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It is spring, the favourite season for many naturalists. It is so invigorating 
to see everything becoming green again. And of course the migrating birds!

Unfortunately this issue has three more obituaries of HNC members. It is a 
bit discouraging to see so many of our members passing on to the next level 
but that is part of the bargain of life. Many of you probably saw Dr Ronald 
Bayne on the CBC news or in the Globe and Mail just after his medical 
assistance in dying (MAID). His unselfishness in promoting MAID as a 
right, and his life-long devotion for proper medical care for seniors was 
inspiring. Terry Osborne was well-known to many Club members as he was 
a presence at Point Pelee for many a May and he was a regular at the Beamer 
Hawkwatch. I recall that Terry was one of the lucky few at Beamer to see the 
Prairie Falcon there many years ago. Joan Kotanen was relatively new to our 
area but she quickly made many friends and became a fixture of the Larks 
birding group. It is obvious in her obituary that she was well-loved by her 
birding companions.

The Grimsby Wetlands is the cover story for this month. Bruce and Laurie 
Mackenzie’s volunteer work at these wetlands is really something. But they 
could use help to accomplish some of the many initiatives they have planned. 
Please lend at hand if you can. Volunteer work can be so rewarding.

Bruce Mackenzie has also written an interesting piece about how American 
Beavers are reshaping Fifty Point Conservation Area. It is a marvel of nature 
how one species can alter the landscape for the better. 

In other articles, the 5MR birding challenge is something relatively new 
in the birding world. Robert Bell explains it succinctly and summarizes 
the 2020 Ontario 5MR challenge in an article within, highlighting those 
Hamilton area birders who participated. Jean Iron’s February BSG webinar 
on alcids was nicely summarized by Michael Rowlands who explained the 
incongruous question, “Are there Penguins in the Arctic”? And Bob Curry 
has written a timely article about redpolls. Timely, in that this was one of 
the best winters in many years for observing these southern invaders from 
the Arctic. The taxonomy of the redpolls has baffled many, and Bob explains 
the recent thinking about the number of  redpoll species. Of course this is 
all liable to change with more research!

From the Editor

Bill Lamond
Editor in Chief
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Next HNC Monthly Meeting

Hamilton Naturalists’ Club
News and Updates

Due to the on-going pandemic, the HNC is not having 
its normal Monthly Meetings. Instead the “virtual” 
meetings will continue. A link to join this webinar will be 
provided in the President’s Message in April and on the 
HNC website:

12 April at 7:30 p.m.
Speaker: Leanne Gauthier-Helmer

Topic: Frogs of Ontario is a presentation of the 11 differ-
ent species of frogs found here in Ontario, as well as our 
two species of toads. Topics to be included are lifestyle, 
habitats, calls, and features of identification. You’ll hear 
what each type of frog and toad sounds like and learn 
how to tell them apart.

A keen naturalist, photographer and world traveler, 
Leanne Gauthier-Helmer focuses on Environmental 
Education as a format in which to help people to appreciate 
the beauty and fascinating history of the natural world 
around us. When Leanne is not working with the creative 
crews at Long Point Eco Adventures, Fanshawe College, 
and Nature’s Calling Environmental Education, she can 
often be found exploring the woodlots and wetlands of 
Ontario with her children and camera in tow. 

Next BSG Webinar Meeting
19 April at 7:30 p.m.
Speaker: Rob Porter
New Presentation: “How to Improve Your 

Birding By Ear.” 

Learning bird songs and calls is often cited as one of the 
biggest challenges in birding, but it doesn’t have to be that 
way! It may be hard to believe at first, but anyone without 

significant hearing loss can build up this seemingly arcane 
skill. We’ll go over some popular myths about the difficulty 
of learning birds by ear, and various strategies you can 
use to slowly and reliably improve your birding-by-ear 
abilities.

Rob Porter is well-known to HNC members as he has 
been the HNC Field Events Director for several years and 
the Hamilton CBC coordinator for almost as long. His 
research on remote bio-acoustics of fauna at our Club 
sanctuaries is making interesting finds. He is currently the 
HNC Director-at-Large. 

Hamilton Spring Bird Count
After more then a 30 year absence, the Hamilton Spring 
Bird Count is back! The date for the count will be Sunday, 
May 2nd, 2021. We will be using the Hamilton Christmas 
Bird Count circle so the areas may be familiar to some of 
you. If you are interested in participating, let me know as I 
will be assigning areas.

If you are not able to join us this year due to Covid, let me 
know and I will keep your email for next year.

COVID-19 Notice *

Due to the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, participants are 
asked to follow the guidelines as provided by municipal, 
provincial, and federal health authorities. If you are 
meeting with anyone for counting birds, please keep a 
safe distance apart, avoid car pooling with those outside 
your household, and have a mask ready to put on should 
distancing from each other or the public is not possible.

Hope you get involved!

Letters to the editor are always welcomed and will be 
duly published. If you have something to say, positive or 
negative, send it in. We want your feedback on the journal 
or any other aspect of the HNC and its activities.
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Species of the Month:
American Bullfrog (Lithobates catesbeianus)

Family: Ranidae
Identification: This huge frog can at times be a challenge 
to discern from the common Green Frog but the lack of 
dorso-lateral ridges in the Bullfrog is diagnostic. That and 
the huge size of adult male Bullfrogs. The males “song” is 
unmistakable too, and on warm summer nights a chorus 
of males can be heard from a considerable distance.

Habitat: They occur in permanent water bodies such 
as lakes, ponds, farm dugouts and even sluggish river 
backwaters where emergent vegetation is abundant.

Range: This species is very widespread across eastern 
North America.

The Photo: Andrew Mactavish took this photo at 
Grimsby Wetlands on 8 August 2020. The colonization of 
the Grimsby Wetlands by this species is fascinating. How 
did it get there? Quite a hazard to cross the QEW!

On the Cover:
Mallard Nest Tube at Grimsby Wetlands
That’s Bruce Mackenzie in the photo doing routine 
maintenance on one of the five Mallard nest tubes at the 
Grimsby Wetlands. The tube itself is homemade and 
constructed by Bruce and Laurie Mackenzie of seven feet 
of 1’’ wire mesh rolled up to make two layers with hay 
inserted between the two layers. A steel frame is then 
welded  to the tube. The nest tubes are erected when the 
ponds are frozen. First, a hole is drilled through the ice, 
then a pole is pounded into the mud, and then the pole is 
affixed to the frame of the nest tube. Once in place, more 
hay is put into the tube (for nesting). This hay is replaced 
yearly with the hay between the wire layers changed every 
other year (the maintenance).
Of course Mallards can nest anywhere on the ground, 
but they seem to take to these tubes as they are largely 
predator-proof. Many ground nests are pillaged by 
Skunks, Red Foxes, Raccoons and others and thus the 
ducks have a much higher nesting success in the tubes. 
And as Bruce says, it’s the “what’s that?” factor that 
generates interest in visitors and potential volunteers!
Photo by Laurie Mackenzie.
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The 2020 5MR Challenge in Ontario
by BOB BELL and CARTER DORSCHT
5MR IS AN ACRONYM for birding within a circle with 
a five-mile radius centred on your home. Since the concept 
was initiated in the United States, it is five miles and not eight 
kilometres. It is very easy to create a map showing your 5MR 
circle by plugging your location into the website called Map 
Developers, which a quick Google search should bring up. You 
can keep your checklist in any format that you’re comfortable 
with, from handwritten notes to an Excel spreadsheet. 
However, one of the easiest and most efficient ways is to utilize 
eBird’s patch feature.
There are a number of benefits to taking up 5MR birding. Your 
carbon footprint is considerably lessened by sticking close to 
home, and you get to spend more time birding than traveling, 
to say nothing about saving money on gas. You help to build 
better eBird databases for your local patch as it is most likely 
you are spending more time in areas that are under-birded. 
For Bob, it was a revelation to discover a number of very birdy 
habitats that he didn’t know existed close to home, and as a 
result ended up with a tally of 175 species, considerably more 
than his target of 125. It is comforting to know that as one 
ages, if future health considerations diminish or preclude 
traveling any distance, one can get a healthy birding fix in 
close proximity to home.

The challenge of 5MR 
is to yourself; it is not 
a competition between 
participants. Some will 
obviously have higher 
tallies if they are lucky 
enough to have shoreline 
along one of the Great 
Lakes, or a variety of 
habitats such marshes, 
ponds, and wood lots, or 
live adjacent to Rondeau 
or Point Pelee!

In late 2019, Carter 
proposed an Ontario-
wide challenge for 2020, 
not realizing at the time 

that 2020 would be an excellent year to bird close to 
home, given the travel restrictions and park closures resulting 
from the global COVID-19 pandemic. A Facebook group was 
established, called 5MR Birding in Ontario, where participants 
could compare notes and post photos of interesting finds. 
Once a month, participants were requested to submit their 
updated species tally for the year, and at year-end participants 
were asked to submit their checklists so that the data could be 
compiled.

Across Ontario, 158 birders participated in the 2020 5MR 
challenge. Of these, 18 were HNC members and/or local HSA 
naturalists including Cody Bassindale, Barb Canney, MaryAnn 
Cervin-Lawry, Barry Coombs, Lyn Folkes, Ellen Horak, Jackson 
Hudecki, Dawn Johnson, Sarah Lamond, Lou Marsh, Tom Miller, 
Mike Norton, Rich Poort, Joanne Redwood, Peter Thoem, Liam 
Thorne, Rob Waldhuber and Angie Williams (HNC member 
moved to Smooth Rock Falls). 
5MR circles ranged from Angie’s 
Smooth Rock Falls 5MR in the 
north, to Kenora in the west, 
Point Pelee in the south, and 
Ottawa in the east. The highest 
species count recorded by an 
individual was 257, while the 
average was 147.
Of the 158 participants, 94 
submitted their checklists 
which were collated. Given 
the relatively small number of 
observers spread across such a 
huge geographic region, some 
of the data likely reflects more 
the bias as to where birders live 
or birding is more popular than to the actual abundance of 
various species. In total, 338 species were recorded, with 
13,844 observations.
The seven most common species, seen by 100% of participants, 
are American Goldfinch, Black-capped Chickadee, Blue Jay, 
Canada Goose, Downy Woodpecker, Mallard, and Red-winged 
Blackbird. An additional seven species were only missed by one 
participant each (98.9% observed them); these are American 
Robin, Chipping Sparrow, Common Grackle, European 
Starling, Mourning Dove, Song Sparrow, and Turkey Vulture.
The list of common species was probably quite predictable to 
everyone. Of greater interest to most will be the rarities that 
were seen, including the mega-rarity Variegated Flycatcher 
from South America that showed up near Whitby in November.
Nine species were seen by only five participants (5.3%); these 
include Acadian Flycatcher, Black-backed Woodpecker, 
Black-legged Kittiwake, Boreal Owl, Great Gray Owl, 
Parasitic and Pomarine Jaegers, Slaty-backed Gull, Upland 
Sandpiper, and White-eyed Vireo. An additional 14 species 
were observed by four participants (4.3%): American Three-
toed Woodpecker, Barnacle Goose, Brown Booby, Dickcissel, 
Eurasian Wigeon, Gyrfalcon, Hudsonian Godwit, Laughing 
Gull, Long-tailed Jaeger, Northern Hawk Owl, Pacific Loon, 
Summer Tanager, 

Snowy Egret at LaSalle Park 
- 19 May 2020 - photo Joanne 

Redwood.

Neotropic Cormorant at Gilkison 
Flats, Brantford - 14 May 2020 - 

photo Sarah Lamond.

 (continued on page 187)
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HNC Comments on City of Hamilton Urban Forest Strategy
The following are comments from three HNC members to Cathy Plosz, Natural Heritage 
Planner, Planning Division, Planning and Economic Development Department of the City of 
Hamilton. They have been edited mostly to take them away from the formal letter format. 
The first letter is by Paul Smith, followed by Gord McNulty and lastly by Jen Baker.

Re: Comments on the Draft City of Hamilton Urban Forest Strategy

Letter 1 - Paul D. Smith
Thank you for the opportunity to comment. In general, the draft strategy is well developed and comprehensive. The following 
are a few amendments that could be added to make the strategy even stronger.

Short Term (1-2 years)
A. Map the distribution of Natural Areas as a separate management category within the Urban Forest
Discussion within the draft Strategy of mapping data focused on individual tree characteristics, health, and their distribution 
within the urban City. Whatever database the City uses, it should also identify Natural Areas as a separate element of the 
Urban Forest distinct from street trees and trees in formal parks and cemeteries since the Natural Areas will require a 
different management approach and their mapping will be needed to understand the extent of resources required.
Although the existing Natural Areas Inventory (NAI) does include some Natural Areas within the urban boundaries it is not 
comprehensive and does not include many of the smaller and/or degraded woodlots and Natural Areas. There has been some 
expansion of the NAI database to include the more ecologically intact or important woodlots by the Hamilton Conservation 
Authority (HCA) but the purpose of that database is not necessarily consistent with the needs of managing Hamilton’s Urban 
Forest.

This should not limit the role of the HCA to expand the NAI database into the urban boundaries. The two databases would 
serve separate purposes. There will inevitably be an overlap between the two and that overlap would need to be recognized 
and coordination established to avoid conflict or confusion.

B. Work with NGOs to evaluate the ecological status of the urban Natural Areas.

Understanding that City resources are limited, some method of evaluating the ecological health of the urban Natural Areas 
would help determine how to prioritize the use of those resources in their management. A simple method has already been 
used on a trial basis to evaluate the ecological status of natural areas using a coarse botanical inventory and the “co-efficient of 
conservation” available through the Ontario Natural Heritage Information Centre. The evaluation could be done by a college 
or university student hired through an NGO. The project would be limited to the smaller areas not initially identified within 
the NAI. It would not include large areas such as the Niagara Escarpment, Red Hill Creek Valley or Royal Botanical Gardens 
properties which are already captured within the NAI assessment and/or already managed by the RBG.
This would support the following Themes and Actions” already described within the draft Strategy.

Theme 3: Protect, item 3 “Develop and implement an Invasive Species Management Strategy”, by identifying concentrations 
of invasive species within the Natural Areas.

Theme 4: Grow, item 1 “Increase the level of tree planting and/or natural forest regeneration in the City over the next five 
years”, by identifying space within the Natural Areas with potential for either planting or natural regeneration.

Theme 4: Grow, item 3 “Complete a tree planting priority analysis to guide a city-wide tree planting strategy”, by identifying 
space within the Natural Areas with potential for tree planting.

Theme 4: Grow, item 4 “Fund regular, active management of natural areas in Hamilton to support native biodiversity and 
forest health”, by engaging NGO’s to evaluate the ecological health Natural Areas and help define and prioritize management 
activities within those Natural Areas.

  (continued on page 179)



176    APRIL 2021

Wetland Makers – Beavers at Fifty Point
by BRUCE MACKENZIE
THERE IS LIKELY no other conservation area in Ontario 
that has seen its landscape change over time as much as the 
Fifty Point Conservation Area has. By accident and design 
this conservation area has ended up with a tremendously 
diverse collection of habitats. The changes continue and 
American Beavers are adding to the richness of this urban 
oasis.

Until the 1960s, this 
81 hectare, 200 acre, 
conservation area was 
rural and in the midst of 
Niagara’s fruitlands. The 
construction of the QEW 
in the early 1930s started 
an avalanche of changes. 
The hourglass shaped pond 
at Fifty Point was dug out 
around 1968 to provide fill 
for overpasses on the QEW. 
The pond today has a water 
depth ranging from 6 - 11 
m but one can see that the 
overall excavation from the 
original ground level was 
much deeper. The pond’s 

construction also caused the adjacent portion of Fifty Creek 
to be moved and straightened. 
In the 1970s the Hamilton Conservation Authority began to 
acquire lands for this conservation area. By 1980 the lands 
had been acquired, development proceeded and almost all 
evidence of 200 years of agricultural activity was removed. 
Remnants of orchards and vineyards can be found today 
with careful observation. Roads and buildings were built, a 
marina was dug out, hills were created, a campground laid 
out and a prominent land spit was created extending well into 
Lake Ontario. The conservation area was being developed to 
take full advantage of its prestige lakefront location. 
The landscape in 1983 was barren. Essentially the only 
treed areas were along the floodplain of Fifty Creek 
and in the woodlots on either side of the marina. An 
extensive naturalization initiative was begun to balance the 
development. Trees and shrubs were planted to connect 
natural areas. Sections previously mowed were let go to let 
nature find a home.
Fifty Creek with its source on the Niagara Escarpment drains 

the east half of Winona. The creek is not pristine and in 
places it has been abused. Normally its flow is predicated 
by local precipitation and until the last decade there were 
only a few pools of water in the creek bed upstream of the 
conservation area during droughts. The creek travels south 
to north through the conservation area splitting it down the 
middle.
Beavers will travel along 
the shore of Lake Ontario 
looking for suitable habitat 
and they started to be seen 
in the conservation area in 
the 1980s but they were only 
visitors until about the early 
2000s. Over the last two 
decades beavers have taken 
up residence and constructed 
a house on the east bank of 
the pond. The house is huge, 
growing over the years, now 
measuring about 12 m across and 1.5 m high. 
Thanks to beavers the section of Fifty Creek in the 
conservation area has found a new lease on life. Just within 
the last decade the beavers have constructed four dams 
creating ponds along the creek which have greatly expanded 
wetlands into the creek’s floodplain. The dams include one 
small one and three larger ones, two of which hold back well 
over a metre of water in depth all year long. 

The dams and their ponds provide waterways for the beavers 
to travel through. Beavers prefer to be in water or very close 
to it to avoid predators. As the creek is close to the pond it is 

Fifty Point in 1959.

Fifty Point today.

One of the higher beaver dams holding water all winter at Fifty 
Point - photo Bruce Mackenzie.
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a short trip back and forth to three of the dams. Their feeding 
activity seems to be more noticeable in the late fall when 
they are bringing food to their winter food pile anchored 
underwater near the house. 

Beavers have a very 
different diet at Fifty Point 
than they would north of 
here. Their preferred trees 
of White and Yellow Birch 
and alders are not found 
here but there are some 
Trembling Aspens for 
them. When beavers first 
arrived they found a few 
small Sugar Maples that 
were close to the pond and 
some fruit trees from the 
nearby remnant orchards. 
The beavers here do not 
travel far from the main 
pond or creek for food. 

Most of the trees that they feed on at Fifty Point are Manitoba 
Maple, Silver Maple, ash trees and the willows. They do have 
a preference for willow suckers and will climb up to 1.5 m 
along slanted trunks to get at the succulent new growth.  The 
ashes are in the process of dying because of Emerald Ash 
Borer and the beavers are likely getting very few nutrients 
from these trees. 
Interestingly, for almost 40 years beavers have left little 
evidence of cutting in the large woodlot between the creek 
and the marina or in the small woodlot beside the area’s 
gatehouse. Where they have cut around the periphery of 
the large woodlot, their feeding has been on small wild 
domestic cherry trees and some Ironwood. Not far from the 
creek mouth and the dam closest to the lake are a number of 
Trembling Aspen. It is interesting how few of these trees have 
been touched. 
The trees growing in the floodplain of Fifty Creek have 
been undergoing major changes since the 1980s and most 

changes were not beaver related. The dominant trees were 
large willows but since the 80s they have been falling, mostly 
a factor of age, rot and carpenter ants. 

The demise of many willows, ash trees and some beaver-felled 
Silver Maples has created major openings in the floodplain’s 
canopy. The openings are allowing much sunlight to make its 
way to the soil, encouraging low growing plants. The water 
being held back by the dams is raising the moisture levels in 
the adjacent floodplain soils giving advantage to hydrophilic 
plants. The dams have also provided a new vigour to the 
floodplains caused by the nutrient rich sediments settling out 
on them. Plants like dogwoods, American Water Horehound, 
sedges, Spotted touch-me-not, Giant Ragweed and Rice 
Cutgrass are abundant. In places the floodplains resemble 
marshes.

We are witnessing a tremendous change in the ecology of this 
creek and its floodplains in the conservation area. There is no 
evidence of beavers travelling south of the conservation area.  
The Silver Maples may be one of the species that will become 
dominant in the floodplains. They will likely share the space 
with Black Walnut (not eaten by beavers) and Manitoba 
Maple. If seed sources were available it could be an ideal 

Large Beaver lodge on east side of main pond at Fifty Point 
- photo Bruce Mackenzie.

Beaver cut ash tree at Fifty Point - 
photo Bruce Mackenzie.

Floodplains take on the look of marshes at Fifty Point thanks to 
beaver activity - photo Bruce Mackenzie.

A long pond at Fifty Point which has created habitat for several 
different aquatic species - photo Bruce Mackenzie.
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site for Swamp White Oak, Pin Oak, Black Gum, Eastern 
Cottonwood, Tamarack and other willow species depending 
of course on the abundance and food preferences of beavers.
The floodplain today may look like the path of a hurricane 
with the twisted trunks lying about in what is now a flooded 
swamp. Maybe unsightly to some but to wildlife the habitat 
is thick and lush. 

The beaver ponds now act as havens for aquatic animals that 
in the past were not in existence in the creek for the creek 
would dry up in the summer. In 2020 which was an extremely 
dry summer the two upstream dams held water. Incredible.
The beavers have raised the level of the creek to where it is 
now even with the main pond. Some fish and other aquatic 
animals can move back and forth.
The beaver ponds now provide year round habitat for 
amphibians such as Green Frog tadpoles (which overwinter), 
crayfish and small fish. They act as refuges for many 
vertebrates and invertebrates in the winter and in drought 
and these populations are able to repopulate the rest of the 
creek when higher flows return.
Duckweed can cover the beaver pond surfaces along the creek 
in the summer. This floating plant helps keep the water cool 
and provides an absolute haven for microscopic invertebrate 
life amongst its three cm long dangling aquatic roots. This in 

turns creates a seasonal feast for larger aquatic invertebrates 
and ducks. 
Now we have Muskrats, Mink, Wood Ducks, Mallards and 
many passerines inhabiting the wet floodplains associated 
with the dams. The swampy areas adjacent to the dams can be 
over 100 m wide. In periods of high flow there are overflow 
channels going around the dams and small fish are able to 
migrate around the dams.
In 2020 Three-spined Sticklebacks were found in the pond 
closest to the lake. Other fish in the creek are Green Sunfish, 
White Sucker and several minnow species. The sticklebacks 
like the White Suckers likely migrate up-stream from Lake 

Ontario to breed. 
Fifty Point is likely the best 
place for wildlife watchers to 
see a beaver house and their 
dams up close in the Golden 
Horseshoe.
In the fall of 2020, there 
was limited evidence of 
food collection by beavers 
and only one beaver was 
seen. Fortunately, the dams 
are still being maintained. 
It will be interesting to see 
how many beavers are there 
in 2021. Their numbers 
have varied before and most 
likely will continue to vary 
into the future. 
One thing is sure. This new 
fertile floodplain and beaver ponds will continue to open a 
whole new chapter for flora and fauna at Fifty Point. 

Floodplain showing seasonally flooded areas - photo Bruce 
Mackenzie.

Duckweed dominated beaver pond at Fifty Point - photo 
Bruce Mackenzie.

Three-spined Stickleback. A resident now at Fifty Point thanks to 
beavers - photo Ryan Hagerty.

Beaver trail from Fifty Creek to 
main pond at Fifty Point - photo 

Bruce Mackenzie.
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Medium Term (3-5 years)
Review current urban forest management structures and identify resources required to achieve the City’s urban forest vision.
In whatever way the responsibility for the management of Natural Areas is assigned, it must come with the necessary 
resources to successfully meet that responsibility, including ecological expertise. Without detracting from the expertise 
within Forestry, and just as the need for a new staff position was recognized for “outreach, communications, education and 
partnership development”, a position should be created within the responsible department(s) for a terrestrial ecologist to 
evaluating the ongoing ecological health of the “natural areas” and provide input to their management.

Letter 2 - Gord McNulty
I’m impressed with the effort that has gone into the draft Urban Forest Strategy. It’s well presented, overall. The documentation 
is engaging and it’s good to see the city showing a commitment to improving protection for the urban forest.

After watching a compelling Trees Please webinar presented recently by Juby Lee of Environment Hamilton, my interest was 
stoked and I’m now catching up with the city’s documentation on the UFS. 

Juby’s webinar was an imaginative and inspiring presentation on the potential for a major enhancement of the ways we can 
use trees to enhance the urban landscape.  She noted there is “so much concrete and asphalt,” and that’s certainly the case in 
much of the lower city North End and East End neighbourhoods.

I support Juby’s suggestions that Hamilton examine ways to put trees along both sides of barren, one-way thoroughfares; 
consider putting more trees in some of our industrial and commercial areas; and strive to create “mini-forests” of native 
species to enhance biodiversity.  Juby would like to see more trees considered in front of city hall. 

 In a summary of UFS vision feedback at a previous PIC, participants cited many of the points emphasized by Juby: multi-
layered, naturalized, native trees; enhanced canopy in the downtown; green neighbourhoods; tree-lined streets to enhance 
active transportation; and more.

Environment Hamilton has suggested the city aim for a higher canopy cover target of possibly up to 45 per cent. I support a 
higher canopy cover goal and welcome the statement in the Feb. 9 UFS questions and answers that staff will consider raising 
the canopy cover.  It would help to demonstrate to city council that public support is in favour of a bold strategy, consistent 
with the emphasis on climate change.

I agree with EH that private tree protection is needed and support strict measures to protect trees in urban areas including 
trees on private property. I would support tax incentive programs or other initiatives for tree planting on private property.

Any expansion of the Free Street Tree Program would definitely be welcome. I urge city council to promote it as much as 
possible. 

I support a full-time staff person to co-ordinate the UFS for outreach, communications, education and partnership 
development, and also the suggestion by Paul Smith that a terrestrial ecologist be considered by the city. 

In closing, the strategy has much to offer and is deserving of more promotion. Once the pandemic is over, I urge the city 
to consider a major public event (special public meeting, conference, or town hall --- possibly in partnership with area 
conservation/environmental agencies) to increase public awareness and appreciation of Hamilton’s very important UFS. 

Letter 3 - Jen Baker
The Hamilton Naturalists’ Club is pleased to see that the City of Hamilton has developed a draft Urban Forest Strategy and 
appreciate the opportunity to share our comments and concerns. HNC has been concerned about Hamilton’s urban forest for 
many years and like that the draft strategy has strong and bold language about the importance of a healthy urban forest and 
the actions that are needed for Hamilton to have a healthy urban forest. This includes key activities like maintaining trees that 
are planted in public areas, managing invasive species and caring for urban woodlands. Unfortunately, the bold and strong 
language in the body of the report is not carried over to the actions section and this means that the urgency that is needed 
for these critical activities is lost when it comes to the recommendations.
We support the suggestions submitted by HNC member Paul Smith and HNC Conservation and Education Director Gord 
McNulty. We just wanted to also address a few overarching gaps that we see that need to be addressed in the revised Urban 

 (continued from page 175)
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Forest Strategy.
We are concerned that the need to undertake Private Tree Protection is not given the importance that is needed. With almost 
60% of the urban tree canopy on private lands, it is critical that private trees are protected, otherwise it is not possible to have a 
healthy urban forest. We know there is strong community support for the protection of all trees across Hamilton and urge the 
City to make this a priority action. Tree protection bylaws had been in place in Dundas and Ancaster pre-amalgamation and 
these could be used as a starting point for a bylaw that covers the whole city.
We are also concerned about the poor maintenance that many public trees receive, particularly in parks. There are virtually no 
trees in parks that are not injured or dying from whipper snippers used by city staff. We feel that action needs to be taken to 
ensure the trees are well maintained. Hamilton’s tree canopy is already far too low, we cannot lose more trees, particularly when 
it is preventable.
The goal of 30% for the tree canopy is far too low. In the report it mentions this is a minimum. Why is Hamilton aiming so low 
when it should be thinking ambitiously, particularly when we are facing a climate crisis? We would like to see a target of 45%. 
Hamilton needs to strive beyond the basic minimum.
The concern about equitable tree coverage is briefly mentioned in the report but it is a far larger issue that deserves more 
attention and action. Many of our neighbourhoods with low tree canopy also suffer from the poorest air quality and need 
more trees to help improve neighbourhood health. We are also concerned about how the tree canopy is calculated per ward. 
It includes the Niagara Escarpment in the calculations which is not a true representation of the actual coverage across the 
neighbourhoods. In order for neighbourhoods to take action to improve our tree cover, we need to know the actual tree canopy 
without the Escarpment being factored in. This needs to be included in the final Urban Forest Strategy.
We noticed there is no mention of including Indigenous communities in the Urban Forest Strategy. This is a big gap, particularly 
as the City has the Urban Indigenous Strategy. We expect this will be fixed for the final strategy and that the City will include 
Indigenous communities in the enhancement of our urban forest.
The draft Strategy contains little mention of planting native trees first. We know trees planted in City parks are native species 
but the City needs to demonstrate leadership in planting across the City, not just in parks. All site plans should only be approved 
if native species are being planted and it should be the only option given to homeowners through the Street Tree program. 
We have heard many stories of homeowners having to push to have a native tree planted through the Street Tree program. 
Homeowners need to be offered a native tree first.
We would like to see trees that need to be removed being replaced with native species by diameter, not on a 1:1 basis.
A gap that HNC has started addressing is stewardship of urban woodlands, as Paul Smith has also mentioned. The draft 
Strategy mentions the importance of these areas, yet there is no care for this municipal infrastructure and no concrete actions 
are identified in the short term recommendations. It is these natural areas that provide the bulk of the ecosystem services 
provided by the urban forest. The work HNC has done to manage invasives and plant native species at Captain Cornelius Park 
demonstrates that volunteers want to help. We also know by talking to residents about the work and why we’re doing it that 
they want to see similar activities and opportunities in other urban woodlands. We need leadership from the City to make this 
happen, with conservation organizations and neighbourhood groups and volunteers helping with implementation. We have 
found that these relatively small actions are easy to undertake and have minimal budget implications, yet bring high benefits 
and good opportunities to engage many community volunteers.
The draft Strategy includes recommended actions but there is no firm timeline, metrics or funding mentioned. We have to have 
a firm commitment to funding, metrics and a timeline in order to be able to move forward with implementation. We cannot 
make this another plan that is approved with no action.
There is strong ongoing commitment from conservation organizations and community volunteers to raise awareness about the 
importance of trees, and to undertake activities to both protect and to plant trees. We look forward to working with the City to 
successfully implement the Urban Forest Strategy and suggest this commitment be reflected in the Strategy to demonstrate the 
collaborative nature needed to maintain and enhance the urban forest.
Hamiltonians are passionate about trees and we look forward to continuing to work with the City and the community to 
improve the urban forest.
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Help With Social Media Messaging
As you know, for the past few years we have been working with other Hamilton area conservation, nature, 
and environmental organizations to develop a framework for the Biodiversity Action Plan (BAP); a Plan 
that we hope to implement in the coming years, with support and inclusion from the City of Hamilton.

In order to kick-start the implementation of the BAP, the framework for the Plan is being presented 
to Hamilton City Council on April 7 to (hopefully) get it approved by Council. Once City Council has 
approved the framework we can finalize the BAP and collectively begin the implementation process.

Over these next five weeks we have a communications strategy in place to engage the Hamilton public.

 We want to:

a) let them know that a Biodiversity Action Plan for their City is in the works, b) inspire their support for 
the goals of the BAP, and c) to encourage them to show their support by writing letters to their Councillors 

telling them they want them to vote YES to approve the BAP
We have created a Biodiversity Action Plan web page that is the public one-stop information centre for 

the Biodiversity Action Plan. You can find it at: https://www.hamiltonpollinatorparadise.org/biodiversity-
action-plan.html. We will share this link as widely as we can.

Our strategy depends heavily on communicating with the public over social media, on Instagram, Twitter 
and Facebook. This process is already successfully underway.

AND WE NEED YOUR HELP!

Collectively this membership can be an army of support on social media to help engage Hamiltonians in 
support of the BAP. Here’s how you can help:

- If you have your own Instagram, Twitter and Facebook accounts please FOLLOW us @HamiltonNature
- LIKE and REPOST/RETWEET our posts about the BAP

- create your own positive posts encouraging support of the goals of the BAP
- use our targeted hashtags in your social media posts

#BiodiversityHamilton
#GreenHamilton

#SupportBAP

IF YOU DON’T HAVE SOCIAL MEDIA ACCOUNTS, BUT WOULD LIKE TO:

If you would like to get involved with our social media campaign in support of getting Hamilton City 
Council to approve the BAP framework, but don’t have Twitter or Instagram accounts, or would like a few 

tips, our communications expert Deb is offering to help. All you need is a few tips and you’re off to the 
races! If you’re interested in this help, please contact me and I will connect you with Deb.

Thank you in advance for your help in publicly showing your support for the Biodiversity Action Plan and 
thereby encouraging Hamilton City Council to vote YES!! If you have any questions please contact Jen 

Baker at land@hamiltonnature.org or 905-524-3339.
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In Memoriam: Joan Kotanen — 15 April 1936 – 21 January 2021
With great sadness, we announce the death of Joan Kotanen from cancer at Juravinski 
Hospital in Hamilton. In her 84 years, Joan was many things: a nurse; a mother; 
an exceptional gardener; a birder - these just begin the list. She was adept at many 
crafts, excelled at making costumes, sewed lovely quilts, and knitted the best mittens; 
she loved Louise Penny mysteries, and the “Vicar of Dibley,” and utterly adored her 
grandson. She lived most of her life in Listowel, where she and her husband Arne (d. 
2000) were extremely involved in the life of the town; after his death and that of her 
mother (Elsie Heath, d 2002) she relocated to Burlington, where she made many new 
friends and became very active with the Larks, a local birding group. She is survived 
by her sister Marjorie (Gord) Juhlke, her sons Peter (Leslie Ambedian) and Philip 
(Janice Perry), and her grandson Simon. Everyone who knew Joan knows how much 
she loved the outdoors: if you would like to make a charitable donation in her memory, 
we suggest the Nature Conservancy of Canada (donate.natureconservancy.ca) or the 
Friends of Algonquin Park (www.algonquinpark.on.ca/foap/). She will be very much 
missed.

The following are memories of one of our favourite Larks, our good friend, Joan Kotanen, who died from cancer at the end 
of January. Joan had  been unable to go birding with us since early summer and was finally admitted to Juravinski Hospital 
just after Christmas, where her ongoing pain was thankfully controlled at last. Joan Wallace wrote this beautiful tribute to her, 
expressing the feelings of all her close friends. We have inserted a few comments from other members of the Larks about some 
more of our own special memories - The Larks

It is so sad that we have lost Joan. The Larks and I will miss her dreadfully as she was such a positive addition to our group. She 
turned up for all of our Monday walks, often wearing her fun red glasses, and supplemented our knowledge of the avian world. 
When we were perplexed with some identification of plants, trees, etc., she would shoot off an email right then to her son, Peter, 
(Professor of Biology at U of T), to ask for help. He often got back to her immediately with an answer.
Over the years, I heard about her life with her husband and family in Listowel, their adventures and trips when the children 
were young, her garden, her friends and sister. And I always heard about her involvement and abiding love for her sons and her 
visits with them. Her delight in her beloved grandson was constant. I don’t think I was ever with her when he was not brought 
into the conversation.
She and I, for many years, helped count the waterbirds found in the winter at Paletta Park, Walkers Line and Appleby Line for 
the monthly Important Bird Area count of the western end of Lake Ontario (WELO). This was the first year she was unable to 
join us and she was sorely missed and will continue to be. 
Another favourite winter birding activity was to go with our Larks friends to Falls View Road to look for Snow Buntings, 
Horned Larks and, if we were very lucky, Lapland Longspurs. Sometimes she would go ahead of time and put out seed, so we 
would be more likely to find them: how kind, and so typical of her.
She also loved to go to Ruthven, with a group of friends, leaving early in the morning, and taking a picnic to share with Rick 
Ludkin and Nancy Furber after the bird banding and census was completed for the day. We have so many memories of those 
special days out in the country together. The photo accompanying this article was taken by Judy Eberspaecher, in September 
2017, of Joan holding a warbler ready to be released. 
She was a true “Citizen Scientist” and she had fond memories of being a participant in the first Atlas of the Breeding Birds of 
Ontario, with former HNC President John Miles, who was well known to many of our senior HNC birders.
Joan gave us a great word; “jizz” and explained that it meant the general overview of a bird which was too distant to view any 
identifying markings. So instead, jizz meant the general size of the object, the way it sat, the location, where it was eating, the 
shape, how it flew, its movements, etc. She provided very helpful information and I shall never use that word again without 
thinking of her.  
A real loss to us all.
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How Many Redpolls?
by BOB CURRY
IT’S BEEN A WONDERFUL winter for redpolls. Seething 
boils of small finches swirl across the countryside wherever 
weedy fields are neglected. Often, we have speculators to thank 
for such neglected meadows as they sit on unused farmland in 
anticipation of urban sprawl and large unearned profits. Late in 
the winter redpolls discover bird feeders perhaps as they have 
exhausted the weed seed supply. To be sure this affords excellent 
opportunities to study the subtleties of redpoll plumage and 
taxonomy but we lose the exhilarating sight of masses of these 
chattering small birds acting as if one organism.

Most often flocks vary in size between a few dozen to a few 
hundred birds. On occasion flocks can be immense although 
I have not heard of any agglomerations larger than 600 this 
winter (950 were counted from a photo at Glen Morris on 
17 Feb this year - Ed). Restlessness best describes such flocks 
making it difficult to determine their numbers. Individuals do 
not tarry long on any one plant and the entire flock explodes 
as one, swirls around and lands again. The largest flock known 
from the Hamilton Study Area was in fields at Decewsville 
west of Cayuga where on 14 February 1987, Terry Woodrow 
estimated about 10,000 birds. EBird lists the high count for 
every species within every jurisdiction. The high count for 
Ontario is recorded by Jeff Skevington who on 17 March 1985, 
counting by 10s and 100s, achieved a count of 10, 230 in one 
flock at Wildwood Reservoir, Oxford. He commented that his 
total was certainly an underestimate. We can say then that there 
have been at least two immense flocks of Common Redpolls in 
southern Ontario each of about 10,000 birds. The high count 
for Canada was obtained at the famous Observatoire d’oiseaux 
de Tadoussac on the north shore of the St. Lawrence River. 
There on 31 October 2015, Olivier Barden counted flocks of 
redpolls as they flew by heading southwest all day, for a total 

of 55,110 birds.
Hoary Redpolls, about which I have more to say below, of 
course occur in much smaller numbers. The Ontario high 
count appears to be 25 seen by Art Smith in Toronto at 
High Park, Sunnyside and the lower Humber Marshes on 14 
March 1936. The eBird total of 235 for this same record is a 
transcription error (Glenn Coady pers. comm.). On 3 March 
1974, I counted eight Hoary Redpolls at the foot of Brant Street, 
Burlington at Lake Ontario with about the same number of 
Common Redpolls.
My second answer to the question in the title pertains to how 
many taxa of redpolls there are. To say that redpoll taxonomy 
is in flux is an understatement.
As recently as five years ago the HBW (Handbook of the Birds 
of the World) and Birdlife International Illustrated Checklist 
of the Birds of the World (del Hoyo J. & Collar, N. J. 2016) 
described the taxon as Redpoll (Acanthis flammea). That is, 
it was described as one species comprised of five subspecies 
including Common Redpoll (A. f. flammea), Arctic (= 
Hoary) Redpoll (A. f. hornemanni), Lesser Redpoll (A. f. 
cabaret), A. f. rostrata and A. f. exilipes (also = Hoary). It 
is important to note that the Birdlife International checklist 
presents a liberal interpretation of what constitutes a species; 
it uses a combination of genetic analyses and morphological 
characteristics to establish specific identity. It is a “splitters 
checklist” but nevertheless lumped the redpolls.

In the text explanation the authors note that the increasing 
tendency to treat the species as three – Lesser, Common and 
Arctic, “has been shown to represent arbitrary divisions of 
a continuum of morphological characteristics, as reflected 
in the genetic uniformity of all populations throughout its 
range”. Thus, it should be just the Redpoll, right? Not that 

Common Redpoll at Glen Morris, Brant County - 21 January 
2021 - photo Bob Curry.

Hoary Redpoll at North Waterdown Woods - 30 January 2021 - 
photo Gis Segler.
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Common Redpolls at West River Road, Brant - 26 November 2020 
- photo Jerry Horak.

simple. Now that HBW has amalgamated with The Cornell 
Lab of Ornithology and they are seamlessly linked with eBird 
the presentation is of three world species:
1. The Common Redpoll (Acanthis flammea), which has two 
subspecies including the larger, darker A. f. rostrata which 
authors such as A. C. Bent called “Greater Redpoll.” 

2. The Hoary Redpoll (A. hornemanni), which also has 
two subspecies, the typical one we are seeing this winter, 
(A. h. exilipes) and the larger A. h. hornemanni, formerly 
called “Hornemann’s Redpoll” or by some “Greenland 
Redpoll”. George North and others remarked that this 
subspecies reminded them of a Snow Bunting it was so 
large and white.
3. The Lesser Redpoll (A. cabaret) a slightly smaller, 
duller boreal breeder found in Western Europe and the 
UK.
The present situation suits birders I think. We all like to 
see and distinguish different-looking birds and we like to 
collect lists. This winter has treated some Ontario birders 
to all four forms of North American redpolls. A personal 
caveat is that I think that “Hornemann’s Redpoll” may 
be over-reported. Hoary Redpolls occurring as they do 

further north have more feathers and are prone to fluffing 
them out such that they can appear considerably larger 
than Common Redpoll. The other side of the same coin 
is that female Hoary Redpolls, especially in their first 
calendar year may appear identical to male Common 
Redpolls. So, are Hoary Redpolls over-reported or under-
reported? Your guess is as good as mine. Whether you 
think there should be one redpoll or four, this winter’s 
redpoll irruption has provided us with much aesthetic 
and intellectual pleasure.

In Memoriam: Terry Osborne
On Saturday, 27 February 2021, Terry passed away at his home in Dundas, at the age of 78, with 
his wife, Carolann, by his side. Terry, was predeceased by both his parents and his sister, Julianna. 
He will be sadly missed by his wife, Carolann (nee McConnell) his children Scott (Sue), Jennifer 
(Kip) and Jason, grandchildren, Tyler, Connor, Grayland and Lochlyn, his nieces, Kathy, Karen 
and Gina, and many cousins.
Terry was raised in Port Credit and worked many years for the City of Mississauga and after 
retiring from the City worked for the Attorney General’s Office at the Brampton Court office. 
Terry had many fond memories of his years living in Erin with his family for 36 years. He then 
moved to Dundas where he spent many happy years. Terry was a skilled birder and photographer. He was a Point Pelee 
regular, returning every spring for over 30 years. Friends of Terry will remember his jokes, his friendly smile and his joy in 
birding. Terry was always ready to help friends and strangers to find the birds.
Terry had been ill for many months, but this didn’t stop him from enjoying birding from his condo overlooking the Niagara 
Escarpment, or his regular postings on Facebook of classic rock and pointed political commentary. Terry will be greatly 
missed by his family and all who had the pleasure of knowing him.

Due to Covid restrictions there will be no service at this time, however, a Celebration of Life will take place at a later date 
with details to be provided. Donations may be made to the Canadian Pulmonary Fibrosis Foundation.

I’ve had the pleasure of knowing Terry for at least 30 years. The more I got to know him, the more gentle and considerate 
he became. Whether in person or by email he would be complimentary about some of my sightings, but also my insights. 
He and I are about the same generation, and Terry seemed to have accepted that as we age, the energy and rush of youth 
is replaced with questions of philosophy, the meaning of life, and the value of good companionship. 

 I’ll miss that!  — George Naylor.
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Are There Penguins in the Arctic? with Jean Iron
by MICHAEL ROWLANDS
FOR OUR FAMILY DAY webinar, Jackson Hudecki, the 
director of the Bird Study Group, first expressed his gratitude 
using a Venn diagram he had made: it showed how various 
nature and environmental organizations on one hand and 
concerned individuals from all cultures on the other hand 
overlap in their commitment to protect the air and water 
of the Earth and make the world a better place for all living 
creatures. Something positive to think about!
Our guest speaker was Jean Iron, a retired school principal 
with an M.Ed. from the University of Toronto and well-
known birding expert and recipient of the Ontario Field 
Ornithologists’ Distinguished Ornithologist Award in 2016. 
She has travelled to many parts of the world, often as a tour 
leader with Quest Nature Tours, to study and enjoy birds, 
wildlife, and human history. Her photos have been featured 
in many nature publications. The talk was inspired by the 
birds she had seen when visiting Nunavut, Iceland, Svalbard, 
Greenland, and Antarctica.
Jean opened by saying that cartoons and greeting cards often 
feature Polar Bears and penguins existing together, which 
many people believe must be true. Some sightseers on her 
northern tours have seen the black and white seabirds, such 
as Thick-billed Murres, that look like miniature penguins 
and wondered if they were related to the penguins at the 
other end of the world. They are both black above and white 
below and have short, strong legs with webbed feet, toes, and 
claws. They stand upright, are awkward walkers on land but 
good swimmers, eat a diet of fish, and live in colonies. They 
are social, monogamous, and nest on the ground. In fact, the 
northern Thick-billed Murres fill a similar ecological niche 
to that of the southern Adelie Penguins. But are the northern 
birds penguins?
Southern penguins comprise 18 species, all in the family 
Spheniscidae, and range from Antarctica to the equator, living 
in South Africa, South America, New Zealand, and Australia. 
They are heavy, flightless birds that live where there are few 
land predators. They live at sea or on remote islands or ice floes 
and come ashore only to breed. They have dense, waterproof 
plumages. Special wing muscles and strong wing bones allow 
them to swim swiftly and gracefully like seals in the ocean. 
Examples we were shown included the Chinstrap, Gentou, 
and Galapagos Penguins.
In contrast, the northern black and white birds are called alcids 
or auks and are in the family Alcidae. Unlike the penguins of 
the south, they can fly in the air as well as swim magnificently 
in the water. There are 23 species, seven in the Arctic/north 
Atlantic and the rest in the north Pacific and are different from 

the southern penguin species because they evolved separately. 
Jean then described each of the six alcids you might see in the 
Canadian Arctic, in Newfoundland and Labrador, or Iceland.
The Thick-billed Murre is the most numerous seabird in 
eastern Nunavut. It is duck-sized with a distinctive white line 
along the upper mandible of its bill. About 6% of the total 
population, or 100,000 pairs, live in colonies on ledges of 
steep seaside sandstone and limestone cliffs on Prince Leopold 
Island. The monogamous parents face inward on their narrow 
ledge to protect their single egg from falling and share its 
brooding. They feed on Capelin, Arctic Cod, and zooplankton. 
In the third week of August, the youngster fearlessly jumps off 
its ledge to the waiting male parent in the water below and 
together they drift and swim southward with the current to 
the Labrador Sea to spend the winter.
The Dovekie (Little Auk) is the smallest and most abundant 
alcid and is a “chubby zooplankton specialist.” From 3-10 
million Dovekies breed in the scree slopes of northwestern 
Greenland (only about 1,000 breed in Canada on Baffin 
Island) and are common in winter in the open waters of Baffin 
Bay and Davis Strait. They “swim like rockets” underwater 
to catch their prey (If you need one for your life list, visit 
Newfoundland in winter).
To Jean, the Black Guillemot is a mid-sized “elegant” and 
“classy” bird: it is all black with white patches on its wings 
and it has red legs and feet. It eats small fish and invertebrates. 
Breeding down the east coast of Canada and into Maine, it 
winters as far as 79° N in the open waters between Greenland 
and Ellesmere Island.
The Razorbill or Lesser Auk is the largest living alcid, stocky 
and crow-sized, and may be found in Quebec (where it is called 
Petit Pingouin), New Brunswick, Nova Scotia, Newfoundland 
and Labrador, and north into Nunavut. Also a cliff nester, it is 
monogamous and pairs produce a single egg. It is an agile flier 
and a prolific diver, able to go as deep as 100 metres.
The so-called “bridled” morph of the Common Murre is 
only found in the North Atlantic and has a white eye ring 
and a trailing white stripe behind its eyes. It has greater cold 
tolerance than the other alcids and is a “fabulous diver.”
Finally, the familiar Atlantic Puffin is an “endearing” and 
“photogenic” alcid with a colourful triangular bill that breeds 
in burrows and crevices as far as 65° N. It may be found in 
Quebec, Newfoundland and Labrador, and Nova Scotia and 
feeds mostly on sand eels.
With comparisons completed of these northern and southern 
black and white seabirds, Jean next took us back to a time 

Bird Study Group Meeting Summary – 15 February 2021
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when there was a bona fide penguin in the Arctic: the Great 
Auk (Pinguinis impennis), aka Northern Penguin or Gair-
Fowl (Grand Pingouin in French). Standing 80-85 cm (30-
33 in) tall, it was a large bird, black on top and white below, 
with an impressive bill. In height, only the modern Emperor 
Penguin and King Penguin are taller than it was. The word 
“pingwen” (white head) comes from the Welsh “pen” for head 
and “gwyn” for white; it refers to the white patches above its 
eyes. It could not fly but was a fabulous swimmer. It is the first 
and only real penguin in the genus Pinguinus according to the 
American Ornithological Society’s classification system.

The Great Auk’s range was the north Atlantic Ocean from 
Canada, Iceland, and Greenland to Scandinavia, the British 
Isles, France, and northern Spain. This magnificent bird 
was portrayed in a 29,000-year-old cave painting in France, 
mentioned in Jacques Cartier’s 1534 records from Funk 
Island off the northeast coast of Newfoundland (where its 
population was thought to be “limitless”), and cited in the 
1678 writings of ornithologist Francis Willughby, who said the 
bird was “called penguin by our seamen.” The Inuit name for 
it was “isarukitsok,” or “little wing.” The Great Auk’s massive 
population was eventually wiped out, at first by explorers, 
whalers, and fishermen as a food or bait source, then later 
by museums and collectors. The last pair was killed in Eldey 
Island, Iceland in 1844. Only about 80 taxidermic mounts 
of the Great Auk survive today. Canada’s sole specimen, 
considered a national treasure, was purchased for $7000 by 
Jim Baillie of the Royal Ontario Museum from the American 
Museum of Natural History in 1965. It was “collected” in 
1830 in Iceland and thought to be the model for John James 
Audubon’s drawings of the Great Auk in his Birds of North 
America book.
Next, Jean asked, if the Great Auk is the first and only real 
penguin in the genus Pinguinus, why are the similar birds of 
the southern hemisphere called penguins? Historic records 
tell us that Portuguese explorer Bartolomeu Dias reached 
Africa’s Cape of Good Hope on March 12, 1488 and was the 
first European to see its flightless black and white birds that 
“brayed like donkeys” (now known as Jackass Penguins). In 

January 1520, the crew of Fernando de Magellanos saw large, 
fat, flightless “geese” off the southern tip of South America; 
these birds had raven-like beaks and also brayed like donkeys. 
In 1577 Sir Francis Drake saw similar birds in Tierra del 
Fuego. His ship’s log reports seeing an “infinite number of 
fowle, which Welsh men named penwin,” so Drake named 
them penguins (now known as Magellanic Penguins). He and 
his crew may have been thinking of the bountiful Great Auk 
in the northern hemisphere and felt these birds were close 
relatives. After the extinction of the Great Auk/Northern 
Penguin in 1844, the southern black and white flightless birds 
officially became penguins.
Modern DNA analysis has confirmed that the southern 
modern penguins and the northern alcids are products of 
convergent evolution: they evolved independently with similar 
features in different parts of the world and were never in 
contact with one another. The southern modern penguins are 
in the Spheniciformes order/Sphenicidae family. The northern 
flightless birds are in the Charadriiformes order/Alcidae 
family and are more closely related to jaegers, terns, gulls, and 
shorebirds. In the alcid hierarchy, the Razorbill/Lesser Auk/
Petit Pingouin in French (Alca torda) is the closest living 
relative of the now extinct Great Auk (Pinguinis impennis), so 
one could say there IS a penguin in the Arctic!
The Razorbills breed in small colonies of up to 1000 pairs in a 
range very similar to that of the Great Auk: Iceland, Greenland, 
Nova Scotia, Newfoundland and Labrador, and the Gulf of St. 
Lawrence. The closest breeding colonies to Lake Ontario today 
are found in the St. Lawrence River between Quebec City and 
Tadoussac. Most recently, there were two sightings of a stray 
Razorbill at Niagara-on-the-Lake (Nov. 19, 2006–Jan. 7, 2007 
and Nov. 8–Dec. 3, 2011). Bob Curry’s Birds of Hamilton lists 
nine records in the Hamilton Study Area between 1891 and 
1997. In concluding her formal discussion, Jean imagined 
that, long before dams and locks were created along the St. 
Lawrence Seaway, it is quite possible that powerful swimmers 
like the Great Auk might have swum into Lake Ontario!
Answering some questions that followed, Jean recommended 
the book The Seabird’s Cry by Adam Nicolson, which makes 
a case for implementing conservation plans for our declining 
seabirds lest they go the way of the Great Auk. (Some of these 
birds and their eggs are still harvested as food in certain 
Nordic countries!) Although tours to the North are cancelled 
during the pandemic, Jean maintained there are still plenty of 
good birds to be seen on Lake Ontario, such as Kumlien’s and 
Thayer’s Iceland Gulls and Glaucous Gulls at Bluffer’s Park in 
Scarborough, and lots of ducks and geese elsewhere.
After hearing Jean’s entertaining and informative talk, if you’re 
lucky to see a Razorbill someday, she hopes you’ll be excited 
knowing that it’s the closest living relative of the one true 
northern penguin, the Great Auk!
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Western Grebe, and Yellow-throated Warbler. Only three 
participants (3.2%) saw the following five species: Black 
Vulture, Cerulean Warbler, Sabine’s Gull, Western 
Sandpiper, and Yellow-breasted Chat. 
Species in bold were seen within the Hamilton Study Area (HSA).

Only two participants (2.2%) saw the following 14 species: 
Black-billed Magpie, Black-throated Gray Warbler, Boreal 
Chickadee, Eared Grebe, Harris’s, Lark, and LeConte’s 
Sparrows, Louisiana Waterthrush, Neotropic Cormorant, 
Piping Plover, Prairie and Prothonotary Warblers, Spruce 
Grouse, Swallow-tailed Kite, and White-winged Dove.
Finally, the 30 rarities that were only seen by one participant 
(1.1%) each are: Arctic Tern, Barn Owl, Black-bellied 
Whistling-Duck, Black-necked Stilt, Cattle Egret, Cave 
Swallow, Eurasian Collared-Dove, Glaucous-winged Gull, 
Glossy Ibis, King Rail, Kirtland’s Warbler, Magnificent 
Frigatebird, Mew (Common) Gull, Mississippi Kite,  
Northern Wheatear, Painted Bunting, Purple Gallinule, Red 
Phalarope, Ruff, Snowy Egret,  Swainson’s Hawk, Townsend’s 
Solitaire, Tropical Kingbird, Tundra Bean-Goose, Variegated 
Flycatcher, Western Meadowlark, White-faced Ibis, Worm-

eating Warbler, and Yellow-crowned Night Heron. Note that 
three of these rarities are flycatchers, with two of the three 
being seen in Algoma District.
It is no surprise that winter finches were recorded in far higher 
numbers than anticipated thanks to the huge irruption which 
began in the fall. For example, 75% of participants saw a Common 
Redpoll, 62% an Evening Grosbeak, 40% a Pine Grosbeak, 30% 
a White-winged Crossbill, and 26% a Red Crossbill.
Carter made an online presentation of the 2020 5MR challenge 
in early January for the Ontario Field Ornithologists, which 
can be viewed on their YouTube channel.
The 5MR challenge is currently ongoing for 2021, with a slight 
revision in the way it is being run. Rather than report their 
species tally to Carter once a month, participants can enter 
their tally themselves at any time by logging in to a shared 
Google spreadsheet. We encourage anyone who hasn’t yet 
joined to sign up; it is never too late and many probably can 
build a list from memory of species they’ve seen so far this year 
within five miles of their home. To join, simply send a request 
to Carter at carterdorscht@hotmail.com.

Grimsby Wetlands Update
by BRUCE MACKENZIE

WE HAVE INSTALLED some new birder feeders and the big 
one is easily accessible by one and all. Feel free to bring birdseed 
with you and fill up the hopper. It is just across the trail from 
the observation tower. The other feeders are on the tower. For 
filling we have a ladder locked up for use. The feeders will come 
down in mid-April so remember this for next year. 
In the late fall we nearly finished the snake hibernaculum. It is 
just on the west side of the tower. You may notice a pile of top 
soil and wood-chips by it. We will be spreading that around in 
the spring to finish covering the hibernaculum. Hopefully the 
word will get out next summer to the Eastern Garter Snakes 
that there is a new abode for the winter. There are tubes in the 
bottom for a bottom entrance and a rock “chimney” for entry 
from above. We are working on an interpretive sign for it.

You will notice a new sign on the Observation Tower. It notes  
the passing of Rick and Dora Young. They were active naturalists 
on the Peninsula and big fans of the wetlands. Members of the 
Niagara Falls Nature Club and Bert Miller Club of Fort Erie put 
their energies and generosity together in support of the Birds 
Canada motus tower.
With the ice setting in finally in February we were able to get 
out to finish maintenance on a couple of the duck and geese 
nesting structures. A number of new Tree Swallow boxes have 
been placed on poles on Watcher’s Pond. We are hoping for 
quite a show. If there is someone out there who would like to 
look after the Tree Swallow boxes at Fifty Point Conservation 
Area and a few at the Grimsby Wetlands and nearby, please let 
us know. For the Purple Martins we have ordered a “gourd tree” 

Fifty Point area in 1959. The Biggar farmhouse was in that small dot of 
trees on the bottom right, the present-day giant Eastern White Pines. 

Snake hibernaculum being constructed on 4 November 2020 - photo 
Bruce Mackenzie.

 (continued from page 174)
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to complement the Purple Martin house we now have. It will 
be interesting to see which nesting structure the martins come 
to. We are hoping both.
The HNC has written another letter to Rogers Communications 
about the grass mowing on the radio tower property to the east. 
We are asking Rogers not to mow until late fall or not at all. 
We sent out a letter last year but received no response. Maybe 
better luck this year. They have 90 acres of meadow habitat. 
Last year a good amount of the field was mowed during the 
nesting season including the swales full of cattails and nesting 
Red-winged Blackbirds.  
In the Fall issue of the OFO News there is an article on our 
wetlands and in the Spring issue of Niagara Escarpment Views 
magazine there will be another article on our wetlands as 
well. This magazine is a strong voice for the environment and 
culture found along the Escarpment.
I have attached an aerial photo from 1959 of the area. You might 
find it interesting – no service roads, no lagoons. Can you find 
the Biggar Farm? A member of the Biggar Family (remember 
Biggar Sewage Lagoons) contacted me and I have been 
provided with a treasure trove of information about the Biggars 
and the property. I am working on a historical interpretation 
story board for the property. To make a long story short, the 
property had been in the Biggar Family from 1796 until about 
1960. John Biggar, a United Empire Loyalist, immigrated to 
Upper Canada in 1788 and was given 348 acres, from the lake 
to the escarpment in 1796 by his father-in-law.  He fathered 20 
children with his two wives. The finishing touches are being put 
in place for the story board sign on the history of the Biggar 
Family. I hope to have the story board up in the spring. The 
house was in the great Eastern White Pines that fortunately are 
still on the property.
The DND pond is surrounded by Phragmites, Wild Parsnip 
and an invasive plant called Cut-leaved Teasel. It is interesting 
that both Wild Parsnip and Cut-leaved Teasel are “rare” plants 
in Niagara and Hamilton (rare weeds for now!). How did we 
get so lucky to get them? This teasel is bigger than Common 
Teasel and has white flowers compared to the purplish flowers 
of Common Teasel. It is more invasive and it easily takes over 
other plants where it is growing becoming a monoculture. Here 
is the bright spot; the Common Redpolls found at the wetlands 
this winter enjoyed feeding on the seeds of Cut-leaved Teasel. 
So not all “bad news” on this species.
We will be planning on spraying for Wild Parsnip again in the 
spring and the Region of Niagara will be funding the program. 
The parsnip is fairly well restricted to the berm on the north 
side of Watcher’s Pond and on the berm west of the observation 
tower on the south side of Watcher’s Pond.  Because the seeds 
can lie dormant for a few years this control program may 
have to go on for a number of years. Phragmites is showing 
up again in a few patches. We are now consulting with Invasive 
Phragmites Control Centre about whether to spray again for 

Phragmites this year or next. Considering how much was here 
before the spray program in 2018, it is so pleasing to see how 
little there is today. Our first spray was in 2018 and was very 
successful. Just ask the Virginia Rails.
Watcher’s Pond dried up from September to November. 
Cattails, a desirable marsh plant, started to pop up all over 
the drying mud. It will be interesting to see what happens in 
the spring. Will it be a pond or will it look like a marsh with 
vegetation spread throughout it. If so, the birds will have more 
habitat but it could be a little more challenging for birders to 
spot them. It now has water in it again and plenty of ice.
We received a donation in the fall to expand our native plant 

introduction. One of the 
planted areas is on the 
west side of the pathway 
as soon as you go in. 
Lois Evans, a long time 
member of the HNC and 
the first major contributor 
to the Grimsby Wetlands 
has most generously 
made another major 
donation through the Lois 
Evans Natural Heritage 
Fund of the Hamilton 

Community Foundation. Lois’s support is what got us started 
in 2017 and now we can continue with our work. 
As you know last year was very rewarding for all of the birders 
and photographers with the tremendous breeding success of 
birds like Virginia Rails and Common Gallinules.
A few things are happening soon. The Rotary Clubs of West 
Niagara are holding a Great Lakes environment clean-up on 
April 24th. As we receive more information, we will send it 
out. This is more than a shoreline clean-up. Think of the lands 
flowing into the Great Lakes. Please flag it on your calendar.
People have been asking for jobs that they could take on. Here 
is a short list that would be easy to do. Let us know if you would 
like to partake and we will give some pointers.

1) Cleaning up the turtle nesting areas.
2) Weed pulling in the pollinator gardens.
3) Planting sunflower seeds and watering.
4) Drilling holes in the ends of the logs in the various 

log piles on the property for nesting sites for solitary 
bees. Just need a battery operated drill.

5) The most important job is tell your friends about 
the Grimsby Wetlands. Social media is great but 
word of mouth is even better.

So the birds will be back soon. Here’s hoping we see the nesting 
success like we did last year. Looking forward to seeing you out 
at the wetlands.

Cattails started to move into the drying 
mud of Watcher’s Pond - photo Bruce 

Mackenize.
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In Memoriam:  Dr. Ronald Bayne — 25 January 1923 - 26 February 2021 
“By the side of the river he trotted as one trots, when very small, by the side of a man who holds one 

spellbound by exciting stories”.

As a frail and sickly child, The Wind in the Willows held solace, comfort, and escape, so much so 
that Ronald memorized the entire first chapter. He also loved to tell a story, always with colour and 
wit, and often with a lesson to be learned. At the end of the final chapter of his remarkable life we 
are left, spellbound, by the story of his generosity, kindness, compassion, and above all, love. As a 
husband, Ronald introduced his beloved wife, Barbara, to the treasure of great art and literature, 
seeding a passion they shared throughout their life together. As a father and grandfather, he inspired 
by example, passing on his generosity of spirit. As a physician, he brought compassionate listening to 
his encounters with frail or confused elderly, often coaxing from them memories or speech they had 
not uttered for years. As a professor of medicine, he infused students with the joy of learning, and of 
caring for others. He truly believed, as he wrote to a friend caring for her dying husband, “there is no 
greater privilege than to help another human being through their life”. 
In his final months, he completed his last gift to the world, a video addressing the fear of death and dying, reassuring listeners, 
and encouraging them to focus on life, well-lived. When, as a child, Ronald asked his father why he couldn’t simply have 
inherited the knowledge he had attained, his father replied: “because then you would inherit my prejudices”. Ronald was guided 
by principles of open-mindedness and acceptance all his life. Ronald knew he was loved, and he loved as much in return. 
Ronald leaves his family and so many dear friends and colleagues whom he has touched with unforgettable memories. His 
wife Barbara (deceased 2017), his daughters and their partners: Jennifer, Lillian (Michael), Jessica (Richard), Charlotte (who 
died in 1988), and Sarah, and his grandchildren: Andrew (Baila), Derek, Madelaine (Michael), Eliot (Jennifer), and Oliver are 
grateful to have had him in their lives. In lieu of flowers, the family would be grateful for donations to any of the following: 
Ronald Bayne Gerontology Award at McMaster University (www.givetomcmaster.ca); the Barbara & Ronald Bayne Fund at 
Hamilton Community Foundation (www.hamiltoncf.akaraisin.com/ronaldbayne); the RDSP Fund to support children with 
developmental disabilities at the Children’s Health Foundation www.islandkidsfirst.com/donate-now/; or the Canadian 
Association on Gerontology (Legacy Fund) www.cagacg.ca/about/legacyfund/. In all cases, please specify ‘in memory of Ronald 
Bayne’.

In the final days of Ronald’s life he bequested $30,000 to the HNC and sent a letter to the HNC Board as follows:

22 February 2021
Dear Board Members:
As you know, my daughter Sarah and I have spent many, many pleasurable hours in the woodlands surrounding 
Hamilton enjoying nature. We have also attended several of the seminars hosted by the Hamilton Naturalists’ 
Club and made many contributions to its publication the Wood Duck. And, over the years, we have made 
donations of several thousands of dollars in support of the HNC, including this last donation I am making to 
the Sanctuary/Land Trust Fund before my life ends.
I am writing to request that some of these funds be used to provide a bench near the entry to one of the sites 
the HNC has acquired in its pursuit of protecting nature (Sarah has difficulty walking long distances) and that 
on the bench a bronze plaque be mounted with the words:

“A gift from Sarah and Ronald Bayne to all lovers of nature”

Thank you.
Sincerely,
Ronald Bayne
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The Throwback | 1978

Three of our most illustrious HNC members, ever, visiting 
Hawk Mountain Sanctuary, Pennsylvania in October of 

1978. Bruce Duncan on the left, Dave Copeland on the right 
and Barry Cherriere beside Dave. Chris Risley (current 

editor of Ontario Birds) is the birder beside Bruce.
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YOU CAN HELP 
PROTECT THE 
NATURAL WORLD
Donor support is the key to ensuring we 
can continue to build on a century of 
protecting nature for future generations.

Your gift helps nature grow.

Learn more about how donation funds are 
used and how to donate to the HNC at
hamiltonnature.org/support-us/donations
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