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American Rubyspot (Hetaerina americana).  MacKenzie Creek, York, Haldimand. Photo by Brenda Van Ryswyk.

© Brenda Van Ryswyk

I n  T h i s  I s s u e :
How many Rubyspots were found in a 400 meter stretch of MacKenzie Creek?

Can we preserve biodiversity through restoration projects?
Brandon Holden’s presentation on Superstrorm Sandy.

What was seen on the last Hawk and Owl hike in Haldimand?
What creeks in the HSA remain to be explored for dragons and damsels?
What is the key to enjoying birding in other countries like South Africa?

Who is the next ‘Guest Birder’ for the Baillie Birdathon?
and much more.
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Correction:  The beautiful photographs of the Snowy Owl on the inside back cover of the March issue (page 167) were 
supposed to be credited to Barry Armstrong. Instead, you read some random statement about hatching asynchrony. 

That was not supposed to happen. My apologies. HvB.

Horned Larks are a common sight along our rural roads in the winter time. However, this species is one of the top 20 common North American species in 
decline, as determined by the National Audubon Society in 2007. Horned Larks breed throughout southern Ontario. The earliest egg date for Niagara is 
April 7. Many Horned Larks that we see in the winter are likely migrants, as numbers tend to drop in January and rise again in February. (From Niagara 

Birds by John E. Black and Kayo J.Roy). Fallsview Road, Flamborough. Feb. 20, 2013. Photo by Joanne Redwood.
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First Year Birding the Hamilton Study Area
by Leonard Manning

As many of you may know, this was my first year of birding 
in the Hamilton Study Area. I moved here last February 
from London, Ontario. When I moved here, I decided 

that I would attempt to do "the biggest year I have ever done", so 
in that sense I was quite successful. I wanted to share my story 
with you all, and also share many thanks to the community here. 

I hail from Middlesex County, by some considered a birding 
wasteland. Under the tutelage of the venerable Pete Read and the 
great Dave Martin, I began my birding career about 7 years ago. 
I joined Nature London, and was quickly involved in the club at 
many levels. I learned the birds of Middlesex like the back of my 
hand. I can still tell you off-hand almost anything you want to 
know about Middlesex birds. But what good did that do me here? 
Well, not much. 

When I moved here as an eager birder in February, 2012, I was 
quite excited. Knowing that Hamilton County, or rather, the 
HSA, had a lot to offer, I couldn't wait for the birds to start pour-
ing in. But, as I was soon to find out, birding in the HSA is quite 
unlike birding in Middlesex.

The birds started to roll in shortly after I moved here. A King Eider 
was reported at Bayfront Park by Mark Peck. I tried to locate the 
bird a few times and got it on third try. I was enthralled. This spe-
cies was extremely rare in Middlesex. But as I was looking at this 
bird, a local approached me and stated that she'd "seen them here 
every winter", and with that she was gone. I was dumbfounded. 
Who in their right mind would balk at a King Eider in South-
ern Ontario? At least, that was my thought. Was this woman a 
poor, misguided, delusional Toronto Maple Leafs fan who had 
somehow escaped? No, she was not - King Eiders are regular 
visitors here. But I was just as elated for the privilege of seeing 
these  beautiful birds. In time I ended up taking seven Middlesex 
birders to view this first winter bird at Bayfront Park or LaSalle 
Marina.  They were grateful, and so was I. Grateful to be a birder 
where King Eider was pretty much standard news. 

And so to make a long story short, that is how my year went. 
Lifers popped up nearly every couple of weeks, or so it seemed. 
I managed to get about 20 lifers this year. Sometimes the lifer 
you think you’ll get is not the one you actually get. One day 
there was a report of a Yellow-throated Warbler at Edgelake 
Park, Burlington. The bird had been posted one morning on the 
hamiltonbirds email group. (Thanks so much for these postings 
everyone!) However, when I got there, a Kirtland’s Warbler had 
taken up its temporary residence instead. Seriously; when does 

that happen? I even pretended to be sick at work so I could leave 
and view this rare bird. Cough cough!

In six years of birding Middlesex pretty much non-stop, my life 
list for Middlesex was, and remains at 200 species even. This 
includes a few gems like Little-blue Heron and Hoary Redpoll. 
Both  are great county birds. 

But that 200 species took me 6 years to get. In the HSA this year 
alone, I have seen 257 species! A number of these were lifers, and 
many I got to view several times. That is 257 species in about 10 
months, all within one fairly small area. What a great year! My 
favourite moment was getting on the Leach's Storm Petrel about 
the same time as Bob Curry, and Dan Salisbury. You know you 
are on to something big when the top guns are just as excited as 
you are! What a day!

Yes, many of you have done big years, fancy crazy years which 
take a boat load of effort, and I applaud that. I really do. I do not 
have what it takes to do that. But I am stubborn and I do not give 
up. Which is why I tried for that Blackpoll Warbler at Sedgewick 
5 times before I got it. But I keep going until I get the job done!

My point to all of this?? Well, I want to thank the Hamilton Bird-
ing Community as a whole, for welcoming and accepting me, 
and making this past year the best I have had. I owe thanks to 
many birders.   Mostly to Cheryl Edgecombe (your reports are 
the heart of the community and we all owe you a giant debt of 
gratitude), Rob Dobos (the Jaeger and gull lessons are and will 
be much appreciated for years to come), the Zakhar and Lukian 
Husak (what a fun year), Andrew Keaveney (remember when my 
swallows turned into floating leaves?) Mourad Jabra and Barry  
Cherrière (the Nelson's Sparrow after an entire day was quite a 
treat). Also to Barb Charlton, Brandon Holden, Mike and Ken 
Burrell, Josh VanderMeulen, and Brett Fried, and the list goes 
on. Your sightings and contributions to HSA records are all so 
noteworthy and should be recognized, as they all help make this 
great community even better.And there are many other people 
that contribute to this great venture of ours.

I will not type this up every year, but felt it prudent to thank 
you all as a whole and publicly, for all you naturalists do for our 
fantastic community. 

We are pleased to announce that Len Manning is 
our ‘Guest Birder” for the Braille Birdathon. See 
page 182 for more details.
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Can Ecological Restoration Conserve Biodiversity? 
by Louise Unitt

Our speaker at the February 11 HNC meeting was ecolo-
gist Mary Gartshore, the manager and part owner of St. 
Williams Nursery and Ecology Centre. Since 1994, she 

and her partner Peter Carson have operated Pterophylla, a native 
plant nursery and restoration business located in Norfolk County. 
The goal of restoration work is to recreate communities of native 
trees, shrubs, grasses and wildflowers that once coexisted on the 
local landscape. Ecological restoration can reverse ecosystem de-
cline by reestablishing a site’s natural features and functions. Mary 
referred to the ever-expanding list of wild species that are of global 
concern, including large mammalian predators, insect pollinators, 
reptiles and amphibians, as well as grassland and long-distance mi-
grant songbirds and aerial insectivores. There is an urgent need to 
restore ecosystems, before remnant populations disappear forever. 

Lake Erie Farms, a 400-acre parcel owned by the Nature Conser-
vancy of Canada (NCC), illustrates the emergence and enhance-
ment of biodiversity that comes from putting a restoration pro-
gram into practice. Before work began, foresters described the 
former soybean field as a “weedy mess.” Mary’s team was able 
to re-establish indigenous tree species with the aid of a carou-
sel plug planter, a machine with the capacity to plant 72 nuts a 
minute. A native prairie seed mix of grasses and forbs was direct 
sown from a Truax Wildflower Seeder, which gradually dispenses 
seed from a wheel-mounted seed box. Good coverage requires a 
surprisingly small quantity of seed. But because the seeder works 
best with a large amount of seed, millet is sometimes added to 
the seed mix as an extender. Millet seeds can safely be included 
for a fall planting, as they will not germinate so late in the season. 

By the sixth growing season at Lake Erie Farms, trees and shrubs 
such as oaks, hickories, hazels and American Plums began poking 
up above the herbaceous vegetation. Hazels are a favourite food 
source for many butterfly species. Since the reappearance of a 
native ecosystem, the presence of several conservation targets 
has been recorded. These include Cherry Gall Azure (a butter-
fly), Ghost Tiger Beetle and Rose-breasted Grosbeak. An Eastern 
Hognose Snake was seen nesting in the den it had excavated with 
its snout. Black Rat Snakes, which like dense vegetation, have also 
found the restored farm to their liking. Six years into the mead-
ow’s successional trajectory, Indigo Buntings and Rufous-sided 
Towhees have become common breeding birds, while Grasshop-
per Sparrows have also taken up residence. During the summer, 
the meadow is bright with Brown-eyed Susans, Wild Bergamot 
and Butterflyweed, a plant that is highly valued for its appeal to 

insects. The public is welcome to admire the floral display while 
strolling along a trail that has been built on the property. 

A multi-species approach encourages colonization by mycorrhi-
zae, the fungi that grow in association with the roots of a plant. 
Mary plants up to 100 species at a time, aligning her selections 
with conservation and biodiversity targets. The complexity of the 
mix immediate contributes to ecological integrity, so that some 
targets can be met within the first year of a project. For example, 
seeds planted in the fall of 2011 on the NCC’s Demeyere Prop-
erty in Walsingham began to sprout the following March. Fol-
lowing an unseasonably warm spring in which the temperature 
reached 27o C, 73% of the grasses and wildflowers had set seed by 
the end of the first growing season. A dime-sized butterfly that 
Mary spotted on the property in 2012 turned out to be a very 
rare Dainty Sulphur – an immigrant butterfly – for which only 
two previous Ontario records exist. On one momentous day, she 
counted 17 species of butterfly, among which were 434 Dainty 
Sulphurs!

A 10-hectare field situated west of St. Williams Nursery and Ecol-
ogy Centre is a good lesson in diversity as a key element in res-
toration. The site supports various suites of species, according to 
the season. In autumn, Sky Blue and Smooth Asters blend with 
Early and other goldenrods to create a colourful display. In order 
to conserve biodiversity, new restoration fields must provide for 
ecological function throughout the year. Little Bluestem, which 
turns red in the fall, was abundant last December, at the end of 
its third year.

Song Sparrow. Sedgewick Park, Oakville. Jan. 2, 2013. 
Photo by Joanne Redwood.
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Mary tracked the effects of prairie restoration on bird species 
composition and plotted her findings on a graph. The setting was 
a 24-hectare tallgrass prairie which was surveyed over a 20-year 
period. The graph reflected changes in population numbers over 
time for a selection of common prairie species. Bobolinks were 
seen to gradually disappear as the prairie became established. 
Common Yellowthroats on the other hand, did not nest in the 
dry tallgrass prairie plot until recent times, 15-20 years after res-
toration started. It is probably now the most common species. 
Song and Vesper Sparrows – and Grasshopper Sparrows to a 
lesser extent – showed high site fidelity throughout the study, and 
the latter’s numbers were reasonably stable. The Vesper Sparrow 
population rose from four to 12, at which point it stabilized. Both 
Vesper and Song Sparrows tended to return to their birthplace; 
Savannah Sparrows were less inclined to do so. The emergence 
of shrubs has fostered an increase in the Indigo Bunting and 
Eastern Kingbird population. Other species that have increased 
here as breeders are Eastern Meadowlark and American Wood-
cock and other species such as Long-eared Owl, Chimney Swift, 
Whip-poor-will, and Barn Swallow are using this habitat fre-
quently for foraging.

Mary had the rare privilege of seeing a Chimney Swift nest close 
up when a pair nested in her barn. After a week of nest-building, 
eggs were laid from which two chicks fledged. A Big Brown Bat 
colony has benefited from the restoration of Mary’s property. 
Several individuals have taken up residence in the barn, where 
she photographed them with young. An incredible occurrence is 
the presence of overwintering Red Bats near Mary’s farm. This 
species has been known to overwinter in Kentucky and Ten-
nessee, where they were documented hibernating under leaves. 
Presumably this is the case in Ontario where Mary has observed 
Red Bats foraging locally at dusk in December and January of 
this past winter when the temperature was above 6o C. This is 
an amazing discovery! There are no other records of this spe-
cies being found north of 40o N latitude past late October! Mary 
speculated that such anomalous behaviour could be influenced 
by global warming.

The Virginia Mountain Mint that thrives on her farm is much 
favoured by Golden Digger Wasps, Midas Flies and other pol-
linators. One of the rewards of agricultural field restoration is 
the spontaneous arrival of rarities like Round-tipped and Crepi-
tating Conehead, Tulip-tree Silkmoth and Great Plains Ladies-
tresses. The first Canadian records of Round-tipped Conehead 
were at Mary’s farm. One or two Canadian records exist for 
the Crepitating Conehead, the loudest singing insect. The huge 
Tulip-tree Silkmoth is becoming increasingly common. Beavers’ 
dam-building activities can lead to a flooded field, a setting that 
benefits White Ladies’ Tresses. 

While engaged in a restoration project at the Dunnville Marshes, 
which are owned by the Grand River Conservation Authority, 
Mary used a technique known as pit and mound. It creates pockets 
of mini-wetlands that offer a favourable environment to species 
like Swamp Milkweed. Mary’s pit mix included other milkweed 
species too, as well as Virginia Mountain Mint, a plant that is very 
attractive to insects and thrives in the clay medium underlying 
this prairie. Pit and mound creation replicates a typical feature 
of old-growth forest topography, whereby pits form where trees 
are uprooted as they fall to the ground from natural causes, and 
mounds are formed by the decaying fallen trees. Pit and mound 
restoration creates microhabitats, with each component nurtur-
ing different types of organisms. While pits and mounds can be 
effective in increasing biological diversity, their water retentive 
aspect makes them difficult to drive through when sowing seed. 
(In one field where she used the pit and mound method as an 
example, the water-filled pits turned the field into a mire).

Non-native populations of Phragmites and other exotic invasives 
have failed to gain a significant foothold at Dunnville Marshes, a 
result that Mary attributes to the protective value of native plants. 
A complex native mix provides vegetation that is resistant to alien 
invasion, so that even weeds that would normally pose a serious 
problem are suppressed. (For example, although Quack Grass 
grows in parts of the Lake Erie Farms site, it has not encroached 
on native grass plantings.) 

However, the multi-species approach is not always sufficient to 
control weeds on its own. This was the case at another of Mary’s 
restoration projects, the 50-acre Ken Stead property within the 
South Walsingham Sand Ridges forest, pretty much adjacent 
to Mary’s farm. Because permanent removal of Quack Grass is 
essential to good restoration, she applied Roundup (glyphosate) 
on a section of the Stead property that was overrun with the 
exotic invasive. She views the herbicide as one of many tools in 
the “ecological tool box.” Users apply the product with a back-
pack sprayer while pacing out the site. It takes two applications 
to deal with as persistent a weed as Quack Grass. If treated in 
November, any minute strands that may have survived spray-
ing will be killed off by winter frost. Keeping European grasses 
in check allows suppressed native grasses to make a comeback. 
Since the elimination of Quack Grass, Prairie Brome, rarely seen 
in the wild, is now plentiful at the Stead property. 

In 1997, volunteers helped work the field at the Stead property, 
planting year-old tree seedlings and locally collected seed that 
had been started in greenhouse beds. Darlene, one of the volun-
teers, was photographed in 2012, in the very spot where she had 
planted 15 years earlier amid soybean stubble. The former farm 
has been transformed into a diverse and well-developed new 
forest. In addition to Black Oak Savannah, millions of Tulip Trees 
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have been seeded into the land. Eastern Flowering Dogwood 
seedlings have grown into spectacular five-metre trees. They are 
setting good seed crops despite significant losses to local popula-
tions from Dogwood Anthracnose. Jefferson Salamander is just 
one of several species-at-risk that have been spotted at the Stead 
property. Mary found juveniles beneath a monitoring board, 
which is a useful tool for finding a salamander population. The 
property is also home to several sparrow species, such as Song 
and Savannah Sparrows, along with a wide variety of breeding 
forest birds.

If you are considering a ‘green roof ’, Mary can attest to excel-
lent results with GaiaSoil, a medium that will support any and 
all plant species. Composed chiefly of ground-up Styrofoam, its 
light weight makes it ideal for creating native Ontario ecosystems 
on rooftops. A photo of an office roof garden in its second year 
showed asters, goldenrods and Hairy Wild Rye all flourishing in 
Gaia Soil. 

Unless we work to protect them, many of southern Ontario’s wild 
species will not survive. Native legumes such as Pale Vetchling 
and Round-headed Bush Clover have largely been displaced by 
foreign legumes, just as native thistles have been crowded out by 
non-native versions. The best choices are species already pres-

ent in southern Ontario, and therefore adapted to local climate 
and conditions. Keeping climate change in mind, such plants are 
far more likely to have the ability to creep north than are spe-
cies adapted to warmer temperatures. For this reason, instead 
of importing from south of the border, we’d be well advised to 
work with what we have. To ensure that we select appropriate 
species for local habitat conditions, Mary encouraged us to pur-
chase native stock and to ask suppliers to identify the sources of 
the seeds and plants they sell. She cites Ontario-grown Pignut 
Hickory as a sadly overlooked but excellent candidate for plant-
ing, with the capacity to shift northward. Shellbark Hickory is 
another species that deserves to be planted and conserved. Rare 
in Canada, its populations are thinly scattered around Lake Erie’s 
north shore. 

Thank you, Mary, for a richly illustrated description of what’s 
involved in the restoring degraded ecosystems, and for intro-
ducing us to some of your most interesting projects. With plant-
ing season fast approaching, your reminder to select indigenous 
plants could not have been better timed! 

Spring Camping at Point Pelee National Park,  May 12 to May 16 2013

We have reserved spots in the Group Campground at Point Pelee National Park.   Tent 
Camping only.  Campers list is full. There is a waiting list. As in the past, HNC members 
are welcome to stop by and visit at our tent site, Little Raccoon North Campground. Phone 
the leader Frank Morley at 905-575-0668 for more information. 

Indian Grass. Helen Kippex Wild Garden, RBG. September, 2011. 
Photo by Herman van Barneveld

The Helen Kippex Wild Garden at the RBG is a local example of a 
restoration project. It’s a great place to encounter all kinds of unique 

insects. September, 2011.  Photo by Herman van Barneveld
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B i r d  S t u d y  G r o u p  M e e t i n g  S u m m a r y  –  F e b .  2 0 1 3

Superstorm Sandy and Bird of the Year Award
by Michael Rowlands

At the Bird Study Group meeting on February 25 at the 
Burlington Seniors’ Centre, emcee Cheryl Edgecombe 
first introduced Lesley McDonnell, a Terrestrial Ecolo-

gist from the Hamilton Conservation Authority. She asked the 
audience if anyone was interested in volunteering for two bird-
related programs being supported by the HCA. The first is the 
Ontario SwiftWatch Program, which involves monitoring Chim-
ney Swifts for approximately one hour on four separate eve-
nings in the summer. The second is forest bird monitoring from 
May to July using the Canadian Wildlife Service’s protocol. If 
anyone reading this is interested in helping with either project, 
please contact Lesley at the HCA at 905-525-2181, extension 
231 or by email at Lesley.McDonell@conservationhamilton.ca.

Persons interested in helping as observers or recorders at the 
Niagara Peninsula HawkWatch at Beamer Memorial Conserva-
tion Area in Grimsby are invited to contact Cody Law at 905-
945-9480 or cody.law@live.com for further information.

There were four good candidates for the Bird of the Year Award 
for 2012: Leach’s Storm-Petrel and Wilson’s Storm-Petrel (both 
birds that were brought into the Hamilton Study Area by Super-
storm Sandy in late October), Fish Crow (seen in various places 
along Lake Ontario, such as Bronte Harbour, and in Guelph), and 
Kirtland’s Warbler (seen on just one day at Edgelake Park). As 
Cheryl explained, the panel of judges looks at several criteria in 
determining which candidate will take the award, one of them 
being how many people were able to see and enjoy the particu-
lar bird. When the points were tallied, the Leach’s Storm-Petrel 
ranked first, followed closely by the Fish Crow. Dave Don, who 
first spotted the Leach’s, was declared the winner and was pre-
sented the trophy by Cheryl. (Later in the evening we saw pic-
tures of the bird in Brandon’s presentation.)

The main feature of the evening was a talk by the BSG’s own 
Brandon Holden on Hurricane “Superstorm” Sandy. Brandon is 
well known in our group as an excellent birder and photogra-
pher but, after this latest presentation, we should think of him 
as a talented self-taught meteorologist as well! Brandon used his 
knowledge of reading satellite weather maps to predict the effects 
on birding in the Hamilton Study Area of the huge storm that hit 
eastern North America in late October 2012.

The storm—known variously as Hurricane Sandy, “Franken-
storm,” and “Superstorm” Sandy—formed well south of Jamaica 
around October 22. Hurricanes only form in the tropics, Bran-

don explained, when water temperatures exceed 26.5º C. As 
warm humid air rises, the tops of the storm clouds become very 
cold; the cold air is drawn downward creating an intense vortex 
with winds up to 300 km/hr. Between Jamaica and Cuba, the 
storm gathered strength and became classified as a Category 3 
hurricane. According to the Global Forecast System, the hurri-
cane was expected to continue track northward, make landfall in 
the eastern USA around October 29 and push into eastern Lake 
Ontario. As it moved past Barbados, the hurricane hit a mass of 
cold air that weakened it to being an “extra tropical storm” as it 
moved over the Bahamas. Then, as it moved between Bermuda 
and North Carolina, it hit a frontal boundary and became a hur-
ricane again in its centre, gathering new energy and becoming 
the largest hurricane ever recorded on the Atlantic Ocean—its 
internal energy was estimated to be equivalent to five Hiroshima 
bombs! Next a high pressure area off Atlantic Canada stalled a 
cold front that normally would have moved across eastern North 
America pushing the storm out to sea, creating a weak trough of 
low pressure that the storm would be able to follow inland. The 
eastern USA was in full weather-warning mode and people were 
evacuating coastal areas!

Knowing that the vortex of the huge storm moved in a coun-
ter-clockwise direction, Brandon was able to predict that our 
area would first experience winds from the north that could 
push Arctic birds into our area. As the storm centre moved to 
the northwest, the winds would come from the northeast then 
directly from the east – a unique situation that could drive Atlan-
tic birds into our area. As the centre or core of the storm reached 

Bird of the Year Award winner Dave Don (left) with Cheryl Edgecombe. 
Photo by Mike Rowlands.
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Lake Ontario, we would experience the calm at the eye of the 
storm, then the winds would switch to being from the west as the 
storm moved farther north and eventually dissipated.

Brandon then explained that he spent about 65 hours over seven 
days looking for birds and showed us the photos he obtained 
during that time. On day one at Van Wagner’s Beach, he saw 
flocks of Brant – a stocky sea goose normally found around James 
Bay. On day two, he saw six Black-legged Kittiwakes that prob-
ably had been blown from Prince Edward Island or Nova Scotia 
down the St. Lawrence River. Early in the morning on day three 
(October 30), there were five warmly dressed birders waiting in 
the dark at Hutch’s restaurant for the first light to see what the 
80 km/hr winds from the north would blow in! Soon there were 
many more people and they were rewarded with views of dozens 
of Black-legged Kittiwakes, all three jaeger species, Purple Sand-
pipers, and more flocks of Brant. Brandon received text messages 
that Laughing Gulls and Leach’s Storm-Petrels 
had been seen in Toronto and at the mouth of 
the Niagara River. After a burst of rain and a 
wind change, Dave Don was the first to spot 
a Leach’s Storm-Petrel about 50 feet offshore 
– a first sighting in the Hamilton Study Area! 
Around the same time, Rob Dobos found a 
Wilson’s Storm-Petrel. It was an epic day of 
birding! 

The next day, October 31, there was no wind as 
the core of the storm settled over Lake Ontario 
and weakened. A Forster’s Tern was sighted off 
Grimsby and most birds looked tired, having 
fought the high winds of the previous days. By 
November 1, the remnants of the storm were 
moving north towards James Bay and the winds 
had shifted to being from the west at 60 km/hr. 
Brandon joined other birders at Waverly Beach 
at the east end of Lake Erie to see what the 
westerly winds would blow in there. They saw 
four Pomarine Jaegers, lots of Brant and Black-
legged Kittiwakes (which are rarer on Lake 
Erie than Ontario at the best of times), and lots 
of small gulls including a Black-headed Gull 
and a Ross’s Gull, Arctic birds drawn south by 
the powerful winds of the storm. The next day, 
November 2, the winds were from the north-
west and there was a mass exodus of birds from 
Ontario.

In concluding his presentation, Brandon com-
pared Superstorm Sandy to other memorable 
hurricanes such as Hazel (1954), Fran (1996), 
and “The Perfect Storm” (1991). While they 

were all significant storms, it was the unique combination of sev-
eral weather factors that made Hurricane Sandy so huge and dev-
astating. While it caused billions of dollars in property damage 
and several hundred human deaths in seven countries, it brought 
rare birds into Ontario, some of which had never been seen here 
before. Cheryl thanked Brandon for his talk and the audience 
applauded him for sharing his insights and photos of those rari-
ties with us. 

After our usual refreshment break, we reconvened for our recent 
sightings reports with Frank Morley. One of the highlights was 
the sighting of a Harris’s Sparrow in Cambridge. Phil Waggett 
commented on his observations of a particular raptor nest over 
several years: in 2010, it was occupied by a Cooper’s Hawk; in 
2011, a Great Horned Owl moved in; in 2012, a Red-tailed Hawk 
was the occupant; and this year the Great Horned Owl is back!  
And that concluded another entertaining evening at the BSG!
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February Hawk and Owl Hike in Haldimand County
by Caleb Scholtens

At 11 a.m. on February 9th over 30 people 
met at the Tim Horton’s in Hagersville. 
Once we got organized, we headed out 

and then went to 2nd Line just north of Hagers-
ville, where we saw a dark-morph rough-legged 
hawk, two red-tailed hawks, and some horned 
larks. The rough-legged hawk was a highlight for 
me. 

After staying there for a while, we went down Cheapside Road for 
a long time, stopping every once in a while for hawks or horned 
larks. From there, we went to the Nanticoke Power Plant. There 
we saw lots of bald eagles, as well as ducks out on Lake Erie. What 
was really exciting was when a short-eared owl flew over us twice 
in broad daylight before flying away over a hill.

After a long bathroom break (at our first stop 
the pipes were frozen, so we had to find another 
place), we went to look for 4 greater-white fronted 
geese that had been reported on Lakeshore Road. 
We found 6 as well as a blue-phase snow goose! 
After staying a while there we went to Taquanyah 
Conservation Area, which was mostly a disap-
pointment. We heard a few hoots but it was hard 
to tell what they were from.

Many thanks to Ken and Angie Williams for organizing the trip. 
It was great weather, even though it did get quite cold, and there 
were lots of great birds to see. 

Short-eared Owl. Nanticoke, 
Hald.  Photo by Caleb Scholtens

Juv. Bald Eagle. Nanticoke, Haldimand. Feb. 9, 2013. Photo by Noah Cole.

Participants of the Hawk and Owl Hike. Feb. 9, 2013. Photo by Noah Cole. Blue phase Snow Goose. Sweets Corners, Haldimand. Photo by Noah Cole.

Greater White-fronted Geese. Sweets Corners, Haldimand. Feb. 9, 2013. 
Photo by Noah Cole.
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Species Numbers 

Seen 
Ebony Jewelwing 43 b, d 

American Rubyspot 1000+ e 

Slender Spreadwing 6 a, b 

Variable Dancer 3 d 

Blue-fronted Dancer 13 c, d 

Blue-tipped Dancer 3 b 

Dusky Dancer 25 e 

Bluet sp. 2 a 

Familiar Bluet 30 c, d 

Stream Bluet 46 c, d, e 

Rainbow Bluet 3 d 

Orange Bluet 31 d, e 

Eastern Forktail 17 b, c, d, e 

Fragile Forktail 1 b 

Darner sp. 7 a, b, d 

Eastern Pondhawk 4 b, d 

Blue Dasher 1 c 

Meadowhawk sp 13 a, b 

White-faced Meadowhawk 3 a, d 

Cherry-faced Meadowhawk 1 d 

Ruby Meadowhawk 4 a 

Autumn Meadowhawk 11 a, b 

American Amberwing 16 c, d 

Twelve-spotted Skimmer 2 a 

Common Whitetail 9 a, b, d 

Widow Skimmer 3 d 

a: 20 Mile Creek at Nebo Road (Hamilton). 
b: 20 Mile Creek at Fletcher Road (Hamilton). 
c: East shore of Lake Niapenco (Hamilton). 
d: Welland River below Lake Niapenco (Hamilton). 
e: MacKenzie Creek west of York (Haldimand). 

An Unexplored World of Damsels & Dragons
by Paul D. Smith

There are early plans afoot to generate an atlas of damselflies 
and dragonflies, or odonates as they are collectively called, 
of the Hamilton Study Area (HSA), somewhat in the tra-

dition of The Reptiles and Amphibians of the Hamilton Area au-
thored by the Club’s Past President, Bill Lamond.  Although there 
has been a lot of interest in these insects over the past few years 
and considerable data has been collected, there remain large por-
tions of HSA with no known record of odonates at all, especially 
in the southern half of the study area.  Brenda Van Ryswyk re-
cently generated the a map of the HSA illustrating the point (see 
page 184).  This same map and more detailed maps of the study 
area can be found at her website http://www.silentecho.org/ham-
iltonodonataatlas/datagaps/newmaps/. This shouts out a chal-
lenge to find something interesting among all those blank squares.

Bob Curry has pointed out that the habitat is richer to the north 
and west of the city than it is to the south.  In the south, much of 
the area lies on the Haldimand clay plain with a long history of 
intensive agriculture. There is less forest cover and the streams 
are warm and slow moving and tend to be turbid due to the fine 
clay soils they flow through.  But despite this inherent difference 
it is hard to believe that such large areas could be completely 
devoid of odonates.  How much can the lack of records be due 
to the actual absences of odonates and how much to the fact 
that no one has looked for them here?  There is a built-in bias to 
the existing records in the HSA because the more we find in the 
north the harder we look there and the harder we look there the 
more we find.

During the past two summers, I picked out several of the blank 
squares to the south of the city and spent a couple of “half days”  
there, attempting to discover at least some common damsels and 
dragons.  Since these were exploratory visits, I chose squares with 
permanent streams easily accessed by public roads or through 
the Niagara Peninsula Conservation Authority’s Binbrook 
Conservation Area.

In 2011, I visited four sites in three squares in one day, spending 
about an hour at each site.  At the end of the day I had found 
at least 22 species, including the Blue-tipped Dancer (see photo 
on p.183), a provincially rare species tracked by the Ministry 
of Natural Resources’ Ontario Natural Heritage Information 
Centre (NHIC).  I say at least 22 species because there were many 
that I couldn’t catch or identify through binoculars and had to 
settle with identifying them to simply family or genus.

At the first site the Twenty Mile Creek meanders through a wet 

meadow on the west side of Nebo Road, passing by a treed bluff 
on the north edge of the meadow.  There were many bluets, 
meadowhawks and darners here that were just out of reach of a 
net or moving too fast to be identified.  Undoubtedly, with more 
time and patience the total would have been higher, yet at least 
eight species were confirmed.

The second site in 2011 was also along the Twenty Mile Creek, 
about three kilometres downstream or east, on the west side of 
Fletcher Road.  Except for a small area near the road, this section 
of the creek is more shaded, with emergent vegetation restricted 
to the open sunny areas.  Along the shaded sections, I found the 
(Continued on page 182) 
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Every Sunday (including holiday weekends), 2-3:30 p.m.. GET BACK TO NATURE HIKES at RBG. Free (donations welcome). See the May 
calendar for more details.

April-May. BIRD BANDING AT RUTHVEN PARK. Come and learn about the birds and their migration from expert, dedicated birders who 
operate the banding lab every day from dawn till noon, unless it’s very windy or wet. You will be able to see a variety of warblers and other 
birds up close, as they are taken out of the mist nets and carefully weighed and measured and their data recorded. Check the Ruthven 
website: www.ruthvenpark.ca. Call: Rick Ludkin: 905-765-4963 for details. 

Sat. April 6, 2012, 9:30 am. A WALK ALONG THE WEST HARBOUR TRAIL FEATURING THE HAMILTON HARBOUR REMEDIAL ACTION PLAN 
John Hall has been the coordinator of this exciting project and you will be amazed at the innovative and detailed planning that went into 
the building of this very popular waterfront trail. We are delighted that he will repeat this hike for the HNC in the spring. You will learn 
about a 50,000 cubic meter sewage holding tank, the construction of the fish-way which is unique in the world, a former toxic landfill, some 
of the harbour’s original oaks, a floating roadway and much more. No doubt you will also enjoy the birds in and around the harbour, so be 
sure to bring binoculars and dress warmly. For further details contact John Hall: john.hall@ec.gc.ca . Meet at Bayfront Parking Lot, Bay St. 
N., Pier 4 and hike toward the fish barrier. 

Mon. April 8, 2013, 7:30 pm. MONTHLY MEETING: FUNGI, FRIEND OR FOE? 
Kyle McLoughlin invites us to exlore a kingdom of life you never knew was so important – or so cool. This talk will focus on the interaction 
of fungi with the living environment, and try to dispel some of the misinformation regarding these helpful organisms. Mushrooms and 
their cohorts (cankers, conks, etc.) perform many roles beyond the ‘rotten’ reputation for which they are famous. In this brief lecture we 
will explore the fascinating lives of fungus, with a focus on species found in the Niagara escarpment and Carolinian forest. From slime that 
you can keep as a pet, to the creatures that connect forest trees together like the internet, this talk is for anyone that wants to understand 
the critical role fungus plays in our ecosystem. Although we will only scratch the surface, you will certainly find yourself mystified by these 
incredible beings.

April 10, 7 pm. AMERICAN WOODCOCK OUTING. Sheldon McGregor leads this popular outing to enjoy the annual woodcock courtship 
displays.  This outing may last into the dark, so bring a flashlight for the return to your car and wear waterproof boots.  Contact Sheldon at 
905-304-8282 or sheldonbirder@hotmail.com    Meet at Dundurn Castle Parking Lot for carpooling

Fri. April 12, 7:00 pm Sharp, W.J. MCCALLION PLANETARIUM, MCMASTER. Shows typically last about an hour, depending on the interest 
and age of the audience. Emphasis of the first section of the show is on constellations (dominated by those up at the current time of the 
year) including the Dippers and North Star. The second section of the show takes you on a tour of the planets in our Solar System. Along the 
way, other fascinating objects inside and outside of our own Galaxy are also shown if time and interest permit. Email Fran Hicks hicksfran@
cogeco.ca to register. $5.00 per person payable at the door. Maximum 35, minimum 20 people. This show was sold out last time we booked 
it!

Sat. April 13. The Niagara Peninsula Hawkwatch Annual Dinner will be at St Andrew’s Church Hall in Grimsby.  Arrive at 5:15 for Social time 
and dinner at 6:15. Stuart Mackenzie will speak about the work done at Long Point Bird Observatory in monitoring migrations.  The dinner 
is open to both members and non-members.  Contact: Mike Street (905) 648 3737.

Sat. April 20, 2013, 1:00 pm. SPRING OUTING AT ERAMOSA KARST. Come and explore the newly established Eramosa Karst CA on Hamilton 
mountain. Visit sinking streams, sinkholes, karren, springs and caves with Marcus Buck, who will introduce you to all of these special 
geological features of the area and explain why they need to be protected. A pair of Long Eared Owls nested here in 2009 and raised 3 
owlets. Meet at 1:00 p.m. at the entrance kiosk in the parking lot on the east side of Mt. Albion Road., a short distance south of Highland 
Rd., W. Contact: Marcus Buck: 905-575-4759 or email : mbuck@karstsolutions.com . Entrance kiosk, parking lot on east side of Mt. Albion 
Rd., Hamilton

Sun. April 21, 2013, 8:00 am. BEVERLY SWAMP EARLY WILDFLOWER IDENTIFICATION AND  PHOTOGRAPHY. Please join Don Corby, wildflower 
photographer, in the Beverly Swamp to discover early wildflowers on this very popular outing. We will be looking for Bloodroot, Hepatica 
and perhaps even Trilliums depending on weather. Bring your cameras and field guides and get some pointers on shooting wildflowers in 
Don’s favorite spots to find these early flowers. Contact: Don Corby (905) 689-1976. Meet on the 8th Concession W., in Flamborough, 8km 
in from Hwy 6, past Antrum Glen Retirement Community on the North (left) side, just where 8th Concession and Spencer Creek meet. 
Parking area on north side of 8th west.

Sat. April 27, 2013. TRIVIA NIGHT! This HNC fundraiser is to help permanently protect land in the Beverly Swamp located in North 
Flamborough made up of the best and largest forested wetland in Southern Ontario. Be sure to attend a night of trivia and great fun! Stay 
tuned for the selected date to be posted on the HNC website or contact Jen Baker: 905-524-3339 or land@hamiltonnature.org

Sat. April 27, 10 am to noon, BECOME A BIRD NERD. A great family program! Bring binoculars and seed, join Jackson Hudecki. Fee: $12 
(family rate $30). (RBG Members 10% off). Nature Centre, Arboretum location.
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Every Sunday (including holiday weekends), 2-3:30 p.m.. GET BACK TO NATURE HIKES at RBG. Free (donations welcome). NOTE: Our trails 
are rocky and muddy. Baby carriers work well, most trails are not suitable for strollers, except those designed for off-sidewalk use. Dress 
for the weather and meet your leader at the following locations. In the event of inclement weather, call our Program Update Line at 905-
527-1158, ext. 404; cancellation messages are posted by 1 p.m. 

Hike rotation is:
1st Sunday of every month: Hendrie Valley; meet at Cherry Hill Gate
2nd: Princess Point; meet at the parking lot
3rd: Cootes North Shore; meet at the Nature Centre
4th: Cootes South Shore; meet at the Aviary parking lot on Oak Knoll Drive, Hamilton
5th: Rock Chapel; meet at the parking lot

Alternating Tuesdays, 1-3 p.m. (unless otherwise noted) Home-Schoolers Afternoons: ages 4-12, and 13-17. Fee: $7.50. Please see www.
rbg.ca for schedule and to pre-register, or call 905-527-1158 ext 270.

Late April-May. SPRING WILDFLOWER  WALK. Stay tuned for another spring wildflower hike with Dean Gugler and Fleur-Ange Lamothe 
who will host an afternoon guided walk featuring early spring flowers. Time and location to be announced.

May 4, 11 or 25, 9:30 am. SPRING WILDFLOWER WALKS. Meet at differing locations on RBG premises to compare flora of various habitats 
with Dr. Jim Pringle. Walk routes include rough terrain and are geared for intermediate hiking levels. Fee: $10 per walk (RBG Member 10% 
off). 2.5 to 3.5 hour walks.

Sunday, May 5, from 2-3 pm.   THE WILD ORCHIDS OF THE BRUCE PENINSULA with Sean Lipere. Species at Risk Outreach Coordinator and 
Ecological  Communications Officer for the Bruce Peninsula National Park and Fathom Five National Marine Park. Hamilton Waterfront 
Trust Auditorium on Discovery Lane.  Followed by light refreshments. Costs are $3.- per person.

May 5 or 12, 7 to 10:30 am. SPRING BIRD WALKS. Meet at Cherry Hill Gate, learn from Dr. Pringle. Walk route is hilly and geared for 
intermediate hiking levels. Fee: $10 per walk (RBG Members 10% off). 

May 5, 9 am. SHORT HILLS SANCTUARY SPRING WORK PARTY. Come enjoy the old growth forest and spring wild flowers of our Short Hills 
Nature Sanctuary. This is our annual spring cleanup and work party. Bring a lunch. Moderate to heavy activity.  Garlic mustard pulling, 
garbage and trail clean-up. Meet at Battlefield Square Plaza (Value Village) on Hwy, to carpool. Contact Warren Beacham at 905 627-3343 
for more details. 

May 12, 12 noon. A WALK IN THE WOODS WITH FUNGUS. In this follow up hike to Kyle McLoughlin’s HNC  lecture we will explore the north 
shore of Cootes Paradise for myriad organisms across the fungi kingdom. Many questions will be answered, and many more will be raised. 
This spring afternoon hike (max 2hrs) will certainly pique your interest and raise your spirits. Contact Kyle McLoughlin at kylemcloughlin@
gmail.com for more details.

May 13, 7:30 pm. MONTHLY MEETING: UNDERGROUND INFRASTRUCTURE AND ITS INFLUENCE ON ECOSYSTEMS. The Chedoke Creek 
watershed is among the most-disrupted of the creek systems that drain into Cootes Paradise. Extensively canalized and culverted, Chedoke 
is also subject to extensive pollution from Hamilton’s sanitary sewer system, the result of overflows from the combined system, and from 
widespread cross-connection of household sanitary drains into storm culverts. Michael Cook presents a detailed look at the stresses on 
the watershed with assistance from Darren Brouwer, chemistry professor at Redeemer University College, and Jennifer Bowman, aquatic 
ecologist at the Royal Botanical Gardens.
For more detail on background on Mr Cook’s extensive experience monitoring underground and marginal spaces please visit the website. 

June 1. MEMBERS OUTING TO SPOOKY HOLLOW NATURE SANCTUARY.   The HNC became Ontario’s first land trust in 1961 with the 
acquisition of the Spooky Hollow Nature Sanctuary located close to Turkey Point.  The 166 acre sanctuary is largely composed of old growth 
Carolinian forest and protects over 20 at risk species. We anticipate a forest alive with birds, wildflowers, and a large number of flowering 
Dogwoods! It is also a great opportunity to talk to the ecologists about the restoration and monitoring work being done.  We ask that 
you register by May 13th for the event to help us arrange hike leaders, lunch and transportation.  There will be a $25 fee to help cover 
transportation costs.  You will be able to sign up for this special field event at the monthly meetings or by contacting Jen Baker at 905-524-
3339 or land@hamiltonnature.org.  Specific transportation details will be sent to you closer to the event. 
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Blue-tipped Dancers including a breeding pair in tandem.  By the 
end of the hour I had found nine species, including five that were 
not found at the first site upstream.

It was now mid-afternoon and I shifted my search to the Binbrook 
Conservation Area where the Welland River is dammed to form 
Lake Niapenco.  The first hour was spent along the open, windy 
east shore of the lake.  Despite the exposed character of the site, 
eight species were found here, including the Blue Dasher which 
was found nowhere else during the afternoon.

Immediately downstream of the dam, the current is fast but it 
quickly slows through a sheltered, partially shaded valley before 
passing under Harrison Road.  In this short stretch of about 200 
metres, I found the greatest variety of odonates of the day, 16 
species in all.

In 2012, I was distracted by other things but did manage one 
visit south of Hamilton to look for odonates.  For a little over 
an hour I explored a 400 metres stretch of the MacKenzie Creek 

downstream from Haldimand Road 9, east of York.  The summer 
of 2012 was a very dry season and at the end of August I did not 
expect to find much.  Although there wasn’t a long list of species 
here, only five, there were a couple of highlights.  The number of 
American Rubyspots (see next page) was astonishing with two 
or three along every meter of the bank and well over a thousand 
along this short stretch of the creek.  The second surprise was a 
couple of dozen Dusky Dancers (see next page), some in tandem.  
This is another provincially rare species tracked by the Ontario 
NHIC.

A list of what I saw at each site and the total numbers seen during 
the two half days are given in the accompanying table.  This was 
a very modest effort, in an area not known for its odonates, but 
an effort that was certainly rewarded and I offer a challenge to 
anyone interested in damselflies and dragonflies to spend some 
time exploring this neglected part of the HSA.  There are lots 
more small creeks and farm ponds that could easily play host to 
more rarities, especially southern visitors.

1 -  Bob Curry, Provincially Rare Dragonflies and Damselflies in Hamilton, 2011. The 

Help Support Our HNC “Guest Birder” Leonard Manning
for the 2013 Baillie Birdathon

The Baillie Birdathon has been a great fundraiser for Bird 
Studies Canada over the years but it has also been a great 
fundraiser for the HNC as we get about 30% of all monies 

raised for our sponsored “Guest Birder”. This money raised for 
the HNC goes a long way towards paying for many of the Club’s 
activities. This year Len Manning is our HNC “Guest Birder”. Len 
has only recently come to Hamilton  after residing in London. He 
started his birdwatching in London, so he was not very familiar 
with the local birding scene (see his story on page 172). He has 
certainly changed that in short order.  Many of you will know Len, 
if not personally, then from his many “colourful” hamiltonbirds 
posts. 

 I encourage all of you to support Len Manning and his Baillie 
Birdathon team. Pledge a flat rate or preferably pledge a mon-
etary value per species which makes it more exciting for Len and 
his Birdathon team. They expect to see between 130-140 species. 
You can contribute in 3 ways. You can cut out the pledge sheet 
below and mail it in. Or you can pledge on-line. Just can send an 
e-mail to bill-lamond@hotmail.com indicating your pledge-type 
and amount. Or you can indicate your intention at the April or 
May General Meeting or the April BSG meeting. There will be a 
poster with the pledge sheet on display. If you are doing a flat rate 
pledge you can send in your payment now if you are mailing in 

your pledge. Cheques must be made out to Bird Studies Canada, 
not the HNC nor Len Manning. If you are contributing by spe-
cies, you will be contacted about the results after Len does his 
birdathon in the latter half of May.

____________________________________

Baillie Birdathon Pledge Sheet

Name:______________________________  

Pledge Flat-rate: $________   or  

Pledge/species: _________

Address: _____________________________

E-mail address: _________________________ 

Phone Number: ______________________

Please copy or cut out and mail to Baillie Birdathon, Ham-
ilton Naturalists’ Club, Westdale P.O. Box 89052, Hamilton, 
ON.   L8S 4R5. Alternately, you can email this information 
to bill-lamond@hotmail.com.  Thank you for your participa-
tion!
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Blue-tipped Dancer (Argia apicalis). Photo by Brenda Van Ryswyk.

Dusky Dancer (Argia translata).  Photo by Brenda Van Ryswyk.
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Visited Sites 

 In the tower at Beamer C.A.,Grimsby, regardless of the weather, counters like Sandra Horvath, 
observe and record migrating raptors for the Niagara Peninsula Hawk Watch.  The count is monitored

from March 1st until mid May.  This particular day, March 13th, brought, in addition to other birds, 
2 Red-shouldered Hawks, an early Osprey and dropped a heavy curtain of snow as photographed by 

her husband, Frank Horvath.

Northern Cardinals wait patiently for spring while having to put up with the 
wintery elements every single day. The cardinals remind us that we’ll be ok 

in our heated homes until spring. Photo by Barry Armstrong.
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Member's Outing to Spooky Hollow Nature Sanctuary

The HNC became Ontario’s first land trust in 1961 with the acquisition of Spooky Hollow Nature Sanc-
tuary located close to Turkey Point.  The 166 acre sanctuary is largely composed of old growth Caro-
linian forest and protects over 20 at risk species.  It is a very special place that has been visited by 
naturalists and biologists from across Ontario for decades.  

The northern part of the sanctuary is made up of a pine plantation that the Sanctuary Land Trust 
Committee has been working for over 10 years to restore to its native oak savanna habitat.  This has 
involved creating clearings within the plantation, conducting a prescribed burn, managing invasive 
species, monitoring and surveying endangered plants like Eastern Flowering Dogwood.

We invite HNC members to join us on Saturday, June 1 for a special field event to visit the sanctuary 
when the forest is alive with birds, wildflowers, and a large number of flowering dogwoods! It is also 
a great opportunity to talk to the ecologists about the restoration and monitoring work being done.  
We ask that you register by May 13th for the event to help us arrange hike leaders, lunch and trans-
portation.  There will be a $25 fee to help cover transportation costs if we need to rent a bus.  You will 
be able to sign up for this special field event at the monthly meetings or by contacting Jen Baker at 
905-524-3339 or land@hamiltonnature.org.  Specific transportation details will be sent to you closer 
to the event.

Who Cooks For You, Who Cooks For You All
by June Hitchcox

An email from Liz of Apsley was forwarded to me about an owl that parked itself on her phone line in February for a span of 
about 6 hours. The Hamilton Naturalists’ Club, in the December Wood Duck, highlighted this same species of owl, seen on 
November 4, 2012 – only the second time that it has been seen during 39 years of the Hamilton Fall Bird Count. Its name?  

The Barred Owl. Because of its hoots of eight notes dropping to”aw” at the end, its call has been described as if it is saying “Who cooks 
for you, who cooks for you all.” It has a variety of other barking calls and screams. 

By night it is one of the noisiest birds, particularly in March andApril with its maniacal laughter when it is courting. It is a large, 
stocky bird, from 17 - 24 inches tall, and gray-brown with a “puffy” head. It does not migrate in the usual sense but has irregular 
southward irruptions. It is usually seen in wet woodlands. Notable are the bars across the neck and streaks on the belly that run 
lengthwise. Except for the Barn Owl, it is the only owl with big, brown eyes. It rests quietly by day (unless it is cloudy), and by night 
it hunts for rodents, birds, and frogs. It locates its prey by sound, enabling it to hunt in total darkness. Hunting is helped by being 
able to swivel its head 270 degrees and also by its exceptional ability to hear. It is aided by having its ears located differently on each 
side of the head, allowing it to be able to pinpoint sounds, even sounds coming from under the snow. It is a difficult species to locate, 
but three things are helpful – listen for the young as they call to the parents at night. Also, look for the pellets that it coughs up after 
eating indigestible fur and bones, and lastly, benefit from its inquisitiveness and imitate its call; this often brings it near. 

“The first Killdeer of the season”. Stoney Creek, First Rd. E. near 
Highland. Mar. 7, 2013. Photo by Joanne Redwood.
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Backyard Birding in Southern Africa
by Michael Clark

Within recent years I have been fortunate enough 
to visit two parts of our world where ‘exotic’ birds 
are plentiful, one being Costa Rica and the other 

southern Africa.  That is the extent of my exotic birding to 
date.  Regarding Costa Rica, visited twice and specifically for 
birds, there would be little disagreement in placing the toucans, 
acarari, the multitude of radiant hummingbirds, the splendidly 
vocal robins and nightingale-thrushes, the many striking trogons 
(including the Resplendent Quetzal), and a host of others in the 
exotic category.  Many, such as the Golden-browed (Blue-crested) 
Clorophonia and the Montezuma Oropendola (a blackbird) and 
Purple-throated Mountain-gem (a hummingbird) earn their 
exotic credentials just in their names.  Vocalizations often qualify 
too,  as, for instance, with the otherworldly Three-wattled Bellbird 
and the Laughing Falcon and many others.  Three of my favourite 
species (all quite exotic) were the Squirrel Cuckoo, Agami Heron, 
and the Laughing Falcon.

One of the great things about Costa Rica is that they incorporate 
some very high ecological and conservation values into their 
national legislation.  They may be leading edge in that regard.  
They also have excellent bird guides, trained in their craft 
through non-tuitioned college programs. I was often very lucky 
to have skilled guides helping me on a one-to-one basis, since it 
was the low season.

This did not happen at all in southern (mostly South) Africa 
because it was more of a family trip.  The one memorable guided 
trip there was on a very hot morning in Saint Lucia on the east 
coast where Temba, a celebrated local native guide who did 
not use binoculars, introduced me to the avian secrets of some 
sites close to town.  Unfortunately, Temba was so quick in his 
identifying, I only got a fleeting and somewhat doubtful glimpse 
of some species.   

Better viewing came in some game parks we visited, many of 
these in Botswana.  Nothing can likely compare to watching a 
huge Saddle-billed Stork exploding out of the water just ahead 
of your dugout or a pair of Giant Kingfishers suddenly swinging 
into view, both in the Okavango Delta.  Together with a number 
of gorgeously coloured Bee-eaters and Rollers (mostly noted 
in the northern Botswana nature reserves and waterways) the 
Lilac-breasted Roller and Southern Carmine Bee-eater stood 
out.  While I didn’t come close to seeing them all, the abundant 
swifts (eleven species compared to our one) and swallows (22 
species) were a special treat to watch as they coursed across the 
sky, especially when matched against their drastic decline here at 

home.  Hawks and eagles, as well as waders and other waterbirds, 
appeared to be plentiful.  Raptors, often strikingly marked or 
coloured, are especially numerous, are represented by well over 
sixty species.  My favourite has to be a striking female Bateleur, 
an eagle, seemingly suspended straight overhead first thing after 
stepping out of my vehicle in a midlands reserve in Kwa-Zulu 
Natal.  Welcome to Africa! A more typical - and another favourite 
- sighting was that of the smallish Long-crested Eagle.  Many new 
species were encountered this way.  The eagle was at the top of a 
post, I first thought, until it lifted off and kindly did a few turns 
while displaying its spectacular black-and-white plumage.  

A kind of mystery group of birds, until one got used to their 
loud repeated callings, were the Turocas or Louries (many South 
African species have more than one common name). Large 
and definitely exotic, they’re mostly seen, if at all, as shadowed 
shapes, often along the higher branches.  The drabbest of the lot - 
the rest are surreally coloured - has the unfriendly moniker and 
vocalization of the Grey Go-Away Bird.  It, at least, is easily seen 
and very active.

All of these species and many more, including the iconic and 
rather cheeky hornbills, made wonderful viewing.  Naturally, 
many if not most had to be rather labouriously tracked down: 
you must always, whether touring the Midlands Meander or 
out tripping around the country, be persistent and have your 
binoculars on the ready.  That’s rule number one.

It’s also rule number two, three and four.  Rule number five 
is: even though everyone within view is engaged in whatever 
is ‘normal’ for them to be engaged in, never feel embarrassed, 
abnormal, somehow misplaced etc., simply because you’re 
wandering in amongst them like a lost soul looking for birds, of 
all things.  Respect your craft!

Possibly the most satisfying birding of all was not done in the 
great parks or wetland sanctuaries  but closer to home.  This was 
essentially a variation of backyard birding, a form of birding as 
many of us know that can bring many delights and insights.   Here 
are the homebody birds that over time you become much more 
familiar with than the high-end spectacular species you may see 
only once or twice.  At one residence - where mostly frontyard 
birding occurred - for instance, most of the (loud) vocalizations 
came from - starting well before daylight - three species of dove: 
the Red-eyed, Cape Turtle and Laughing.  Generally speaking 
and despite their names, these birds did not seem very happy to 
be in one another’s company.  Some days we would be visited by 
a Common Fiscal, a dapper little shrike, and often by a Village 
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Weaver out on a foraging excursion.  Visits by a Dark-eyed 
Bulbul, a very common bird, and a pair of energetic ground-
feeding Cape Wagtails were an everyday occurance.  One fine 
day I was somewhat startled to spot two, perhaps three, quite 
long and very slender Thrasher-brown birds go shooting across 
the yard from one tree border to the to the other.  Where did 
they come from?  Out with the bird guide!  These were Speckled 
Mousebirds who were either very secretive local breeders or were 
out on a fruit-foraging search.   

Over the back fence at a neighbour’s feeder a very long-tailed 
Pin-tailed Whydah was noted and in the bushes near the fence 
a gorgeous Cape Robin-chat.  (Unfortunately the neighbour’s 
feeders were rarely filled.)  In the extensive air space fronting 
the residence backed by a panorama of rolling African hills 
(a perfect spot for your morning coffee) I saw a Yellow-billed 
Kite  that would occasionally come shooting up from the valley, 
as also did a huge and most impressive Verraux’s Eagle. At 
residence number two (located in Hilton, Kwa-Zulu Natal), while 
it wasn’t all that far away from number one (located in Merrivale 
Heights), the population of backyard ‘regulars’ changed almost 
completely.  This was a much more open yard with a different 
selection of trees and other vegetation.   At that point, since it 
was May through early July, (our spring/early summer; their fall/
early winter), most of the species noted there were not so much 
breeding residents as wanderers, even migrants, intent on some 
opportunistic foraging.

The nectar-bearing blooms of some trees to the right of the back 
porch attracted four species of sunbird, including the Southern 
(Lesser) Double-collared Sunbird, some on a daily basis.  A tree 
in front of the porch was at times favoured by two species of 
flycatcher, the Fiscal, and Southern Black as well as some roving 
Cape White-eyes. Preceded by its loudly echoing and repeated 
call, a Black-collared Barbet would pay a visit now and then.  
Periodically a neighbouring, very bright black-and-yellow Black-

headed oriole would sharply announce its presence.  On many of 
the brief early evenings, too, from the next yard, we’d be treated 
to the somewhat dreamy and flute-like final offerings of the 
Chorister Robin-chat, putting the day to bed.

Most days you couldn’t help but notice the very loud and raucous 
(some might say mocking, or even sinister) vocalisations of the 
Hadeda Ibises, as they perched nearby or flew overhead.  A local 
description of them as vuvazelas with wings (it was the World 
Cup year) captured their calls with some accuracy.  Often two or 
more would land on the lower lawn below the back porch in the 
late afternoon and very deliberately work their way up, searching 
for insects.

While you may have dearly wished to, you won’t get to see - 
or hear - all the bird species in southern Africa or Costa Rica 
no matter how long your visit or how often.  Anyone aspiring 
to do so will be very disappointed.  I personally had hoped to 
add many more shorebirds to my list.  Many of the species are 
very localized in out-of-the-way or hard-to-reach areas of both 
venues.  It also helps if your visit coincides around the peak of the 
respective breeding seasons when most birds are viewable and 
audible.    

The possible total species to be tracked down in either location 
would be a daunting project for even the most dedicated or 
skilful of birders.  Southern Africa’s seven countries, altogether 
about three times the size of Ontario, host around 950 breeding 
species (and still counting) amongst its wide variety of habitats 
and climate zones, compared to all of North America’s 800 
or so.  Similarly, Costa Rica, about the size of West Virginia 
or Switzerland, boasts 850 breeders among its many tropical 
habitats.

Whether you end up noting twenty species or several hundred 
overall, the best strategy to adopt, I think, is to enjoy what you 
do see, or hear, commit as much of it all to memory as best 
you can, and be thankful for a wonderful, once-in-a-lifetime, 
unrepeatable experience. 

Sani Pass at the outer edge of the Drakensberg mountains, Lesotho. Photo 
by Michael Clark.

Breeding colony of African Penguins, located in a sanctuary south of Cape 
Town. Photo by Michael Clark.
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Summary of the Hamilton Christmas Bird Count,             
December 26, 2012
by Tom Thomas

This is the summary of the Hamilton Christmas Bird 
Count held on December 26, 2012.  Counters in the 
field including birder feeder watchers totaled 103.

Weather on the day was dominated by strong easterly winds 
and a temperature of a steady -20 C with intermittent light snow 
showers and the Hamilton area was on the cusp of its first winter 
storm.  Lakes, ponds and creeks were ice free and there was a 
little crunch underfoot on the trails as the overnight frost had 
taken its grip.  At the lake conditions were probably as bad as 
they have been in many years with winds gusting up to 50 k and 
waves in the 6 ft. range, making it very difficult to identify and 
count birds that were always in motion.

Almost everyone commented on the winds affecting the number 
of birds seen.  The final results reflected this with a total number 
of birds counted – a low 38,051.  The 10 year average for the 
number of birds counted is 73,334.

The number or individual species counted was 99 with the 10 
year average for individual species counted being 101.

We added three new species to the count list: Pacific Loon, 
Sandhill Crane and Barn Swallow.  They may say one swallow 
does not a summer make, but two Barn Swallows certainly make 
a Winter!

We had record counts of the following:
Black-crowned Night-Herons 10 – equals previous record.
Cackling Goose 4 – previous record 2
Northern Shoveler 285 – previous record 179
Hooded Merganser 157 – previous record 70
Merlin 4 – previous record 2
Wild Turkey 93 – previous record 66
Black-legged Kittiwake 2 – previous record 1
Northern Saw-whet Owl 2 – equals previous record
Common Raven 4 – previous record 3
 
We had higher than the 10 year average counts for the following 
species:  Common Loon, Great Blue Heron, Gadwall, Mallard, 
Green-winged Teal, Ring-necked Duck, Lesser Scaup, White-
winged Scoter, Red-breasted Merganser, American Coot, 
Bonaparte’s Gull, Ring-billed Gull, Belted Kingfisher, Great 
Black-backed Gull, Red-breasted Nuthatch, Red-bellied 
Woodpecker, Eastern Bluebird, Carolina Wren, Red-winged 
Blackbird, House Finch, Common Redpoll, Hoary Redpoll, and 
Pine Siskin.

We had low counts and for some species numbers were down 

by 50% or more for the following:  Northern Pintail, Redhead, 
Greater Scaup, Long-Tailed Duck, Common Goldeneye, Sharp-
shinned Hawk, Cooper’s Hawk, Red-tailed Hawk, American 
Kestrel, Herring Gull, Iceland Gull, Glaucous Gull, Rock Pigeon, 
Mourning Dove, Eastern Screech-Owl, Downy Woodpecker, 
Norther Flicker, Pileated Woodpecker, Northern Shrike, Blue 
Jay, American Crow, Black-capped Chickadee, White-breasted 
Nuthatch, Brown Creeper, Golden-crowned Kinglet, American 
Robin, Northern Mockingbird, European Starling, Cedar 
Waxwing, American Tree Sparrow, White-throated Sparrow, 
Song Sparrow, White-crowned Sparrow, Dark-eyed Junco, Snow 
Bunting, Northern Cardinal, American Goldfinch and House 
Sparrow.

Misses were:  Swamp Sparrow, Wood Duck, Red-throated Loon, 
Horned Lark, Hermit Thrush and Evening Grosbeak.

Count week birds included:  Snow Goose, Wood Duck, 
Rough-legged Hawk, Eastern Phoebe, Horned lark, Bohemian 
Waxwing, White-winged Crossbill, Evening Grosbeak and 
Chipping Sparrow.

Counters in the Field 103

Number of hours feeder watching: 75.50
Number of hours owling: 4.75
Number of hours walking: 133.30
Number of hours driving:          61.25
Distance driven owling (km): 22.50
Distance driven daytime (km):         782.20
Distance walked owling (km):           2.25               
Distance walked daytime (km): 149.50

The individual species count is as follows:
(Current average refers to the average count in the HSA 
over the last 10 years)

Hamilton CBC - 2012 2012

Highest 
recorded 

count 
1954-
2011

10 Year 
Current 
Average

Pacific Loon
                       

1 
                 

- 
                

- 

Common Loon
                       

3 
                 

9 
                

2 

Pied-billed Grebe
                       

2 
                 

7 
                

2 

Double-crested Cormorant
                      

31 
               

74 
              

41 
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Great Blue Heron
                      

15 
               

32 
                

8 

Black-crowned Night-Heron
                      

10 
               

10 
                

4 

Trumpeter Swan
                    

118 
             

193 
            

129 

Canada Goose
                 
6,079 

         
10,415 

         
7,497 

Cackling Goose
                       

4 
                 

2 
                

- 

Mute Swan
                      

84 
             

138 
              

86 

Tundra Swan
                      

13 
             

207 
              

16 

Gadwall
                      

64 
             

278 
              

57 

American Black Duck
                    

279 
          
1,170 

            
396 

Mallard
                 
5,251 

         
11,198 

         
5,096 

Mallard x Am. Black Duck 
                       

3 
               

48 
              

16 

Northern Shoveler
                    

285 
             

179 
              

49 

Northern Pintail
                       

4 
               

72 
              

21 

Green-winged Teal
                      

38 
             

112 
              

20 

Canvasback
                    

190 
          
1,073 

            
238 

Redhead
                       

5 
             

367 
              

26 

Ring-necked Duck
                      

95 
             

205 
              

67 

Greater Scaup
                 
2,057 

         
17,556 

         
7,260 

Lesser Scaup
                 
1,208 

          
4,679 

         
1,149 

Surf Scoter
                      

59 
             

224 
              

97 

White-winged Scoter
                    

701 
          
1,077 

            
563 

Black Scoter
                       

6 
               

30 
                

5 

Long-tailed Duck
                    

374 
         

24,304 
        

10,178 

Bufflehead
                    

377 
             

925 
            

494 

Common Goldeneye
                 
1,141 

         
10,456 

         
2,554 

Hooded Merganser
                    

157 
               

70 
              

58 

Common Merganser
                    

827 
          
9,000 

         
1,213 

Red-breasted Merganser
                    

334 
             

589 
            

259 

Ruddy Duck
                    

543 
             

882 
            

549 

   “Duck” species
                 
1,023 

         
10,001 

         
2,506 

Bald Eagle
                       

3 
                 

9 
                

4 

Northern Harrier
                       

1 
               

15 
                

2 

Sharp-shinned Hawk
                       

6 
               

21 
              

14 

Cooper’s Hawk
                       

9 
               

23 
              

16 

   “Accipiter” species
                       

1 
                 

9 
                

3 

Red-tailed Hawk
                      

93 
             

186 
            

142 

American Kestrel
                       

8 
               

50 
              

17 

Merlin
                       

4 
                 

3 
                

2 

Peregrine Falcon
                       

3 
                 

6 
                

4 

Wild Turkey
                      

98 
               

66 
              

31 

American Coot
                    

105 
             

167 
              

92 

Sandhill Crane
                       

2 
                 

- 
                

- 

   Jaeger Species
                       

1 
                 

- 
                

- 

Bonaparte’s Gull
                       

4 
             

111 
                

- 

Ring-billed Gull
                 
2,939 

          
3,467 

         
1,550 

Herring Gull
                    

918 
         

12,600 
         
1,585 

Thayer’s Gull
                       

1 
                 

2 
                

- 

Iceland Gull
                       

2 
               

51 
                

8 

Lesser Black-backed Gull
                       

1 
                 

4 
                

1 

Glaucous Gull
                       

2 
               

70 
              

13 

Great Black-backed Gull
                    

110 
             

433 
              

82 

Black-legged Kittiwake
                       

2 
                 

1 
                

- 

Rock Pigeon
                 
1,081 

          
5,140 

         
2,129 

Mourning Dove
                    

663 
          
2,180 

         
1,287 

Eastern Screech-Owl
                       

9 
               

32 
              

17 

Great Horned Owl
                       

6 
               

45 
                

6 

Northern Saw-whet Owl
                       

2 
                 

2 
                

- 

Belted Kingfisher
                       

8 
               

13 
                

6 

Red-bellied Woodpecker
                      

49 
               

82 
              

39 

Downy Woodpecker
                    

181 
             

323 
            

224 

Hairy Woodpecker
                      

68 
             

126 
              

72 

Northern Flicker
                       

3 
               

52 
              

10 

Pileated Woodpecker
                       

1 
               

14 
                

8 

Northern Shrike
                       

1 
               

21 
                

4 

Blue Jay
                    

155 
             

527 
            

367 

American Crow
                    

495 
          
7,000 

         
1,714 

Common Raven
                       

4 
                 

3 
                

1 

Barn Swallow
                       

2 
                 

- 
                

- 

Black-capped Chickadee
                 
1,315 

          
2,228 

         
1,707 

Tufted Titmouse
                       

1 
                 

8 
                

- 

Red-breasted Nuthatch
                      

69 
               

98 
              

43 

White-breasted Nuthatch
                    

161 
             

286 
            

211 

Brown Creeper
                      

10 
               

97 
              

21 

Carolina Wren
                      

49 
               

52 
              

32 
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Winter Wren
                      

11 
               

38 
              

15 

Golden-crowned Kinglet
                      

11 
             

213 
              

42 

Eastern Bluebird
                      

32 
               

52 
              

25 

American Robin
                    

130 
          
1,587 

            
649 

Northern Mockingbird
                      

14 
               

44 
              

24 

European Starling
                 
2,240 

         
73,000 

        
12,908 

Cedar Waxwing
                    

104 
          
1,136 

            
439 

Yellow-rumped Warbler
                       

1 
                 

8 
                

2 

American Tree Sparrow
                    

473 
          
2,640 

            
666 

Song Sparrow
                      

21 
             

290 
              

34 

White-throated Sparrow
                      

58 
             

213 
            

100 

White-crowned Sparrow
                       

4 
               

52 
              

13 

Dark-eyed Junco
                 
1,175 

          
1,954 

         
1,285 

Snow Bunting
                       

1 
          
1,150 

            
128 

Northern Cardinal
                    

489 
             

672 
            

540 

Red-winged Blackbird
                      

21 
               

68 
                

5 

Brown-headed Cowbird
                       

7 
             

182 
              

14 

Pine Grosbeak
                       

1 
             

354 
                

8 

Purple Finch
                       

3 
               

84 
                

7 

House Finch
                    

608 
          
1,669 

            
480 

Common Redpoll
                    

348 
             

890 
              

48 

Hoary Redpoll
                       

2 
                 

5 
                

1 

Pine Siskin
                    

154 
             

800 
              

42 

American Goldfinch
                    

640 
          
1,358 

            
863 

   “Finch” species
                       

3 
               

46 
              

10 

House Sparrow
                 
1,473 

          
3,500 

         
2,186 

                

2012 CBC Participants:

Anna Baranova, Gerten Basom, Barrie Boatman, Laurel Boatman, Neal Bonner, Peter Booker, James Booker, Mike Boyd, John Brett, Hazel 
Broker, Fran Bullock, Wayne Bullock, Albert Butwick, Ron Campeau, Ezra Campanelli, Giovanni Campanelli, Lorenzo Campanelli, Sue Carson, 
Jerry Chapple, Michael Clark, Mark Cranford, Tim Cranford, Bill Crins, Ian Darling, Jenny Darling, Sandy Darling, Sherry Darling, Ewout 
Degelder, Jan Degelder, Edward Dinniwell, Graham Dinniwell, Robert Dinniwell, Rob Dobos, Bryan Drown, Barney Dutka, Helene Dutka, 
Cheryl Edgecombe, Brian Enter, Kathy Evans, Lois Evans, Russ Evans, Chris Gardiner, Denys Gardiner, Helga Gerhardt, Jim Heslop, Fran Hicks, 
Brandon Holden, Eric Holden, John Holmstead, Lukian Husak, Zakhar Husak, Kyna Intini, Beth Jefferson, Mark Jennings, Dave Jolly, Aaron 
Keating, Andrew Keaveney, Manfred Kolster, Ursula Kolster, Bill Lamond, Gordon Lewer, Deborah Lindeman, Joyce Litster, Robert Maciver, 
Bruce Mackenzie, Stu Mackenzie, Len Manning, Kevin McLaughlin, Gord McNulty, Matt Mills, Frank Morley, Ryk Naves, George Naylor, Daphne 
Payne, Dennis Price, Bill Read, David Restivo, Orv Reynolds, Alf Senior, Yves Scholten, Caleb Scholtens, Peter Scholtens, George Sims, Joan Sims, 
Bill Smith, Charles Smith, Rick Snider, Doris Southwell, Robert Stamp, Chris Street, Mike Street, Dana Summach, Neil Taylor, Lisa Teskey, Tom 
Thomas, Herman van Barneveld, Phillip Waggett, Rob Waldhuber, Joan Wallace, Angie Williams, Ken Williams, Ross Wood, Brian Wylie. 
If I have forgotten anyone, please contact me.  Regards, 
Tom Thomas – Compiler
January 17, 2013

American Wigeon. Desjardins Canal, Hamilton. Feb.20, 2013. 
Photo by Joanne Redwood.

THANK YOU FOR PARTICIPATING 
IN THE 2012 

CHRISMAS DAY COUNT!
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On February 18, 2013, a Cooper’s Hawk 
caught this American Tree Sparrow in the 

backyard of the photographer, Gerten Basom.

Red-tailed Hawk. Photo by Robert Murray.

Bald Eagle. Sedgewick Park, Oakville.  
Dec. 22, 2012. Photo by Joanne Redwood.

Red-tailed Hawk. Windermere Basin. 
November 29, 2012. 

Photo by Barry Armstrong.

Northern Shrike. Red Hill Outlet, Hamilton. 
Feb. 7, 2013.  Photo by Joanne Redwood.

Cooper’s Hawk. Sedgewick Park, Oakville. 
Jan. 9, 2013. Photo by Ken Newcombe.

R a p t o r s
They know where to find their food, even in the winter. The Cooper’s Hawk has become

adept at finding sparrows and doves at our feeders, or takes, just like us, an interest in lingering warblers at 
Sedgewick Park. Eagles find fish around open waters, which our factories provide. Red-tailed Hawks can’t 
wait until the morning commute when the road-side restaurant opens.  Talon-less Northern Shrikes, not a 

raptor in the strict sense of the word, cope without human help, managing to carve out a living (literally) by 
taking down birds and small mammals.



 

What is the Hamilton Naturalists’ Club?
The Hamilton Naturalists’ Club is a non-profit organization with over 500 members dedicated to the study, 

appreciation and conservation of our wild plants and animals.

The Club traces its history to the founding of the Hamilton Bird Protection Society in 1919. Our early 
achievements include the designation of Cootes Paradise as a nature reserve in 1927, 

and the organization of 34,000 children in Junior Audubon Clubs across Canada during the 1930’s. 
We celebrated our 90th anniversary in 2009.  Our goals are:

• to promote the enjoyment of nature through environmental appreciation and conservation
• to foster public interest and education in the appreciation and study of nature

• to encourage the conservation of natural resources and environmental protection

Even Eastern Screech Owls have to yawn every now and then, especially after eating mice and voles with bones and skin still attached.
LaSalle Marina, Burlington. March.8, 2013. Photo by Joanne Redwood.
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