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Bullock’s Orioles due to uncertainty over identification criteria between
Bullock’s and Baltimore Orioles (1. galbula) (Dobos 1998), the problem
involves females and first basic males of these species. The facial and tail

patterns of this nicely described bird clearly established it as a Bullock’s.

Gray-crowned Rosy-Finch Leucosticte tephrocotis (1/6)

1997 - one, littoralis, 3-4 November, Stepstone, Thunder Bay (Cathy Kivi) - photo on file.
The largely gray cheek of this bird places it in the “Hepburn’s” race (Pyle
1997).

Figure 10: Gray-crowned Rosy-Finch of the subspecies littoralis at Stepstone,
Thunder Bay, from 3-4 November 1997. Photo by Cathy Kivi.

Not Accepted Records

Identification Uncertain
In most reports listed below, the documentation provided was found to be
insufficient to establish the identity of the species claimed. In very few

cases did the Committee consider that the identification was actually an
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error. Any of these reports may be resubmitted for further review if new
supporting evidence is provided.

1998 - Pacific Loon, one, 8 November, Van Wagners Beach, Hamilton-Wentworth.

- Little Blue Heron, one, 19-21 May, Port Dover, Haldimand-Norfolk.

- Little Blue Heron, one, 23 May, Hillman Marsh, Essex.

- Swallow-tailed Kite (Elanoides forficatus), one, 9 May, Point Pelee National Park,
Essex.

- Swallow-tailed Kite, one, 22 July, Point Pelee National Park, Essex.

- Ferruginous Hawk (Buteo regalis), one, 6 October, Selkirk Provincial Park,
Haldimand-Norfolk.

- “Common” (Mew) Gull (Larus canus canus), one, 4 November, Point Pelee
National Park, Essex.

- Slaty-backed Gull (Larus schistisagus), one, 24 February, Grand Bend,
Lambton/Huron - photos on file.

- Eurasian Collared-Dove, one, circa September-November, Sarnia, Lambton - photos
on file.

- Black Swift (Cypseloides niger), one, 18 May, Etobicoke (Colonel Samuel Smith
Park), Toronto.

- Black-chinned Hummingbird (Archilochus alexandri), two, 11 May - 3 June, St.
Joseph Island (Hilton Beach), Algoma - photo on file.

- Rufous Hummingbird, one, 21-22 July, Bass Lake, Simcoe.

- Cave Swallow, one, 11 December, Point Pelee National Park, Essex.

- Bewick’s Wren, two, 4 May, Point Pelee National Park, Essex.

- Swainson’s Warbler (Limnothlypis swainsonii), one, 15 May, Point Pelee National
Park, Essex.

- Spotted Towhee, one, 18 April, Perth, Lanark.

- Henslow’s Sparrow (Ammodramus henslowii), one, 7 June, Kirkfield, Victoria.

- Black-headed Grosbeak (Pheucticus melanocephalus), one, 13 May, Point Pelee
National Park, Essex.

- Blue Grosbeak, one, 13 May, Point Pelee National Park, Essex.

- Blue Grosbeak, one, 13 May, Point Pelee National Park, Essex.

- Blue Grosbeak, four, 23 May, Scarborough (Glen Rouge Park), Toronto.
1997 - Pacific Loon, one, 10 November - 3 December, Pinery Provincial Park, Lambton.
- Yellow-billed Loon (Gavia adamsii), one, 13 October, Cotnam Island, Renfrew.
- Sooty Shearwater (Puffinus griseus), one, 17 September, Point Pelee National
Park, Essex.

- Long-tailed Jaeger (Stercorarius longicaudus), one, 13 October, Holiday Beach
Conservation Area, Essex.

- Mew Gull, one, 18 November, Nanticoke, Haldimand-Norfolk.

- Arctic Tern (Sterna paradisaea), two, 24 May, Shirley’s Bay, Ottawa-Carleton.

1995 - Prairie Falcon (Falco mexicanus), one, 5 May, Forest, Lambton.

1993 - Mississippi Kite, one, 17 May, Point Pelee National Park, Essex.

- Red-necked Stint (Calidris ruficollis), one, 2 September, Kettle Point, Lambton.
- Sharp-tailed Sandpiper (Calidris acuminata), one, 8 September, Thedford,

Lambton.
1992 - Gyrfalcon, one, 8 January, Clarke’s Corners, Bruce.
1990 - “Bewick’s” Tundra Swan (Cygnus columbianus bewickii), one, circa March, Grand

Bend, Lambton - photo on file.
- Eurasian Collared-Dove, one, found dead, circa May, Sarnia, Lambton - photos on file.
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1988 - Great Skua (Catharacta skua), one, 30 October, Kettle Point, Lambton.
- Yellow-throated Warbler (Dendroica dominica), one, 11 November - 11 December,
Kincardine, Bruce.

Not Accepted Records

1dentification Accepted, Origin Questionable

Records in this category are those considered by the Committee to be

likely escaped birds or birds released from captivity. However, as with all

submissions to the OBRC, such records may be reviewed at any time

should new information arise suggesting a wild origin.

1998 - Chukar (Alectoris chukar), one, 19 May, West Hill, Toronto (Mikal H. Lawton)-
photos on file.

Birds of this species seen in Ontario are definitely of released or escaped

stock. Chukar is native to Eurasia, but introduced populations have

become established in western North America; the closest established pop-

ulations to Ontario are in eastern Montana (AOU 1998).

1997 - Black-billed Magpie (Pica pica), one, 20 April, Prince Edward Point, Prince
Edward (M. Elizabeth Kellogg, also found by Brian Joyce, Mark Lowe).
The OBRC has great difficulty judging the wild status of out-of-range
Black-billed Magpies, primarily in southern Ontario, and members are typ-
ically split on either side of the fence. A similar occurrence at this same
location on 6 May 1996 was previously accepted (Dobos 1997). However, a
record at Dorchester, Middlesex, on 8 October 1991 was similarly not
accepted based on origin (Bain 1992).

Updates/Corrections
to Previous OBRC Reports

1997 Report (Ontario Birds 16: 51-80)

- under Greater White-fronted Goose, 23-26 September and 9 October 1995, after
“found by” delete “Peter Rombouts and Elly Rombouts” and add “Peter
Chapman”.

- under American Avocet, 23 October - 2 November 1994, change “(Alfred H.
Rider)” to “(Alfred H. Rider, also found by Peter Chapman)”.

- under Rufous Hummingbird, change bracketed numbering to “(2/9)”.

- under Hummingbird species, change bracketed numbering to “(0/5)”.

- under Harris’s Sparrow, 6-28 January 1995, in brackets add “found by Peter
Chapman”.
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1995 Report (Ontario Birds 14: 50-71)

- under Rufous Hummingbird, change bracketed numbering to “(2/8)”.

1994 Report (Ontario Birds 13: 46-65)

- under Curlew Sandpiper, one female, 11-20 May, add “Alfred H. Rider” as a

contributor.

- under Rufous Hummingbird, change bracketed numbering to “(2/7)”.

1991 Report (Ontario Birds 10: 43-63)

- under Rufous Hummingbird, change bracketed numbering to “(2/5/1)”.

1990 Report (Ontario Birds 9: 18-44)

- under Rufous Hummingbird, change bracketed numbering to “(2/4/1)”.
- under Hummingbird sp., change bracketed numbering to “(0/3/1)”.
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Yellow-throated and Blue-headed Vireos in Ontario:
6. Interspecific Interactions, Maintenance A ctivities,
and Molt

Ross D. James

In this final article in the series, the
reader may assume once again that
the lives of the Yellow-throated
Vireo (Vireo flavifrons) and the
Blue-headed Vireo (V. solitarius),
formerly Solitary Vireo, are similar
unless otherwise noted.

INTERSPECIFIC INTERAC-
TIONS
Other Vireos
The Yellow-throated Vireo did not
respond to the songs of either Red-
eyed (V. olivaceus) or Warbling (V.
gilvus) Vireos (James 1968), two
other vireo species regularly associ-
ated in southern Ontario. Yellow-
throated Vireos only chased these
other species if they ventured too
close to a nest. I saw Warbling or
Red-eyed Vireos singing within 20
m of a Yellow-throated Vireo nest
and remain unchallenged. On two
occasions, I have encountered
Warbling Vireos nesting within 15 m
of a Yellow-throated Vireo and
once a Red-eyed Vireo nest within
25 m, and there was no animosity
unless one got too close to the
other’s nest. After the young leave
the nest, I saw family groups of two
species foraging together without
conflict.

The only other vireo I saw in
the same habitat with the Blue-
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headed Vireo in Ontario was the
Red-eyed Vireo. The latter tended
to occupy different parts of the for-
est, remaining more in pure decidu-
ous growth. Some close contact,
however, does occur. I saw the two
species foraging within a few metres
of each other in the same tree with
no animosity. Again, they chased
each other only if one ventured too
close to the other’s nest.

In Ontario, because of different
distributions, Blue-headed and
Yellow-throated Vireos are unlikely
to come into contact on nesting ter-
ritories, and I never observed any
interactions. They were not respon-
sive to playback of each other’s
song here, In western Pennsylvania,
where they occurred closer together
and might be found nesting close
together, there was also little or no
reaction by either species to tape
recordings of the other’s song, so I
would not expect any greater con-
flict there.

Most Other Smaller Birds

I saw Yellow-throated and Blue-
headed Vireos chasing many other
small birds, including warblers, fly-
catchers, chickadees, nuthatches,
waxwings, orioles, robins, grosbeaks,
sparrows, woodpeckers, and black-
birds. Any bird would be chased



when near a nest. Smaller birds like
warblers were chased directly, and
left immediately. Some of the larger
birds, like kingbirds or flickers, may
have left only when they had been
harassed enough; the vireos dove
down from above, and gave a bill
snap or a quick short spat sound
right above the intruder’s head.

I saw unmated Yellow-throated
Vireos tolerate Common Grackles
(Quiscalus quiscula) and Red-
winged Blackbirds (Agelaius
phoeniceus) at close range, until
there were eggs or young in a nest,
and then they would be chased 25
to 30 m from a nest tree. When
young birds were out of the nest,
these blackbirds were still chased
for as long as two weeks after the
young had left the nest.

Small flycatchers, warblers and
other birds in turn chased the vire-
os should they come too close to
the other species’ nests. The vireos
fled, but only for a short distance,
enough to avoid further conflict.

Hawks, Crows, Jays and Owls

I have observed only one encounter
between a large Buteo hawk and a
Yellow-throated Vireo. In this
instance, the vireo left a nest, and
with a number of other small birds,
mobbed the hawk as it flew off.
Cooper’s Hawks (Accipiter cooperii)
have been known to kill these vireos
(Hammerstrom and Hammerstrom
1951), but the vireos have also been
known to nest in close association
with them (Bent 1950).

85

The only hawk I have observed
in the vicinity of Blue-headed Vireo
nests was the Broad-winged Hawk
(Buteo platypterus). One vireo nest
was built within 60 m of an occu-
pied broadwing nest. In the half
dozen times I saw the hawk land
relatively close to the vireos, I never
saw them attempt to chase it, even
when a robin (Turdus migratorius)
noisily attacked one. The vireos
would continue to build the nest as
long as the hawk remained some
distance away.

When there were eggs or young
in the nest, the vireos were more
easily alarmed, but not so much at
the hawk itself. When a hawk start-
ed to scream, it was screaming at
me. This in turn got the vireos
alarmed. One day, I had been sitting
at a vireo nest for half an hour
before the hawk began screaming.
The vireos only then began scolding
me. As soon as [ moved away, they
stopped scolding, even though the
hawk was still screaming. In anoth-
er instance with a screaming hawk,
the female vireo would not get off a
nest when the male came to
exchange places, and the male fell
silent, until the hawk moved away.
The vireos probably have little rea-
son to be concerned about Broad-
winged Hawks. However, I have
seen the remains of young birds
(not vireos) in broadwing nests.

Bowles (1895) indicated that he
commonly found Blue-headed
Vireo nests in association with
Cooper’s Hawks. Bent (1950)
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reported similar experiences, and
found that the hawks did not molest
the vireos. Forbush (1929) stated
that the Blue-headed Vireo has
been found in woods with Northern
Goshawks (Accipiter gentilis), Red-
tailed (Buteo jamaicensis), and
Sharp-shinned Hawks (A. striatus).
Simpson (1914) reported an undis-
turbed mnest directly under a
goshawk nest. An alert, healthy pair
of vireos probably need have little
concern about larger hawks, at least.

I saw only Yellow-throated
Vireos bothered by American
Crows (Corvus brachyrhynchos).
The crows were usually not
attacked, but the vireos perched
near and uttered a constant stream
of loud scolding calls until the crow
left. Blue Jays (Cyanocitta cristata)
were attacked with great vigour by
either species the moment they
appeared anywhere near a nest.
They were chased for 50 to 100 m
from a nest. Jays are obviously rec-
ognized as predators.

Van Camp and Mayfield (1943)
reported the remains of a Yellow-
throated Vireo in a Long-eared Owl
(Asio otus) nest. I have never wit-
nessed an encounter between an
owl and a living vireo. Owls no
doubt occasionally take vireos, but
may be a relatively minor cause of
mortality in nesting areas.

Cowbirds

Yellow-throated Vireos invariably
reacted to the presence of a Brown-
headed Cowbird (Molothrus ater)
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at any stage of nesting, from build-
ing through fledging. If a cowbird
suddenly landed somewhere near a
nest, the vireos might “freeze” to
avoid being seen. More often, they
gave high intensity alarm -calls.
Alarm calls are high pitched pure
tone calls that are more difficult to
locate, and are given usually when
the bird is concealed at least partly,
and motionless; as opposed to
scolding calls which are noisy, easily
located, and the birds are usually
conspicuous, and attacking the
object of the scolding.

Cowbirds were usually chased
with scolding calls after an initial
alarm, or when the vireos could
move without revealing a nest.
Cowbirds were chased by Yellow-
throated Vireos even when there
were young in the nest. I did not
observe the response of a Blue-
headed Vireo to a cowbird.

People

I have indicated the extreme sensi-
tivity to people at the time of pairing
(James 1996). On the first day or two
of nest building also, I have moved
at the wrong time, revealing my
presence, and have heard high inten-
sity alarm calls, indicating that they
perceived a considerable threat. On
occasion, this might have caused
them to abandon a nest and start
elsewhere. In later building, as long
as I remained unobtrusive, there was
usually not much indication of
alarm. They may have given a low
intensity alarm call as I approached,



particularly the first time I moved in
close enough to watch.

But, once eggs were laid, reac-
tions were usually fairly mild,
although they varied greatly
depending on the pair of birds
involved. Most just sat quietly on
the nest even when approached
fairly closely. One pair of Yellow-
throated Vireos nested in a parking
lot, paying no attention to cars and
people below. Through incubation
and brooding stage, most reacted
somewhat more strongly the first
time I approached a nest, and much
more mildly thereafter. But, once
off the nest, they usually flew about
giving scolding calls.

I encountered one female in
each of these two species that did
not leave a nest until I took a wing
tip and gently lifted her from her
eggs. They clung to the nest briefly,
but then flew off and scolded mildly.
One female Yellow-throated Vireo
allowed me to stand in the tree
about 1.5 m away while she brooded
and came to feed the young.

However, once young were no
longer brooded, the parents again
seemed much more agitated by
people (and other predators). I was
scolded when 30 m from one nest
tree, where previously I was
ignored below the nest. I was scold-
ed while just walking down a road,
by a male with a young long out of
the nest and well able to fly. I
watched one pair of Yellow-throat-
ed Vireos over many days through
the nesting period in a nest right
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over a gravel road. But, on one day
when they had 10 day old young, I
had been sitting in a car watching
for some time. And as soon as I
began to open the door to get out, I
heard them give high intensity
alarm calls. I had never heard them
give this call before.

In general, Blue-headed Vireos
gave a milder response to my pres-
ence, and seldom did one ever dive
at my head and snap its beak as
many Yellow-throated Vireos did.
However, there was considerable
variation in the response of any pair
of either species. Blue-headed
Vireos usually only scolded mildly
when roused from a nest, and some
made no sound at all. But, I had one
female that refused to leave a nest
and eggs for over an hour, although
the male came several times, as she
was aware of my presence some dis-
tance away. And once, the first time
I approached a nest with older
young, a pair gave high intensity
alarm calls.

Other Species
These vireos seemed to recognize
squirrels as predators. A passing
Red Squirrel (Tamiasciurus hud-
sonicus) caused a pair of Blue-
headed Vireos to “freeze” and
remain silent. I saw Blue-headed
Vireos actively chase Red Squirrels,
and Yellow-throated Vireos chase
Gray Squirrels (Sciurus carolinen-
sis) that approached a nest area.

I have observed blackflies
(Simulium sp.) flying about the
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heads of incubating Blue-headed
Vireos. They probably suffer some
from the presence of these flies, as
do their observers!

MAINTENANCE ACTIVITIES
Bill Wiping

One of the most obvious activities
of both species was drawing the
beak from the base to the tip, on
alternate sides, up the side of the
branch on which they were
perched. This was seen several
times after catching and eating
food. Even young, two days out of
the nest, did it. It serves to remove
foreign matter from the beak to
keep it clean. Bill wiping can also
sometimes be seen after preening.
Large items adhering to the beak
will be dispelled by just rapidly
turning the head and flicking the
bill from side to side.

Preening

Preening the body feathers was a
commonly seen activity among
adults as well as young of both
species. In July, before molting, I
saw adults preening as many as
three times an hour, standing for
five to twenty minutes each time.
During preening, body feathers
were typically raised somewhat.
The bird put its beak into the feath-
ers at the base of the tail (to get oil
from the uropygeal gland) for a few
seconds before preening. They
worked mainly with the beak (not
by rubbing their whole head over
the body), working it among the
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feathers or drawing the long wing
and tail feathers from the base to
the tip through the bill. The birds
often closed their eyes as they
preened. The head was frequently
scratched with one or the other
foot. Always, the wing was lowered
and the foot brought forward over
the wing to reach the head (in both
species).

Stretching usually accompa-
nied preening. Here the wings were
partially spread and raised over the
back until they touched or almost
so, and then were slowly relaxed.
Or, one leg was extended back and
to one side, and the corresponding
wing drooped and pushed out along
the leg until fully extended, then
slowly relaxed. When a preening
bout was over, the bird would ruffle
all its feathers, shake itself, and then
relax its feathers back into place. 1
saw what appeared to be a yawn on
only a few occasions.

Sunning

These vireos usually chose a perch
in the sun to preen. Accompanying
preening, I several times observed
sunning (see Figure 1). The bird
usually turned one side to the sun,
and then rotated its body slightly,
turning that side up toward the sun.
The body feathers were ruffled and
the tail fanned. The wing opposite
the sunny side was generally
drooped and placed against the
perch to support them. The wing
toward the sun was partially spread
over the back or the side. The neck
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Figure 1:  Drawn from a slide of a Yellow-throated Vireo sunning. The sun is shin-
ing from the upper right, and the bird has turned its left side to the sun.

Drawing by Ross D. James.

was stretched out. The bird was
silent although the beak was usual-
ly held open, probably to facilitate
heat escape. Sometimes they would
stand with the back to the sun,
again with all body feathers ruffled
and tail fanned, but wings folded or
nearly so.

I never saw anting, and
Simmons (1957) indicated that
none of the vireos were known to
exhibit that behaviour.

Bathing

I never actually observed bathing
by either species, but once saw a
Yellow-throated Vireo fly up from a
river edge on a sunny day, where
there were no shrubs in which it

could have been perched. It had
water dripping from it and looked
very wet. After shaking, it proceed-
ed to preen.

I have also observed similar
shaking of ruffled wet-looking
feathers by a Yellow-throated Vireo
after a rain. Rain bathing could be a
more usual means of bathing in
these vireos. Bassett (1926)
described bathing in Cassin’s Vireo
(V. cassinii) over a swimming pool.
The bird apparently flew over the
water, “dipping” on the wing.

Parasites

I have found several Yellow-throat-
ed Vireo nests with northern fowl
mites (Ornithoryssus sylvarium).
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When seen, they usually occur in
profusion. I watched one female
stand over the nest, and pick at her
legs and feet as well as at the nest
and supporting branch, to pick off
these tiny mites. I never felt these
were the cause of any mortality.
Some have reported “parasites” so
numerous as to kill the young or
drive away the parents (Clark 1890,
Maxon 1902). They gave no indica-
tion of what the parasites were,
although one called them “lice”.

I have never observed mites on
a Blue-headed Vireo nest, but
Weygandt (1907) reported “lice” on
a nest at a more southern latitude.
In northern parts of their range,
external parasites do not seem to be
much of a problem.

MOLT

Young grow their first set of feath-
ers while in the nest, and look much
like adults upon leaving the nest.
Tail, and probably most, feathers
complete their growth after nest
leaving. Within a couple of weeks of
nest departure, young begin anoth-
er partial molt of body feathers and
wing coverts. The hatch year birds
then undergo a complete molt of
body feathers, but not the larger
wing and tail feathers, in late sum-
mer at the same time as adults
undergo a complete molt of all
feathers. Somewhere between the
partial and the complete body
molts, the young also seem to lose
at least some outer tail feathers.
Young are then almost indistin-
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guishable from adults. For further
details, see Rodewald and James
(1996) and James (1998).

Adults begin to lose large flight
feathers about mid-July, only a few
at a time. Then by early August
become very quiet, secretive and
unresponsive to tape recorded
song. They tend to remain high in
forest trees. Within about ten days,
adults have a short new tail growing
in, or only a couple of feathers (the
outer) may remain, and body feath-
ers still look very ragged. But, after
about two weeks, the plumage
looks much newer, although feath-
ers are probably not fully grown
(the tail obviously is not). It takes
another week or so for feathering
to look new. Larger wing feathers
are also usually replaced by the end
of August. Some birds may molt
later than others, particularly the
Blue-headed Vireos that may be
several weeks behind. A few body
feathers may still be growing in dur-
ing the autumn migration.

Bent (1950) indicates that the
Blue-headed Vireo may undergo a
partial irregular molt in the spring.
Sutton and Pettingill (1942) report-
ed molting specimens from Mexico
in March, and there are several
molting specimens in the Canadian
Museum of Nature taken in winter.
Yellow-throated Vireos also under-
go a partial spring molt (Rodewald
and James 1996). The extent of
these molts is unknown, and they
may even be irregular.



Discussion

As formerly discussed (James
1997), Yellow-throated and Red-
eyed Vireos seem to reduce compe-
tition when occupying the same
habitats by occupying different lev-
els of the forest, and the Yellow-
throated Vireo seems to nest higher
where the two co-occur (William-
son 1971, James 1979). Yet one sees
virtually no interspecific aggression
when the two are seen together, and
they do not respond to each other’s
songs. This seems somewhat contra-
dictory.

However, it is possible that
there is more than meets the eye,
and that avoidance may be particu-
larly significant on a few days at the
very beginning of the season when
territories are being established by
the males. Each species may wish to
reduce the level of contact with
another species likely to be moving
through the same spaces during the
subsequent nesting period. Neither
tolerate any other species close to a
nest site, and the chances of
increased conflict close to nesting
sites is likely to be greatest among
closely related species, going similar
places in a habitat.

Even the presence of another
species, and obviously its territorial
song, could be enough to induce
two species to move somewhat
apart, without physical contact. This
scenario is supported by several
examples of habitat co-occupancy
in the genus Vireo, where different
species choose different levels of
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the habitat (Hamilton 1962) or
maintain mutually exclusive territo-
ries, relying on song to effect spac-
ing while avoiding physical encoun-
ters (Barlow et al. 1970, Rice 1978).
The fact that Yellow-throated and
Red-eyed Vireos are still able to
occupy the same habitat suggests
that the avoidance is as much one
of reducing conflict with another
species as specifically another vireo.

As previously indicated (James
1997), Blue-headed and Yellow-
throated Vireos have probably
diverged in nesting height during a
former era. They now seem well
able to discriminate species by
song, so even if they were to be in
close contact there is not likely to
be much competition between
them. They have been known to
form a mismatched pair. Hauser
(1959) described a female Blue-
headed Vireo paired with a male
Yellow-throated Vireo; a nest was
built, but no eggs were ever laid.
This is probably a very exceptional
circumstance. There are also several
examples of these species singing
the other species’ song, but that is
more likely to be the result of learn-
ing the wrong song than of
hybridization (James 1984). There is
little reason to expect that interspe-
cific competition would be more
than casual between these two
species.

There have been numerous
comments in the literature over the
years about the “tameness” of
Yellow-throated and Blue-headed
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Vireos toward people (e.g.,
Harrison 1975). There are certainly
some birds that allow close
approach. However, as I have
found, it is usually only at certain
stages of the nesting cycle (not early
or when large young are present).
Furthermore, it is hardly tameness
(i.e., having lost wildness, domesti-
cated) as much as it is tolerance to
intrusion. That tolerance has cer-
tainly made my studies even possi-
ble, and much more enjoyable.
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Notes

An Example of Crow Intelligence

George M. Fairfield

“Crows are known to be very adept
at learning and to meet new and
previously inexperienced condi-
tions” (Gross 1946). Alfred Otto
Gross (1946) cited experiments that
showed that pet crows (Corvus
brachyrhynchos) could very quickly
analyze and take advantage of
emergent situations.

The heavy snowfall that
occurred in Toronto on the night of
13-14 November 1997 provided me
with an opportunity to observe wild
crows taking advantage of a new
situation. I was surprised when I
looked at our bird feeder just after
daybreak to see a crow pick up a
peanut from the ground under the
feeder and fly off with it. In the
past, we have not seen crows come
into our backyard except in the
spring when they are searching for
songbird nests around the house.
We have never had them visit our
feeder. We feed niger seed, sun-
flower seeds, beef fat and peanuts-
in-the-shell, each food contained in
the appropriate container and all
suspended from arms on a single,
squirrel-proof pole. The containers
are all much too small to support a
crow. | surmised that with 11 cen-
timetres of fresh snow on the
ground, the crow must have been
finding food scarce.
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The peanuts are “served” in a
wire cage so that the Blue Jays
(Cyanocitta cristata) have to pry
them out before flying off with
them. In doing so, they invariably
spill one or two on the ground
where they are eaten by the squir-
rels. On the morning of the 14th,
there were five squirrels under the
feeder. There were also three crows
in the tall maple in the neighbour’s
yard.

I watched for a few minutes as
the crows sat quietly in the maple.
Soon a Blue Jay flew to the small
mountain ash in our yard, and the
crows sat up and fidgeted in a way
that I took to be anticipation and/or
preparation for flight. When the
Blue Jay flew to the feeder and
spilled a peanut, a crow swooped
down, picked it up and flew off with
it. This behaviour was repeated sev-
eral times. It was apparent that the
crows were waiting for the arrival
of the Blue Jays, and following them
in to the feeder to get the spilled
peanuts before the squirrels could
get them.

After approximately one half
hour, the peanuts were gone, and 1
went out to refill the feeder. The
birds left and there were no jays or
crows in sight as I continued my
watch. After a few minutes, a Blue



Jay flew to our mountain ash tree.
Almost immediately, two crows
arrived back in the maple. The Blue
Jay flew to the feeder and flew off
with a peanut. In so doing, it spilled
a peanut and one crow flew down
and retrieved it before the squirrels
could get it.

The interesting thing to me is
that the crows quickly associated
the arrival of Blue Jays with the
availability of food. They were
using the Blue Jays as “gofers” to
make the peanuts available to
them. Webster’'s New World
Dictionary (1988) defines gofer as
“an employee who performs minor
or menial tasks such as running
errands”.

I had been feeding peanuts to
Blue Jays in the way described
above for over a year and had never
seen the crows behaving in that
manner before. The difference that
time may have been the heavy
ground cover of fresh snow. Since
the snow occurred well before the
onset of winter, it probably covered
the food supply that was normally
used by the crows at that time of
year.

I recall seeing Gray Jays
(Perisoreus canadensis) acting as
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“gofers” for Blue Jays when I
worked in northern Ontario in the
1950s. The Gray Jays would come to
our lunch spot, mooch pieces of
sandwich, fly off and cache them in
nearby trees for later retrieval. The
Blue Jays would not approach
closely enough to take our food
offerings, but waited farther off in
the woods and took the food caches
left by the Gray Jays.

Granted, the two situations
described above are not exactly
parallel. The Blue Jays may have
had a very long time to learn to fol-
low Gray Jays and parasitize them
for food. The case of the crows fol-
lowing the Blue Jays appeared to be
an emergent situation. The crows
quickly recognized that the arrival
of the Blue Jays signalled that food
would soon be available, and took
advantage of the situation. Such a
situation was not likely to happen
very often. In fact, I never saw a re-
occurrence despite a careful watch
over the following winter.
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Book Reviews

1998 Peterborough County Natural
History Summary. 1999. By Peter S.
Burke, Colin D. Jones, Jennifer M.
Line, Michael J. Oldham and Peter

J. Sorrill. Peterborough Field
Naturalists, Natural Heritage
Information Centre, and Trent

University, Peterborough, Ontario.
Softcover, 219 pages. $10. (ISBN 0-
7778-8506-7)

This annual summary of local natur-
al history observations is similar to
those previously produced in the
province for Durham Regional
Municipality and Victoria County.
However, this volume establishes a
new level of excellence for the
“genre” in Ontario. The authors/
compilers brought exceptional com-
petence to their various subjects:
Birds (Peter Burke), Mammals
(Jennifer Line), Amphibians and
Reptiles (Mike Oldham), Butterflies
(Colin Jones), Dragonflies and
Damselflies (Colin Jones), and
Vascular Plants (Mike Oldham and
Peter Sorrill). Each section (except
for plants) presents compiled obser-
vations for 1998 and relates the sight-
ings to the known status of each
species for Peterborough County.
The Checklist of Vascular Plants in
this volume is the first ever compiled
for the county. The participation and
resources of the Peterborough Field
Naturalists, the Natural Heritage
Information Centre (MNR), and
Trent University facilitated a scope
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(e.g., computer-generated occur-
rence maps) not previously attained
for this type of compilation in
Ontario. The text was also enhanced
by the inclusion of black and white
drawings and photographs by
Madeline Austen, Peter Burke, Kim
Caldwell, Mike Oldham, Michael
Runtz and Don Ryckman. Finally,
the authors deserve praise for their
rapid production of the summary
(March, 1999).

I found all the sections of this
exceptional work to be of high
quality. My suggestions for
improvement in future issues of the
summary are relatively minor. The
maps of Counties and Townships
(page 85) and Water Bodies (page
86) presented in the chapter on
Amphibians and Reptiles would
have been useful references for all
sections of the book if they had
been included in the Introduction.
A map indicating the southern
boundary of the Canadian Shield in
Peterborough County (again in the
Introduction) would have assisted
in the interpretation of the various
floral and faunal records.

In reviewing this book for
Ontario Birds, 1 paid particular
attention to the section on birds
compiled by Peter Burke. I found it
to be an informed, well written and
interesting appraisal of the 1998 (and
overall) status of birds in
Peterborough County. Burke is to be
particularly commended for his



attention to age, plumage and sub-
species in the accounts. I detected
only rare cases of apparently missing
data (e.g., no dates provided for the
first spring reports of Red-shoul-
dered Hawk and Blackburnian
Warbler), and typographical errors
(e.g., Whip-poor-will, not Whip-Poor-
Will; Carpodacus not Cardopacus;,
and winter of 1997-98 not 1998-99, in
the Cedar Waxwing account).

This publication is an important
contribution to our knowledge of
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the flora and fauna of Peterborough
County and Ontario. Such a summa-
ry serves as a benchmark to docu-
ment future environmental changes
through impacts such as global
warming, acid precipitation and
exotic species. Ontario birders will
find this natural history summary to
be an interesting and informative
reference, inviting comparisons with
their home areas. It is to be hoped
that it may inspire other jurisdictions
to develop similar compilations.

Ron Tozer, 1017 Spring Lake Road, R.R. 1, Dwight, Ontario POA 1HO

A Birder’s Guide to Point Pelee
(and Surrounding Region). 1999.
By Tom Hince. Wild Rose Guest
House, Wheatley, Ontario.
Softcover, 189 pages. $24.95. (ISBN
0-9685310-0-8)

Birders accustomed to using
birdfinding  guides in  the
Lane/ABA series will recognize a
familiar format in this new guide to
birding at Point Pelee National
Park and nearby areas. The book
features a wire coil binding which
allows it to lie flat when in use, and
an extended backcover which
serves as a “bookmark”. There are
46 attractive black and white pho-
tographs of birds and birding loca-
tions, by Jim Flynn, Tom Hince,
Ethan Meleg and Paul Pratt, plus 16
maps providing excellent details for
most areas discussed.

The Introduction includes help-
ful information concerning Pelee’s

regional context, habitats, best bird-
ing times, accommodation options,
weather, hazards, and birding pit-
falls. The first section under
“Birding Areas” is devoted to
detailed descriptions of birding
locations and likely species to be
found within Point Pelee National
Park. The next section contains
such information for “birding sites
within 15 minutes” of the park (e.g.,
Hillman Marsh, Wheatley Harbour,
and Kopegaron Woods), followed
by similar descriptions for sites
“within 1 hour” of Pelee (e.g.,
Ojibway Park complex, Tremblay
Beach Conservation Area, and
Comber). All of these descriptions
include clear directions for locating
the sites, keyed to the numerous
maps provided. A final section has
brief introductions to areas “farther
afield” that are “often linked with a
visit” to Point Pelee (e.g., Pelee
Island, Rondeau Provincial Park,
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and Algonquin Provincial Park).
Briefly annotated lists of amphib-
ians and reptiles, and mammals for
the sites in Essex County described
in the book are also included. An
extensive list of web sites pertaining
to the region is another valuable
feature.

An appendix titled “Birds of
Particular Interest” provides “brief
narratives on the status, local distrib-
ution and habits of selected species
and groups of birds that occur in the
region”. This feature will be invalu-
able for the many visiting birders
with a list of “wanted” species.
Another helpful aspect is a bar graph
showing the seasonal status and
abundance of the 378 bird species
recorded for the Point Pelee Birding
Area and nearby Essex County.

Tom Hince brings a refreshing-
ly candid writing style to this book.
The information and personal
insights provided reflect his
advanced knowledge as a veteran
birder, and more than a decade of
employment as a Point Pelee
National Park birding expert. Hince
acknowledges the contribution of a
long list of birders in the develop-
ment of the book, and particularly
Paul Pratt who authored sections on
the Ojibway Park complex, Ruscom
Shores, and the Detroit River.

I strongly recommend this guide
to anyone birding the Point Pelee
area, from the first time visitor to the
veteran of many years. It provides
very helpful information on birding
locations and accurate appraisals of
the birds likely to be found.

Ron Tozer, 1017 Spring Lake Road, R.R. 1, Dwight, Ontario POA 1HO

PUBLICATION NOTICES

Warblers of Ontario. 1999. By Chris G. Earley. Point Pelee Nature Series,
Lithosphere Press, Guelph, Ontario. Softcover, 96 pages. $7.00 (ISBN 0-
920345-34-4)

This attractive, informative, and very inexpensive little book (pocket-sized
for easy use in the field) was commissioned by The Friends of Point Pelee.
It is an excellent guide to the identification of Ontario’s warblers, featuring
superb colour photographs by several well known photographers (e.g., Jim
Flynn, Robert McCaw and Jim Richards). For each of Ontario’s 35 regu-
larly occurring warblers, the book provides up to seven photographs illus-
trating plumages by age, sex, and season, and a summary of key field
marks. A section on an additional ten “vagrants and stragglers” provides
single photographs and brief comments on their status. At the end of the
book, groups of photographs and tables of field marks are presented to
illustrate similar looking warblers in potentially “confusing” fall plumage.
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Finally, photos of adult males in spring for the 35 regular warbler species
are presented in a collage for direct comparison.

Special features include: Chris Earley’s commendable selection of quotes
from “earlier writings on warbler behaviour and identification”, which pro-
vide dramatic and richly descriptive language rarely seen today; “nature
notes” concerning the behaviour and ecology of each species; and a bar
graph on the seasonal status of warblers at Point Pelee National Park. The
top corners of pages are coloured to.correspond with the throat colour of
adult spring males, to help beginners locate them in the book for compari-
SON purposes.

I strongly recommend this book to all Ontario birders with an interest in
our beautiful warblers. Earley has created a well written, thoroughly
researched, and effectively organized field guide. And The Friends of Point
Pelee are to be congratulated for producing this valuable book, and wisely
making it available to a large audience at such a low price. Ron Tozer

Mushrooms of Ontario and Eastern Canada. 1999. By George Barron.
Lone Pine Publishing, Edmonton, Alberta. Softcover, 336 pages. $26.95.
(ISBN 1-55105-199-0)

In this easy to use and attractive new guide, George Barron (retired
University of Guelph mycologist) describes and illustrates 609 species of
fungi that are “widespread, common or of striking appearance” in north-
eastern North America. The book features 875 colour photographs. To
identify a mushroom, the reader may first place it in one of nine groups
(Slime Moulds, Sac Fungi, Puffballs and friends, Bracket Fungi, Jelly Fungi,
Coral Fungi, Tooth Fungi, Boletes, or Gill Fungi), utilizing a pictorial key
featuring four photographs in each group, showing the range of fungi types
it contains. Once the correct group has been determined, identification to
genus (and often species) can be made by leafing through the illustrations
of species in the group, or through use of dichotomous keys to genera.

While dealing primarily with identification, this guide also provides fasci-
nating information on the life history, ecology, and edibility of the mush-
rooms. Barron writes well in a style that is easily understood by the “non-
expert” in this field. This book is highly recommended to Ontario birders
wanting to know more about those colourful mushrooms that we all see in
our birding travels. Ron Tozer
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In Memoriam
John L. Cranmer-Byng (1919-1999)

Ross D. James

Jack, to those who knew him, loved
the intricate beauty of Nature, and
felt a lasting responsibility to
encourage an appreciation of and a
respect for the natural world. He
shared this interest with Margaret,
his wife for more than 40 years, and
together they inspired in their chil-
dren, Alison, Colin and Sheila, a
similar concern for the earth that
sustains us all.

Jack was born in England, 18
March 1919, where, encouraged by
his parents, he began a lifelong
interest in birds before the age of
ten. He majored in history at
Cambridge, graduating with hon-
ours before being embroiled in the
Second World War. Shortly after
distinguished service in the war, he
began to study Chinese, first at
Cambridge, and then in 1954, in
Singapore. But, neither the formi-
dable task of learning Chinese and
the history of China, nor the fasci-
nating bird life of Malaysia, man-
aged to keep him fully occupied, for
there he met and later married
Margaret.

They moved to Hong Kong in
1956, where he was appointed lec-
turer in history at the University. In
1964, the family moved to Canada,
where Jack became a professor in
the History Department at the
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University of Toronto. He taught
and researched Chinese history
there until his retirement in 1984.
His concern for environmental
issues also led to his becoming an
associate of the U. of T. Institute for
Environmental Studies. He was
active in trying to find ways to con-
serve urban natural areas. For his
research and publications in this
area, he received a Federation of
Ontario Naturalists Conservation
Award. He was an active member
of local naturalist organizations
throughout his life.

Shortly before retirement, Jack
became interested in the life of
Percy Taverner, the first ornitholo-
gist at what is now the Canadian
Museum of Nature in Ottawa. For
more than 40 years, Taverner
helped lay the foundations of scien-
tific ornithology in Canada, was a
leading advocate for bird conserva-
tion, and fostered a widespread
interest in birds through publica-
tions about the birds of Canada. Yet
there was little available published
information about him. Jack, as a
historian and ornithologist, about
to have time to pursue personal
interests, undertook to chronicle
the life of Taverner.

As frequently happens, howev-
er,a more modest idea turned out to



be a far larger task. With the wealth
of information available, Jack decid-
ed such a work had to include “a
look at events, personalities, and
achievements that were part of the
development of ornithology in
Canada in the first part of the twen-
tieth century”, not just a chronology
of one person’s life. And so, a casual
pastime became a decade long
absorbing challenge.

I met Jack as he began the bio-
graphy, searching through back-
rooms of the Royal Ontario
Museum for scattered bits and
pieces, but it was with publication
that we got to know each other bet-
ter. I reviewed a thoroughly
researched and insightful manu-
script, carefully prepared by
Margaret. But, after lengthy negoti-
ations with a publisher, and com-
plete acceptance of the content, it
was turned down because of money,
and despite the promise of a hefty
sum from Jack. It is a devastating
feeling to be told, in essence, that
ten years of your life were not worth
it.

Not wishing to go through an
overwhelming rejection from
another publisher, he called me for
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suggestions. I was able to contact
and facilitate consideration by the
Publications Committee and Editor
of the Canadian Field-Naturalist,
who were able and willing at the
time to publish the biography.
Special Issue, Volume 110, Number
1, January-March 1996, makes for
fascinating reading of the life and
times of ornithologists early in this
century. It is well worth reading for
an understanding of the develop-
ment of current activities in which
all of us now participate.

The completion of the Taverner
biography was a monumental
undertaking for Jack and Margaret.
But, even as Jack’s health began to
deteriorate, the compelling fascina-
tion of birds kept them involved.
They helped with the editing of
OFO Special Publication No. 1,
Ornithology in Ontario, and contin-
ued to participate in OFO annual
meetings. Jack left us peacefully on
6 April 1999, following a stroke. He
enriched the lives of many, with his
carefully researched writings that
will continue to inspire, and the
enthusiasm for nature he and
Margaret encouraged in others
along the way.

Ross D. James, R.R. 3, Sunderland, Ontario LOC 1HO
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Photo Quiz
Bob Curry

You are birding in an open area in
fall on the lookout for birds of
brushy habitats and of adjacent
lawn and gravel substrates. You are
identifying sparrows, pipits and
maybe a few late warblers of more
open habitats when onto the fence
pops the bird shown in the photo.
At this point, you have not seen its
behaviour, nor have you seen it in
flight. It seems to have a rather fine
bill, so thoughts of potential war-
blers momentarily pass through
your head. Is it a Tennessee
Warbler? No, the bill is not nearly
so fine and downcurved as in that
species and the legs are too long
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and robust. The bird is also too
large and chunky for a Vermivora.
How about female Black-throated
Blue? Again, that species has a
more slender bill and a much less
bold superciliary stripe. The wing
pattern is wrong also. Black-throat-
ed Blue Warbler has a white patch
at the edge of the folded primaries
but is otherwise plain-winged,
whereas this bird has patterned
lesser and median upperwing
coverts. But what of the really
bizarre; could it be a Swainson’s
Warbler? The overall pattern and
shading seems correct and
Swainson’s is a large warbler which



fits this bird better than the first
two; but again, the supercilium is
not as strong as in this bird, there is
no dark below the eye and the
wings are entirely plain and
unmarked. Moreover, a Swainson’s
Warbler on a fence in fall in
Ontario is an extremely improbable
scenario.

The trouble with these quiz
analyses is that the mind works
astoundingly fast processing percep-
tions into conceptions at lightning
speed. Written explanations are stol-
id by comparison and add an artifi-
cial rigidity to bird identification. So
I ask readers to imagine that at least
the first half of this analysis would
take place in, at most, two or three
seconds. Moreover, some of the
analysis explicated here would be
done almost at a subliminal level
and we would state later that we
instantly recognized the bird for
what it was, forgetting that years of
experience and learning have
allowed our minds to do this sifting
at amazing speed.

So where were we? The bird is
plain enough that we should consid-
er vireos. Although Philadelphia and
Warbling Vireos have plain
plumage, they are eliminated, as is so
often the case in bird identification,
by shape and proportions. Vireos
have proportionately thicker bills
which are slightly hooked at the tip.
They are more large-headed and
bull-necked, with shorter, more slen-
der legs. Moreover, they also do not
have patterned upperwing coverts.
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Another rarity which would fly
up to a fence and which has dark
through and below the eye is an
immature Vermilion Flycatcher.
However, it perches in a more erect
stance, has short weak legs, has some
streaking on the breast, is a darker
shade on the belly and undertail, and
has darker wings and tail.

So the erect posture; plump,
deep breast and belly; straight, nar-
row and fine-tipped bill; and sturdy
legs all point to a thrush. And, of
these, only bluebirds have clear
unpatterned underparts. But they
have an eyering rather than a white
supercilium, have no dark shadow
under the eye, and possess plainer
lesser and median upper wing
coverts.

Our bird is, then, a Northern
Wheatear, an identification which,
as discussed earlier, many readers
would have arrived at almost
instantly. If we were next to see it
fly, the identification would be
clinched as the bold white rump
and distinctive tail pattern virtually
assaulted our eyes. Chaucer
referred to this common English
bird as the “white-arse”, hence the
common name today.

This is a member of a large
Palearctic genus of which only this
species has colonized North
America, making inroads from both
Siberia into Alaska and the Yukon
in the Northwest, and from
Greenland into Canada’s eastern
Arctic. In Ontario, however, the
Northern Wheatear is a rare bird
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