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Hello! I hope all of you are well. The days are getting shorter and cooler. 
With each passing day there are fewer and fewer species that you can see. It 
got me to thinking about how many species of plants, fungi and animals you 
could observe on 1 July versus on 1 January. At the beginning of the year the 
number of insects you could observe would be tiny, if any, and forget about 
herpetofauna. Of course several birds species, but a fraction of what you 
could see in the summer. And with a blanket of snow there would be very 
few plants to ID, and most of those would be dead. 

I have had to reduce this issue to 20 pages rather than the usual 24 pages. Did 
it feel a bit lighter, thinner, when you first handled it? I didn’t have enough 
material for 24 pages and I eschewed looking for reprints to fill the void. The 
article on the inside back cover is a reprint. It was originally published in 
the South-Peel Nats newsletter (thanks for letting me reprint it!) but it was 
written by HNC Club member Shena Chisholm so I was more than happy 
to include it here. Despite the thinness there are several articles inside about 
our Club or by Club members. 

The HNC has a new part-time Editor to help me with producing this journal.  
To make to easier for this Editor perhaps I could extol Club members to 
submit some articles to make it easier to fill the pages. We have not had a 
member’s profile in quite some time so that would be a welcome addition. It 
would be wonderful if all you photographers out there submitted your best 
photos as that is always a good page filler. Anything would be appreciated.

Tale care everyone. Better times are ahead I think.

From the Editor

Bill Lamond
Editor
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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 September and on the HNC 
website:

October at 7:30 p.m.
Speaker: Jen Baker

Topic: The Goat Project at the Sheelah Dunn-Dooley 
Nature Sanctuary will be profiled by HNC Land Trust 
Coordinator Jen Baker.

8 November at 7:30 p.m.
Speaker: James Kamstra

Topic: Butterfly Counts: What Have We Learned in 
25 Years.

Butterfly counts involve groups of dedicated volunteers 
who spend an entire day in the field to seek out and count 
all the butterflies they encounter. After 25 consecutive 
years of these counts, much data has been assembled 
and some trends in butterfly populations have become 
apparent. James will highlight the observed changes in 
some species and describe how the counts have given 
us greater understanding of the local and provincial 
butterfly fauna.

James Kamstra is an ecologist who has coordinated two 
butterfly counts in Durham for the past 25 years. He is the 
Ontario Regional editor who compiles all of the provincial 
counts for the North American Butterfly Association and 
the Toronto Entomological Association.

Next BSG Webinar Meeting
25 October at 7:30 p.m.
Speaker: Liz Benneian

Topic: Trumpeter Swans: An Amazing Story of 
Conservation Success.
The world’s largest swan went from being extirpated 
from Ontario to a population numbering over 2,000 
today. Learn more about this beautiful bird and the 
valiant volunteers behind its wonderful recovery.
Liz Benneian, spokesperson for the Trumpeter Swan 
Coalition and Executive Director of Ontariogreen 
Conservation Association

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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 On the Cover: Snowberry Clearwing
 (Hemaris diffinis)

Family: Sphingidae
Identification: This day-flying sphinx moth is similar 
to the more common Hummingbird Clearwing but it is 
usually smaller (not always) and has a black and yellow 
abdomen rather than the reddish and yellow abdomen of 
the Hummingbird Clearwing. Both species are occasionally 
mistaken for hummingbirds but a careful look will dispel 
that notion.

Habitat: This species is not rare and can be found almost 
anywhere there are large flower patches, even backyards. The 
caterpillars feed on Snowberry, Dogbanes and Honeysuckles.

Range: This species is very widespread across Ontario 
occurring as far north as Cochrane and likely to the Hudson 
Bay Lowlands.

The Photo: Barry Cherriere took this photo at Courtcliffe 
Park near Carlisle on 28 July 2021. 

Species of the Month: Calligrapha confluens 
Family: Chrysomelidae

Identification: Another beetle that looks like a giant Lady 
Beetle. The photo of this individual makes it look very 
distinctive but this species is highly variable in appearance 
with most individuals showing very little orange or no 
orange at all.

Habitat: For sure a distinctive looking beetle, this species 
seems largely unknown to the point that it does not have a 
common name. As shown in the photo, it is a leaf feeder. It 
is possibly feeding on a dogwood spp. but hard to be sure.

Range: Occurs in eastern North America from the Gulf 
Coast to Sault Ste. Marie and Sudbury in Ontario with one 
record from Thunder Bay. Absent from most of south-
western Ontario save for Long Point...and the Beverly Swamp.

The Photo: This individual was photographed at the 
Lafarge Trail at 10th Concession, Flamborough on 2 June 
2021 by Rose Petersen.
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Summer in the Land Trust Program 
by JEN BAKER

HNC’s LAND TRUST PROGRAM was busy this 
summer thanks to hard working staff and volunteers at the 
McQuesten Urban Farm and the Sheelah Dunn Dooley Nature 
Sanctuary, as well as through the Trees Please project. We’ve 
also been able to move forward with developing Hamilton’s 
Biodiversity Action Plan. 

Thanks to our talented and dedicated communications 
contractor, these successes are being communicated through 
HNC’s social media platforms, attracting new people to HNC. 
If you would like to stay informed please join us on Twitter 
and Instagram @HamiltonNature. 

McQuesten Urban Farm
HNC manages the large pollinator habitat at the McQuesten 
Urban Farm in east Hamilton. It’s been a difficult area to 
restore with several invasives that make it challenging for 
native plants to get established. We have had some successes 
and setbacks over the years. This summer we were fortunate 
to have Katja Odegaard as our summer intern. Having this 
dedicated support and being able to offer regular volunteer 
opportunities has made a substantial improvement. Katja 

focused in the priority areas and was able to knock the invasives 
back, allowing more native plants to become established. We 
will continue with weekly maintenance sessions and look 
forward to seeing even more pollinators using the habitat next 
year!

Eco-Goats to the Rescue
The Eco-Goats to the Rescue at the Sheelah Dunn Dooley 
Nature Sanctuary project has had a successful first year thanks 
to dedicated staff and volunteers. Maia Moore and Joanne 
Armstrong were our hard-working summer interns who were 
not phased by bad weather or escaping goats. They effectively 
trained volunteers to manage buckthorn and guided visitors 
around the site, explaining the purpose of the research project 
and the importance of managing invasives. This fall we will be 
planting some trees and shrubs in the areas cleared by people. 
We are making plans for Phase 2 of the project in 2022 and 
will be releasing the Phase 1 report in a few weeks.

Trees Please training session with volunteers - photo Juby Lee.

Monarch at the McQuesten Urban Farm - photo Katja Odegaard.

Wildflowers at the McQuesten Urban Farm - 31 August 2021 - photo 
Katja Odegaard.

James on the job at Sheelah Dunn-Dooley Sanctuary - photo Faye 
Perchanok.
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Trees Please

Trees Please is a citizen science project to study urban forest 
health and to monitor air quality in different Hamilton 
neighbourhoods. The results of this data collection helps 
to direct strategic tree planting to areas with poor air 
quality and low tree cover. The project is a partnership with 
Environment Hamilton and has been underway since 2016. 
This summer HNC’s Rogina Jabel and EH’s Juby Lee trained 
14 volunteers to collect data on 200 trees in Hamilton’s 
Rolston neighbourhood. We will be hosting a small tree 
giveaway for this neighbourhood with a focus on a variety 
of fruit trees in response to neighbourhood consultation.  

We are also hosting a large 1,200 native tree and shrub 
giveaway across Hamilton this fall. There will be a 
community tree planting this fall as well. Details about both 
of these activities will be released soon.

Hamilton’s Biodiversity Action Plan
In April Hamilton City Council passed a motion to 
support the development of a Biodiversity Action Plan, an 
initiative HNC has been leading with partner organizations 
for several years. We are thrilled to have the support of 
Council to move forward with this important plan. This 
has enabled staff from different departments to participate 
on the Biodiversity Working Group and has allowed us 
to hire a Coordinator to facilitate the development of this 
collaborative Biodiversity Action Plan. The current focus 
is developing a framework to guide the focus and ongoing 
monitoring. This fall we will hold stakeholder and public 
consultation sessions. The goal is to have Hamilton’s 
Biodiversity Action Plan developed by April 2022.

If you have questions or would like more details about these, 
or any of HNC’s Land Trust Program activities please contact 
Jen Baker at land@hamiltonnature.org or 905-524-3339.

Trees Please community tree planting in fall 2020 at Windermere Basin - photo Carolyn Zanchetta.



32    OCTOBER  2021

Introducing the HNC’s 10th Property: The Crieff 
Woods Nature Sanctuary!
by JEN BAKER

WE ARE PLEASED TO ANNOUNCE that HNC has 
acquired it’s 10th nature sanctuary thanks to a generous 
donation from HNC member David Brewer. 

David Brewer wanted to ensure that the important natural 
features on his property are protected forever and has gifted 
22 acres to HNC. HNC is honoured to be the caretaker of 
this special land which will be called Crieff Woods Nature 
Sanctuary. 

The property is located in Puslinch and falls within the 
Provincially Significant Earth Science Area of Natural and 
Scientific Interest (ANSI) called Galt Moraine. It is also 
designated as Protected Countryside within the Greenbelt 
Plan. The property is primarily conifer forest with rolling 
hills typical of the hummocky moraine.  

The Crieff Woods Nature Sanctuary provides terrestrial 
wildlife habitat and as it is part of the provincially significant 
Galt Moraine, it provides important groundwater recharge, 
discharge and storage functions, resulting in water quality 
and quantity related benefits. The Galt Moraine is part of a 
larger system, the Paris-Galt Moraine, that stretches from 
north to south west from Caledon to Norfolk County, a 

distance of about 560 kilometres. 

David Brewer has recorded the following nesting birds 
on the property: Rufous-sided Towhee, Pine Warbler, 
Clay-colored Sparrow, Wild Turkey, Screech & Great 
Horned Owls, and Cooper’s Hawk. Smooth Greensnakes 
(designated as a Specially Protected Reptile under the 
Ontario Fish and Wildlife Conservation Act) have also 
been sighted in the rock piles on the property.  Ravens have 
been observed on the adjacent property to the west. The 
adjacent property to the north has open grassland habitat 
and has had sightings of Bobolink, Eastern Meadowlark, 
Grasshopper Sparrow and Northern Harrier. Additional 
sightings will be shared as we learn more about the property.

Please note that visitation to the property is by invitation 
as parking and access is provided through David Brewer’s 
driveway. HNC will be hosting an annual outing to the 
nature sanctuary.

If you have any questions about the property or would 
like more information, please contact Jen Baker at land@
hamiltonnature.org or 905-524-3339.
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Hunt for the Cyrano Darner
by BOB CURRY

I’VE SEEN AND PHOTOGRAPHED most of the 
dragonflies and damselflies of Ontario but the Cyrano 
Darner has been what you might call a jinx. It is to 
be found in numerous south-central Ontario lakes 
and rivers. As well there are a few deep south outlier 
populations. It is an early season darner flying mostly 
in June. One such southern population has been found 
by James Holdsworth and others in recent years at The 
Pinery and adjacent areas.

In June, 2020 I planned a day-trip to these Lambton 
County spots. It transpired to be a cool, blustery overcast 
day, the coldest by far in a hot, sunny month. No chance. 
So, again this year I was ready and this time I enlisted 
consummate dragonfly catcher, Bill Lamond.

The Port Franks area south 
of The Pinery is a wonderful 
complex of deciduous forested 
and ponds. We spent several 
hours in Forested Dunes Nature 
Reserve especially where Mud 
Creek meanders through it. The 
birdlife is a rich mix of southern 
and northern affinities: Acadian 
Flycatchers, Tufted Titmouse 
and Hooded Warbler we found 
alongside Blackburnian and Canada Warbler.

Finally, along the creek I spotted a flying Cyrano Darner!  
It patrolled a short section of the creek but I had no chance 
of catching it for a much-desired close-up examination. 
This is where Bill shines. He waited patiently on the steep 
muddy bank for 20 minutes before the dragon came 
within swinging distance. I had visions of Bill falling 

Cyrano Darner at Mud Creek, Lambton County Heritage 
Forest, 23 June 2021 - photo Bob Curry. Note the distinctive 

arched abdomen of this species in flight.

Author Bob Curry.

The “captured” Cyrano Darner at Mud Creek, Lambton County 
Heritage Forest, 23 June 2021 - photo Bob Curry.

Cyrano Darner at Mud Creek, Lambton County Heritage 
Forest, 23 June 2021 - photo Bob Curry.

Cyrano Darner close-up at Mud Creek, Lambton County Heritage 
Forest, 23 June 2021 - photo Bob Curry.
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head-first into the creek – certainly this would have been 
my fate – but with one deft swing he netted our quarry.

Cyrano Darner is quite distinct from all our other Ontario 
darners. It is named after Cyrano de Bergerac the large-
nosed character of the eponymous play by Edmond 
Rostand first performed in 1897. Indeed, as the close-
up photo shows, this species has a pronounced frons or 
forehead.

Another highlight of the day was running into old 
naturalist friend and Lambton denizen Scott Connop. He 
was recording warbler songs for his collection.

In late afternoon we drove to a site on the Ausable River. 
We couldn’t locate any Green-faced Clubtails which are 
extremely rare in Ontario and known from this site, but 
had nice encounters with Queen Snake and Eastern Milk 
Snake. And we saw a population of Tuberous Indian 
Plantain which is a very interesting plant. However, Cyrano 
Darner remains as one of my top 2021 nature highlights.

Eastern Milk Snake at Ausable River, Fossil Road, Middlesex, 23 
June 2021 - photo Bob Curry.

Queen Snake at Ausable River, Fossil Road, Middlesex, 23 
June 2021 - photo Bob Curry.

Tuberous Indian Plantain at Fossil Rd, Arkona, Middlesex 
County - 23 June 2021 - photo Bill Lamond.

The Larks celebrated Kay MacCulloch’s 
100th birthday on 3 September 2021. Not 
sure how many centenarian members we 

have but we have at least one.
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Great Plains Ladies’ Tresses in the Hamilton Study Area
by BILL LAMOND

THE GREAT PLAINS LADIES’ TRESSES (Spiranthes 
magnicamporum) is a rare plant in Ontario. It is an orchid 
and not terribly showy, but still much sought by naturalists 
and photographers because it is an orchid. It is a relatively new 
species, being ‘cleaved off ’ the Nodding Ladies’ Tresses group in 

the 1970s.  The first record for Canada was in 1975 and since that 
time it has been seen at several more locations in the province. 
It is considered “vulnerable” (S3) in Ontario according to Rare 
Vascular Plants of Ontario (Oldham & Brinker 2009) meaning 
it has a restricted range in Ontario, or relatively few populations 
(often 80 or fewer), or recent and widespread declines, or other 
factors making it vulnerable to extirpation. 

The map below shows the extent of the Ontario populations 
in 1984. There have been several populations found in the 35 
intervening years. In the List of Vascular Plants of Ontario’s 
Carolinian Zone (Oldham 2017) it is considered rare in Essex, 

Map of Occurrences of Great Plains Ladies’ Tresses in Ontario including map of species known range (Catling, Whiting, White 
and Maher (1982).

Great Plains Ladies’ Tresses at Green Lane Wetland, Paris - 9 
September 2021 - photo Sarah Lamond.

Great Plains Ladies’ Tresses at Green Lane Wetland, Paris - 9 
September 2021 - photo Sarah Lamond.
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Kent, Lambton, Norfolk 
and Niagara counties and 
considered uncommon 
in Elgin. According to 
iNaturalist there are now 
records for locations on 
central Bruce Peninsula, 
records east of Lake 
Couchiching, in Oxford, 
Middlesex, Halton, and SW 
of Ottawa. Nonetheless the 
plant is still a good find. 

In the Hamilton area it 
is found at a least three 
locations…I think. When 
one looks at the iNaturalist 
map for this species for 
Hamilton, Halton and 
Brant Counties it appears 
that there are several 
occurrences. However, iNat 
has the annoying habit of 
obscuring actual locations 
for species considered 
vulnerable, thus a pin can 
be placed up to 10 km away 
from the actual location. 
There are three pins for a 
location, likely in Halton, 
by one observer, and based 
on the notes provided it is 
obvious these three pins 
are for the same location. 

Wherever it is!! 

There is also a population of this species at the Green Lane 
Wetland in east Paris [Brant] just at the edge of the Hamilton 
Study Area. This population was found by Mike Hallett in 
2019. If one looks at iNat maps, there are eight pins in Brant 
and south Cambridge and all of these pins pertain to the 
Green Lane Wetland, scattered all over to prevent people 
from finding this population. There is another location 
that iNat maps north of Christie C.A. although the actual 
population could be miles away and may even be the Halton 
population mentioned above. 

The Green Lane Wetland location was censused on 8 and 9 
September by  Sarah Lamond and me. We counted 83 plants 
at this site, a former sandpit I believe, that has gone back to 
nature. It is owned by Tigercat Inc. and its future as a natural 
area is anything but secure. I wrote about this area in 2019 
when I saw a very large population of Upland White Aster 
here. The wetland immediately to the south of the plants has 

a large population of Midland Painted Turtles and American 
Bullfrogs and in the summer hosts good numbers of 
migratory shorebirds. In the past month 19 Great Egrets have 
feasted on the abundant fish and frogs here. It is a site that 
deserves protection. How to get it done is the conundrum.

List of References:
Catling, P.M., R.E. Whiting, D.J. White and R.V. Maher. 1982.  
Spiranthes magnicamporum Sheviak. One page in K.M. Pryer 
& G.W. Argus, eds. Atlas of the Rare Vascular Plants of Ontario. 
National Museum of Natural Sciences. Ottawa.
Oldham, M.  2017.  List of the Vascular Plants of Ontario’s 
Carolinian Zone (Ecoregion 7E). On-line pdf. Ontario Ministry of 
Natural Resources and Forests, Peterborough.

Oldham, M.J., and S.R. Brinker. 2009. Rare Vascular Plants of 
Ontario, Fourth Edition. Natural Heritage Information Centre, 
Ontario Ministry of  Natural Resources. Peterborough, Ontario. 

Great Plains Ladies’ Tresses at 
Green Lane Wetland, Paris - 9 
September 2021 - photo Sarah 

Lamond.

Great Plains Ladies’ Tresses at Green Lane Wetland, Paris - 9 
September 2021 - photo Sarah Lamond.

Viceroy nectaring on Old Field Aster (Aster pilosus) at Oak Park 
Rd, Brantford - 20 September 2021 - photo Ian Smith.
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Book Review: Winter World — The Ingenuity of 
Animal Survival - Bernd Heinrich

by LOUISE UNITT

BERND HEINRICH has always been intrigued by 
the diverse ways that plants and animals adapt to their 
environment. The retired professor of biology has shared 
his findings in a series of well-regarded books on nature, 
including Winter World: The Ingenuity of Animal Survival 
(Harper-Collins Inc., 2003, New York, NY, 347 pages). 
In a comprehensive discussion that ranges from hulking 
carnivores to minute insects, Winter World explores how 
animals cope with a harsh northern winter.

We are all familiar with the state of hibernation, whereby 
bears, well nourished from fall gorging, stay snug in their 
dens all winter. Lesser known is a lighter level of sleep known 
as torpor. Mammals such as skunks and chipmunks alternate 
between periods of torpor and activity over the course of a 
winter season. 

Many northern creatures are snow tolerant, some even 
turning it to their advantage. Polar Bears spend the six 
months of an Arctic winter in dens dug into snowdrifts. 
Ruffed Grouse tunnel into packed snow, an effective insulator. 
Small mammals, too, will shelter overnight under a layer of 
snow. But what to do when the mercury dips and there’s no 
snow on the ground? Shrews and voles burrow below the 
frost line or take refuge beneath a layer of leaf mould. Trees 
and rotting stumps offer a haven for many small mammals 
and birds.

Mammals aren’t the only animals to head underground 
when the temperature plummets. Manitoba Toads will 
dig down four feet or more, retreating farther as winter 
progresses. Four of North America’s frog species can tolerate 
being frozen to minus eight degrees Celsius! Turtles go deep 
too: the Common Snapping Turtle buries itself in the mud 
beneath a frozen pond. Northern Map Turtles retreat into 
riverbed depressions, sometimes piled on top of one another. 

Cold is no threat to Muskrats and North American Beavers, 
safely ensconced in their well-maintained lodges. Beavers 
will often refurbish their homes in the fall or build themselves 
a new one. When the mud used to plaster the walls freezes, 
the lodge becomes nearly impervious to predator attack.

In late fall, Heinrich has witnessed Downy and Hairy 
Woodpeckers excavating holes in trees to serve as nocturnal 
roosts. Once vacated, these cavities will welcome other 

guests, e.g., House Wrens, Eastern 
Bluebirds and Eastern Screech Owls.

Shivering helps birds conserve heat. 
So does huddling with their fellows, 
at times even in mixed flocks. 
Ptarmigans, a.k.a. “snow chickens,” 
are supremely equipped for Arctic 
life. An inner layer of feathers traps 
heat, while an outer layer of longer 
feathers forms a barrier against wind 
and snow.  

Like Heinrich, wildlife photographer Stan Tekiela has been 
studying how birds deal with frigid climes. In his book, Bird 
Migration: The Incredible Journeys of North American 
Birds, Tekiela notes that non-migratory birds can scale up 
their plumage by as much as two-thirds. A Black-capped 
Chickadee’s feather count will increase from 1,500 in the 
summer to 2,500 in the winter.  

Just as ample plumage helps birds keep warm, thick fur 
performs a similar service for Red Squirrels, Snowshoe Hares 
and other mammals. A hare’s white winter coat renders it 
less visible to enemies, while oversized feet prevent it from 
sinking through snow. Able to traverse winter terrain with 
ease, hares can browse on twigs that are inaccessible to other 
animals. Unlike skunks, which carry extra insulation by way 
of fat, Snowshoe Hares and weasels remain lean to better 
to outrun predators. Scant padding makes heat retention 
problematic, a deficit that’s offset by an unusually rapid 
resting metabolism.  

For animals that are active year-round, a reliable food 
source is crucial. Many depend on the buffet of seeds, buds, 
sap and twigs that trees provide. Spruce seeds are highly 
prized by Red Squirrels, but for a sweet treat they look to 
the Sugar Maple. The squirrels poke holes in the twigs to 
release the sap, returning later to feed on the concentrated 
maple “candy” that forms. Porcupines are bark specialists, 
girdling the trunks of spruce, pine and hemlock. 

When prey is scarce, Snowy and Great Gray Owls may 
resort to irruptive migration, often ranging far afield in 
search of sustenance. Faced with a meagre cone crop, Pine 
Siskins and Red and White-winged Crossbills too will 

Louise Unitt.
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roam well beyond their usual habitat as they scour the 
landscape for ripening spruce seeds.  

Aside from the Monarch Butterfly’s celebrated migration, 
few of us give much thought to how insects make it through 
a winter. In Heinrich’s view, that indifference stems from 
our difficulty in relating to beings so different from us as 
to seem almost alien. It’s a mind-set that leaves us all but 
ignorant of the remarkable feats of survival of which these 
underrated creatures are capable.  

Insects overwinter at various stages 
of development, depending on the 
species. Mourning Cloak butterflies 
hibernate in hollow trees as adults, 
while the eggs of an Eastern Tent 
Caterpillar are protected from 
the cold by glycerol, an antifreeze 
chemical. The thoraxes of some 
moth species are clad in thick scales 
that act like fur and feathers to 
minimize heat loss.

Other insects are less fortunate: 
having inseminated the females, the 
newly expendable males of most 
bee, wasp and ant species simply 
die off. Meanwhile, their female 
counterparts set off in pursuit of 
suitable wintering sites—warm 
enough to sustain life, yet cool 
enough to avoid depleting their energy reserves.  

Winter World is not without the odd moment of drama. 
Heinrich tells of a beagle who strayed too close to a bear 
den, only to be held captive for two days by the mother 
bear. In the end, the poor dog’s release was secured 
through the use of a tranquilizer dart. In another close 
call, a man fell through the snow crust only to find himself 
in a cave that was already occupied—by a bear! 

The majority of Heinrich’s stories are based on meticulous 
research conducted at his home in Vermont or at his 
cabin in the nearby Maine woods. His investigative style is 
very much hands-on, the outdoors his laboratory. When 
launching an experiment, he is undeterred by foul weather, 
long waits or potential risk. Once, in a bid to record the 
body temperature of hornets, he set about “grabbing and 
stabbing” the insects with an electronic thermometer as 
they exited the nest, predictably getting stung for his zeal!  

Given that brutally cold winter nights are an enormous 

drain on energy, the author was puzzled by the Northern 
Flying Squirrel’s adoption of a nocturnal lifestyle. With odds 
that appeared to be “stacked against them,” he wondered 
what might be tipping the scales in their favour. Using a 
hot potato to stand in for a squirrel, he proceeded to test 
the potential of a warmly lined nest to “restore the energy 
balance.” After 35 minutes of exposure to an outdoor air 
temperature of minus 13°C, the potato cooled to 15°C. In 
contrast, a hot potato placed inside the nest maintained a 

cozy temperature of 42°C.

Heinrich devotes several pages 
to bird nest construction, listing 
numerous variations in placement 
and appearance. He concludes that 
species-specific nesting styles work in 
their residents’ favour, making them 
trickier for predators to identify than 
more uniform structures would be. 

In a brief detour from the book’s 
mostly North American focus, the 
author turns to Africa, home to the 
Sociable Weaver. Despite the name, 
these weaverbirds do not weave a 
nest. Their communal dwellings 
consist of a hundred or more 
apartments, ideally designed for 
shielding the birds from rain, drought 
and temperature extremes. 

Wherever he directs his attention, be 
it distant lands or his own back yard, Heinrich is inspired 
by a keen curiosity to understand the natural world. At his 
prompting, we might spare a thought next winter for the 
creatures that are keeping a low profile but will re-emerge 
come spring. 
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Common Gull (Larus canus): New to the HSA
by BILL LAMOND

THE COMMON GULL has recently been added to the 
Hamilton Study Area checklist. The reason for this was that 
the Common Gull (Eurasian species) was recently elevated to 
full species status in July 2021. Prior to this it was regarded as 
the same species as Mew Gull (unfortunately now renamed 
Short-billed Gull), albeit a different subspecies. This is 
species number 402 for the HSA following the addition of 
Brown Booby and Sooty Tern both of which were recorded 
in September 2020 at Van Wagners Beach and recently 
accepted by the Ontario Bird Records Committee (OBRC). 
Prior to this the “split”, there were three previous records of 
Mew/Common Gull for the HSA. I assume the OBRC will 
have to assess all previous records of Mew Gull in Ontario, 
including the three Hamilton records, and determine if 
species (formerly subspecies) status can be ascribed. None of 
the three birds were accepted definitively to subspecies at the 
time when reviewed.

Which brings us to the fourth record of this species pair for 
Hamilton. On November 24th, 2020 I was at Mohawk Lake in 
Brantford looking over the hundreds of gulls that were loafing 
on the lake. I was waiting for my daughter Sarah to arrive as 
she had just got off work. She arrived and started looking over 
the gulls with me. After just a couple of minutes she exclaimed 
that she thinks she has a Mew Gull. I, the patronizing father 
replied, “sure you do”. In my defence it is a pretty rare bird. 
At any rate she persists and states that it looks good for the 
species in direct comparison to Ring-billed Gulls and tells 
me to have a look through her scope. I look, and can clearly 
see the bird and can see that, yes, it does look like a Mew 
Gull. We start taking pictures and begin calling local birders 
and put the word out on Ontbirds and HamiltonBirds. A few 
people arrived rather quickly, I thought, only because they 
were on their way home on the 403 or QEW after looking for 
a Mew Gull [and misses] that was seen below Niagara Falls 
earlier that morning (more on this later). Good fortuned 
smiled upon them as they got the message and detoured to 
Brantford. I think 10 people saw the bird before the gulls 
were flushed and it did not return. I knew it was critical to 
try to determine subspecies as there was talk that the Mew 
Gull subspecies (brachyrynchus) could be split in the near 
future as had already happened in Europe. I watched the gull 
intently hoping to see the spread-wing as the wing-tip pattern 
is crucial for separation. At one point a Herring Gull acted 
aggressively towards the gull which caused it to momentarily 
alight and expose the wing-tips. Although it was distant I 
could see a wing-tip pattern that was very similar to that of 
a Ring-billed Gull – a large contiguous black wedge – unlike 
that of a Mew Gull and more like that of a Common Gull. I 

noted this on my eBird comments but stated that photos 
would be necessary to properly assess this feature. The bird 
was found the next day at the lake just after 1:00 p.m. and many 
people were able to see it although no one saw or reported on 
the wing-tip pattern. The bird was present again the next day 
and both Tim Lucas and Andrew Keaveney obtained photos 
of the spread wing and wingtip which eliminated the Mew 
Gull subspecies as a consideration for this bird. Again, many 
birders were able to see the bird at Mohawk Lake and it was 
also present the next day when Jean Iron and Luke Berg were 
able to get spread wing-tip photos as well.

Unfortunately for the weekend birders, the gull was not there 
on the 28th and 29th (Saturday, Sunday) nor on the 30th and 
December 1st. The bird was located at the lake on 2 December 
by yours truly, and Sarah Lamond and Jerry Horak were able 
to see it as well, shortly after, for the last time.

Because of the fine spread-wing photos obtained, and the 
excellent documentation submitted to the OBRC by Jean Iron 
and Ron Pittaway, the OBRC was able to assign subspecies 
status as one of the Eurasian subspecies but not specifically 
which one (canus, heinei or kamtschatschensis). Evidence 
suggested to some that the bird was more likely subspecies 
heinei which previously had not been recorded for North 
America. However, comments by Mew/Common Gull expert 
Peter Adriaens on 29 December 2020 were helpful but not 
definitive: “I was asked to comment on this bird earlier this 
month by a British birder. Now that I’ve checked it against 
our database of primary patterns I must say that it is a 
puzzling bird and perhaps better left unidentified. While the 
head and neck pattern suggests heinei, the wingtip pattern 
actually excludes this subspecies and looks probably best for 
kamtschatschensis but not diagnostic. The bill colour and 
pattern also fit kamtschatschensis better, and the bird itself 
seems to be as big as the Ring-billed Gulls around it. It could 

Common Gull at Mohawk Lake, Brantford - 26 November 
2020 - photo Joanne Redwood.
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very well be a heinei x kamtschatschensis intergrade…”  So 
although the subspecies was not determined, it was not a 
Mew Gull, but a Common Gull, subspecies uncertain, but 
not the nominate subspecies, Larus canus canus. It became a 
new species for Hamilton once the split was made official by 
the American Ornithological Society (AOS) Classification 
Committee in July 2021.

I had earlier mentioned that there had been a Mew Gull at 
the Niagara River on the morning of the 24th of November, 
the same day the Common Gull was found at Mohawk 
Lake. This Niagara bird was found on the 23rd and was 
last observed below the falls around 9:00 a.m. on the 24th. 
It was not seen thereafter – at least at Niagara Falls! This 
bird was photographed from above at the Falls and it too, 
looked to be a Common Gull. Indeed it was speculated that 

it was the same bird 
that turned up at 
Mohawk Lake 6.5 
hours later. Jean 
Iron commented to 
me as much: “It was 
widely accepted that 
the Niagara and 
Brantford gull was 
one and the same. 
Many had analysed 
wingtip pattern, 
nape spotting, bill, 
and mantle shade” 
[and timing - ED.]. 
From Niagara Falls 
to Mohawk Lake it 
is 94 km as the gull 

flies. That would be 
an easy distance for a gull to cover in 6+ hours. The gulls 
at Mohawk Lake travel back and forth daily from Hamilton 
Harbour where they roost for the night, a distance of 34 
km. So it is likely that the Common Gull at Mohawk Lake 
travelled back and forth from Hamilton Harbour in its nine 
day stay in the area. Alvan Buckley did indeed report a Mew 
Gull on the Harbour at the Hamilton Yacht Club on the 26th 
at 4:40 p.m. The bird at Brantford was last seen around 3:27 
p.m. on that day when it took flight (fide Joanne Redwood), 
presumably heading back to Hamilton. Could this bird have 
flown 34 km to Hamilton Harbour in about 75 minutes? 
That would require a flight speed of only 27 km/hr, a fairly 
slow speed for a gull. 

Some have speculated, including Alvan, that the Hamilton 
bird is a different bird due to bill markings and head 
patterning. This may be the case but the photos and video 
of the distant bird are not great (sorry Alvan) so there is a 
possibility it is the same bird, given that it is such a rare bird 

in Ontario. I certainly makes for a better story if there was 
just one bird that was observed in three different places.

Some comments are in order on the recent Ontario Bird 
Records Committee Report for 2020 that was recently 
published in Ontario Birds (Vol 39, No 2, August 2021). 
Some of you readers may be members of the Ontario Field 
Ornithologists and may have read this article. I was very 
surprised when I read that, “The three individuals observed 
in 2020 tie 2012 for the most Mew Gulls in any one year”. 
Those three birds are the Niagara Falls, Brantford and 
Hamilton birds discussed above. It is a mystery to me why the 
OBRC did not consider the Brantford and Niagara individuals 
to be one and the same as most others did who looked at 
the photos. Surprising too that they did not discuss this 
possibility. Same with the Hamilton bird, which admittedly 
may be a different bird. The Niagara bird was not assessed 
to subspecies even though there were fine photos showing 
it to be a Common Gull. Now admittedly when the OBRC 
reviewed these records, the split had not yet been made but 
they knew it was coming. Another error to be corrected in 
the report is the location of the bird in Brantford. In the 
report it was stated the bird was at “Tutella (sic) Heights”. 
Tutela Heights is nowhere near Mohawk Lake where the bird 
was seen, and only seen, during its Brantford stay.

There were around 66 birders who saw this bird, many 
travelling from distant locations to add this species to their 
various lists, many not realizing it would end up being a 
different species. When I first saw this bird I soon realized I 
had finally added Mew Gull to my Ontario list after missing 
the few records in Ontario over the last 35 years of birding. 
I guess I still need Mew Gull for Ontario.

Lastly, I want to congratulate Sarah Lamond on this exciting 
find. Good eye!

Common Gull at Mohawk Lake, 
Brantford - 27 November 2020 - photo 
Andrew Keaveney. Spreadwing photo 
shows wing-tip pattern that excludes 

Mew Gull as a possibility.

Common Gull with Ring-billed Gulls at Mohawk Lake, 
Brantford - 27 November 2020 - photo Jean Iron. Note the 
obviously darker mantle and large size...almost as large as 

some of the Ring-billed Gulls.
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Renewal Time!!!
 
The HNC has recently implemented a new electronic membership renewal system to improve the way 
members can process their dues. All existing members should have seen a renewal notice in their email 
inbox. If you haven’t received an email, please connect with Membership Director via membership@
hamiltonnature.org so you don’t miss out on any notices or updates. Already 100 members have 
renewed electronically.

We are encouraging all members to create a member profile to manage profile and payments. To set 
up your profile and pay dues electronically head to our “Membership” tab on our website - https://
hamiltonnature.org/about-us/membership/. We continue to accept cheques as well, if you would prefer 
to mail a cheque with your dues please mail with attention to “Membership Director” PO Box 89052, 
Hamilton, ON L8S 4R5. The membership renewal form is copied below. For those that want to go this 
route perhaps you could photocopy it (and enlarge it!) and send it in with your cheque.
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The Throwback | 1981

Art Runnels and Ron Hepworth on a botany outing to Twiss Road, 
Halton County - May 1981



THE WOOD DUCK    43



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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