
--- - -
TORONTO FIELD NATURALISTS' CLUB NEWSLETTF,R 

March Meeting1: 

Monday, March 5th, 1962, at 8.15 p.m. 
at the 

ROYAL ONTARIO MUSEUM 

It 

SPEAKER: 

SUBJECT: 

Prof. T. F. Mcilwraith, Department of Anthropology, University of Toronto. 

11 Indians of North America". 

In the rotunda: - Handicrafts with a natural history flavour, courtesy of the 
Canadian Handicrafts Society. 

Saturday 
.March 10 
9.30 a.m. 

Sunday 
March 25 
10.00 a.m. 

March 31 -
April 1 
weekend 

BOTANY GROUP 
Thursday 
March 15 

JUNIOR CLUB 
March 3 

AUDUBON 
WILDLIFE 
FILMS 
Feb. 26 & 27 

- On sale: -R.O.M. Bird Checking Lists, 5¢ each. 
-Tickets for Audubon Wildlife Film, April 9-10, 

"North to the Polar Seas11
, Arthur C. Twomey, $1.25. 

-Ontario Field Biologist, Dec. 1961 issue, 50¢ 
(or order by mail from D. Burton, 171 Strathearn Rd.) 

Outings for March 

High Park - Birds 
Meet at Bloor St. and High Park Ave. at park entrance. 
Leader: Mr. Jack Saker. 

Greenwood Conservation Area - Birds 
Take old Hwy. /i"2 through Pickering to "Greenwood Conservation Area" 
sign. Drive north approximately 4 miles. The entrance is well marked. 
Meet at the entrance. Parking 50¢ per car. Bring lunch. 
Leader: Mr. Fred Bods-worth. 

We suggest a trip to Long Point to see the whistling swans on their 
northward migration. The migration may be at its height a week before 
or after this date, depending on weather conditions and the amount of 
open water. The secretary (lill 1-0260) will endeavour to keep informed 
via "the grapevinett. 

Meet in the library of Eglinton Public School at 8 p.m. Subject: 
11 Spring Flowers and Ferns" - a slide showing by Mrs. Mary Ferguson, 
Mrs. Janet Goodwin, and Mr. Marshall Bartman. All welcome. 

Secretary - Mrs. Esther Carin, HU 8-7134 

Meet in the Museum theatre at 10,00 a.m. Mammal group in charge. 
Director - Mr. R. MacLellan, lW 8-9346 

sure to tell your friends about this one. Rober~ C. Hermes, one of 
most outstanding lecturers on the Audubon circu·t, will present 

va Scotia--Land of the Sea". Tickets on sale at Eaton Auditorium 
10 days before, or as you arrive at the lecture. Price $1.25. 

We are pleased t 
Miss Marshall is 
Exhibits and the 
Naturalists, as 

introduce our new Assistant Secretary, Miss Rut Marshall. 
a loyal worker for the cause of conservation, a~a serves on the 
Parks and Reserves Committees of the Federation bf Ontario 
ell as assisting with our own Junior Club. I 

President - Mr . Fred Bodsworth Secretary - Mrs:. H. Robson, 
49 ~raighurst Ave., 
1W ~-0260. 
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A BIRDING TRIP TO ARIZONA AND MEXICO 
(continued from last month) 

' ,, "'4.""'"' . 

Page 2, 

The high fence separating Nogales, Arizona from Nogales, Sonora ran right 
behind our motel, In the morning (Friday) we noted house sparrows, rock doves and 
common ravens flying back and forth across the International Border, thus giving us our 
first Mexican bird records. 

Spanish is spoken fluently in Nogales, Ariz, In fact, at breakfast, the 
waitress had difficulty understanding us, her sparse knowledge of English evidently 
being stretched to its limit by our strange-sounding Canadian accents. 

Mispronunciation of names in the south-west quickly brands the visitor as an 
unenlightened stranger, and one must remember that words like gila, Geronimo, and 
javelina, are pronounced as though the first letter were an 11h11

• Javelina is the 
common local name for the animal which we call the peccary. Although we kept hoping 
to see a band of these roving, pig-like mammals, we never did succeed in finding them, , 

In downtown Nogales (No-gall-us) a gila woodpecker drumming on a billboard 
started us off with our first "lifer" of the day. Dainty, sparrow-sized ground doves 
foraged alon~ the curbs. 

The ~ila woodpecker and gilded flicker both live in saguaro cactus country. 
This plant is not native at Nogales but there are a few growing in lawns and boulevards 
under cultivation. As is often the case when a man-made habitat is created, wildlife 
associated with it soon becomes established, Thus, to-day, we found both these birds 
which, normally, would not be found in this sector of Arizona at all, 

Following Bill Harrison's advice, we drove to the Sonoita creek-bed at the tiny 
hamlet of Patagonia. Our plan was to work along whatever creeks we could find in hopes 
of finding misrating birds working up the valleys that link Arizona with Mexico. As it 
turned out, the first place we stopped was so heavily populated with migrants that we 



- 3 -

spent the whole morning in one spot. Although we were not aware of it, we had stopped 
in a section of valley which had been set aside by the Tucson Bird Club as a protected 
birding area. It was an area about three hundred yards long and half as wide. A 
sloping e!nbankment gave it the air of an amphitheatre where migrants feeding in trees 
on the lower flat could be observed at eye level as we stood on the rim of the slope. 
Sycamores and cottonwoods were th2 common trees. Rose-throated becards nest here but 
we were too early in the season to see these exotic birds whose range barely extends 
into U.S.A. There was a constant chorus of song and endless activity in the trees, 
much like a wave of migrants at Point Pelee except that here, the birds were concen
trated into a smaller area. Sitting lazily in a large cottonwood above us, like a 
jury of fateful spectres, were twelve turkey vultures waiting for updrafts of sun
warmed ai.r to carry them off on their daily search for food. They remained there for 
over an hour, not at all alarmed by our intrusion, then drifted away. 

Of the many birds identified here, those entirely new to us were crissal 
thrasher, Lucy's warbler, lazuli bunting and lesser goldfinch. Our total list was: 
turkey vulture - 12, killdeer - 2, red-shafted flicker - 4, acorn woodpecker - 1, 
black phoebe - 2, vermilion flycatcher - 16, rough-winged swallow - 3, bridled 
titmouse - 2, white-breasted nuthatch - 3, Bewick's wren - 2, crissal thrasher - 2, 
ruby-crowned kinglet - 10, parula warbler - 1, Lucy's warbler - 1, pileolated (Wilson's) 
warbler - 5, yellow warbler - 2, myrtle warbler - 1, Audubon's warbler - 6, yellow
throat - 3, painted redstart - 5, lazuli bunting - 1, Cassin's purple finch - 20, pine 
siskin - 6, spotted towhee - 1, lesser goldfinch - 3, brown towhee - 4, lark sparrow -
3, Oregon junco - 4, gray-headed junco - 20, pyrrhuloxia - 2, chipping sparrow - 5, 
white-crowned sparrow - 4, Lincoln's sparrow - 1, song sparrow - 1~ 

Bill had directed us to another spot, the Guivavi Ranch (Wi-vaw-vee) where 
there was a large pond. Here we found pied-billed grebe, green heron, pintail, 
cinnamon teal, baldpate, ring-necl~ed duck, lesser scaup and bufflehead. The ring
necked duck, supposedly an eastern bird, surprised us, but Bill Harrison later told us 
that this species occasionally turns up around Nogales. 

In late afternoon we arrived at the Harrisons' expecting to spend the evening 
planning to-morrow's Mexican trip. After an hour of unhurried talk, Bill calmly 
announced that, as the Mexican border closes at sundown until 8 A.M. the next day, we 
would have to hurry and cross this evening, or lose half of Saturday travelling. This 
gave us an hour to check out of our motel, shop for groceries, eat dinner, change the 
station-wagon to a two-seater, change our money, store our excess belongings and cross 
the border. 

We found Nogales, Sonora to be a bustling city with crowded sidewalks and noisy 
streets . Although shanty-like structures on its hilly fringes expressed squalor and 
poverty, the business section reflected a certain degree of energy and enterprise. 
Stopping for a few minutes, we were besieged by children peddling newspapers, shoe
shine service, souvenirs and so on. We soon found the magic phrase to discourage these 
pint-sized huckst ers was, "No pesos." 

The drive south was through primitive country, somewhat mountainous at first, 
then l evelling out into true desert. This country is thinly populated, with only a 
few small towns in the two hundred miles from Nogales to Hermosillo. The moon had not 
risen, and there were no electric lights in the rural areas, the result being that we 
drove through a pitch-black darkness of a degree unknown to those who live near lighted 
cities . Stars were brighter than we had ever seen them before . The whole sky was a 
dark velvet canopy studded with twinkling gems. Occasionally we would see a dwelling 
with a blazing bonfire nearby. Family groups would be seen hunched around the edge 
of the fire as the nights are bitterly cold in March. 
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The road was a wide paved highway, one of Mexico's finest thoroughfares. There 
are no fences so one must watch constantly for livestock on the roads. Cattle and 
burros like to lie on the highway on cool nights, enjoying the comparative warmth of 
the black, asphalt surface. 

At Hermosillo, we turned west toward the Gulf of California driving another 
forty miles to Kino Bay. A few years ago, the Mexican Government had adopted a plan 
for transforming the Kino Bay area from desert to irrigated farmland where wheat and 
citrus crops could be grown. A dual-lane highway extended for the whole forty miles. 
The wide grassy boulevards and shoulders were made to order for small animals and, in 
our headlights, we counted dozens of antelope jackrabbits. Earl and Bill spotted a 
ring-tailed cat which Warren and I missed. We arrived at the Gulf at 2 A.M. (Saturday). 

Before the first hint of sunlight appeared we were up and ready for an event
ful day. In the first half-light, long lines of cormorants appeared, flying low over 
the water, looking, through the gloom, like strings of strange witch-l ike apparitions. 
From the literature we had studied in preparation for the trip, we expected Brandt's 
cormorant to be the common species here. However, try as we might, we failed to 
assure ourselves that the hundreds of cormorants seen this morning were anything but 
double-crestcds, the same species as we have along the Great Lakes . Later in the 
morning, two Baird's (or pelagic) cormorants were seen, swimming offshore, their 
scarlet throat-patches making identification easy. 

As this was the only place on our trip where we could expect birds of the ocean 
and coastline, we concentrated on finding birds of this sort. Two species of booby 
were seen - the blue-faced and the brown booby, strong-winged birds somewhat resembling 
a small gannet in flight. Brown pelicans flew past many times, their great size making 
us wonder how such a monstrous bulk could fly so effortlessly. There were a few 
western gulls and California gulls, common birds here but totally new to all of us. 
Two Heermann's gulls were found swimming off-shore, dark-bodied birds with light
coloured head and neck. Screaming willets flew up and down the beach and snowy plovers 
scurried hurriedly among the sand verbenas. Someone spotted a magnificent frigate-bird 
overhead. Normally, the first sight of this spectacular species would call for much 
staring and scanning, but we were so busy trying not to miss anything, that we gave it 
scarcely a second glance. 

The area where we had spent the night was a sand beach with the salty waters of 
the Gulf of California on our immediate west. A mountain rose on our north forming a 
promontory which shut off our view of the Gulf in that direction. To the east was the 
Sonoran desert, the dominant vegetation being saguaros, organ-pipe cactus, ocotillos 
and mesquite. The beach continued to our south toward the estuary of the Rio Sonora. 
Many colourful flowers grew in the narrow sand strip which separated, by only a few 
yards, the desert from the sea. 

As a result of the original plan of making Kino a prosperous town in the center 
of irrigated farmland, a sidewalk extended parallel to the road, The number of 
settlers attracted to the area had fallen far short of the Government's hopes. In fact, 
in the area where we spent the day, there were only a hundred Mexicans, a few vacation
ing .American fishermen, and a few Indians of the Sari tribe , Thus, sidewalks and 
hydrants appeared as incongruous oddities in such a primitive wasteland. 

Last night, in the glare of our headlights we had seen organ-pipe cactus but 
now we had our first close look at them, They grow up to thirty feet in height, but 
most of them are half that stature or less, Their colour is quite a dark shade of 
green; the sag11aros are much lighter. The many upright branches bear a resemblance to 
the valves of a pipe-organ. 



- 5 -

The saguaros are indeed curiosities. This giant cactus grows as tall and thick 
as many trees. The pulpy trunk is green, with a pleated or fluted exterior, covered 
with millions of small spines. This fluted trunk expands or contracts like an 
accordion bellows, depending on how much moisture the plant is storing. It is esti
mated that, following a heavy rain, a large saguaro may suck up over a ton of water. 

To describe a saguaro is a perplexing task as no two of them are alike. The 
arms, or branches, spring from the thorn-covered trunks at unpredictable angles and at 
no fixed hciGht from the ground. Sometimes several arms sprout from one spot in a 
whorl formation; sometimes only one branch appears. Usually, the arm grows a short 
distance horizontally, then turns upward to the sky; on other saguaros, it turns down
ward. Some have a pair of arms, one on each side, turned upward, like a human figure 
holding up both hands. But, on occasion, one arm will turn up and the other toward 
the ground. Thus, a stand of these grotesque plants looks, at times, like a squad of 
semaphore signallers, their messages fixed and unvarying throughout their life. Some 
saguaros do not branch at all, and these, growing to a height of forty feet or more, 
and over a foot in diameter, look like green, tapered monoliths. Usually, the base of 
the plant is thinner than its midpoint, causing them to appear in danger of falling 
over at the slightest push. 

The saguaro's flowers, although fairly large in comparison to most plants, 
appear ridiculously small. Should this cactus put out a single flower, proportionate 
in size to the bulk of the plant itself, the dimensions of its perianth would surely 
be one of Nature's most impressive wonders. However, instead, many white flowers 
appear, growinG close to the trunk, looking at a distance somewhat like the floresence 
of a white hollyhock. 

The saguaro is a bountiful host to many creatures. The seeds are eaten by 
desert mammals and were once considered a valuable food item by native Indian tribes. 
The gila woodpecker and gilded flicker find its soft shaft an easy medium in which to 
carve their nesting-holes. As these feathered sculptors fashion their nests, a sticky 
moisture oozes from the succulent stem, hardening on contact with the air, thus sealing 
the wound against predation and decay. These lacquer-lined cavities are in demand by 
many other denizens of the desert - elf owls, sparrow hawks, ash-throated flycatchers, 
western bluebirds, screech owls - who use the structures for nesting-sites. Rarely 
does one sec a fully-grown saguaro that is not pock-marked with many such excavations. 
Where the branches are whorled, larger birds build their nests. We found a red-tailed 
hawk on its nest in one of these. 

As we worked along the shore, a tern flew past but we couldn't decide if it was 
an elegant tern or a royal. Our first violet-green swallows were seen - shiny
plumaged, graceful fliers showing a white patch on each side of the base of the tail. 
We were alert also for the mangrove swallow which has the white patch extending all the 
way across instead of on the sides only, but we didn't see this Mexican specialty. 
Vultures soared overhead; ospreys patrolled the shoreline; a horned grebe bobbed and 
dived in the salty surf. 

A rugged, cactus-covered island stood off-shore and, on its beach were hundreds 
of cormorants, a few great blue herons, a dozen brown pelicans and a blue-faced booby. 
High in the air, fifty white pelicans soared and wheeled in rigid formation, so high 
up that we had to use the balscope to determine if they were ibises or pelicans. In 
the strait between the island and mainland, a dozen black porpoises cavorted, rising 
from the sea in effortless arcs and returning to the water without a splash. A 
Mexican boy helped us identify them in our Mammal Guide as Pacific blackfish 
(Globicephala scammonie). 
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Warren was not only helpful as an interpreter but was familiar with this part 
of Mexico, having lived at one time in Hermosillo. He had done some type of 
missionary work along the coastal villages. He was known by the Mexicans at Kino Bay 
and recognized by them as an old friend. Having him in our party was a master stroke 
of good fortune. Thre,ugh his efforts, we now obtained directions to the Rio Sonora 
mouth where our success in bird-finding surpassed anything realized on the trip so far. 

We drove through the desert until the depth of loose sand made further advance 
impossible, then continued on foot. Here, in a stand of scrubby mesquite we saw our 
first verdin, a tiny mite of a bird with a yellow head and grayish body. Its call 
resembles that of the eastern kingbird. Here also were cardinal, black-throated 
sparrow, loggerhead shrike, and ladder-backed woodpecker. An osprey watched us from 
a distant saguaro. 

Soon vegetation began to thicken as we neared the river. The moist sand grew 
darker, then grass and marsh plants appeared, Long-billed curlew stood in the damp 
grass. We could hardly convince ourselves that such birds could exist, the length of 
their bills being almost beyond belief, Designed for probing into the mud, they rank 
among Nature's most extreme adaptations. The estuary was bounded on both sides by 
large, oozy mud flats and here birds abounded. Even though we spent two hours 
examining them through balscopes, there were just too many birds to handle, and many 
went unidentified. There were avocets - not just a few - but fifty of them in a pool, 
marching up and down like a phalanx of footmen, swishing their bills through the 
water in search of food. In larger pools, lesser scaup and a bufflehead were seen. 
Across the river, herons and egrets stood, towering above the many shore birds which 
were tantalisingly beyond our viewing range. Two white ibis and a roseate spoonbill 
fed nearby; a mountain plover flew in and paused obligingly. There were least sand
pipers and western sandpipers, lesser yellowlegs and long-billed dowitchers. Back 
from the river's edge, on a stretch of sand, we found ten collared plover. These are 
chunky little birds with a heavy band on the chest. They are big-headed, thick-necked 
birds compared to a semipalmated plover, and have long black bills, It is likely that 
they breed in this spot as they are a true Mexican bird, . not recorded in U.S.A., so 
far as we know. 

Returning to the area where we had spent the night, we now drove behind the 
high cape where, in a quiet cove, more waterbirds were discovered. There were many 
cormorants and, again, we tried in vain to find Brandt's but could see only double
cresteds. A dozen common loons were also examined closely as our books indicated 
that any loon here should be the Pacific or black-throated species. Standing with the 
cormorants were common mer gansers, a brown booby, California gulls and a Bonaparte's 
gull, Eight black turnstones were feeding on the rocky shore. Inland, in several 
places, we found Mexican ground squirrels, tawny-coated little mammals whose habit of 
standing bolt upright has earned them the nickname, "picket pin." Warren found a 
Yuma antelope ground squirrel and a kangaroo rat but the rest of us missed them. 
Another discovery was a cactus wren's nest, a big globular affair recessed in the 
protective branches of a Teddy Bear cholla, Ocotillos were coming into flower 
brightening the desert with their display of showy red. Bill showed us an ash
throated flycatcher and we soon l earned to r ecognize its call, a nasal yell more like 
the squeal of a red-headed woodpecker, Next new bird was a fine male phainopepla, a 
colourful creature resembling a black silky waxwing. In flight, two large white wing
patches add u startling flash of contrast. 

There was a casino at the foot of the mountain. Here we could buy beer and 
Coca-Cola. The attendant was a young Mexican who sat on the counter tapping 
unmusically on a pair of bongo drums. He seemed a little piqued at being interrupted 



- 7 -

by the pressure of business. There was a patio framed by a wall covered with purple 
flowers. Some time was spent at these flowers hoping to see hummingbirds but we had 
no luck. On the beach, a young boy was cutting up a sea turtle and we watched this 
gory operation. Even after the body was completely dissected, the heart was still 
pulsating. Sea turtles are caught both by harpoons and nets and are one of the 
Natives ' important food items. 

The Sari Indians of this region are a primitive tribe whose livelihood is tied 
in closely to their abilities as fishermen. Their only link with civilization is 
through fishins, They have learned how to drive a motor vehicle for transporting 
cargoes of fish and the Government has built them an Ice Plant and taught them to 
operate it and make mechanical repairs. Otherwise, they are throwbacks to the pre
Columbian era. They live in brush shelters. They still paint their faces and the men 
let their hair grow to shoulder l ength. A band of these interesting aborigines passed 
us in their truck as we were tramping along in the desert, and they shouted friendly 
greetings to us. Warren r ecognized a few words of their dialect but was unable to 
guess if the group consisted of men or women. 'rhough our ways of life were worlds 
apart, an immediate bond of friendship was created by a simple wave of the hand. We 
couldn't help remarking on what a thin borderline of mental communication separates 
the primitive native from the self-styled sophisticate of the white man's culture. 

In the late afternoon we took a final look at the Gulf and reluctantly started 
on our way back. The desert soon gave way temporarily to irrigated citrus groves and 
wheat fields. Wherever there were stands of trees we stopped to look for orioles, 
tanagers and the like. We appeared to be too early in the season for these birds 
which spend their winter in the tropics. Warren identified two species of trees -
eucalyptus ar.d tobacco trees. The latter have leaves which, when smoked, produce a 
narcotic effect. Some of the Mexicans, particularly the adventurous younger set, 
build a fire of these leaves, cap it with a blanket, and then inhale the intoxicating 
smoke in larse doses. No doubt their elders shake their heads and wonder what the 
next generati on is coming to! 

In the fields we found our first Inca doves, small slim birds with scaly
patterned pl umage . Cowbirds and blackbirds were seen by hundred in ploughed fields. 
In these flocks were a few yellow-headed blackbirds, the only ones we had seen on our 
trip so far. 

The temperature in mid-day had risen to 85 degrees. Now, with evening 
approaching, it began to drop rapidly and soon became quite chilly. We drove into a 
mountain canyon, behind a thick screen of palo verde and cactus, where we spent the 
night. At dusk, lesser nighthawks were seen, flying through the canyon, on migration. 
Swifts were also noted, probably Vaux's but we weren't sure, 

Our total list of birds seen to-day was: 12 common loons, 1 horned grebe, 
50 white pelicans, 20 brown pelicans, 1,000 double-crested cormorants, 2 Baird's 
cormorants, 2 magnificent frigate-birds, 6 great blue herons, 2 little blue herons, 
2 common egrets, 6 snowy egrets, 3 brown boobies, 3 blue-faced boobies, 1 Louisiana 
heron, 2 white ibis, 1 roseate spoonbill, 4 lesser scaup, 1 bufflehead, 20 common 
mergansers , 4 red-breasted mergansers, 150 turkey vultures, 5 black vultures, 1 marsh 
hawk, 1 red-tailed hawk, 2 ospreys, 6 sparrow hawks, 5 snowy plover, 1 mountain 
plover, 10 collared plover, 8 black turnstone, 8 long-billed curlew, 8 Willets, 
2 greater yellowlegs, 1 lesser yellowlegs, 4 western sandpipers, 10 least sandpipers, 
3 long-billed dowitchers, 50 avocets, 5 western gulls, 10 California gulls, 1 Bona
parte's gull, 2 Heermann1 s gulls, 50 mourning doves, 10 Inca doves, 20 lesser night-
hawks, 1 gila woodpecker, 1 gilded flicker, 3 ladder-backed woodpeckers, 2 ash-throated 
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flycatchers, 1 Say's phoebe, 5 violet-green swallows, 1 barn swallow, 2 verdins, 3 
cactus wrens, 2 phainopeplac, 10 loggerhead shrikes, 1 Audubon's warbler, 25 house 
sparrows, 12 western meadowlarks, 10 yellow-headed blackbirds, 300 red-winged black
birds, 25 Brewer's blackbirds, 700 brown-headed cowbirds, 10 boat-tailed grackles, 
3 cardinals, 1 pyrrhuloxia, 4 black-throated sparrows, 4 white-crowned sparrows. 

XX X 

(to be concluded in next month's issue) 

G. Bennett 

Acting Editor. 

XX X 

DISSA AND DATA 

XX X 

INSOMNIA, SPARROW-SIZE Pedestrians waiting for a bus at the north-west corner of Main 
and Lawrence in Weston on cold winter nights are frequently 

amazed to hear birds chirping around their heads, and see them swooping down to pick up 
a late-night snack from the sidewalk. This odd situation is due to a small group of 
house sparrows that live in a row of lights along the Royal Bank of Canada's electric 
sign. The heat of the light bulbs produces an artificial warmth and their light 
creates a daytime environment, both situations seeming most acceptable to the sparrows. 
Just when these birds sleep is a mystery, as they are as active at midnight as at 
noon. Often we find situations, such as bank swallows nesting in gravel pits, where 
birds are quick to adapt to a man-made habitat. In the case of our nocturnal house 
sparrows, we have an example of birds adapting to artificial time and weather . 

PIGEON ROOSTS For the past three winters we have had occasion to pass a certain 
building each morning on our way to work. This building has an old

style dormer window and along the gutter of this projection, pigeons spend the cold 
nights huddled against the warmth of the building. This winter there are five pigeons 
using this roosting-spot each night and, as each is a different colour, we find it 
interesting to observe that each bird occupies the same spot each night. A brown
plumaged bird sits highest toward the spot where the dormer joins the roof. As this 
is undoubtedly the warmest place, this bird is probably the dominant one of the five. 
The pigeon farthest down the roof is exposed to the most cold and wind, is likely the 
most submissive, and has to take what's left. Two winters ago, there was a similar 
flock of PiGcons at this building. That year, one blue and white bird spent the 
nights perched on the television aerial, apparently being socially unacceptable to the 
sophisticated snobs huddled in the gutter. 
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HIDE AND SEEK WITH THE OWLS One of the most interesting phases of winter Nature Study 
is searching for owls and trying to keep track of them 

once they arc found. Frequently we have had a certain snowy owl under observation for 
several weel:s and have thought we could show it to others any time we wished, only to 
have it disappear from the area. Then, we might discover it (or at l east a similarly
plumaged bird) a few miles away, or have it show up again in the original territory 
later in the winter. Also, we sometj_mes find a flock of long-eared owls in a copse of 
conifers. Then some Sunday morning, with a group of other observers along to see these 
birds, we will find the copse deserted . On the next visit they will quite possibly 
show up again. Perhaps there has to be a period wherein the mouse population is given 
a chance to grow bold and careless due to an ease-up in hunting pressure. Or perhaps 
the owls' own safety threshold tells them, 11 If you want to stay alive, keep moving." 

COLD WEATHER RARITIES Every winter a few rare bird records are turned in and it is 
getting so that veteran bird-watchers would need something at 

least as unlikely as a kiwi to make them raise their binocular-calloused eyebrows. In 
the past few years we have had a rose-breasted grosbeak, Bohemian waxwings, sapsuckers, 
boreal owls, a king rail, a Virginia rail, a hawk owl , Maryland yellowthroats, and many 
other unexpected birds show up at Toronto in the winter season. Our own list for the 
past ten years shows 132 species of birds found at Toronto between Dec. 1st and Feb. 
29th and there are many other observers with more than that. This winter we have had 
a tufted titmouse, mockingbirds, a Harris's sparrow and a blue goose to name a few, as 
unexpected winter visitors. It is the uncertainty of winter bird-finding that sustains 
the observer 1 s interest through the cold and blustery season. Thi ngs are relative, and 
the sighting of a rarity in a snowstorm in February is likely to cause as much interest 
as the listing of 100 species on the 24th of May. 

THE RELUCTANT NIGHTHAWK We have often wondered why nighthawks are not more numerous 
around Toronto . Admittedly, they are already common summer 

birds but there are some sections of the Metropolitan area where they seem to be 
absent. When we lived at Wilson Heights we failed to see a nighthawk even once in 
five years in the 1& mile square bounded by Dufferin Extension, Bathurst, Wilson and 
Sheppard. Lack of habitat can not be blamed as there were scores of apartment roofs 
in the neighbourhood, and we can personally confirm that there were lots of flies and 
mosquitos. In Rexdale, there are dozens of factories whose flat roofs should be 
attractive as nesting sites, but only once have we seen a nighthawk in four years. 
Helen Lawrence once told us that when Weston was becoming urbanized it took years for 
nighthawks to become established. Yet some birds such as the house sparrow and robin 
become part of a new neighbourhood as quickly as the first child and the second 
mortgage. Is it due to the small number of eggs laid (rarely more than two), the need 
for certain exacting conditions, or possibly a lack of vigour within the species, that 
prevents this desirabl e city-dweller from keeping pace with the human population 
increase? 

G. Bennett 

Acting Edi tor. 



- 10 -

WHAT' S AROUND? 

by Slim Pickins 

March will soon be here and that means a lot of birds will soon be back from 
the south. Horned larks and crows are back already and so are some of the ducks 
like redheads, canvasbacks and ring-necks. There's nothing like finding your first 
robin or hearing the first red-winged blackbird of the spring to make you feel like 
setting fire to your red flannels. To see some of these I'd suggest going to High 
Park. I can't guarantee anything before March 15th but after that date, you'll 
definitely find signs of spring. 

First, drive to the north end of Grenadier Pond where the cat-tails are and 
here the male red-wings will be hunching up their shoulders and singing if you call 
it that. If the ice is out of the pond there'll be bufflehead ducks and maybe hooded 
mergansers. Song sparrows will be singing too. Spend at least an hour here crossing 
the little creek on the foot-bridge north of the cat-tails and walk up and down, 
looking and listening. 

Now, drive through High Park, coast down past the caged-animal pens to 
Catfish Pond in the south-east corner of the Park. This is one of the first places 
in Toronto to find the big shiny grackles when they come back in spring. 

Well now I suppose we might as well take a look at the south-west corner of 
Grenadier Pond. If you go on a Sunday afternoon, ther e 'll likely be a traffic jam 
because so many people feed the ducks. Anyway, park as close as you can to the foot 
of Ellis Ave . and then walk over to the corner of the Pond where t here is open water. 
Even in winter the ducks themselves keep the water stirred up here so it doesn't 
freeze . There'll be mostly black ducks and mallards but some other birds have been 
hanging around with them all winter including our old friend, the Egyptian goose, a 
blue goose, a female shoveler and some green-winged t eal. 

If you still want to do some more birding you should drive to Sunnyside and 
walk along the edge of the Lake from the Humber Mouth to the Bathing Pavilion and 
look for more species of ducks. 

Be sure to wear rubbers as I hope nobody blames me for getting wet feet. 

Yours truly, 

Slim Pickins 




