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Spring’s Loveliness
IT’S THAT EXCITING time of year when nature shakes off its winter slumber. 
Trees are budding, bulbs are blooming, and many birds are making their long 
journeys to breeding grounds across the world.

This month, we have several articles about birds, including a piece by CLARA 
CHRISTOPHER that looks at how these magnificent fliers find their way during 
migration. MICHAEL ROWLANDS recaps the March Bird Study Group meeting, 
where Leanne Grieves put to rest the question, “Can birds smell?” BRUCE MACK-
ENZIE shares how Barn Swallows are making a home in an interesting local spot. 
And there’s a new addition to the Hamilton Study Area: the Brown Booby. NA-
THAN HOOD recounts his experience seeing this rare-for-Hamilton bird.

For gardeners, VANESSA SCALI has tips on how make your garden dance 
with native plants and pollinators. For the younger naturalists among us, THE 
DUCKLING is back with new activities as well as a page to record nature finds 
this spring. 

We received some wonderful letters from students the HNC sponsored for 
the Ontario Nature Youth Summit for Mother Nature last fall. The future feels 
bright after reading about what they learned and the great experiences they had.

This will be my last issue as editor of The Wood Duck. Though I didn’t intend 
leave so soon, my plans have had to change with the realities and time-con-
straints of working and parenting during a pandemic, which I know many of 
you have encountered as well.

It is difficult to walk away from such a wonderful experience. I have thor-
oughly enjoyed getting to know the Wood Duck readers! You are a wealth of 
talent and the articles and photos you contributed are very much appreciated.  

My heartfelt thanks to Bill Lamond for his kindness. It was great to co-edit 
with him over the past year. Bill will continue on as Wood Duck editor un-
til a new editor is found. If you are interested in the position, please email              
volunteer@hamiltonnature.org.

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 Swallow 
(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 have collected over 20,000 signatures! The completed 
petition will be sent to the MTO’s bridge replacement team, 
as well as 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 on-
line 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.

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 

THE NIAGARA PENINSULA Conservation Authority 
(NPCA) is developing a new strategic plan and invites 
you to get involved to help shape the next 10 years of 
conservation in our watershed.

A representative team of staff from various depart-
ments are leading the way and working together to in-
form, develop, and implement the strategic planning 
process.

NPCA staff and the Board of Directors are engaging 
the watershed community and are looking for your input 
toward developing a common vision on future strategic 
priorities.

A survey seeking feedback on draft strategic priori-
ties is available until May 6, 2021.

For more information or to access the survey, visit: 
getinvolved.npca.ca/2021-2031-strategic-plan 

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

by GEORGE NAYLOR and COLLEEN REILLY

NPCA 2021-2031 Strategic 
Plan: Share Your Feedback
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Species of the Month:
Coyote (Canis latrans)

Order: Carnivora

Identification: Top fur is greyish- or yellowish-brown. 
Underside fur typically white. Black nose, yellow eyes, and 
long legs. Long, bushy tail that it holds down when it runs.

Habitat: Highly adaptable species that can be found in 
fields, plains, grasslands, deserts, forests. Also adaptable to 
areas inhabited and modified by humans. Dens in rocky 
crevices, caves, and dens of other animals. 

Range: Widespread across North America.

The Photo: Chris Motherwell took this photo at Old 
Guelph Road.
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On the Cover:
White-winged Crossbill (Loxia leucoptera)
Order: Passeriformes

Identification (female): Approximately 15 cm in length. 
Yellow-gray feathers on head. Streaked back and belly. 
Two white wingbars (one of which is often hidden from 
view). Beak crossed at tips. 

Habitat: Conifers (typically spruce and tamarack) in 
boreal forests. Will visit backyard bird feeders.

Range: Winters from the Carolinas to Oregon. Breeds 
from Alaska and Quebec south to Newfoundland and B.C. 
Larger subspecies (bifasciata) is found in Eurasia.

The Photo: Doug Ward took this photo at the Royal Bo-
tanical Gardens in March 2021.

Have a suggestion for a cover shot? Let us know at 
woodduck@hamiltonnature.org
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Can Birds Smell?
by MICHAEL ROWLANDS

AFTER SOME PRELIMINARY comments about spring migra-
tion starting, the Niagara Peninsula Hawkwatch being run 
during the pandemic with only two persons allowed on the tow-
er, next month’s speaker, and other HNC and community up-
dates, BSG Director Jackson Hudecki introduced the evening’s 
guest speaker.

Leanne Grieves received her M.Sc. in biology from McMas-
ter University in 2014, working with Jim Quinn on acoustic 
communication in the Smooth-billed Ani. She received her 
Ph.D. in biology from Western University in 2020, working with 
Beth MacDougall-Shackleton on chemical communication in 
Song Sparrows. She is currently a McCall MacBain Postdoctoral 
Fellow at McMaster and may be described as an avian chemical 
ecologist. Originally from Manitoba, Leanne has enjoyed bird-
ing since 2006, and has lived in Ontario since 2012. She com-
bines a love of birds in her profession with her personal enjoy-
ment of them as a hiker and birder. Her talk to us was entitled 
“Can Birds Smell? Olfactory Communication in Songbirds.”

Leanne opened her talk by stating that birds communicate 
on four different levels: visually (bright feathers attract mates), 
acoustically (calls and songs announce danger, interest po-
tential mates, etc.), seismically (rhythmic feather movements 
create low-frequency infrasound), and chemically (birds have 
odour signatures). The latter two modes are rarely studied and 
it is a now-disproven myth that birds cannot smell.

John James Audubon himself may be to blame for the myth 
because he experimented with Black Vultures in the 1820s to 
test whether these birds could detect carrion by smell alone. In 
his first study, he covered a smelly deer carcass with leaves and 
observed that no vultures showed up. (He did not realize that 
vultures will not touch putrid carrion; they prefer fresh kills!) 
In a second study, he observed that the vultures were attracted 
to a life-size oil painting of a dead deer and concluded they only 
responded to visual cues. (He did not realize that the oil paints 
gave off methyl mercaptan, an odour also associated with fresh 
carcasses!)

It is now known that birds have fully-functioning olfactory 
systems, although we mostly associate using a sense of smell to 
detect food with larger birds such as petrels, Crested Auklets, 
Turkey Vultures and other raptors, and Brown Kiwis (whose 
nostrils are at the tips of their bills to detect prey nocturnally 
in the soil). Leanne wanted to study smaller birds to determine 
how they use smell to get information about one another. Birds 
produce an odoriferous preen oil in their uropygial gland at the 
base of the tail. When the bird gently probes this preen gland 
with its bill, it releases a small amount of preen oil, which the 
bird spreads on its feathers for waterproofing and general main-
tenance. It is also a source of bird body odour.

She chose the local subspecies of the Song Sparrow (Melo-
spiza melodia melodia) as the subject for her research. These 
birds are abundant and easy to catch in either potter traps bait-
ed with millet or mist nets at three Ontario locations (Western 
University in London, the rare Charitable Research Reserve 
in Cambridge, and the Queen’s University Biology Station on 
Lake Opinicon, north of Kingston). She captured and released 
hundreds of birds after first taking blood and preen oil sam-
ples. She also collected about 40 live male and female adult Song 
Sparrows for indoor behavioural experiments over the winter at 
McMaster.

She used DNA from blood samples to sex the Song Spar-
rows, as the males and females look alike. Drawing small drops 
of preen oil into a capillary tube from each bird’s preen gland, 
she then dissolved the oil in an organic solvent and ran each 
sample through a gas chromatograph. This lab instrument vol-
atilized the sample and pushed it through a column designed to 
separate the smaller molecules in the preen oil from the larger 
ones. A detector generated a profile, or chromatogram, of each 
sample: a series of peaks, each representing different organic 
compounds, and whose height and sub-peak area represented 
relative quantity in the sample. Using statistical methods, she 
generated a single point to represent the chromatogram of each 
bird tested and, by plotting all the points on a graph, she found 

MEETING RECAP: BIRD STUDY GROUP

With Leanne Grieves, Ph.D.
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that birds with similar preen oil composition had points clus-
tered together and away from the points of birds with dissimi-
lar preen oil content. With these graphs, she observed that the 
preen oil differs between species.

One of the other species whose preen oil she had sampled 
was the Brown-headed Cowbird, which likes to parasitize the 
nests of Song Sparrows (female cowbirds lay their eggs in a 
sparrow’s nest and the host Song Sparrow unwittingly raises the 
cowbird chick as its own). Leanne wondered whether breed-
ing Song Sparrows could identify the smell of a Brown-headed 
Cowbird and would avoid it. To test this hypothesis, she used 
a Y-shaped Plexiglas maze in which one arm of the maze had 
some cowbird preen oil dissolved in a solvent and the other arm 
had only the solvent. After a subject Song Sparrow had spent a 
five-minute acclimatization period in the maze, Leanne timed 
how long it spent in either arm of the maze for the next 10 min-
utes. She found that male Song Sparrows spent more time with 
the cowbird odour and females spent less time. Males were per-
haps instinctively wanting to ensure no cowbirds entered their 
territory, and females did not want to raise young in a territory 
close to cowbirds.

Next Leanne wondered if there were chemical differences 
between the preen oil of breeding male and female Song Spar-
rows and she graphically found there were, but these differences 
disappeared outside of the breeding season.

Using the maze experiment, she then tested whether a Song 
Sparrow could use smell to assess the sex of another Song Spar-
row. As predicted, males spent significantly more time with fe-
male odours, and females more time with male odours.

She then designed an experiment to determine whether Song 
Sparrows could use preen oil odour to help choose a healthy 
mate. This would be in addition to traits of a suitable mate they 
could determine from visual and acoustic clues. For this, she 
focussed on a group of genes called the MHC region (major 
histocompatibility complex) that are present in many species, 
including humans. These genes control the production of any-
where from 10 – 20 different MHC proteins that can each rec-
ognize and destroy specific invasive pathogens, such as harm-
ful bacteria (but not coronaviruses, unfortunately!). In human 
studies with sweaty T-shirts, it was found that females prefer 
the body odour of males whose perspiration contains different 
MHC proteins than their own! Leanne wanted to test for this in 
Song Sparrows: if true, this would allow the choice of a healthier 
mate and also more diversity (and therefore stronger immunity) 
in the MHC proteins of any offspring. Again, graphing of data 
had shown that Song Sparrows with similar MHC genotypes 
had similar preen oil composition.

So, in the maze test, would subject birds spend more or less 

time with preen oil that was more similar or dissimilar in the 
number of MHC proteins to their own? Going further, would 
they spend more or less time with preen oil that had a more 
diverse blend of those MHC proteins than their own? She found 
that both sexes spent more time with preen oil from the oppo-
site sex that had dissimilar MHC regions and more MHC ge-
netic diversity.

In summary, Leanne’s research showed that preen oil differs 
between species, allowing a bird to evade predators and para-
sites. Preen oil also differs between sexes, ensuring selection of 
a mating partner, and it is correlated with MHC genotype, mak-
ing the selection of a compatible mate that will ensure healthy 
offspring more likely.

A lively and stimulating question and answer period ensued 
in which Leanne explained more about the chemical analysis of 
preen oil samples, the mechanics of catching her subjects, and 
the timing of her experiments so the birds could be released 
back to the wild in time for the next mating season. She claimed 
males were easier to capture in potter traps with playback of 
other males’ calls, but females were more wary of responding 
to calls of distressed juveniles. She also admitted that she smells 
each bird she handles when banding birds and once had an 
American Redstart that smelled like pumpkin spice cinnamon 
latté! When asked for final thoughts by Jackson, she said that, 
although birds have been extensively studied, there is still lots 
to learn from them. She believes birds are one of the most so-
phisticated creatures on earth and is excited to keep learning 
more about them! It was a fascinating presentation by a well-in-
formed researcher at the top of her field. It is no wonder she was 
selected to be part of the McCall MacBain Postdoctoral Fellows 
Teaching and Learning Program at McMaster — she is definite-
ly part of the next generation of high-performing educators, re-
searchers, and leaders! 

Speaker Leanne Grieves. (Photo: McMaster University)
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EVERY SPRING, AT sunrise, waves of birds appear on the pen-
insula in Point Pelee, Ontario. They’ve just travelled North 
along the Atlantic flyway, and they’re here for a sojourn after 
their arduous night’s flight over Lake Erie.1 This is the sight that 
birders come in droves to see at the “Festival of Birds” in May: 
rare species can be spotted and they’ll arrive as predictably as 
the sun sets every night.

But how these birds know when and where to return to is a 
mystery. In fact, many aspects of bird migration are still the sub-
ject of speculation: How do they know their bearings? How do 
they coordinate their positions in the flock and stay together? 
How do young birds know where to migrate to without their par-
ents’ guidance? Scientists have nobly attempted to answer these 
questions only to realize how little they — and humans, in gen-
eral — know.

It’s believed that migratory patterns are the product of thou-
sands of years of evolution, a slow refining of birds’ sensory 
instincts related to weather systems, magnetic fields, sunlight, 
food resources, and more. Here, we’ll provide a brief overview 
of experiments that have shed light on birds’ more-than-human 
navigational powers.

HOW DO MIGRATORY BIRDS KNOW HOW TO GET TO A 
PLACE THEY’VE NEVER BEEN TO?
This might sound strange, but some young birds don’t make their 
first migration with their parents: they make the trip alone. This 
seems to imply that they have innate knowledge of how and where 
to travel. Even if they’re blown off course, they can get back on 
track to their set destination with reasonable ease. One experiment 
flew two sets of Manx Shearwaters from their nesting island to re-
mote cities across seas, and both sets of birds were able to retrace to 
their proper nesting grounds within a matter of two weeks2. This is 
an especially remarkable feat when we consider the distance they 
travelled — over 250 miles.

So how do they accomplish this? One hypothesis, “The Nose 
Knows theory,” suggests that birds use olfactory maps — that is, 
they use their sense of smell to infer their position relative to land-
marks, creating a scent gradient map based on wind-borne odours. 

And though this hypothesis sounds plausible, it doesn’t seem to 
provide us with a complete answer; evidence shows that olfacto-
ry-based navigation can work for up to about 300 miles, but this 
theory isn’t (yet) provable given our complete lack of knowledge 
about how scents distribute and change in chemical composition3.

Another hypothesis suggests that birds use earth’s magnet-
ic field to guide themselves. Generally, as one moves toward 
earth’s poles, the magnetic field becomes stronger. Obviously, 
this would suggest that birds have some special biological de-
vice for sensing magnetic pull. And it turns out that they may: 
scientists have found microscopic amounts of iron in the birds’ 
inner ear, which could help birds to sense which way is north.4

It’s also thought that birds can gauge their latitude based on 
a blue-light sensitive protein in their eyes, called cryptochrome, 
that’s found in multiple plant and animal species, and believed 
to play a role in regulating circadian rhythms. This chemical 
receptivity also improves their ability to sense and respond to 
earth’s magnetic field.5 In fact, some scientists hypothesize that 
birds can “see” Earth’s magnetic field: retinal nerves fire to vi-
sual areas of the bird’s brain in response to chemical reactions 
in the cryptochrome. These chemical changes happen at the 
sub-atomic level, suggesting that birds may actually be capable 
of detecting quantum-level changes.

This may answer how birds orient themselves. But how do 
they know which specific route to take to reach their destination? 
Some scientists believe that migratory birds have great mental 
map-building capabilities. That is, through experience, these 
birds may store memories of landmarks and a variety of other 
environmental cues to help themselves navigate. They may also 
draw on other, non-visual cues, like infrasounds: twenty-four 
hours before storms have hit, warblers have been known to flee 
the area and return directly after. This far in advance, a storm 
is completely inaudible to human beings. If birds can pick up 
on infrasounds (like seismic waves in earth interacting with the 
atmosphere to create sound), then they have access to another 
robust source of environmental information that can be used to 
guide them. And while this is an attractive hypothesis, it hasn’t 
yet been definitively proven.6

Migratory Birds’ More-than-
Human Navigational Powers
by CLARA CHRISTOPHER
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HOW DO MIGRATORY BIRDS KNOW HOW TO STAY ON 
COURSE?
Scientists have observed that birds use their internal clocks 
(circadian rhythms) to gauge the position of the sun, which 
may relay information about where they are on their path. If 
the birds’ internal clocks are interfered with, they routinely 
misjudge the position of the sun and fly off path. This seems 
like compelling evidence that the sun might act as a compass 
for birds, but it doesn’t seem to completely answer the ques-
tion of how birds know where to migrate to, since most birds 
migrate at night7, and so don’t have the sun as a visual cue.

Further research has suggested that the blue-light sensitive 
protein, cryptochrome, is especially receptive to light in birds, 
allowing them to continue to leverage solar information, even 
on their night journeys.8

HOW DO BIRDS KNOW HOW TO FLY IN UNISON?
Many of us have witnessed the unique V-shaped echelon for-
mation of birds in the sky. It looks like a beautiful synchronized 
dance, but it’s also a clever arrangement that helps the birds to 
conserve energy by leveraging principles of aerodynamics. In 
fact, their formation is similar to cyclists: the domestique who 
leads in the cyclists’ pack, cutting wind resistance and creating 
a slipstream for the cyclists behind them, is doing the most 
work; in the flock, the lead bird is helping the birds behind 
him draft. Like a pack of cyclists, the birds shift spots occa-

sionally to distribute their efforts evenly. The birds also coor-
dinate their flapping so that the trailing birds are flapping out 
of phase with the bird leading them, to dodge the resistance 
from the leading bird’s downwash. This helps them all to save 
an extra 20% of their energy on any given flight.9

All of this is impressive, but several questions are still left 
hanging: How do the birds know when to shift positions? 
How are such shifts communicated amongst them? How are 
lead birds elected to their position? What sensory informa-
tion makes up a migratory bird’s mental map? Now that some 
headway has been made in understanding the basics of mi-
gratory patterns, perhaps the way has been cleared for future 
researchers to find an answer to the remaining questions. But 
for now, we bird lovers can just marvel at the beauty of it. 

SOURCES
1 www.pc.gc.ca/en/pn-np/on/pelee/nature/faune-wildlife/migration
2 www.allaboutbirds.org/news/the-basics-migration-navigation/
3 pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/1838523/
4 www.nationalgeographic.org/media/how-do-birds-navigate/
5 www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2019/09/190912120543.htm
6 Jennifer Ackerman, ‘The Genius of Birds’ (New York: Penguin Books,

2017)
7 www.pc.gc.ca/en/pn-np/on/pelee/nature/faune-wildlife/

migration
8 www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2019/09/190912120543.htm
9 Canadian Wildlife Federation Magazine, Sept-Oct. 2020 Edition,

“Understory” p.14-15
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Expensive Birdhouses
Life finds a way at Fifty Point Conservation Area

by BRUCE MACKENZIE

SOMETIMES IT IS by accident that success is found. I can re-
member one of my first bosses at the Hamilton Conservation 
Authority saying that buildings in conservation areas should not 
have design features attractive to birds for nesting. He was con-
cerned about the messes sometimes left behind by nesting birds. 
To give him credit, Barn Swallows were not considered threat-
ened in 1987. 

The designers were not listening and today two large buildings 
and a bridge at the Fifty Point Conservation Area house three 
thriving colonies of Barn Swallows.

Barn Swallows are listed as a threatened species in Ontario. It 
is estimated that they have declined by 76% over the last 40 years. 
They have shared this decline with most other birds that feed on 
flying insects along with bats. Has it been insecticides/ neonico-
tinoids, changes in agricultural practices with the introduction 
of huge fields of monocrops, removal of fence rows, reduction of 
hay and cattle pastures, or changes in agricultural building design 
along with other possible factors? This  is all up for debate.

At Fifty Point, there are plenty of diverse habitats for insects 

with open skies over field and water for Barn Swallows to  “hawk” 
insects. Each type of habitat adds to the diversity of flying insects 
available to the birds. The variety of wet areas also provides for 
plenty of muddy areas for the birds to collect mud, an essential 
for nest building.

The Marina Centre and the Winona Pavilion at the Fifty Point 
Conservation Area each support about 30 active Barn Swallow 
nests every summer. The Marina Centre was built in 1987 with 
a very large outdoor deck about 2.5 metres above the ground, 
with pipes and wires strung underneath. Before this building was 
built, Barn Swallows did not noticeably nest in the conservation 
area. For the first few years, Barn Swallows showed interest in the 
building but did not nest on it for about three years. After that the 
numbers grew progressively until 30 or more nests were active 
each year.

By 2010, Barn Swallows were also nesting in small numbers 
(one or two) at the historic Ingledale House, the Beach House 
Complex, the Campground washroom building, and the “D” 
Dock pavilion in the marina. In contrast, a large drive shed at 

Winona Pavilion at Fifty Point Conservation Area. Nests on the steel beams under the roof of Winona Pavilion.
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the south end of the conservation area has seen almost no Barn 
Swallow nesting in 30 years and it is the closest thing to a barn by 
design, with large open doors and plenty of places for nesting and 
perching areas. Is it the scrub forest adjacent to it, feral cats, or its 
distance from water that keeps the swallows away?

The Winona Pavilion was built around 1990 and for the next 
15 years or so the Barn Swallows did not nest in it. Then around 
2005 they decided to try it out. Today about 30 active nests are 
found on the steel beams under the roof. 

Both the Winona Pavilion and the Marina Centre are close to 
water and both present plenty of perching areas for adult birds 
to socialize and young birds to perch while waiting for adults to 
feed them after they have taken the first flaps away from the nest. 
Young Barn Swallows often stay in groups and perch together, 
waiting for their parents to continue feeding them until the par-
ents feel enough is enough.

In 2015, the old wooden bridge crossing the narrow neck of 
the pond was replaced with a new steel bridge. The new bridge 
has an elaborate network of steel braces underneath the walking 
deck. Perfect places for Barn Swallow nests, there were 11 in 2020. 
Again, it took a couple of years for Barn Swallows to claim the 
new bridge as a nesting site. If they nested under the old wood-
en bridge that was in place since the mid 1970s, there were few. 
Nests could have easily been attached to the rough wood of the 
old bridge but there were few, if any, perching places below the 
bridge.

The new bridge likely has a greater capacity for Barn Swallow 
nests, potentially accommodating more than 11 nests. Time will 
tell. It is a young colony.

So, in 2020 there were over 70 active nests in the Fifty Point 
Conservation Area. A definite count of the actual active nests is 
difficult, for Barn Swallows can be double brooders. Most nests 
have four or five young, so the number of young fledged could 
have been in excess of 300 birds last year. 

All three of these successful nesting colonies have common 
elements. There are plenty of places for the birds to fly under a 
common roof, plenty of perches to roost and socialize on, and 
they are close to water. It took some time for the three structures 
to be accepted by the birds. Barn Swallows are very social animals 
and being able to perch close to each other and “chat” seems to 
be quite important to the birds. They would not do well at all in a 
lockdown or in small family bubbles. 

The two colonies at Fifty Point with 30 nests may be signifi-
cant colonies as they have more than 10 nests. Barn Swallows may 
nest as single nesters, but are usually found nesting in colonies 
with fewer than 10 nests.

The proximity of nests to busy public doorways and under a 
regularly active restaurant deck and bridge deck show that these 
birds are not bothered by people being close by. Kudos need to 
go to the staff and public to accept the birds with welcome and to 
deal with the clean ups when necessary. All worthwhile consid-
ering the importance of these nesting sites to this threatened spe-
cies. It is always a delight to watch the public enjoy the proximity 
and beauty of these birds. You just cannot enjoy Barn Swallows 
any more than at Fifty Point.

The author managed the Fifty Point Conservation Area Marina 
from 1983 to 2005. He still enjoys seeing nature change with time at 
the conservation area, a birding hotspot in Hamilton. 

Winona Pavilion at Fifty Point Conservation Area. A Barn Swallow perches on a boat railing. A Barn Swallow in a nest at the Marina Centre.
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IN MY VERY humble opinion, a truly beautiful garden hums with 
the whir of bees’ wings. A productive garden sways as flowers are 
caressed, explored, and shaken to their very core by the visitors 
that find a moment of rest and a tasty snack within their petals. 
Our gardens should be the place of hopping and fluttering; the 
hiding place of adventurous critters, dodging between mulched 
leaves and sticks, evading the watchful eyes of goldfinches and 
praying mantises. In short, gardens should be a freeway of move-
ment, bursting with life. Our gardens can no longer serve as 
something to merely gaze upon like a painting. Indeed, gardens 
should be textured, thoughtful, colourful, and pleasing, but this 
beauty should not — and does not — have to come at the expense 
of that same garden being a beacon of life for all kinds of critters.

Many of the garden and front yard traditions that we see 
across North America today have been imported over time, from 
various and different climates across the world. Many of the strat-
egies and goals of traditional landscapes do not really fit the cli-
mate — or serve the insect and animal clientele — of Southern 
Ontario. There is no doubt that we are in the midst of a climate 
crisis, food insecurity, a global pandemic, and rampant mental 
health struggles. As we realize the precarious ledge upon which 
we stand, more and more people want to know how they can help 
to change the trajectory of our current course. It is a perfect time 
to start to make profound changes, simply, in our gardens. By 
reimagining the small bits of land that we care for, we can make 
a huge impact on carbon sequestering, biodiversity building, and 
the creation of pathways through the disconnected patchwork of 
green spaces that our sprawling neighbourhoods have left “na-
ture” to traverse. 

If you have read Doug Tallamy’s book, Nature’s Best Hope, 
you are familiar with the idea that we, along with the gardens we 
steward, are the best chance that exists for nature to be restored 
and regenerated within the confines of modern-day cities and 
towns. As Tallamy puts it, nature is no longer “out there.” It con-
tinues to disappear at alarming rates. And what is left of it has of-
ten been mangled to barely resemble what it once was. Therefore, 

it is up to each of us as land stewards to look at our grass lawns 
and wonder, “What could be growing here that doesn’t demand 
incessant mowing, fertilizing, and watering? Which plants won’t 
go dormant as soon as the July heat and August droughts start to 
challenge them, but will instead burst into song and dance?! How 
much life could gain traction here if I make space for it?”

You can start small. For example, you can add a few butter-
fly milkweed (Asclepias tuberosa) plants into a dry, sunny spot in 
your pre-existing gardens. Find another little niche for some zig-
zag goldenrod (Solidago flexicaulis) and Anise hyssop (Agastache 
foeniculum). And who doesn’t love the bright purple of New En-
gland Aster (Symphyotrichum novae-angliae), summer’s last hur-
rah, as it contrasts against the reds and oranges of October leaves?

Do you have the space for a native tree? Trees are often over-
looked as important pollinator plants and they feed armies of 
caterpillars, which in turn feed nest upon nest of baby birds (see 
page 206 for a list of highly productive trees). You can shrink your 
lawn by one or two square metres every year. Or, if you are like 

The Dancing Garden
An open-ended invitation for winged species to hum, buzz, sip, 
soar, and hibernate in your own nature sanctuary

by VANESSA SCALI 

Bumblebee on Purple Coneflower. (Photo: V. Scali)
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me, plan to cover the whole thing up with cardboard, leaves, and 
mulch this autumn, leave it alone over the winter, and plant the 
whole thing with native plant seedlings next spring! You can even 
grow your own meadow from locally adapted, very inexpensive 
seeds with a little patience and elbow grease.

I can promise you this: if you plant native species, the bees will 
come. And that warm buzz will bring in more and more visitors. 
Your vegetable gardens will be more robust and prolific, your 
house will look more beautiful, and you will be so happy to see 
how many visitors find their way to you — creatures you maybe 
haven’t seen since childhood, or ever before.

As you search for plants, be sure to ask for native, local-
ly-seed-grown species. You may be offered ‘nativars’ instead or 
be met with not much success. But nurseries need to know there 
is a demand for Ontario’s native species — that they are no lon-
ger relegated to classifications as “weeds” but are indeed beauti-
ful, productive, climate- and water-friendly, and often forgotten 
landscape options. And if you have a hard time finding the plants 
your heart and garden desire, reach out. There are more people 

offering native plants and seeds each season.
A few of my favourite native plants and the insects they serve:
COMMON MILKWEED (Asclepias syriaca): Arguably a little 

scary for many gardeners to add an aggressive species like this to 
their gardens! But, if you can, let it run rampant because nothing 
smells quite so beautiful in early summer and attracts so many 
critters! It will draw in bumblebees, monarchs (as a host plant and 
for nectaring) and other butterflies, leafcutter bees, sweat bees, 
cuckoo bees, moths, wasps, flies, hummingbirds, and beetles!

VIRGINIA MOUNTAIN MINT (Pycnanthemum virginianum): 
Attracts a wide array of beneficial insects including many spe-
cies of solitary and social predatory wasps, as well as yellow-faced 
bees, metallic green sweat bees, long horned bees, bumblebees, 
and small resin bees.

WILD SENNA (Senna hebecarpa): Seeds are great bird food! 
Attracts butterflies and moths (is also a larval host plant), bum-
blebees; extrafloral nectaries also attract other insects.

ECHINACEA: Many species and cultivars are available, but as 
long as you prioritize something purple with ray flower anatomy 
(spiky in the middle and a single layer of outer petals) you will 
attract bees and butterflies from spring until fall!

Of course there are many others that could be added to this 
list! Hopefully there is something here you have not experiment-
ed with yet that you can add to your biodiversity collection this 
year. Happy gardening — the bees, and all their relatives, will 
thank you! Don’t forget to get in touch with the Hamilton Polli-
nator Paradise Project (hamiltonpollinatorparadise.org), a Ham-
ilton Naturalists’ Club and Environment Hamilton project, to get 
your garden on the pollinator corridor map!

For more information or seeds (when available), contact Vanessa 
Scali at vandthebees@gmail.com (Note: Any advice or products are 
not provided by or affiliated with the HNC.) 

• All Oaks (Quercus spp.) are powerhouses for insect bio-
diversity and, as a result, birds

• Native Maples (Acer spp.)
• Ohio Buckeye (Aesculus glabra)
• Northern Catalpa (Catalpa speciosa)
• Kentucky Coffeetree (Gymnocladus dioicus)
• Tulip Tree (Liriodendron tulipifera)
• Black Cherry (Prunus serotina)
• American Basswood (Tilia americana)
• Small Trees/Large Shrubs
• Serviceberries (Amelanchier spp.)
• False Indigo (Amorpha fruticosa)

• Eastern Redbud (Cercis canadensis)
• Native Dogwoods (Cornus spp. including alternifolia 

and rugosa)
• Wafer Ash or Hop Tree (Ptelea trifoliata)
• American or Wild Plum (Prunus americana)
• Chokecherry (Prunus virginiana)
• Pussy Willow (Salix discolor)
• Native Sumacs (Rhus glabra/hirta)
• American Bladdernut (Staphylea trifolia)
• Native Viburnums (Viburnum lentago and trilobum)
• Prickly Ash (Zanthoxylum americanum)

Large Trees (Notable species according to Doug Tallamy and Heather Holm):

Various bees on Stiff Goldenrod (Solidago rigida) (Photo: V. Scali)

Activities for Young Naturalists



The Duckling
Activities for Young Naturalists

Draw ahabitat forthe bear!



Help the hedgehog get to the forest.

34

From home, you will need a die and player tokens. Try using small toys or pebbles.
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Animal Crossword Puzzle

1
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3

5

6

7 8

Down
1. Mammal with big cheeks
2. Small mammal with a long tail
3. Insect with long, transparent wings
4. Mammal with wings
6. Arthropod that makes a web
8. Animal with antlers

4. Flying insect with stripes
5. Insect with colourful wings
6. Mammal with long, white

stripes
7. Animal with feathers

Across

ANSWERS Down: 1. Chipmunk, 2. Mouse, 3. Dragonfly, 4. Bat, 6. Spider, 8. Deer. Across: 4. Bee, 5. Butterfly, 6. Skunk, 7. Bird.



Record your nature finds this spring!

Plants

Birds Amphibians & 
Reptiles

Mammals



THE WOOD DUCK    211

Brown Booby: New to the Hamilton Study Area
by NATHAN HOOD

FOR MANY ONTARIO birders, when fall days and east/northeast 
winds combine, a trip to the famed Van Wagner’s Beach at the 
Lakeland Centre is a top priority. During this time, it is possible 
to get a glimpse into the lives of passerby jaegers as they reach 
another milestone on the long trek from their Arctic breeding 
grounds to their wintering grounds on tropical oceans. If one 
is lucky enough, they may also be visited by their fellow Arctic 
breeding strays embarking on similar journeys. These could in-
clude phalaropes, kittiwakes and Sabine’s Gulls. One can never 
know for sure what they might find here and September 8, 2020 
was no exception. For me, it had been two years since I last vis-
ited Van Wagner’s Beach. So when an already dedicated crew of 
local and far-travelled birders had turned up several Long-tailed 
Jaegers and Sabine’s Gulls, I knew it was green lights all the way 
to Hamilton!

Upon arrival, it was a classic fall Van Wagner’s scene. Birders 
and scopes lined edge-to-edge on the iconic viewing platform, 
sharing stories of past while panning back and forth along the 
horizon for the jaegers (or better-named ‘pirates of the sea’). Get-
ting a spot at Van Wagner’s can sometimes be as tricky as finding 
the jaegers themselves. Fortunately, my first stroke of luck came 
early by finding a spot next to birders William Konze, Isabel Ap-
karian, and Cody Bassindale. Within seconds, birders had picked 
up a close group of Sabine’s Gulls and not long after a gorgeous 
Long-tailed Jaeger. Things were looking good and I had already 
satisfied my craving for jaeger action. 

It was not long after when a strange bird, not more than a 
smudge on my scope, appeared almost miraculously from the 
horizon. Immediately, the absence of jaegers in my life over the 
past two years was quickly made clear by exclaiming, “JAEGER!” 
But as it got closer and closer, I knew this was further and further 
from the truth. Slowly, features were materializing that seemed 
off. First, this bird had steady, slow wingbeats followed by several 
seconds of gliding. Then, I could make out a white underbelly and 
underwing while all else appeared black. By this time, I had gotten 
several others on it. Finally, it landed, far out on the famous wave 
tower and the identity was made clear (distance was around 1.15 
km when measured from Google Maps). In our scopes we all saw 
it, a long-tailed, white-bellied sea bird with a striking massive pale 
bill. I think I looked in disbelief alongside the birders next to me 
before we all exclaimed the magical words, “BROWN BOOBY!”

Now, a Brown Booby is no Arctic stray. This is a southern 
bird. A common sight from warm Mexican beaches, a pleasant 

surprise in Florida, and an insane sighting at a location such as 
Hamilton. With that being said, the summer and fall of 2020 
were an incredible time for sightings of these birds in northeast-
ern North America. Although it may not have been as incredible 
for the birds themselves. Using eBird data, a handful of records 
can be noted along the northeastern coastal states, in addition to 
three significant inland records from New York and Ohio. Fifteen 
days before the Hamilton Booby, on August 24, several unique 
observers briefly documented a Brown Booby around Bowman-
ville, Ontario, actively hunting and later flying east. Since both the 
Hamilton and the Bowmanville observations describe the booby 
as a subadult, and considering the extreme rarity of Brown Booby 
in Ontario, the birding community believes all sightings were of 
the same bird. 

The first and only other Ontario occurrence of a Brown Booby 
was an adult on the Niagara River and Lake Ontario at Fort Erie 
in October 2012. Similar to the 2020 Booby, after disappearing 
from Fort Erie in late October, it reappeared over a week later 
at the tip of Long Point and shortly after was found perched on 
the rocky Lake Erie shoreline at Lowbanks, where it likely met an 
unfortunate end with the onset of very cold weather. 

The Hamilton Brown Booby was not only a significant re-
cord for Ontario, but also ticked off species 400 for the Hamil-
ton Study Area checklist. I think the phrase “a once in a lifetime 
experience” fits this day perfectly, which I’m sure could be said 
by the many other birders who were able to witness this bird 
during its stay from September 8 to October 24, 2020. This is 
certainly an experience I won’t forget anytime soon and I am so 
glad to have shared in this excitement alongside so many amaz-
ing birders and friends. 

Brown Booby (Sula leucogaster) at Van Wagner’s Beach (Photo: Rich Poort)
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Dear Hamilton Naturalists’ Club,

My name is Lily Mae, and I am a teenager currently living on Treaty 3 (Hamilton) land. I was sponsored by your won-
derful organization to attend the Virtual Youth Summit for Mother Earth this summer from August – September.
I attended the Youth Summit for Biodiversity last year and had an amazing time. Being able to learn from experts and 
meet other like-minded youth was so refreshing. I still talk to the friends I made even though we are all spread out across 
Ontario. So, when I heard the Summit was running again this year, I knew I wanted to attend to make new memories.

This Youth Summit was an amazing opportunity to connect with others and discuss interests, facts, and more. One 
of my favourite parts was the workshops I took. They were, by far, some of the most informative sessions I have ever 
been to. One workshop I learnt a lot from was the Treaties and Indigenous Politics Workshop. In this session, I learnt 
more about how traditional governments functioned, how the colonial government instated itself as the power, and the 
effects this continues to have on the nations across Turtle Island. I was able to share the knowledge I gained with my 
parents and other family members. I enjoyed all of the other sessions too like the Women In Industry and Biodiversity 
workshops. Both were extremely informative and I walked away with new insights on the topics we discussed. My last 
workshop was Water and Interconnectedness and this was an amazing session. I was able to learn more about how water 
functions both on a scientific and personal level. Now every time I use water, I am thinking of how my usage affects our 
environment and the implications that has for me.

The Youth Summit challenges were also extremely fun. One of my favourites was creating a social media post. For this 
challenge, I created an informative Instagram post about the Enbridge Pipeline proposed to go through Treaty 3. While 
I knew a bit about it, this gave me a chance to learn more as well as educate my followers. I also enjoyed the group chal-
lenge! My group and I connected extremely well which made it very easy to brainstorm and complete tasks. We came 
up with the idea of a web-series teaching youth how to cultivate their own gardens with a special focus on the dangers 
of monocultures. It was an excellent experience to collaborative with other teens; it taught me a lot about team work 
and time management. I am walking away from this Summit with much more knowledge than I entered with and I 
am extremely excited to share it with my friends and family. One of the biggest takeaways for me was the knowledge I 
gained on treaties, traditional governance, and the colonialist system. Starting the Summit, I knew a little about treaties 
but not near enough. After my workshops, I have more knowledge that can assist me in being a better ally. I had such 
an amazing time connecting with other teens at this summit. Thank you for sponsoring me so I could learn more about 
the planet we are living on.

Thank you and stay safe,
Lily Mae

Thank you, HNC!

IN FALL 2020, the HNC sponsored three students to take part in Ontario Nature’s Virtual Youth Summit for Mother Earth. The 
Summit gives Ontario youth the opportunity to learn about creating positive social and environmental change in their commu-
nities. The 2020 event engaged 103 youth from 54 communities across Ontario.

We received thoughtful thank you letters from the students we sponsored and are so glad to know they enjoyed their expe-
rience at the Summit!

The 2021 Youth Summit is planned for September 10–12, 2021. Visit ontarionature.org/youthsummit for information.

Letters from Ontario Nature Youth Summit Participants
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Hello!

I’m Hannah and I would like to say thanks to the Hamilton Naturalists’ Club for sponsoring me and giving me the op-
portunity to take part in the Youth Summit! I really enjoyed the opportunity to enroll in the workshops! I learned so 
much about our land and the ties that Indigenous people have to it.

I’m really glad I got to attend the sessions because I wasn’t very aware about environmental and Indigenous issues in 
Canada and I wanted to learn more! I loved every single part about this experience, especially the Water and Intercon-
nectedness workshop on Saturday, September 12/20. It definitely made me more aware about how much water we are 
using and wasting as a nation. I will now be more contentious about what I put down the drain and how I use the water 
that has been given to us.

I would definitely recommend Ontario Nature’s Youth Summit to anyone thinking about attending it!

Sincerely,
Hannah

Dear Hamilton Naturalists’ Club,

Thank you for sponsoring me to attend the 11th annual biodiversity leadership summit, also known as the first-ever 
Virtual Youth Summit for Mother Earth.

My name is Antonia, a first‐year student at McGill University. I truly appreciate the opportunity to attend this fantastic 
event throughout the month of September. It is my second time attending this conference. I have looked forward to this 
since the end of last year’s summit! I have always been interested in subjects related to the environment and continu-
ously enrich myself with news articles. However, every time I attend the summit, I learn so much more about various 
topics and issues unknown to me, which makes these opportunities more valuable to me; not only have I made so many 
like-minded friends that have become the motivation of my ideas, I have also found new subject areas to broaden my 
environmentally friendly actions.

A highlight of this summit that I enjoyed the most is the workshop about buffalo and the Blackfoot confederacy. Before 
attending this summit, I’d only been told about the close relationship between indigenous groups and biodiversity, not 
knowing what it exactly was. After this workshop, I understood the effects of removing species and moreover the gov-
erning system of the indigenous community. This has now stirred my curiosity in learning more about the management 
style [of] indigenous governance, which is related to my current study in university, which is environmental economics.

Once again, thank you for this opportunity; otherwise, I wouldn’t have found news areas of interest and so many kind 
friends.

Sincerely,
Antonia
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The Throwback | 1985

Starting a hike at Spooky Hollow Sanctuary.
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Visit hamiltonpollinatorparadise.org

Get your garden on the map to
help build the pollinator corridor!
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