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Subject: 

TORONTO FIELD NATURALISTS ' CLUB NEWSLETTER 

DECEMBER MEETING 

Monday, December 2nd, 1963, at 8:15 PM 
at the 

ROYAL ONTARIO MUSEUM 

JOHN A. LIVINGSTON, Science Programme Organizer, CBC Radio & TV 

AN APPRAISAL OF AFRICA'S WILDLIFE (illustrated in colour) 

While travelling in Africa, after attending the General Assembly of the 
International Union for the Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources, 
held in Nairobi this past September, Mr . Livingston had an opportunity to 
study closely and record on film many aspects relative to Africa's wild
life under present - day conditions. 

In the rotunda, Mr. Livingston will provide a display of black-and-white 
photographs illustrating his topic. 

Sunday 
Dec. 8 
9:30 

A.M. 

December Outing 

Cedarvale Ravine - Birds Leader: Mr. Ray Pannell 
From the corne r of St. Cla i r Avenue West and Spad1na Road (a 
street-car stop) go south, over the bridge, and meet at the 
south end of the bridge. Parking is available on Russell Hill 
Drive and on Walmer Road. Morning outing only. 

Junior Club 

The Mineral Group of the Toronto Junior Field Naturalists' Club will pre
sent the programme at the regular monthl y meeting in the Museum Theatre , 
on Saturday, December 7th, at 10:00 a.m. Visitors welcome . 

Dir ector - Mr . Robt. MacLellan, HU 8-9346 

F.O .N. Christmas Cards 

Cards in two beautiful new designs will be on sale in the rotunda . Price 
$1.50 per doz. plus 3% tax. Also hasti - notes, calendars and daily reminders 
- - perfect for gifts. Every purchase supports the work of the Federation of 
Ontario Naturalists, and of our own T .F . N.C. If you wish to obtain your 
cards before the meeting, they may be picked up at the home of the secretary 
(see below). Mail ordePs will be fi lled, but cash-and-carry is preferred~ 

Fees 

Those who have not yet renewed for 1963-64 are urged to do so without delay, 
as delinquent members will be removed from the mailing list after the 
December Meeting . 
Single, $4.00. Family (adults), $6.00. Corresponding (more than 20 miles 
from the Museum), $2 .00 - Here ' s anothe r gift idea, for out-of-town friends! 

President - Dr . David Hoeniger 
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Secretary - Mrs. H. Robson, 
49 Craighurst avenue , 
Toronto 12 - HU 1-0260 



Number 199 

N EVVSLETTER 

Authorized as second class mail by 
the Post Office Department, Ottawa, 
and for payment of postage in cash 

November 1963 

For all the beauty of the snows that are about to descend there are many 
among the club's membership who will be thinking of the spring to follow . To these 
members in particular we are pleased to present Mrs. Henry Marsh's* description of 
her first spring's birding in the Yukon, so wintry to start with, so different and 
yet so like, in many ways, our own Ontario spring. 

Our First Spring in Yukon 

On March eleventh the bitter wind deepened the chill of the zero weather in 
the Yukon. Nonetheless spring had begun. Scores of snow buntings whirled into our 
town of Whitehorse, lifting and glinting as they wheeled in the gusts of snow. The 
flock of buntings feeding outside our home grew from six to two hundred before we 
left for Dawson City on April fourth . On our way north, over the whole three hundred 
miles, we saw only the usual resident species: ravens, gray jays, chickadees, redpolls , 
pine grosbeaks, and a rare eagle or hawk. We flew north again from Dawson, another 
three hundred miles to our most northerly mission which is seventy miles within the 
Arctic circle. There were the snow buntings: they had flown in just before us, 
winging northward on their own. 

Scores of willow ptarmigans were coveying in the low scrub which surrounds 
the village of Old Crow. On April twenty-first, whilst fishing through the ice for 

~rs. Marsh is the wife of Henry Marsh, Bishop of the Yukon, and both are 
members of this Club, 
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grayling at the confluence of the Porcupine and Crow rivers, my Loucheux friend, 
Annie Nukon, suddenly alerted to a distant circling hawk, the first roughleg of the year, 
herald of the changing season. Old Joe Kakavichik spotted it too as it soared above 
the settlement, and called out its Loucheux Indian name, Chut rui chun tsik. 

Next year we hope to come back to Whitehorse from Old Crow on the empty 
barge, the Brainstorm. This sturdy boat hauls the year's freight to that most isolated 
station. We will travel against the current, taking a week or more during the full 
flood of spring migration, and it will be light twenty-four hours of the day! How 
we are looking forward to this great adventure. 

This time we flew back to Dawson City over the completely snow-clad Ogilvie 
Mountains, then drove to Whitehorse. When we arrived spring was there before us. 
The mighty Yokon river was breaking up. On April twenty-third twenty-three Canada 
geese poised at the first break in the ice, ready for further flight. A large flock 
of Bohemian waxwings, two hundred or more, came in, a shrike, then a flock of juncoes 
arrived. We found twenty horned larks resting on the airf:i.eld and, best of all, for 
they reminded us of other springs far away, - four beautiful red robins. 

In the next three weeks the flow of migration did not trickle, it flooded. 
This was my first spring in the Yukon and I kept comparing my experiences in other 
springs and in kindlier climes . At Point Pelee in Ontario, at Cape May in New Jersey 
and Rockport in Texas I have birded from dawn till dark, day in and day out. Here I 
have a full time vocation as the bishop's wife and so could do my birdwatching only 
on a rare half day or during our trips throughout the Yukon. During the six weeks 
from mid-April to the beginning of June we travelled 1600 miles from Whitehorse 
through Carcross, Atlin, Teslin, Watson Lake and Cassiar as well as the trip to Old 
Crow. We did allow ourselves time to stop and listen, to get out the balscope and the 
field guides. 

At no time during the spring migration did I run up a daily score to compare 
with a similar day in those other regions where I have birded before. The total 
number of species observed during the migration was eighty-eight. In the vast 
wilderness that is the Yukon there are neither a great variety of species nor as a 
rule large numbers of particular species. 

A few species, however, arrived in large numbers, pausing usually to rest 
a few days. Driving south from Whitehorse on the Alaska Highway on April twenty-third 
we saw juncoes and redpolls flying up in flocks as we drove by, flurrying like fallen 
leaves. We estimated that we saw between four and five thousand in all. Some of 
these birds were to stay with us to nest. 

Then came the swans . For many years we have gone on the last weekend of 
March to Long Point on Lake Erie to great the swans on their northward trek through 
Ontario. When they would arrive in the Yukon I did not know. In consequence I went 
on at least two wild swan chases. But on April twenty-eighth 200 swans tooted their 
horns as they rested on one of the open parts of Marsh Lake. With them were some 
probable sandhill cranes but of these I could not be sure as the light was rather 
poor. 

More swans were reported and we went to see. The roads were anything but 
good. At one point a section of road was completely washed out. After waiting an hour 
while huge men in gigantic road machines made the route passable, we wallowed through 
the mud. The whole world gurgled and water runnelled from the swamps, overflowing 
the ditches. No doubt permafrost was but a few inches below the surface but to all 
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intents and purposes the whole of the Yukon was melting. 

As we went along I listened, Rusty blackbirds sang a not unfamiliar, 
redwinglike chorus. Flickers laughed at one another. Killdeers proclaimed their 
arrival. Water pipits, like pale slim robins, hemmed each puddle and taught us their 
call. I stepped out onto the sponge and whirrr, at least five hundred Lapland longspurs 
sprang up like a spray of water drops. Tree sparrows, white-crowned sparrows, juncoes, 
myrtle warblers were there, in scores, perhaps hundreds. But here now was the river, 
the Tagish river, and on the river were our swans. I brushed off the confusion of too 
many small birds as if they were mosquitoes and concentrated on the swans. 

Swans there were, some almost within patting distance. We sat ourselves down 
iD watch, no, not in the muck but at a picnic be1ch, The Yukon has saved many of the 
best spots along its roads for camp and park sites. Here we revelled in the beauty 
before us, watching the swans resting, tipping for food, lifting into the air in lovely 
armadas, landing in little social congregations, calling their haunting wild tones. 
At 5.30 almost on the dot, wave upon wave of them rose from the open water of the 
river and, gaining height up and up, at last took off over the snow-clad mountains, a 
thousand white swans above a world of white mountains. Then they were gone, into 
the blue beyond. A few circled back to swell the small number that remained on the 
river, Canada geese and many ducks arrowed to the water to join them. A golden 
eagle added a final note of awe to the majesty of this most memorable day of the 
migration. 

Came the fourth of May and -- I am not exaggerating for I have checked with the 
Bishop of Yukon who is a most reliable person -- on that day there were between five 
and ten thousand Lapland longspurs right around our own home area in Whitehorse. What 
a phenomenon that was to us who had seen only one longspur in a lifetime of birdwatching. 
Twenty years ago I heard George North, the great Hamilton birder, remark, as some 
birds flew by on the horizon, "Lapland longspurs, I would say from their flight." On 
this May day in Yukon I heard myself saying to Henry, "Lapland longspurs, most certainly 
Lapland longspurs." By May eighteenth only two longspurs were left, and then there 
were none . 

On May twentieth we were at an enchanting meadow near Carcross, a fascinating 
spot where Dahl sheep can be seen grazing on the encircling mountains. On this day 
the meadow was flooded, making a perfect mirror to reflect the spires of spruce and 
the mountain peaks and a dance floor for the twelve northern phalaropes that were 
pirouetting in this magnificent setting. They glinted like shafts of light as they 
chased each other over the surface of the still green waters. As we drove on to Atlin 
we.were to find from four to ten on every pond and swale. Here was a beauty and a new 
bird to our experience, one of the six we have added in the Yukon. 

On May twenty-second we were at Atlin, the Switzerland of the north, and there 
on the shady side of the Taharane, an old paddle-wheel steamer, we discovered forty
four nests of cliff swallows. The air over the lake was full of these birds as they 
swept for the sky for the first gnats. Arctic terns were there too, a hundred of them 
plunging into the frigid water. Two days later at Teslin we crune upon a drying mud 
hole that was alive with cli£f swallows that were making mud pellets for their pottery 
nests, All along the Teslin bridge 1 s steel undergirding there was a continuous string 
of nests. Cliff swallows had certainly arrived in the Yukon. 

Flycatchers have proven the most perplexing birds to identify, One day we 
saw four species. Of these I satisfactorily nailed down in Peterson a Say's phoebe, 
an olive-sided and an alder (Traill1 s) but the fourth is still a puzzle. Somewhat 
smaller than a robin it has a lemon wash on its underparts, a gray throat and slight 
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wing bars. It might be a ..• ? But is it? Ab, who can I call up here and ask for 
help? I have spent hours watching this bird from Moosehide to Carcross to Discovery. 

Our most amusing experience of the migration occurred at Atlin Lake where 
we found a cacophony of some twenty red-necked grebes excitedly diving and darting over 
the water. It was full steam ahead as the birds rushed towards mates or rivals, extending 
their necks and clacking bills. The whole mountain lake rang with the noise, magnified 
with echoes from the surrounding mountains, whilst the water frothed with their antics. 
By the first week in June only one resident pair was left. Henry and I found another 
resident pair on the remote Lewis Lakes. So do the mad spring flocks disperse, each 
pair to their hidden summer home. 

Perhaps our rarest moment this spring came at Myles Canyon where all the 
vast might of the Yukon river swirls through a sheer narrow chasm. Deep down in the 
canyon we saw a pair of gay harlequin ducks land on the fierce water, there to play 
on its swift, copper-green turbulence. What was savage and frightening to humans was 
gentle home to them. 

When the migration was over and nesting began we bad the satisfaction of 
discovering little mountain lakes and streams, on each of which would be two or three 
pairs of ducks and even a pair of yellowlegs. Eagles were not uncommon. Always there 
was a golden-crowned sparrow singing, swallows skimming the surface, a hawk patrolling, 
myrtle warblers sounding alarms. Our land is full of delightful surprises. One day 
it was a Yukon fox sparrow which, like all things in the Yukon, is bigger and better and 
in a thicker thicket. Henry whistled it out to us, mimicking its lovely song. The 
bird became frantic at its unexpected rival, dashing ever nearer to the narrow gauge 
railway track where we watched until we grew tired and a bit compassionate. Mew 
gulls are common with us and Bonaparte's occur in numbers. At the edge of our 
frontier town olive-backed thrushes flute the pipes of Pan while in our very own 
garden, in the very centre of the business section, noisy and dusty though it be, 
a mountain bluebird nests. As I write pine siskins and redpolls are having a row 
outside excitement everywhere. 

XX X XX X XX X 

An injured bird has presented a problem for more than one member of this 
club. They will, therefore, fully appreciate the t ouching story of "Duck", an 
episode that occurred recently to the observant Mccurdy family. We are grateful 
to Professor Mccurdy for this account. 

"Duck" 

By W. Jarvis Mccurdy 

He wasn't just a duck. I can see his neck arch and his budding crest rise, 
in indignant protest. But the grandchildren named him so, and to them at least, he 
remains, "Duck". Neighboring boys, older and more discriminating, noticed the long 
neck, dignified carriage and large size, and reported him as a duck-goose cross; my 
neighbor, an officer of the morality squad, who might, therefore, be trusted in such 
matters, doubted that. Careful description and some bookwork by your editor, identi
fied him as an American Merganser in middle plumage. When the light caught the gold 
shimmer of his head and long neck, and brought out the glossy green of the middle wing 
feathers against the white of the shoulder and the black of the borders, no one would 
deny him the dignity of such an impressive name, 
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But he was far from arrogant when I first met him, on a small lake, twenty
five miles north of Toronto. Re had, it seems, had his left wing clipped and been cooped 
in a barn. But, when the door was opened, his frantic efforts to fly broke that wing, 
dislocated a toe, and peeled t he skin from t he upper right leg. He was walking, there
fore, when I saw him, limping on the sore toe, and dragging the wing , and he allowed me 
to catch him and explore t he much compounded fracture, without any struggle or sign 
of pain. 

Councils met. Surgeons were consulted, human and veterinary. Their counsels 
to put him out of his misery and to put him in the pot were f irmly rejected. With a 
tent platform for operating table, scissors and a hunting knife as instruments, ordinary 
needle and silk thread for suture, we, the beautiful acting nurse and I, proceeded to 
11do what had to be done." We didn't have to hold him; he lay quietly with only an 
occasional soothing stroke, except only when we cut the cords fore and aft, when he 
flinched and again relaxed. The two arteries took our inexperience by surprise, but 
we located them and tied them off. Then, the bone having been cut back, we dosed 
every-thing liberally again with Dettol, and with grand sweeping motions, gathered the 
skin across and "closed" all shipshape. We kept him for a day in a shaded box and then 
set him free, feeding him bread, oatmeal and oddments thereaft er; he would take them 
from our hands. The wound broke a little, twice in the next ten days. We took the stitch 
in time and the wound healed f irmly .. 

A week later he showed lame on the right leg. Only then we discovered that only 
a narrow strip of the skin on the back of the upper leg remained. Again the pundits 
were consulted, and the chemists. Nothing, they said, could be done . The exposed 
muscle would crack and deteriorate, but any covering would breed infection. And, 
indeed, the skin was peeling back and looked very unhappy. 

But by that time no one in camp would think of destroying him. We applied 
surgical salves and ointments; then baby oils. The limp continued and the toes folded 
under sometimes, but when I caught him on the next visit to the cottage , the skin was 

clean and tight, the exposed area was reduced t o one-eighth , and a week later, to the 
size of a quarter . I didn't see the wound again though I saw him for three more 
weekends, after which he disappeared. A search party in a punt last weekend sought 
out his known perches about the lake. It found no feathers, but near one perch there 
were four number 10 shot gun shell cases. 

So far as we could judge, he had not considered his two month ext ension of 
life to be misery. On the contrary he calmly accepted t he place of dignity and 
affection that he found pr ovided, climbing the bank and parading past them when a party 
sat on the lawn above, accepting bread from their hands, quietly refusing t o romp with 
the lively terrier; and distributing his contribution of fertilizer -- 11 duck-pooh11 

--

about the lawn and shore. 

Normally, he found his own food, never so far as I saw, by diving, though he 
snatched from the shore, both a large bloodsucker and an incautious cavorting minnow. 
Re ate grass, of course, but the only other food we saw him take was by dredging the 
surface sand just under water, vibrating his bill very rapidly in the top half-inch 
or so of the sand while he slowly advanced, water jetting in a steady stream from each 
side of the bill at the base. Hhat he got I don't know, but his rapid increase in 
weight and size was a recommendat i on for the diet. 

Perhaps he had l ost some of the love of the normal diving for food . However, 
when a strange dog or person pressed him, he took to the water, and when two of the dbgs 
pursued him still, he dived and swam under water with a good show of speed and dexterity. 
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One of the dogs, Shadow, a large and well-trained black Labrador Retriever, was not 
to be foiled, and since he had our duck chased halfway across the lake, was too far 
away for the boys to control by command. Shadow finally outguessed Duck, and proudly 
carried him back to the shore. There he set him down, with hurt from,the ,-,hole 
exercise to nothing but his vanity. Duck stumbled to his feet, tossed his head 
scornfully at Shadow, and proceeded to stretch his one wing and put his feathers in 
order -- without moving away more than two feet. 

It had been all arranged that he should be given protection at the Toronto 
Island Farm during the winter. I 1 m sorry that the kids who visit there won't see 
him; but some kids must have been quite excited about shooting such a large bird -
until they found that he had only one wing and a small stub. 

XX X XX X XX X 

Again we bring to the attention of the readers of the Newsletter the 
opportunity of taking part in the continuing continental study of birds and bird 
migration. The more complete the data that can be assembled the more accurate and 
satisfactory will be the results. If you have not yet contributed any of your 
observations this is your chance to begin. If you can give information only about 
some of the species listed it will still be of help. For your convenience a copy of the 
report form is hereby appended. The directions for its use are on it. 
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U. S. DEPARTMENT OF THE INTERIOR, BUREAU OF SPORT FISHERIES AND WILDLIFE 
MIGRATORY BIRD POPULATIONS STATI ON, LAUREL, MARYLAND, 20810 

COOPERATIVE MIGRATI ON STUDY - FALL OF 1963 

Thank you for your migration reports of past seasons . The present list contains 
the same species as in recent fall seasons except for addition of the Whistling Swan. 
We do not expect anyone to provide arrival and departure dates for all 23 species on 
the list. Dates and counts ( or careful numerical estimates) for even one species will 
be appreciated. Avoid using terms such as "common." In the "Peak" columns please 
include any dates when migratory movement was detected. The "Last Noted" column is 
for the last fall date on which migrating individuals were seen or heard. Please do 
not include any wintering individuals on this form. Use a separate form for each 
locality. 

Observations submitted on this form will be put on punch cards and a machine listing 
will be sent to you for verification. 

We should like to have fall records by January 10. Late reports, as well as 
records for these same species from prior years (1953-62) can still be used. 

We shall appreciate your cooperation in soliciting reports f r om other active 
observers. Additional forms will be sent on request, either t o you or to lists of 
people you send us. 

Please keep one copy of your report and mail the other to Chandler S. Robbins, 
Migratory Bird Populations Station, Patuxent Wildlife Research Centre, Laurel, 
Maryland, 20810. If your report is completed by Nov. 30, it may be sent through your 
Audubon Field Notes Regional Editor. If this is your first report, kindly put a 
large star(*) in the t op right corner and we shall put you on our mailing list. 

Persons not heard from for 3 consecutive years will be dr opped from our list. 

STATE: ..•...• COUNTY: •. ..... • •. LOCALITY: , ..••..•.•. . .•... ..• LAT: ....•.. LONG: ........ . 

OBSERVER: .•..•....... . . .. .•.....•. ... . ... . ADDRESS: . . .. .. . . ........ . ....... ...... . .. . 

Species 

Whistling Swan 
Canada Goose 
Mallard 
Broad-winged Hawk 
Common Snipe 
Mourning Dove 
Common Nighthawk 
Chimney Swift 
Gt .Crest. Flycatcher 
Catbird 
Hermit Thrush 
Golden-er.Kinglet 
Myrtle Warbler 
Red-winged Blackbird 
Baltimore Oriole 
Common Grackle 
Rose-br , Grosbeak 
Evening Grosbeak 
Slate-colored Junco 
Tree Sparrow 
White-crown. Sparrow 
White-thrtd.Sparrow 
Fox Spar-row 

Code First Migrant Peak 
No. Date No. -D-at-e--N-o-. 

180 63 

172 63 ==== ---132 63 
343 63 --
230 63 -- ---
316 63 --

420 63 ====---423 63 
452 63 --
704 63 ----
759 63 - __ 
748 63 
655 63 -
498 63 --
507 o3 --
511 63 ==== ---
595 63 
514 63 --
567 63 --
559 63 --

551+ 63 ====---558 63 
585 63 --__ 

Peak 
Date No. 

Peak 
Date No. 

Last Noted 
Date No . 

Chandler S. Robbins, James H. Zimmerman. 
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