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Thinking of Spring
THE FIRST DAY of spring occurs in mid-March, but for many the start of the 
season is signalled by spring migration. Though this familiar return of favou-
rite bird species—and not-so-familiar overshoots—is still a few months away, 
it’s never too soon to start dreaming of days spent outside without heavy jack-
ets and woolen mittens. Last month, we asked readers to let us know which 
bird they’re most looking forward to seeing this spring. The responses are so 
wonderful! Read them all on pages 152–154. Thanks so much to everyone who 
participated.

Keeping with the birding theme, MICHAEL ROWLANDS recaps the January 
Bird Study Group Meeting that featured the Third Ontario Breeding Bird Atlas, 
and CHRIS MOTHERWELL reports the results of the Sixth Peach Tree Christ-
mas Bird Count. CATHERINE MANSCHOT shares how the Niagara Peninsula 
Hawkwatch has connected with birders online via identification webinars.

AMANDA DRAVES tells us how real Christmas trees help local creeks when 
the holiday season is over. BOB CURRY pays tribute to former HNC president 
Chauncey Wood, a great naturalist and even better friend.

In the centre of this issue you’ll find The Duckling, a special section for 
young naturalists. I hope it brings a smile and some fun to young nature lovers 
(and perhaps a quiet moment for older ones!).

Happy adventuring!

From the Editor

Andrea MacLeod
Editor in Chief

The Wood Duck is the official publication of the 
Hamilton Naturalists’ Club and is produced by 
members of the Club.

Opinions expressed in The Wood Duck are those of 
the author and do not necessarily reflect those of 
the Editor or the Hamilton Naturalists’ Club.

For information about contacting the Board of 
Directors, visit our website at:
hamiltonnature.org/about-us/board-of-directors
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THERE IS CONCERN for the fate of the large Cliff Swal-
low (CLSW) colony that nests under the current Argyle St. 
bridge. The old bridge will be destroyed, and a new bridge 
installed, in 2023. Swallows build mud nests on concrete. The 
new bridge will be built of steel, on which the swallows won’t 
be able to build their nests.

If you agree that the MTO should ensure that the Caledonia 
Argyle St. bridge construction is done in a way that preserves 
the Cliff Swallow colony and are interested in adding your 
voice to this issue, please sign this petition: bit.ly/2YY34BI 

We will send the completed petition to the MTO’s bridge 
replacement team along with politicians and provincial and 
federal agencies. 

Petition: Endangered Cliff Swallow Colony

Hamilton Naturalists’ Club
News and Updates

Status of Club Activities and 
Sanctuaries

Hamilton
Naturalists’
Club

MONTHLY GENERAL MEETINGS are continuing to be held 
online only. For the meeting link, visit our website:
hamiltonnature.org/activities/monthly-meetings

BIRD STUDY GROUP will continue to meet online only. For 
the meeting link, visit our website:
hamiltonnature.org/birding/bird-study-group

IN-PERSON EVENTS remain on hold for the time being. Take 
our survey to let us know your thoughts on attending in-per-
son events in the future: surveymonkey.com/r/Q289GXT

SANCTUARY ACCESS is being assessed on an on-going basis. 

For up-to-date information about any of the above, please 
visit our website at HAMILTONNATURE.ORG 

Update: Tax Receipts 
and Membership Cards
Tax receipts will be sent out in February. Check 
your mail for them. If you haven’t received one 
by the end of the month, contact the Member-
ship Director.

Due to the virtual nature of the world today, to 
save on costs, and reduce waste, we will not be 
sending out physical membership cards.

For anyone who would like a physical mem-
bership card, they can reach out directly to 
membership@hamiltonnature.org to have one 
mailed to them. 

(Photo: By Steve Jurvetson - originally posted to Flickr as A Curious Swallow, 
CC BY 2.0)

by GEORGE NAYLOR and COLLEEN REILLY
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Species of the Month:
Long-Eared Owl (Asio otus)

Order: Strigiformes

Identification: Characteristic ‘surprised’ look, with two 
tufts above their eyes that give an impression of exclama-
tion marks. Medium-sized, narrow-looking bird. Overall 
colouration is dark with orange-ish or buff face. Feather 
patterning has dark brown streaking and barring. Yellow 
eyes, white eyebrows, and a black beak.

Habitat: Pine stands, dense foliage. Forage in open areas 
like grasslands. Have been known to nest in baskets and 
nest boxes.

Range: Widespread across North America.

The Photo: Bob Curry snapped this shot on January 18, 
2021 in Bronte Provincial Park.
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On the Cover:
Blue-Gray Gnatcatcher (Polioptila caerulea)
Order: Passeriformes

Identification: Small (10–11 cm in length) with long 
legs and tail. Straight bill. Thin white eye-ring. Body is 
light blue-gray on back and white-gray on the chest. Tail 
is black with a white underside. Darts in short bursts to 
catch insects in the air.

Habitat: Nests in deciduous forests (east) and areas dom-
inated by shrubs (west). Winters in open woods.

Range: Present as a breeding resident through much of 
the U.S. Breeding range in Canada is limited to south-
ern Ontario and southern Quebec. Permanent resident 
throughout Mexico and Florida.

The Photo: Ray Hennessey took this photo in New Jersey, 
USA. (See more of Ray’s work at RAYHENNESSY.COM)

Have a suggestion for a cover shot? Let us know at 
woodduck@hamiltonnature.org RA
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OUR FIRST WEBINAR of the new year opened with some general 
announcements and comments by Jackson Hudecki, the director 
of the Bird Study Group. Some notable bird sightings in the pre-
vious weeks were a Pacific Loon and a possible California Gull. 
He then invited Rob Porter, coordinator of the annual Hamilton 
Christmas Bird Count, to join the call for a summary of what was 
a “strange year” for our CBC!

Rob had already submitted a report of the 100th annual CBC 
to the Hamilton Birders listserv earlier in the month, but Jackson 
specifically asked him how the pandemic had changed things. 
With more people staying home because of COVID-19 travel 
restrictions, Rob said that more birders were available than usu-
al and more new birders wanted to be paired with experienced 
counters. As a result, more urban zones, parks, and industrial 
corridors (Northern Mockingbird haunts!) were surveyed than 
previously by the volunteers, always in safe groups of five or few-
er observers. Also, more people reported feeder and yard birds 
because they had seen more birds from being housebound and 
becoming more aware of their neighbourhood birds.

Asked about his other birding activities, Rob mentioned he 
has been recording bird songs in local areas and hosts a podcast 
called Songscapes, where you can hear some of his recordings (to 
listen, visit bit.ly/36V2aKw). Future projects for Rob include fin-
ishing an eBook of all the birds seen in the Hamilton Study Area 
and organizing a spring bird count. In the few years since becom-
ing involved with the HNC and the BSG, Rob has become a real 
asset and he was thanked for his valuable contributions.

Jackson then introduced Mike Cadman, Songbird Biologist 
with Environment and Climate Change Canada. He has been the 
Atlas Coordinator for all editions of the Ontario Breeding Bird 
Atlas so far, including the forthcoming Atlas-3. Conducted every 
20 years, he says this will be his last Atlas project. From 2021 to 
2025, volunteers will observe and count breeding birds in 10 x 10 

km squares in 47 regions across Ontario. Assistant Atlas Coor-
dinator and Hamilton resident Kaelyn Bumelis was also on the 
call to provide supplementary information about the project. She 
spoke to the BSG last October about dwindling populations of 
aerial insectivores and first mentioned her role in Atlas-3 to the 
BSG at that time.

Mike first explained that the basic goals of the Atlas-3 project 
are to determine population sizes and map the distribution and 
relative abundance of the nearly 300 species of breeding birds of 
Ontario; to gather data on breeding locations and abundance for 
species at risk; and to expand or enhance coverage of the North. 
All this new data will then be compared with data from Atlas-2 to 
see how we are trending. Like its predecessors, Atlas-3 is support-
ed by Birds Canada, Ontario Nature, Ontario Field Ornitholo-
gists, the Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources and Forests, and 
Environment and Climate Change Canada. 

The actual field observations will be done by interested birders 
of all levels as their contribution to citizen science. At the time 
of our webinar, nearly 1,100 volunteers had signed up to be part 
of Atlas-3 in various capacities. Each square will have a Princi-
pal Atlasser who will be responsible for gathering the required 
data from each volunteer in that region. Volunteers may: do point 
counts; submit periodic checklists; mentor new birders/Atlassers; 
conduct special surveys of owls, nightjars, or colonial birds; offer 
incidental observations (e.g., hawk pairs on the side of a high-
way); supply photos or set up automated recording units (ARUs). 
In addition, people will be needed to help with translation and to 
coordinate travel logistics for Northern Ontario observers. There 
are lots of ways to contribute and it is fun! (For complete informa-
tion on how to get involved, visit BIRDSONTARIO.ORG)

Volunteering for Atlas-3 is a great way to learn more about 
birds and their habits in a particular location, Mike claimed. 
It challenges your knowledge, skills, and energy to find all the 

The Third Ontario Breeding 
Bird Atlas
With Mike Cadman and Rob Dobos
by MICHAEL ROWLANDS

MEETING RECAP: BIRD STUDY GROUP
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breeding birds in your square and gives you the satisfaction of 
working for a common goal as a citizen scientist. The data from 
Atlas-3 will be made available to researchers on climate change, 
for projects on conservation planning, species-at-risk, forestry 
land-use change, and more.

Mike then described how a computer application, Nature-
Counts, will be used to easily capture each volunteer’s observa-
tions, whether along a road, on a trail, or at a stationary point. Ev-
idence gathered for each bird species seen will be sorted into one 
of four possible categories: observed (but species is outside breed-
ing habitat), possible breeding, probable breeding, and confirmed 
breeding. Birders with expertise in identifying birds by their calls 
or songs will do point counts at 25 or more specified spots in their 
squares. There will even be the ability for non-experts to submit 
five-minute recordings of the bird songs they hear, which experts 
will decipher later. Atlas-3, whether it becomes a printed book or 
remains an online reference, will feature breeding evidence maps 
and, for the first time, relative abundance maps showing changes 
since Atlas-2. A new resource will be a “probability of observa-
tion” map.

Next Mike outlined some of the changes that had been ob-
served between Atlas-2 and Atlas-1, listing some of the species 
that had increased (such as Wild Turkeys, Bald Eagles, and Sand-
hill Cranes), some that had decreased (including aerial insecti-
vores, grassland birds, and Upland Sandpiper), and the probable 
reasons why. In itemizing the common birds observed in Atlas-2, 
it was surprising that the Nashville Warbler was the most com-
mon at 15 million birds in Ontario! In finishing, he encouraged 
anyone who is interested in being a volunteer for Atlas-3 to get 
registered. Kaelyn supplied the following link where you can sign 
up: BIRDSCANADA.ORG/BIRDMON/ONATLAS/REGISTER.JSP

The final speaker of the evening was Rob Dobos, a long-stand-
ing member of the HNC and the BSG. He is the Regional Coor-
dinator of the Hamilton Region (15) for Atlas-3. A serious birder 
for over 35 years, Rob is well-versed in bird counts and breed-
ing surveys. He compiled the Noteworthy Bird Records for the 
Hamilton area for 22 years, served on the Ontario Bird Records 
Committee in several capacities, and became the Regional Co-
ordinator for the Hamilton Region in the second year of Atlas-2. 
Recently retired from Environment Canada, he says he should 
have more time to spend in the field during this Atlas and is look-
ing forward to seeing what has changed with breeding popula-
tions in our region.

Region 15 contains 31 squares, all in the Carolinian Zone, 
Rob explained, and is urban in the northern rural in the southern 
part. About 30% of the Primary Atlassers were also involved in 
Atlas-2 (2001–2005). At the time of the webcast, he had Primary 
Atlassers for all but one square—the Oshweken area, part of Six 

Nations. For Atlas-2, there were 165 species reported in Region 
15: 85% with confirmed, 11% with probable, and 4% with possi-
ble breeding evidence. On average, there were 93 breeding spe-
cies per square, with numbers ranging from 35 to 125. Virtually 
all the squares had at least 20 hours of observations and 25 point 
counts performed during the observation period.

Rob then commented on several of the best highlights of At-
las-2 (e.g., first breeding record of Black-necked Stilt in Ontario) 
and mentioned some of the species that sadly had declined since 
Atlas-1 (1981–1985) (e.g., Red-headed Woodpecker, Upland 
Sandpiper, and Golden-winged Warbler). He suggested Atlas-3 
volunteers should especially watch for these. Ending his overview 
on a cheerier note, he predicted we might see breeding evidence 
for a few species with expanding territories that have been seen 
in recent years but were absent or not prevalent in Atlas-2: Fish 
Crow, Common Raven, Merlin, Sandhill Crane, Barred Owl, Pine 
Siskin, and Black Tern. With more birders around and lots of ear-
ly enthusiasm already being seen for Atlas-3, Rob was confident 
that Region 15 will meet all its objectives. He invited anyone with 
Atlas questions to contact him at RDOBOS@COGECO.CA

After some final Atlas-3 questions were answered by Rob, 
Mike, and Kaelyn, and all the evening’s speakers were thanked, 
Jackson closed the webinar around 9:20 p.m. While many of us 
had taken part in screen time beyond our usual daily dosage, it 
was a highly informative webinar and we hope lots of those who 
attended were inspired to volunteer for the Atlas-3 project. 

The breeding territory of Barred Owls is expanding. (Photo: Mdf, CC 
BY-SA 3.0)
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What Bird Do You Most 
Want to See This Spring?
Spring migration is a highlight of the year for many birders, bringing with it familiar 
migrants and over-shoots alike. One of the best parts of spring migration is that there’s 
something for everyone. We asked members what bird they’d most like to see during 
spring migration this year and why. The responses are wonderful. Thanks to everyone 
who shared their answer!

During this spring migration, I 
would most like to see a Northern 

Harrier. I love raptors, and spotting 
one of these beautiful “grey ghosts” 

would be amazing!

HANNAH VANDERVELDE

Brown Thrasher—common but 
inconspicuous, according to Sibley.
Always a treat for me to find one.
Years ago, Helen and I camped at 
Pinery Provincial Park, last week 

of May, and I always found a family 
of Thrashers in the brush near our  
campsite. Migratory birds are all 
business. Migrated, arrived, built 

nest, lay eggs, brood and hatch eggs, 
fledge, by last week in May.

The Thrashers also brought a singing 
Whip-poor-will along.

FRANK MORLEY

It is hard to decide which bird I 
would prefer to see the most. I like 
most of the warblers. They all look 

spectacular. But I really like to see the 
Northern Parula. I only saw it twice 
so far, once at Point Pelee and once 

at Long Point. They were both really 
beautiful with soft colours and so 

tiny. And I would like to hear them 
singing, not only on my iPhone.

URSULA KOLSTER

The bird I would most want to see 
this spring is the Sandhill Crane. 

As a birder who rarely travels, I have 
encountered this awe inspiring bird 

only three times since I left my native 
Saskatchewan decades ago. Back in 

my youth I was enthralled hear, then 
see (always in that order), large flocks 

of Sandhills, known locally as ‘wild 
turkeys’ because of their flight calls, 
passing overhead, almost invisibly 

high. On one memorable occasion I 
looked up into a sky scudding with 
puffy white clouds, trying to locate 

the source of the clarion, and saw the 
ragged lines of cranes emerge from a 
rapidly moving cloud, cross a swatch 
of intense prairie blue, and disappear 

into the heart of the next cloud in their 
path. A breath-taking sight!

JERRY BLOOM

Indigo bunting, hummingbird,
and blue bird.

WENDY SQUIRES

I would like to see the robin. Since I 
was a child on the farm, this has long 

been my sign that spring is here.

VELMA CARROLL

I am really looking forward to seeing 
an Indigo Bunting this spring!  I’ve 
only seen this bird twice in my area. 
It is so eye-catching that it is hard to 

mistake. I didn’t get a very good photo 
of the one in my garden last year so 
I’m really hoping that I will see one 
this year! It is a very special bird!!

FRANCES CLARKE
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Baltimore Oriole! It has such a 
beautiful song!

 ROSE-ANNE ST. JEAN

The bird(s) I would most like to see 
is Tundra Swan. The first hint is 

their call and that is often all you get. 
They may sweep past high overhead 
in a break in the cloud presenting a 
challenge in counting them if you 

are doing a survey.

MARION FLETCHER

Each year I have about four pairs 
of orioles that feed regularly at our 

feeders. They bring back their young 
ones to learn about the feeders. They 

snack on the nectar, jelly, and or-
anges that we put out. They have be-
come my favourite. Indigo buntings 

used to stay about a week feeding 
on niger seeds several years in a row 
but now they no longer stop by on 
their migration. Living close to the 
Bruce Trail, we are blessed with the 
sight of many birds in our backyard 

year-round.

SUSAN AND LESLIE MACMILLAN

Kirtland’s Warbler, Woodcock,
and Whip-poor-will.

COLLEEN REILLY

Eastern Meadowlark.

 SCOTT GUTHRIE

In Hamilton: Northern Wheatear! 
(or Siberian Rubythroat)

GEORGE NAYLOR

The bird that I hope to see is a scarlet 
tanager. A couple of years ago, we 
had several here in the Vinemount 
neighbourhood. They are beautiful 
with their red colouring and they 

sound like a robin in a hurry. They 
were here only for a few days and 

then moved on. I would love to see 
them again.

RUTH ANN SHUKER

Eastern meadowlark (Sturnella 
magna) is a strikingly beautiful bird 
of the grasslands and its melanchol-

ic song—see you, see yer—means 
spring. I saw this bird perched on 
a tree at the Grimsby Wetlands on 

March 16, 2020. Hoping for a better 
future for this species that is listed as 

‘threatened’ (2011) in Canada.

DEENA ERRAMPALLI

From March 1 to May 15, one day a 
week I count migrating raptors with 
the NPH. My weekly commitment 

means that I see most migrating 
raptor species and many other spring 
migrants. What I would like to see is 
either a Swainson’s Hawk or Missis-

sippi Kite, because it is some time 
since we have recorded one, or even 

better a real rarity like Swallow-tailed 
Kite or Gyrfalcon. Come join us at 

Beamer Memorial Conservation Area 
in Grimsby.

SANDY DARLING

I would very much like to see a male 
Wood Duck. I have seen the females 
but not yet a male. From the pictures 
I see and from what people tell me, 

they are gorgeous.

JANINA VANDERPOST

I always await the arrival of a male 
scarlet tanager. Call it family nostal-
gia. Family members in neighbouring 
cottages in the Algonquin Highlands 
were awed by the beauty of this rare 
visitor hanging around the premises 

some decades ago now.

GLENN WELBOURN

Baltimore Orioles. They are here for 
such a short time before migrating, 

and are so stunning.
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The birds that I wait for each 
spring are the chimney swifts that 
nest next door to us in the church 
chimney. They are so much fun to 

watch as they swoop and dive. Once 
the eggs hatch we can hear the little 
ones in the evenings as the parents 
bring them food. I always think of 

how far they fly each spring and fall 
and hope they have a safe journey.

 JULIA DAWSON

I would most like to see a Golden-
winged Warbler. When I started 

banding back in the early 80s they 
were a relatively common breeding 

warbler along the edges of the slough 
forest out here in York. By the mid-
90s they were rare to non-existent. 

Would love to see another one.

RICK LUDKIN

Here’s a picture of the bird I am hop-
ing to see return this spring. A pair 
of House Wrens nested next door 

but spent a lot of time in our garden, 
building a decoy nest in the bird-

house in the picture, cramming it full 
of tiny twigs. This little House Wren 
had an outsize personality and sang 
so joyfully last spring—we could all 

use a little of that joy this spring!

DIANNE SEED

Migration makes spring one of the 
best times of the year. And the birds 

I find most enjoyable to see are 
those energetic, spirit-raising, often 
colourful, warblers. Over the years 
I have been fortunate to see most of 
the warblers available to us here in 

Ontario but one species continues to 
avoid my life list: the yellow-breast-
ed chat. This year will provide extra 
challenges but hope springs eternal!

PHIL MOZEL

The bird I would most like to see 
this spring is the Kirtland’s war-
bler. It is a little bit difficult to say 
why, but it has always captured my 
imagination due to its rarity, spe-
cific habitat requirements, limited 
range, and status as a conservation 
success story. A near miss in Point 

Pelee as a child helps solidify its 
place, too. With any luck, its voice 
will be one of the many that come 

our way this spring!

MIKE MACLEOD

The bird I’d like to see most during 
the 2021 spring migration is a tie 
between the Black Tern and the 
Cerulean Warbler! Both are elu-

sive in their respective habitats, and 
because I don’t often twitch species 

I hope to encounter them on my 
birding travels through the HSA.

JACKSON HUDECKI

Top of my list would be 
Prothonotary Warbler. I have yet to 
see that species, or Connecticut or 

Cerulean warblers. Looking forward 
to spring! 

SIMON CARTER

Although it is an introduced species, 
I’d like to see a Ring-necked Pheas-

ant in the Mount Hope area this 
spring. Since this species was record-
ed during the last Atlas survey in the 
Mount Hope square, it would be nice 
to add this species to the OBBA3 da-
tabase as well. I also remember these 

birds being more common locally 
when I was a teenager growing up on 

a farm in this area.

 LYN FOLKES

Painted Bunting. Never seen one.

C. BERO
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We always look forward to the mi-
gration of Tundra Swans through 

the Long Point area. They come 
by the thousands and are truly a 

most amazing sight to see and their 
distinctive call is awesome to hear in 
such large numbers. These harbin-
gers of spring are something that 

everyone should experience at least 
once in their lifetime.

JAYNE AND J.J. KNOTT

My choice would be Yellow Rail.
It would be a life bird.

ROBERT WALDHUBER
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G R I N E H K Y L Y T A R D

Y A N X S Y O M L G B D J N
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Q T N O T A I L M C G M B Q

Can you find all the words describing birds?

BEAK

BIRD

EGG

FLY

BILL

TAIL

CHICK

WING

FEATHERS

MIGRATE

NEST



Spot the 5 differences between the pictures.



Help the bird get to the berries.

Scavenger Hunt: How many can you find?

  A pinecone

  A leaf 

  A flat rock

  A feather

  A spider web

  Something fluffy

  Tree roots

  A tree with leaves

  A tree with needles

  Something too big to carry

  A squirrel

  Two different birds
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Merry Creek-mas
Christmas Trees for Creek Health
by AMANDA DRAVES

COVID-19 KEPT US close to home in 2020, and more people 
were eager to cut down and decorate a real Christmas tree this 
past holiday season. Christmas tree sales were at a record high, 
with many places selling out and shortages everywhere. But 
once Christmas is over, what happens to these trees? 

Most trees are destined to head to a landfill, where they are 
often mulched or burned. However, at Conservation Halton, 
we like to give them a happier ending—and help the fish that 
call Halton’s creeks home. Every year, our Landowner Out-
reach and Restoration team works with community, industry, 
and municipal partners to collect trees after Christmas and 
‘upcycle’ them within our watersheds. 

Christmas trees can be used in a variety of ways in environ-
mental projects, but the most common way we use them is to 
narrow creeks. Many creeks in Ontario have historically been 
over-widened. When creeks are too wide, this creates more 
surface area for water to heat up, which is detrimental to the 
cold water fish species that rely on cold water to survive, espe-
cially during hot summer months. Wide creeks can also cause 
sediment, carried by water as it moves, to deposit when the 
water slows down as it hits a widened area. Sediment carries 
important nutrients through the watercourse. Disrupting this 
process can hurt the overall health of a creek—not to mention 

CREEK, CONTINUED ON PAGE 161

Before (left) and after (right) narrowing the creek bed using sediment mats made of real Christmas trees. (Photos: Conservation Halton)
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Hawks in Flight
Identification Webinars with the Niagara Peninsula Hawkwatch
by CATHERINE MANSCHOT

THE NIAGARA PENINSULA Hawkwatch (NPH) has many 
worthy goals, the most notable being the annual spring count 
from the tower at Beamer Conservation Area. When I first 
joined this organization a couple of years ago, I was amazed 
to hear that the NPH has had volunteers counting hawks since 
1975. What a track record! Raptors are top predators and each 
species serves as an important indicator of the health of the 
ecosystem in which it lives. Among other things, NPH data 
makes a valuable contribution to a greater understanding of 
hawk migration, how hawks are faring in North America, and 
the health of a variety of ecosystems. 

The other remarkable contribution NPH counters make is 
their outreach work with the general public and bird enthusi-
asts alike. NPH counters spread the joy of identifying hawks 
in flight, which promotes a real connection with birds and 
the natural world. This can spark a greater appreciation for 
nature and even perhaps inspire new advocates for conser-
vation. This outreach work, in my view, is equally important 
to our actual counting. We need to continue to promote the 
importance of these amazing creatures.

Learning how to ID hawks in flight can take some time. 

To make a good ID it is best to use several characteristics 
and never rely on just one. One challenge is when migrating 
raptors are so high in the sky that field marks are not visi-
ble. Therefore, characteristics such as flight behaviour, shape, 
wingbeats, and migration timing are used instead. I remem-
ber reading an article once that described the hawks in flight 
ID process as “dot identification”. That is perhaps a bit of an 
extreme description, but not too far from the truth at times. 
However, learning how to do this is a rewarding experience. 
As all nature enthusiasts can appreciate, developing new in-
sights about the natural world enriches the way in which you 
look at things. 

Since our 2020 spring count was compromised by 
COVID-19 and we lost the opportunity to share much of our 
hawk count with other people, Matt Mills (NPH Training 
Coordinator) and I decided to run some hawk ID training 
days in the fall of 2020 in the Hamilton area. While we don’t 
encounter the raptor numbers you would see at some other 
hawkwatches, such as Hawk Cliff near St. Thomas in the fall, 
we can get some stunning results in our area when the winds 
are in our favour. One day, we took a group of about ten in-

terested hawkwatchers out to the Gate of 
Heaven Cemetery to witness the migra-
tion and we saw at least one representa-
tive species of buteos, falcons, accipiters, 
vultures, and eagles. It was great to have 
such a variety to be able to discuss differ-
ent family characteristics and the differ-
ent categories one can use for hawk ID. 
Luckily, the weather was agreeable that 
day and helped boost the enjoyment fac-
tor. We received good feedback from our 
participants. 

Unfortunately, the COVID-19 restric-
tions came into play once again and with 
rising case counts, we could no longer 
hold these training days. Then Matt had 
the great idea of holding webinars in-
stead. While books, webinars, and videos (Image Courtesy of NPH)



THE WOOD DUCK    161

can’t replace the in-the-field experience, these webinars have 
been a great way to cover a lot of material and provide an 
important alternative for many who lost their regular outdoor 
birding group events. As of January 31, 2021, we’ve complet-
ed six webinars and covered information on all the common 
species and even some of the rare ones as well. In February, 
we held another two webinars to cover more details about the 
identification process and how to conduct a hawk count.

The participant turn out has been great. We started out 
with approximately ten and this grew quickly to around 20. 
There has been a core of about 14 that have attended consis-
tently. This is encouraging as it shows the dedication and will-
ingness to commit some time to learning about hawk ID. A 
few participants have even expressed an interest in our men-
toring program, to learn how to be a counter one day. 

Another outcome of these webinars has been the develop-
ment of information charts. Participants asked about hand-
outs with consolidated data on Ontario raptors and NPH 
migration statistics. As a result, we made charts to describe 
each species in the following categories: size, proportions, 
shape, field marks, flight behaviour, and migration numbers 
and timing during our spring counts at Beamer Conservation 
Area. These charts are available for viewing and download 

on the NPH website at NPHAWKWATCH.CA/RESOURCES for 
anyone interested in learning more about hawk ID.

The Hawks in Flight Identification webinars have been 
a useful alternative for continuing the important work that 
NPH counters do each spring. We couldn’t witness these in-
credible birds in the great outdoors as much as we wanted to 
last year, but at least the NPH could offer some training we-
binars and develop some resources in the interim. I hope that 
as COVID-19 restrictions are lifted, we will be able to resume 
our normal spring count practices at Beamer Conservation 
Area soon and I look forward to seeing you then! 

flooding issues that can arise when too much sediment builds 
up in one place.

To help fix these problems, we often construct what we call 
‘sediment mats’. These mats are made of Christmas trees that 
are anchored in place by biodegradable twine and wooden 
stakes. This process will narrow a creek, which will increase 
water movement and help with sediment transport. Sediment 
will also catch in the trees, creating an extension of the creek 
bank over time. In as few as two years, depending on the con-
ditions, a Christmas tree sediment mat can disappear, with 
trees and shrubs growing on top of the anchored Christmas 
trees. Sediment mats are also a great way to contribute to stor-
ing carbon in our environment. By installing Christmas trees 
in creeks, instead of burning them and releasing carbon, car-
bon is stored in the wood and breaks down into the soil over 
time, which results in long-term carbon storage and improved 
resilience as we work to manage our natural spaces in a chang-
ing climate.

So next January, if you live in the Hamilton and Halton 
area, consider repurposing your tree for the fish that call our 
region home! And if you think that installing Christmas trees 
in creeks sounds like a fun way to spend an afternoon, we 

are always looking to recruit volunteers to help—we couldn’t 
complete our work without the help of our volunteer army!

For more information about volunteering, contact Aman-
da Draves, Restoration Project Field Technician, Conserva-
tion Halton, at stewardship@hrca.on.ca 

SOURCES
Lourenco, Denio. “High demand for Christmas trees sparking

worries of a holiday shortage.” CTV News. 1 December, 2020. 
https://www.ctvnews.ca/canada/high-demand-for-christmas-
trees-sparking-worries-of-a-holiday-shortage-1.5212520. 
Accessed 17 December, 2020.

Neustaeter, Brooklyn. “High demand for Christmas trees has
Canadians looking for alternatives.”CTV News. 14 December, 
2020.  https://www.ctvnews.ca/canada/high-demand-for-christ-
mas-trees-has-canadians-looking-for-alternatives-1.5230171 
Accessed 17 December, 2020

Simmons, Taylor. “Discarded Christmas trees used to restore
creeks and streams, protect fish in Halton.” CBC. 4 January, 
2019. https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/toronto/halton-christ-
mas-tree-conservation-1.4966309. Accessed 17 December, 
2020.
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Example of an information chart developed for NPH webinars. (Image © NPH)
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TO START, I want to thank the 40 counters who ventured out 
despite uncertain weather conditions and the continuing pan-
demic and covered 26 of the 29 available zones. This number 
is down from the last two years, in which both had 57, and is 
most likely due to the pandemic, as some people chose not to 
participate and those who did kept to much smaller groups. 
Weather was also a factor as some were concerned about ice 
conditions due to the temperatures hovering around zero. Snow 
squalls started around 8:00 a.m., just when many birders were 
starting their rounds. With the blowing snow and heavy fog on 
the lake, counting waterbirds was all but useless, so many went 
back to the lakeshore after noon, with dramatically different re-
sults. (I was counting the waterfront between Hunter Road and 
Kerman Dr. at 8:00 a.m.—there were 130 Common Goldeneyes, 
three Hooded Mergansers, and nothing else could be seen due 
to the heavy fog. At 1:00 p.m., there were rafts of over 6,000 
birds and many more too far out to ID.) The snow caused some 
limited visibility in urban and wooded areas, though the effect 
of the snow on the trees was beautiful. Of the 40 counters, two 
were counting at home feeders and six walked 18.4 km along 
the Bruce Trail in Grimsby.

I also want to offer many thanks to Bruce Mackenzie for 
co-ordinating and compiling this count for the past five years 
and co-ordinating the zones for this count.

The total number of individual birds was 40,517, the third 
highest to date. The total number of species was 80, including 
three Count Week (CW) species (Cackling Goose, Great Horned 
Owl, Short-eared Owl), which is the highest species total to date.

Counters in the field 38
Hours feeder watching 13.2
Hours owling 3.0
Hours walking 39.0
Hours driving 56.0
Distance driven owling (km) 2.5
Distance driven daytime (km) 750.1
Distance walked owling (km) 1.0
Distance walked daytime (km) 63.0

There was a total of eight new birds for the count: Wood 
Duck, American Wigeon, Belted Kingfisher, Yellow-bellied 
Sapsucker, Brown Thrasher, White-winged Crossbill, Common 
Redpoll, and Hoary Redpoll. Due to the predicted increase of 
winter finches this year, three species were found, with Com-
mon Redpolls providing a whopping 554 birds. Other than in 
2015 (first year of the count), this is the highest number for a 
first-time bird. These additions give an overall species total of 
107 for the count. Wood Duck, American Wigeon, Belted King-
fisher, Yellow-bellied Sapsucker, and Brown Thrasher are all 
rare in January and great finds to add to our total.

For the count record highs and lows, the seven new species 
are not included. We had eleven count highs (note: number in 
parentheses is the species’ previous high): Northern Pintail 3 (1), 
Canvasback 7 (1), Greater Scaup 410 (187), Black Scoter 60 (46), 
Wild Turkey 376 (256), Eastern Screech-Owl 9 (6), Horned Lark 
90 (18), Northern Cardinal 231 (200), Pine Siskin 10 (1), Ameri-
can Goldfinch 511 (436), and House Sparrow 1,728 (1,715). This 
is only the second count for Canvasback and Northern Pintail—
let’s hope we keep finding them in the “depths” of winter. Big in-
crease for Greater Scaup, which has fluctuated over the years.

The nine record lows for the count were (note: number in pa-
rentheses is species’ previous low): Tundra Swan 1 (3), Lesser Scaup 
4 (17), Bufflehead 1 (19), Pileated Woodpecker 3 (4), Peregrine 
Falcon 1 (3), Field Sparrow 1 (2), White-throated Sparrow 1 (9), 
Swamp Sparrow 1 (4). Only one Bufflehead is surprising, as they 
have been on every count and can be found every winter around 
the area.

For species that have been on at least two previous counts, 
twelve were not found this year: Gadwall, Common Loon, Horned 
Grebe, Red-necked Grebe, Double-crested Cormorant, Great 
Blue Heron, Turkey Vulture, Brown Creeper, Golden-crowned 
Kinglet, Cedar Waxwing, Red-winged Blackbird, and Common 
Grackle. Of these, Brown Creeper, Golden-crowned Kinglet, and 
Red-winged Blackbird had been on five previous counts, while 
Turkey Vulture had been on four and the rest ranged from one 
to three.

Following up on woodpecker numbers, here is their over-
all tally:

Report: Sixth Peach Tree 
Christmas Bird Count
by CHRIS MOTHERWELL
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2020 2019 2018 2017 2016 2015 Avg.
Red-bellied 
Woodpecker 53 96 77 34 51 55 61

Downy 
Woodpecker 92 103 103 49 100 63 85

Hairy
Woodpecker 21 24 23 10 17 18 18.8

Northern 
Flicker 7 15 10 3 5 4 7.3

Pileated 
Woodpecker 3 4 3.5

Yellow-
bellied
Sapsucker

1 1

As can be seen, all species, except for Yellow-bellied Sapsuck-
er (YBSA), were all lower in number than last year, though none 
were the lowest for the count. I suspect that visibility played a 
factor in the lower numbers.

In comparison to the Hamilton CBC, the trends are consis-
tent, with the numbers on the Hamilton CBC being higher than 
the Peach Tree’s. Some of the reasons for this may include dif-
ferent suitable habitat, weather, and, most likely, the number of 
counters (111 for Hamilton CBC and 40 for Peach Tree).

2020 2019 2018 2017 2016 2015 Avg.
Red-bellied 
Woodpecker 107 115 91 103 93 84 99

Downy 
Woodpecker 241 248 230 222 245 237 237

Hairy
Woodpecker 82 103 97 89 86 95 92

Northern 
Flicker 3 10 20 5 11 8 10

Pileated 
Woodpecker 7 11 2 3 6 5 6

American Tree Sparrow (ATSP) and Dark-eyed Junco (DEJU) 
continue their trend between the two counts:

2020 2019 2018 2017 2016 2015 Avg.
American 
Tree Sparrow 107 115 91 103 93 84 99

Dark-eyed 
Junco 241 248 230 222 245 237 237

The Hamilton CBC counts more DEJU, though other than in 
2016 and 2020, fewer ATSP:

2020 2019 2018 2017 2016 2015
American Tree 
Sparrow 434 291 233 577 538 604

Dark-eyed Junco 971 724 609 1067 1270 1024

In this case, the number of counters doesn’t seem to be a de-
ciding factor, so possibly habitat, though 2020 and 2016 refute 
that theory.

Averages were calculated by only species found on the count, 
were not new to the count, and had been on three or more 
counts (to make the results viable). Of these, 27 species were 
above average, 39 below, and two were even. 

I also checked eBird for any list submitted on count day.  
This is where the Wood Duck and two Northern Pintails were 
listed by George Prieksailis.

Counters: Antti Tuomala, Rob Buchanan, Jerry and Nina 
Chapple, Bill and Daphne Davis, Ernie DeRushie, Mel DeRushie, 
Keith Dieroff, Rob Dobos, Diane Elliot, Kathy Ellis, Deena Er-
rampalli, Gerry Fuchs, Bob and Jean Highcock, David Hoekman, 
Marcie Jacklin, Rhondda James, Mark Jennings, Dennis Lewing-
ton, Bruce and Laurie Mackenzie, Robert Mason, Jason Miller, 
Chris Motherwell, George Naylor, Rob Porter, George Prieksaitis, 
Caleb Scholtens, Peter Scholtens, Nancy Smith, Carolyn South-
ward, Kathrine Stolz, Ben Surette, Michael Surette, Liam Thorne, 
Katri Tuomala, Hannah Vandervelde, and Robert Waldhuber.

Incidental counters: Dave Don and Richard Poort (who 
found two species we would not have had otherwise: Brown 
Thrasher and Hoary Redpoll).

For those of you who participated this year, you will be con-
tacted in December 2021. Anyone who would like to join in the 
fun, please contact me at PRESIDENT@HAMILTONNATURE.ORG 
For the next count, we will hope for good weather and pray the 
pandemic will be a memory. 

Dark-eyed Junco. (Photo: Cephas - Own work, CC BY-SA 3.0)
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IN LATE SUMMER 1968, returning from a year in Toronto, I 
learned that there were new birders in Hamilton: Chauncey 
and Sarah Wood. Chauncey had taken a professorship in the 
English department at McMaster University. I can’t recall the 
precise details of how we got together; the Noteworthy Bird 
Records reveal that on October 6, 1968, we saw a Short-eared 
Owl out over Lake Ontario near Fifty Point. This was perhaps 
our first outing. I remember better that Chauncey, Sarah, and I 
spent October 20 on Toronto Island, where our bird highlights 
were a Piping Plover and two Northern Saw-whet Owls. So it 

was that this charming, worldly couple became “my American 
(birding) friends”. 

Throughout the 1970s we spent many enjoyable days to-
gether in the field. The Woods photographed most of Ontario’s 
orchids including (on May 31, 1970, along with George Bryant) 
Large Whorled Pogonia (Isotria verticillata), a species that has 
not been seen in the province for many decades. A week later 
on June 6, 1970 we found Showy Orchis (Galearis spectabilis) 
in bloom at Rondeau. The interest in orchids sparked by these 
companions lay dormant for 30 years before Glenda Slessor and 

Remembering Chauncey Wood,
1935–2020
by BOB CURRY

Chauncey and Sarah Wood. (Photo: Courtesy of the Wood family)

IN MEMORIAM
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I took it up seriously again. On August 19, 1970, as we shared 
a drink on the Woods porch at their lovely Rosemary Lane, 
Ancaster home, a Yellow-crowned Night-Heron flew over. An-
other memorable trip: on June 4, 1981 eight of us, including 
Chauncey, Sarah, George Bryant, Alec Dobson, Jack Hanna, 
John Olmsted, Ron Scovell, and I, sloshed through midnight 
grassy marshes of the Holland Marsh to see and hear four Yel-
low Rails. The marshes are now gone, replaced by onion fields. 
The 1975 Sharp-tailed Sandpiper was a team effort: I conjec-
tured it through autumn mists and the Woods confirmed it two 
days later, to be followed by hundreds of observers; the bird 
even made the TV newsreels.

The Woods were consummate finders of rare birds. Here 
are a few of their best discoveries: on June 4, 1970 they and 
George North—they were most attentive to George in his wan-
ing years—heard a Chuck-
will’s-widow (coinciden-
tally Chauncey and George 
were both accomplished 
clarinetists earlier in life); 
the very day, November 20, 
1971, that a carload of us 
drove to Ottawa to see On-
tario’s first Lesser Black-
backed Gull, the Woods 
found and photographed 
the second at Van Wagner’s 
Beach. And get this: in late 
afternoon December 26, 1978, after finishing their Christmas 
Count territory, they drove out to Southcote Road, Ancaster 
and found a Great Gray Owl; next morning when they returned 
the owl was gone, but they saw a white Gyrfalcon!

Chauncey was a prolific researcher and writer, and a high-
ly accomplished and recognized professional. A mediaeval 
scholar, he was a member of the Board of Trustees of the New 
Chaucer Society. He was co-founder of The George Herbert 
Society (an Elizabethan poet and writer), a member of the Edi-
torial Board of the George Herbert Journal; in 2014 the Society 
named its triennial award for a doctoral dissertation after him. 

At McMaster he was honoured with a Best Teacher Award 
before moving to administration where he was Dean of Grad-
uate Studies for 10 years. He was elected president of the Ca-
nadian Association of Graduate Schools. After retirement he 
went on to be a visiting professor at numerous American uni-
versities. 

In addition, Chauncey served as the 27th president of the 
Hamilton Naturalists’ Club from 1971–1974. Later, Chauncey 
served as Conservation Director and Sarah was our represen-

tative to the Federation of Ontario Naturalists.
As refuge from the travails of a demanding professional life, 

Chauncey and Sarah purchased a second home on the Lake 
Erie bluffs in the idyllic hamlet of Port Ryerse. There in May, 
wedges of Whimbrel rippled past and most of the warblers were 
annual visitors. In December at the Long Point CBC round-
ups Chauncey was always the king of repartee. Sarah planted a 
butterfly garden as an adjunct to their new natural history pas-
time, photographing butterflies (their granddaughter Vanessa 
is named after the “lady” butterflies). For several years I joined 
them on the butterfly count after which we retired to their bluff 
home for the round-up—oh, and lots of food and libations. 

After retirement Chauncey and Sarah moved to Arizona 
where they could enjoy the warmth, the Mexican overshoot 
birds, and, perhaps most of all, the butterflies. 

Years passed until I 
read Crossing to Safety by 
the acclaimed and Pulit-
zer Prize-winning author 
Wallace Stegner. The pro-
tagonist of the novel, Larry 
Morgan, obtains his Ph.D. 
in mediaeval literature 
from Princeton University, 
then he and his wife Sal-
ly move to the University 
of Wisconsin–Madison. 
Chauncey Wood also re-

ceived his Ph.D. in mediaeval literature from Princeton and 
after a period at University of Cincinnati, the Woods and their 
two daughters, Stephanie and Jennifer, moved to the Univer-
sity of Wisconsin. Later, Larry Morgan and his wife live a year 
in Italy where he studies Dante; Chauncey researched and au-
thored papers on Dante. The family in the novel has a summer 
compound in upstate Massachusetts; the Woods had a family 
cottage in upstate New York. Other parts of their stories dif-
fer—this novel took place about 30 years earlier. Nevertheless, 
Chauncey Wood could have been Stegner’s protagonist.

As Chauncey remarked to me in November 2019, the sim-
ilarities between Larry Morgan and he were eerie. Chauncey 
reflected that “our eighties have not been kind to us.” He suc-
cumbed to his cancer on March 27, 2020 in Phoenix, Arizona. 

For three decades, Chauncey and Sarah were dear friends 
with whom I shared a love of nature and who provided succour 
at times of life’s inevitable tribulations. 

Chauncey is survived by Sarah, his beloved and inseparable 
wife of more than 58 years, his two daughters, Stephanie and 
Jennifer, and granddaughter Vanessa. 

In December at the 
Long Point Christmas 
Bird Count round-ups, 
Chauncey was always 
the king of repartee. 
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The Throwback | 1969

Spring planting at Short Hills Wilderness Area.
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