and Kim Barrett

Ezra Campanelli

Giovanni Campanelli

Dave Don

Sandra Horvath

Ursula Kolster

Arlene McCaw

Sheldon McGregor

Frank and Helen Morley

Michael Rowlands

Barbara Sargeant

Elaine Serena

Mike Street

Ann Toner

Margaret Walton

One of these keen birders can likely

fill you in more on the specifics. Sign

up sheets will be available at both

HNC General and Bird Study Group

meetings. The Baillie Birdathon raises

money for the James L. Baillie

Memorial Fund for Bird Research and

Preservation. For Participant’s Kits

you can visit the Bird Studies Canada

website birdathon@bsc-eoc.org. The

website also tells the history of the

Baillie Birdathon and lists more

details on all the amazing students,

projects and birds across Canada that

benefit from your fun day in the field.

Baillie Birdathon Benefits the Hamilton Naturalists’ Club
by Jim Heslop

Rose-Breasted Grosbeak by Jim Heslop.
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With October, comes the slowdown in

my fieldwork, the leaving of the sum-

mer student staff, and the start of the

indoor office work. I tend to dread this

time of year and I don’t like to face the

fact that my work is moving indoors as

the world slows down for the winter

dormancy. With this time of year

comes the cleaning up of my field

notes and compiling of data. So on

October 8th, I spent the morning work-

ing in the office while it looked nice

and sunny outside. In the afternoon I

decided it was too nice-looking outside

to waste it indoors, so I put off my

office work once again and went out-

side to take in the Sun. I decided to get

a few more plant records in; if I hap-

pened to add in a few more butterfly

and dragonfly records while I was out,

so much the better.  

Once outside, I found it to be quite the

windy day and my hopes for ode or lep

sightings dropped. I decided to go to

Kelso Conservation Area (where I had

been focusing my fieldwork this year)

and headed off, on the way making notes

of any flying critters I may see. However,

due to the wind I was not expecting

much, maybe a few sulphurs. While the

wind was very strong, at least it was

warm and more reminiscent of summer

than of the fall so that at least was posi-

tive. The Environment Canada weather

station in Toronto for October 8th shows

that the wind speeds that day were up

around 39 km/h from the west (but the

gusts were more than that!) and tempera-

tures topped out at 23oC.

The first sightings of the day were the

expected Clouded Sulphurs (Colias
philodice). The brown dirt path below

the ski hill provided good camouflage

for dark butterflies, one of which I only

saw after nearly treading on it. It flew

up and landed on a flower ahead, but

before I could get a good look or even

get the camera out, it was off again.

Based on what I had seen it likely was

a Northern Cloudywing (Thorybes
pylades) but I wasn’t sure. So I fol-

lowed, around the large hill that pro-

vided some cover from the wind, hop-

ing to come across it again and confirm

the ID. I didn’t think I’d had Northern

Cloudywing before at this site. Soon I

picked up a duskywing on the path as

it made a quick flutter before settling

to sun itself on the path again. I imme-

diately knew it was a different butter-

fly and that this one was something

new for me. It had a pure white band

along the edge of the hindwings that

contrasted sharply with its dark wings

and the dark soil of the path -

“Funereal!” my mind supplied - a

‘lifer’ - and not one I had ever thought

to expect around here. I quickly started

to snap some photos as proof before

moving closer for a better view. 

It was a fairly fresh looking individual

with a little damage to one wing but

the colours still strong and clean look-

ing. I focused on getting some good

Funereal Duskywing (Erynnis funeralis) at Kelso Conservation
Area: A New Species for the Hamilton Study Area 
by Brenda Van Ryswyk

Funereal Duskywing, 8 October, 2010 at Kelso Conservation Area. 
Photo by Brenda Van Ryswyk
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poses and clear photos for a minute but

then it took off again, getting blown a

short distance before it grasped onto a

trefoil flower, where I managed to snap

a few shots as it was buffeted by the

wind. But not content either with its

precarious perch or maybe by my

proximity, it took off again, this time

flying quite high up and once it had left

the meagre shelter the hill had provid-

ed, it got caught up in the strong wind

and I watched it get blown away. I fol-

lowed in the direction it had blown and

spent some time trying to relocate it

but I failed to see it again. For all I

knew it had been blown well out of the

park. I then returned to the original

location but saw no other duskywings.

Oh well, at least I got some good pho-

tos. I returned to the plants for which I

had originally come, but was much

happier with the day after the wonder-

ful, unexpected encounter - once again

happy I was in the right place at the

right time! 

Once back at the office I pulled out the

field guides and NAI database.

Thinking this was a fairly unusual

sighting, I wanted to see where the

nearest sighting had been. Point Pelee

(according to the Butterflies of
Canada) and Metro Toronto (in an

issue of Ontario Insects) were the only

known Ontario sightings! With no

records in the area from the Halton

NAI, I decided to double-check that I

couldn’t be confusing another dusky-

wing colour phase with the Funereal.

So I e-mailed a photo to a few of the

butterfly experts of the area (after all

there’s nothing more embarrassing

than announcing you have found

something rare only to have one of the

experts tell you it’s only a colour vari-

ation of a common species. Juvenal’s

Duskywing (Erynnis juvenalis) can

show a whitish hindwing fringe (see

Kaufman’s Butterflies of North

America), even though October is well

out of the expected flight range…you

never know). The responses I received

were unanimous and conclusive: it was

a Funereal Duskywing (Erynnis funer-
alis)! - a first for the Hamilton Study

Area! One of only two Ontario records

outside of Point Pelee.  A lifer and a

new regional record! A wonderful find

for a day that I had thought had little

potential!

Migration northward will have start-

ed by the time this article is in the

March addition of the Apsley Voice.

Each day, flocks of waterbirds will

fly from the open-water lakes where

they are resting and eating, to lakes

north of them to check if they are

losing their ice. If they are still ice-

covered, the birds fly back and try

again until they can hippity-hop

northward in this fashion to their

nesting grounds. “Our” Hooded

Mergansers arrived to claim the

nestbox that Bob had made for them

when the ice was ‘out’ only a few

yards from shore. Landbirds too,

begin to migrate when suitable

weather arrives. It is very important

for all species to try to get to their

nesting grounds before their rela-

tives so that they are able to choose

the best location – slow-pokes are

left with less desirable spots. March

is the time to begin to see various

species of ducks, grebes, coots,

gulls, Killdeer, Northern Flickers,

Horned Larks, American Crows,

Brown Creepers, Golden-crowned

Kinglets, American Robins, Song

Sparrows, Snow Buntings, Red-

winged Blackbirds, Common

Grackles, Brown-headed Cowbirds.

If you are keen to learn them, it is an

excellent time to look, listen, identi-

fy and perhaps take notes. That way,

you learn to distinguish a new-comer

and add it to your growing knowl-

edge of birds. Happy birding! 

March Spring Birds
by June Hitchcox Courtesy of The Apsley Voice 
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The first part of our first meeting of the

new calendar year featured a talk by

Brandon Holden about his trip to

Newfoundland in January and February

of 2010. While most birders would

probably pick the summer months to

explore this large island in the most east-

ern part of Canada, Brandon was specif-

ically out to find Ivory Gulls, so that’s

why he chose to go in winter. Not

deterred by the severe weather bulletin

issued by Environment Canada, he and

his girlfriend Jenn drove through a

major snowstorm in Nova Scotia to

catch the ferry to Newfoundland in

North Sydney. En route across the Cabot

Strait, one of the major outlets where the

Gulf of St. Lawrence empties into the

Atlantic Ocean, they managed to see

from the very windy deck Northern

Fulmars, Dovekies and Humpback

Whales, so the adventure was on!

It’s a long drive from the landing point at

Port aux Basques (in the southwest cor-

ner of Newfoundland) to St. John’s (in

the southeast corner) because there’s no

direct highway across the southern part

of the island. You need to travel nearly

1,000 km on the TransCanada Highway,

which extends in a big arc across the

rugged terrain. On the way, one of their

first stops was at the Corner Brook land-

fill site – landfills are always good

places to see birds – where they saw

nearly 4,000 “Kumlien’s” Iceland Gulls,

attracted no doubt by the hundreds of

loaves of stale bread discarded there! 

Once in St. John’s the intrepid adventur-

ers started seeing more exotic species of

birds that had blown in from Europe,

such as Northern Lapwings, Eurasian

Wigeons, and Common Teals. They also

saw Tufted Ducks, Common Eiders,

Northern Pintails (everywhere!), an

nominate Iceland Gull and a Slaty-

backed Gull, a bird normally found in

Japan and north Russia. Jenn inevitably

returned to Ontario and Brandon was

left on his own but he did have a visit

soon after from HNC birders Glenda

Slessor, Bob Curry and Cheryl

Edgecombe. 

While in the St. John’s area, Brandon

looked up Bruce Mactavish, the birder

credited with many photos of Ivory

Gulls at L’Anse aux Meadows,

Newfoundland in Peterson’s Gulls of the
Americas. Out and about with him, he

spotted a Redwing (probably from the

UK or Iceland) among about 150

American Robins, more Slaty-backed

Gulls and Tufted Ducks, Yellow-legged

Gulls (possibly from the Azores), and a

Greenland subspecies of Hoary Redpoll

called Hornemann’s Redpoll acting the

bully among some Snow Buntings!

In early February, Brandon’s father Eric

was able to fly in just ahead of another

storm for a visit and they did some bird-

ing at Cape Spear, just southeast of St.

John’s, where the storm produced waves

30-40 feet high! They saw King and

Common Eiders and a hybrid of both

species, as well as Bald Eagles and

Bearded Seals. 

The Internet was reporting Ivory Gulls

everywhere but Newfoundland at this

time – in New Jersey, Maine, Georgia

and even in Toronto (where Jean Iron –

who was present in our audience - had

found one at Cherry Beach on February

15). But all Brandon was seeing other

than the birds already mentioned were

Woodland Caribou and Harp Seals and

perhaps one juvenile Ivory Gull that

flew over. Feeling the futility of repeat-

ing visits to more shores of the Avalon

Peninsula, Brandon decided he needed a

change in strategy if he was going to see

an Ivory Gull so he mapped out a route

that would take him to the western coast

of Newfoundland and the Strait of Belle

Isle, which runs between Newfoundland

and Labrador. Once there, he would

head north, stopping at various points

and beaches along the way where it was

more likely Ivories would be found.

The new strategy worked and he started

finding them in small groups, some so

tame he could get to within 2-3 feet from

them and take some excellent close-up

photos. As the National Geographic

Bird Study Group Meeting Summary – January 2011
Winter Birding in Newfoundland with Brandon Holden
by Michael Rowlands
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Field Guide to the Birds of North
America says: “Adults in all plumages

are strikingly white with a yellow-tipped

bill, black eyes, black legs. Immature

birds show a variable amount of speck-

ling on the body, heaviest and often

patchy on the face; have a tail band, and

spots on tips of primaries. A short-

necked, stocky gull with long wings.”

Brandon explained that there are less

than 2,000 breeding pairs in Canada and

that they rarely come ashore. As pelagic

gulls, he observed that they did not

understand waves very well and could

not predict their motion close to shore

properly, so often got swept up by them!

When the sun came out, the Ivories also

seemed to disappear.

He finally arrived in the tiny village of

L’Anse aux Meadows at the very north-

ernmost tip of Newfoundland (where the

photos in Gulls of the Americas had

been taken) and found more Ivory Gulls

there. Since this was sealing country,

there were many skins that had been dis-

carded on the ice and snow by the seal

hunters to disintegrate naturally and the

gulls came down to feed on them.

Brandon showed us one picture of seven

Ivories feeding on one skin! The skins,

smelly and greasy as they were, were

nevertheless perfect sites to take photos,

although he had to convince some annoyed

hunters that he wasn’t an activist taking

photos to protest the seal hunt! 

While there, he also had sighted an adult

white-morph Gyrfalcon and, at a

moment when he was getting close to

some Ivories and did not have his cam-

era in hand, the falcon captured an Ivory

Gull right beside him. He ran for his

camera and managed to get a shot of the

Gyrfalcon hauling its prey off to an

appropriate dining spot. What an experi-

ence! 

Towards the end of February the weath-

er was improving, the Ivories were mov-

ing back to the open sea, and it was time

for Brandon to catch the ferry back to

the mainland. He did see six more Ivory

Gulls on his way south, he said, and he

was by no means tired of seeing them.

His mission was definitely a success!

Asked in the question period – after he

was given a very warm round of

applause – where his next dream trip

might take him, he said he’d love to go

to northern Norway someday to look for

Steller’s Eider. If he goes, we hope he’ll

take lots of photos and come back to tell

us about it. Brandon is a gifted birder, an

excellent photographer and a dynamic

presenter and we were all spellbound by

his pictures and descriptions of his win-

ter birding adventure on “The Rock.” 

The second part of the meeting started

with a short identification session on

waxwings by Cheryl Edgecombe. Using

some excellent photographs, she

showed us the distinctions between the

Bohemian and Cedar Waxwing.

Bohemians are bigger than Cedars,

grayer and plumper, and have rufous

undertail coverts, whereas the Cedars

have white undertail coverts.

George Naylor then gave a brief sum-

mary of the 2011 Lake Ontario Mid-

Winter Waterfowl Inventory or “Duck

Count”. In all, 32 species were seen

along the lake from Bronte Harbour to

Fifty Point (one species more than the

Toronto count!). While no eiders or

Blue-winged Teals were spotted this

year, the counters did find a Greater

White-fronted Goose and several

Cackling Geese in the 60,000 birds they

tallied in all (see write-up of the “Duck

Count” on page 151 in this issue of the

Wood Duck). 

Cheryl Edgecombe followed George’s

talk with a quick recap of the Hamilton

Christmas Bird Count held on 26

December, details of which can be found

in a future issue of the Wood Duck. 

As usual, our evening ended with local

bird sightings led by Frank Morley.

There were reports of a Dunlin near the

Lift Bridge; Wild Turkeys along

Highway 403; Northern Pintails,

Mallards, Greater Scaup and swans at

LaSalle Park; a Spotted Towhee, Eastern

Towhees and Redpolls at Port Burwell;

Short-eared Owls in Haldimand;

Hooded Mergansers under the High

Level Bridge; and Cooper’s Hawks in

lots of places that had bird feeders! 

Once again we were witness to the fact that

the circle of life is always apparent in the

birding world – from Ivory Gulls scaveng-

ing on discarded seal pelts to Cooper’s

Hawks feasting on backyard sparrows. 

The annual habitat restoration

work party at Spooky Hollow is

scheduled for Saturday, March

19th. Rain date Sunday, March

20th. We will be meeting at The

Egg and I Restaurant, corner of

Hwy 2 and 53, behind the Tim

Horton’s, west of Ancaster, at

7:00 a.m. for breakfast. We will

proceed to Spooky from there

shortly after 8:00 a.m.

This event involves moderate to

heavy physical activity. Please

wear appropriate but old

clothes. Chili and sausages will

be provided for lunch.  If you

have questions or need more

information, please contact

Warren Beacham, Sanctuary

Director, at 905 627-3343.

SPOOKY HOLLOW 
WORK PARTY
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HOME-SCHOOLER’S AFTERNOONS 

March 8, Maple Syrup, Nature Centre

March 22, Geocaching, Nature Centre

April 12, Earth Adventure, Nature Centre

1pm to 3pm 

Fee: $7.50/student. Pre-registration required — online at

www.rbg.ca or call 905-527-1158 ext. 270 at least one week

prior. 

Parents/caregivers join Nature Centre Staff for outdoor educa-

tion programs aimed at primary and junior home-schooled stu-

dents (ages 4 to 12).

RBG GEO-QUEST

March 20, April 17:  2 to 4 p.m. at the Nature Centre. 

Members: $10.50/person (family membership rate $29); 

Non-members: $13.50/person (family rate $38)

Your team receives a tutorial on the supplied GPS unit, and

then heads outdoors on a high-tech treasure hunt. Suitable for

children aged five and up. Dress for the outdoors.

MAXIMUM 28. PRE-REGISTER BY MARCH 11 OR

APRIL 8. 

GET BACK TO NATURE HIKE

Sundays, 2 to 3:30 p.m., various locations at RBG (exception:

no hike on holiday Sundays)

Free (donations welcome)

Hikes are guided, dress for the weather, call 905-527-1158 ext

270 or visit the website for locations. In the event of inclement

weather, call our update line at 905-527-1158, ext. 404; can-

cellation messages will be posted by 1 p.m.

A TASTE FOR THE FOREST

Saturday, March 19; 1 to 3 p.m.; Meet at the Nature Centre.

Members: $8 (family rate $20)

Non-members: $10 (family rate $25)

Take a hike on the north shore of Cootes Paradise with Tÿs

Theÿsmeÿer, learn about traditional uses of forest plants com-

plete with a sampling of maple sap and syrup.

MAXIMUM 25. PRE-REGISTER BY MARCH 11.

PARADISE OPEN HOUSE

SLIMY SONGSTERS

Saturday, April 9; 7 to 9 p.m. at RBG Centre/ Hendrie Valley. 

Members: $8 (Family rate $20);Non-members: $10 (family

rate $25)

Learn about the members of the spring chorus.

MAXIMUM 20. PRE-REGISTER BY APRIL 1.

FAMILY SPRING FUN NIGHTS

Saturday, April 9 OR May 14; 7:30 to 9:30 p.m.at the Nature

Centre. 

Members: $10 (family rate $25); Non-members: $12 (family

rate $30)

Connect with your family around a bonfire telling stories,

singing songs and roasting marshmallows; join us at the

Nature Centre for some good old fashion fun.

MAXIMUM 10 FAMILIES. PRE-REGISTER BY MARCH

31 OR MAY 4.

DECOY CARVING

Thursdays, April 21, May 5 to June 30; 7 to 9:30 p.m. at RBG

Centre. 

Members: $110; Non-members: $125 (The cost of carving

blank and taxidermic eyes is paid to the instructor)

Create a carved and painted 1/3 sized loon under the step-by-

step guidance of carver Greg Klokoff. Students bring their

own chisels, knives and clamps (a materials list is provided

upon registration). Register by April 7. MAXIMUM 15. 

Upcoming RBG Public Programs of interest to Naturalists. 
See www.rbg.ca for details and online registration, or call (905) 527-1158 ext 270.
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Regular Meetings

Monday, March 14th, 7:30 p.m.

Mosses, Moose’s and
Mycorrhizas, or, Beware of

Where you Tread
Terry Carleton

Join HNC Conservation and Education

Director Dr. Terry Carleton to learn

ahout mosses. Terry teaches at the

University of Toronto where he spe-

cializes in forest vegetation and ecolo-

gy. Terry is also an experienced field

botanist. His research interests include

quantitative analysis of ecological

data, forest stand structure, forest plant

community composition along envi-

ronmental gradients, and forest stand

dynamics. His interest in mosses start-

ed as an undergraduate student, when

he first grew a dark brown beard, and

has continued into the grey beard

stages of life.

Next Month
Monday, April 11th, 7:30 p.m.

Tasmania: Under Down Under
Fiona Reid

\\

Sanct. Land Trust Committee

Bird Study Group

Monday, March 21st, 2011

Location: Burlington Senior’s Center

2285 New Street, 

Burlington

7:00-7:30: Decaf shade-grown coffee 

and snacks

7:30-9:30: Meeting, Auditorium B.

Contact: George Holland

905 945-3962

This is an informal meeting featuring a

discussion of recent bird sightings, an

identification session and a workshop or

slides about some aspect of birding. If

you are a beginning birder, come out to

learn more about birds. If you are an

experienced birder, come out to share

your knowledge and enthusiasm.

This month:

Post-breeding Dispersal and Wintering

Areas of Great Egrets from Ontario by

Chip Weseloh

All of our hike leaders are volunteers

who give their time and expertise freely.

Participants are encouraged to share

their knowledge and enthusiasm.

Remember to bring along items you

might need such as water, field guides,

binoculars, insect repellent, etc. Some

walks will be more rigorous than others,

so please assess your ability and check

with the hike leader if unsure.

No dogs please, as they startle wildlife,

damage nests and plants and interfere

with the enjoyment of other participants.

The Hamilton Naturalists’ Club accepts

no responsibility for injuries of any kind

sustained by anyone as a result of partici-

pating in any of these events.

Upcoming Events

March 1 - May 15, 2011

NIAGARA PENINSULA HAWKWATCH

The annual Hawkwatch has been taking

place for over 30 years at Beamer Memorial

Conservation Area, just above Grimsby on

the Escarpment. The migrating hawks are

taking advantage of the thermals rising up

the Escarpment from the lake plain. There

are experienced birders here every day

counting all the northward bound raptor

species.Call Mike Street for more info. (905)

648-3737.

April & May, 2011

BIRD BANDING AT RUTHVEN PARK

NEAR CAYUGA

Come and learn about the birds and their

migration from these expert dedicated bird-

ers. The banding lab is operated every day

from dawn until noon, unless it’s very wet or

windy. You will be able to see a variety of

species up close, including several species of

warbler. Witness banding in action as the

birds are carefully taken out of the mist nets,

aged and sexed, weighed and measured, and

then banded and released. Check the

Ruthven website: www.ruthvenpark.ca.

Ruthven is located between York and

Cayuga on Hwy #54 along the Grand River.

Call Rick Ludkin at (905) 765-4963 for

details.

Saturday, April 9, 2011, 9:30 a.m.

A WALK ALONG THE WEST HAR-

BOUR TRAIL, FEATURING HAMILTON

HARBOUR REMEDIAL ACTION PLAN

We are delighted that John Hall will repeat

this hike for the HNC. Learn about a 50,000

cubic metre sewage holding tank, the con-

struction of the fishway (unique in the

world), a former toxic landfill, some of the

harbour’s original oaks, a floating roadway

and much more. You will also enjoy the

birds in and around the harbour, so be sure to

bring binoculars and dress warmly. Meet at

Bayfront parking lot at 9:30 a.m.  Rain date

Sunday. For further details contact John

Hall, e-mail: john.hall@ec.gc.caMeetings: the third Tuesday of each

month, at 7:00 p.m. All are wecome!

Contact Jen Baker, land trust coordinator,

for details (905) 524 3339 or

land@hamiltonnature.org).
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