
Toronto Field Natura Ii stsr Club 

MARCH M E E T I N G S 

Monday, March 3rd, 1952 at 8.15 p.m. 

at the 

ROYAL ONTARIO MUSEUM 

Speaker: Professor A.F. Coventry 
Professor of Vertebrate Embryology 
University of Toronto. 

Subject: "Intimate Views of Flowers 11 • 

One of Professor Coventry's hobbies is natural 
history photography. In it he combines superb 

r---..... artistry with expert craftmanship. The club is 
delighted to be able to present Professor Coven
try's pictures and his fascinating commentary 
whic,h accompanies them. 

ROTUNDA D I S P L A Y 

The Rotunda display will be in charge of the Toronto 
Intermediate Naturalists' Club, and will eonsist of 
representative material from their activities. 

Mr. Percy Ghent will also have a display entitled 
"The Inside Story", together with some photographs 
and pamphlets. 

MARCH H I K E 

Saturday, March 8th, Sunnyside and High Park 

Meet at the Bathing Pavilion, Sunnyside. 

2 p .m. 

In charge of hike: Mr. Stuart Thompson. 

Secretary: Mrs. J.B. Stewart, 21 Millwood Road, Toronto. 
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Number 106, February 1952 

A little before noon on the 13th of January, Bill Smith and I 
stepped off the road into the southern corner Qf Black Alder Wood in 
Fickeri ng. We were looking for a winter wren and a whitethroat seen 
there on the Christmas census. Our nttention, however, was soon ri• 
vetted upon other birds. 

Shortly after entering the trees we noticed a fresh track winding 
through the wood. Someone had been here not long before. What for1 
That question was soon answered when I found myself all at onoe stand• 
ing over the body of a long-eared owl. Picking it up I saw its breast 
bespotted with fresh blood, yet uncongealed, The sight of this beau
tiful and useful bird, foolishly slaughtered and left as carrion upon 
the snow sent a hot surge of anger through me 1 But more was to come. 

Circling through the wood in the trac~ of the hunter Bill and I 
came to the edge of the trees, then separated to make the return trip, 
Hence I was alone as I re-entered the trees midway along the northern 
side of the wood. Almost at once I was stayed in my steps, By what? 
By the sight of a whole group of long-eared owls, happily all alive. 
and all gazing at me intently from the green depths of a cedar tree! 
Ear tufts erect, every eye centered on me 1n nervous alarm, and why 
not with a shooter abroad stalking them. Usually long•eared owls are 
quiet, tame, approachable. But not today. Some unintentional move• 
ment on my part sent the whole flock -- there were eight of them-• 
into sudden eruption. That cedar tree literally exploded. owls. Brown 
shapes hurtled away from me in a wide arc, I shouted to Bill, and to 
Jack Satterly who was on the road, to look, Jack was in luck as most 
of the owls glided silently over the road to seek refuge amongst the 
cedar trees on the other side. I was hurrying to the road to find out 
where they had gone when, as I came within talld.ng distance of Jack. 
I once more found myself looking down upon the soft brown body of a 
long-eared owl. 
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By this time Bill had rushed up and, directed py Jack, gone on 
into the cedars to the east. Here he roused again two of the owls 
but, sa d to re l ate, he found a third long-eared dead upon the snow. 

Now I was so angry and sick at heart that I could hardly speak. 
How could anyone be so ignorant, so unfeeling, as wilfully to butcher 
these beautiful birds? Even from the farmer 1 s point of view -- and 
this was almost certainly some farmer or farm boy -- such slaughter 
is sheer folly for long-eared owls are among the best mouse catchers 
in the country. Very careful studies of the food of this owl have 
been made during the last fifty years. I therefore quote the best 
authority on the subject, A. C. Bent, in U.S. National Museum Bulle
tin 170, Life Histories of North .American Birds of Prey, Part 2, 161. 
He says, mlihe long- eared owl is unquestionably worthyof protection as 
one of the most benoficial birds of prey, for a very large proportion 
of its food, probabl y close to BO or 90 per cent on a seasonal average, 
consists of injurious rodents. Many of these owls have been shot as 
destroyers of game birds or rabbits, but among hundreds of records, I 
can find only one record of a quail and two of ruffed grouse being 
killed, and very few records of young rabbits. There seems to be no 
record of domestic poultry being attac_::ed." To this general evalua
tion should be added the detail ed findings of one of the studies upon 
which it is based. Therefore we note that Dr. Paul L. Errington's 
examination and analysis of long-eared owl pellets in Wisconsin in 
1932 show that nduring fall, winter and early spring, mammals, mainly 
mice, make up 99 to 100 pe~ cent of the food; and during late spring 
and summer this percentage drops to between 87 and 92 per cent, the 
percentage of birds running :from 7 to 12 per cent. 11 His summary 
states !!Total vertebrate kills from pellets and stomachs ( quantitative 
data) amount to 3,273; juvenile cottontail, l; Norway rat, 3; meadow 
mouse, 2,732; ~.eer mouse, 497; shrew, 14; small bird (mostly finches), 
26." It is upon the basis of records of this kind that one can say 
with assurance that no farmer) careful for the fate of his field crops, 
remembering all the various damage that mice can do, could, knowing 
these facts, kill a long-eared owl and believe that he had done else 
than injure his own best interests. 

If, on the other hand, the shooter today was merely a trigger
happy hunter, then I ask him what thrill, what satisfaction do you 
get popping off birds that, like their eight surviving brethren, sit 
in rigid silence looking whilst you bravely aim your gun at 20 or 30 
paces? Why don't you shoot chickens or roadside pigeons? 

In the shooting 0f these owls we have a case either of pure ig
norance or of a mere lust to kill. If it is the latter it is revol
ting; if the former it is pitiful. 

Only four times before in twenty years of bird watching have I 
happened upon such a group of long-eared owls, once at Sunnybrook 
before the existence of the hospital, once at Purpleville Wood, once 
at Hoggs Hollow, once at Brittania Wood. Nonetheless, such congre
gations are characteristic of the species during winter and the 
season of migration. Dense cedar groves are the usual place to find 



them though other evergreens serve as roosts at times, and occasionally 
low scrubby thickets, notably willow scrub. To illustrate the exciting 
possibilities of such encounters I quote again from Bent where he re
cords William Jay 1 s account of finding a large colony of long-eared 
owls "wintering in a dense growth of pines and other coniferous trees 
growing along the Skippack Creek at Evansburg, Pa. No less than fifty 
of these birds were congregated in this grove. I was working my way 
slowly through the trees when I came upon nine of these owls at close 
range. As I did not wish to disturb them, I backed slowly away, but 
right into the main colony where I saw five or six owls on every tree 
around me." This is the kind of experience that may come to any of us 
if we go to the right places and keep our eyes open. 

* * * * * 

A happier birding experience occurred on a dark and gusty day 
later in the month ( January 21) • Greer Roberts and I were returning 
from Pefferlaw Brook early in the afternoon. We stopped at the east 
end of Vivian School Wood to investigate the vale that was so rewar
ding last winter. 

Our entry into the secluded valley was anything but dignified. 
We had just begun the descent, when, without the slightest forewarning, 
my feet shot out from under me and I was falling. Thinking of my 
binoculars, I threw my weight backwards and came down with a crash 
but with my binoculars safely cushioned on my front. Greer was just 
commencing some jocose remark when his footing likewise gave way, and 
my performance was repeated. Helpless, we both slid ignominiously 
along on our backs till we fetched up in the ditch. Having picked 
ourselves up we dusted off the snow and proceeded with more caution, 
keeping to the snowy ditch rather than the icy road. Greer heard a 
horned owl as we fell. I was too busy otherwise. When I tried to 
rouse Bubo into further remarks by imitation I had no success. Pre
sumably he thought one derisive comment was enough. 

When we did finally reach the bottom of the vale and stood strain
ing our ears we thought at first that the place was empty. But no. 
Far up the other bank my ears caught the sound of a dull tapping. 
Whispering "pileated" to Greer I made off cautiously towards the 
sound. Fortunately the tapping kept on, though two long pauses gave 
me moments of disappointment • . Leaving the road, I crossed over the 
fallen rails of an old fence, entering the evergreen grove on crusted 
snow. The woodpecker was well above me. Slowly, step by step, crun
ching the snow as little as I could, I worked up the slope. Halfway 
up I paused and quickly surveyed the brow above. How glad I was that 
I had, for almost straight up from where I was standing was the bird -
a magnificent male pileated woodpecker, flaming red crest raised high, 
head cocked in my direction. I remained motionless. In a moment the 
red crest turned and the tapping recommenced. Signalling to Greer 
the bird 1 s whereabouts I pressed ahead with all the stealth I could 
muster. By taking advantage of convenient bare patches where ever
green needles absorbed all sound, I finally arrived at a place from 
which, sheltered partly behind a hemlock branch, I could watch every 
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move of the woodpecker. Greer soon came up. The strong breeze, 
rising to noisy gusts at times, was blowing from the bird towards 
us. This doubtless deadened any sounds we made, and helped us to 
avoid detection. 

There we stood some 25 to 30 feet distant, with the great log
cock directly on our eye level up the bank. The tree on which it was 
drilling was a hemlock, to all appearances quite healthy, but unques
tionably infested with wood borers or ants since this fellow was 
spending his energy upon it. He does not work for nothing. Working 
perhaps two or three feet above the ground, he had already opened 
two excavations, one broad and shallow, the other 2" - 3" deep, maybe 
2" wide. The hole he was now working on was similar to the second 
and several inches below that. 

The logcock's method of drilling was tremendously vigorous. With 
each blow it would draw its head back a good six to eight inches. Then 
with a motion that seemed hinged midway down its back it would deliver 
a terrific crack. After two to four blows on one side there would be 
a brief pause followed by a shifting to the other side of the hole, 
and a series of blows from that quarter. Like the excellent axeman 
that he is, the logcock aimed his attack always from an oblique angle 
so that a wedge shaped piece was finally loosened in the middle of 
the hole. This done he seized the nearly detached bit with his bill, 
worked it free, and flicked it away with a toss of the head. 

Occasionally there would be a longer pause whilst he gazed care
fully around, peering in all directions until, satisfied that no 
danger was impending, he resumed his task. At such times we were 
able to see the red iris of his eye, and the red front of the lowar 
dark facial stripe. 

At last Pileatus found his quarry. Drilling ceased while the 
long bill probed the hole. Several times -- perhaps six -- something 
was extracted, and swallowed. Clearly the hard work had not been in 
vain. This was a rich haul. When the harvest had been garnered there 
came the longest pause of all, a rest of satisfaction, no doubt, a 
post-prandial contemplation. Then, mindful of the cold day, the 
great amount of energy needed to keep up bodily heat, the logcock 
once more began his hunt. 

Tapping in an exploratory way as if testing the tree for hollow 
places by sounding, much as a man finds thin spots on a frozen pond, 
he worked over several feet of the tree 1 s bole. Eventually he returned 
to the area between the two deeper holes. Evidently the whole colony 
of borers had not been gathered in for this was his choice. Serious 
delving began again. Uuge pieces of bark were quickly pried loose, 
and the wood laid bare, then solid drilling started once more. At 
that point we left him. 

He had given us as fine a show as we shall ever see . It would be 
a pity to disturb him at his meal, especially on so hungry a day. I 
must confess, however , to a strong curiosity to see what he was pulling 
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out of that hole. Some day, I promised myself, 1 1 11 go and have a 
look. 

Curiously enough, on February 3rd, at Purpleville Wood I was to 
have a chance to examine a very similar excavation in a hemlock tree. 
Like the tree at Vivian this one showed few if any sign of sickness 
or infestation, at least to the untrained eye. This time the pil
eated was not to be seen, though it had not long gone for fresh-cut 
chips littered the snow at the foot of the tree. The hole was a 
large one, measuring roughly 4½" deep by 2" wide by 8" long, and 
was exactly the sort of hole that could be produced by first drilling 
two smaller holes, one at the top, one at the bottom, and joining 
them together by cutting out the separating area just as the bird at 
Vivian was doing when we left. I made a close investigation of this 
hole and saw that in the very heart of the tree, to which the wood
pecker had penetrated, there were numerous tunnels made by wood borers. 
In these tunnels were several enlarged pockets from which the digger 
must have garnered a rich feast. 

There can only be two ways, it seems, by which the logcock dis
covers such hidden treasure troves, either by the tapping method when 
they listen for the proper resonance, or by directly placing the head 
against the bark, so as to listen for sounds made .by the grubs or 
ants in their tunnels. The Vivian bird was evidently using the first 
method, but on many occasions I have seen pileated woodpeckers placing 
their heads against a tree as if they were employing the second way. 
How much we have yet to learn about the creatures with whom we live. 

* * * * * 

Inasmuch as at the next meeting of our club we shall be playing 
host to the Toronto Intermediate Naturalists 1 Club, it seemed fitting 
that an account of our guest club's organization and activities 
should be given in the Newsletter. Consequently Mr. George Francis, 
President of the T.I.N.C., has prepared such an account for our 
readers. 

The Toronto Intermediate Naturalists Club arose from the former 
Toronto Ornithological Field Group, a teen-aged ornithological club 
which functioned for three years but disbanded soon after the com
mencement of the war. In 1944, a need was again felt to organize 
and encourage the efforts of young people interested in natural his
tory, and with that in mind, the present organization came into being 
and has continued ever since. The scope of the club was broadened 
to include all forms of natural history instead of being restricted 
to ornithology alone. 

The T.I.N. is an independent club, affiliated with the Federation 
of Ontario Naturalists, and one of its functions is to bridge the 
gap which existed between the Junior Field Naturalists Club and the 
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various senior clubs. Although not officially connected with or 
supported by, these adult clubs, it has received generous he]pfrom 
some, including the T.F.N., in the past. 

Meetings are held regularly in the Royal Ontario Museum on the 
third Saturday of each month, except during the summer. Club members 
and frequently outside speakers give illustrated talks on various 
natural history subjects of interest. 

The main desire of the club is to remain as active a group as 
possible. A Project Area has been adopted in order to keep actively 
engaged in field work of some sort. Formerly, this area was at York 
Downs, the same location that was selected by the T.O.F.G. to carry 
on their surveys of the bird life present. The T.I.N. enlarged the 
work to include studies on other animals and plants in order to 
obtain a complete natural history of the area. Reports on these 
were published in the club magazine. Unfortunately, the last few 
years have seen a great deal of residential development on the York 
Downs area, and by 1951 it had rendered the continuation of field 
work there impractical. 

In March, 1951, the Intermediates selected a new Project Area 
near Purpleville, about 20 miles north-west of Toronto, and surveys 
of its flora and fauna have already begun. The first club project 

,---....,_ there was a study of the winter bird population. These studie s are 
carried on throughout North America each year under the auspices of 
the National Audubon Society, and the results are published in the 
Audubon Field Notes. Additional club projects are planned for the 
spring and summer. 

Although comparatively few club hikes are made other than to the 
Project Area, most members make regular field trips on their own as 
well to pursue their special interest. Some are planning careers in 
wildlife biology and summer work takes them to a ll parts of the 
province. It is perhaps significant to note that several people, now 
making their way successfully in this field, are past members of the 
Intermediates. 

Each year the club publishes "The Intermediate Naturalist" which 
is devoted to articles and observations on natural history. It is 
illustrated with photographs and sketches and sells for 25¢ per copy. 
The sixth issue has just come out, and members ure proud of the f act 
that it ranks high in its field, and surpasses publications of clubs 
much larger than the T.I.N. The current issue covers a wide range 
of subject matter. Its articles deal with nature photography, June 
bird-watching in southern Ontario, observations on a trip to Europe, 
the amphibians of the new Project Area, a trip to the Gaspe and Bona
venture Isle., research work at the Fish Laboratory in Algonquin Park 
and the hybridizing of poplars for horticultural purposes. In addition, 
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several pages are devoted to detailed accounts of club activities 
during 1951. The illustrations include four splendid photographs 
of Hepaticas, a Spotted Salamander, a Praying Mantis feeding, and 
a :Piping Plover at its nest. Members of the T.F.N. will be able 
to obtain a copy at their March meeting when the Intermediates will 
present an interesting rotunda display dealing with their work and 
activities. 

Since the facilities of the T.I.N. are not large, membership 
must necessarily remain rather limited. In the past, a policy of an 
almost closed membership had to be adopted, although the dangers of 
such a policy were fully recognized. Now however, with a membership 
of about 25, the Intermediates have room :for a few new members. Only 
two qualifications are necessary. These are (1) prospective members 
must have a keen interest in natural history or some phase of it, and 
(2) they must be age 15 or over (there is no definite upper limit). 
Should readers of the nNewsletter" know of any persons who might be 
interested in the Intermediates, they are asked to contact George 
Francis, the club 1 s 1952 President. 

R. M. Saunders, 

Editor. 




