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Figure 4: Common Tern on nest. Photo by I.M. Richards.

Figure 5: Little Gull at nest. Photo by I.M. Richards.
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migrating Monarchs in late August
and throughout September

Farther up the trail, you will
come to an area known as the
"Hilltop" (a drumlin). In addition
to a good view of Jim's Pond,
Second Marsh and McLaughlin
Bay, along with a chorus of House
Wrens, Baltimore Orioles, and
other common songbirds, picnic
tables provided here make this an
ideal setting for lunch.

From the Hilltop, you can
descend eastward on the Bayview
Trail, then take either the Oshawa
Trail or the Bayside Trail to skirt
McLaughlin Bay. This is a good idea
if rafts of waterfowl are present in
the Bay. Otherwise, stay on the
Beaton Path. It is a loop trail and it
will bring you back to Jim's Pond.
Another option is a trail on your
right (just past the loop) which is
the terminus of the Marshland Trail.
This trail will be described later.

Continuing on the Beaton
Path, you will soon come to a spur
trail on your left that will take you
along the edge of a future forest
zone. Trees of many varieties,
including some Carolinian species
such as Redbud, Hackberry, Tulip
Tree, and Magnolia have been
established here. This is a good area
to see and hear numerous song­
birds; it can be great during migra­
tion periods for warblers, flycatch­
ers, thrushes and sparrows.

Another option at this gentle
"fork" is to continue along the trail
between the willows and Silver
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Maples through an area known as
"Cool Hollow". Again, this area
can be dynamic for songbirds, espe­
cially during spring migration (early
to mid-May). Soon, the trail breaks
out on the Lake Ontario shore. You
can access the southeast portion of
Second Marsh by staying to the
right, or go straight ahead to the
beach. Staying on the trail as it
turns to the left (it soon becomes
the Oshawa Trail) will bring you
back to Jim's Pond area. If you wish
to access the beach and follow it to
your left (out Beaton Point), you
can walk over to Darlington Pro­
vincial Park (Beaton Point becomes
McLaughlin Point once inside the
Park boundaries). Please do not
access the barrier beach fronting
Second Marsh in May and June as
Night-Herons and other species
continue attempts to nest here and
must not be disturbed.

The waters off Beaton
Point/McLaughlin Point (and
Darlington Park) can be especially
productive (spring and fall) for cer­
tain types of waterfowl such as
Common Goldeneye, Oldsquaw,
Redhead, scoters and mergansers. As
well, these waters should be checked
for loons and grebes. The beaches
here act like magnets for certain
shorebirds (spring and fall) like
Ruddy Turnstone, Black-bellied and
American Golden-Plover, Sander­
ling, and Dunlin. Other species like
Least and Semipalmated Sandpiper
and Spotted Sandpiper are also
found here, and it is the most likely



location for rarities such as Purple
Sandpiper and phalaropes.

The Marshland Trail (1710 m)
actually starts at the water pumping
station on Col. Sam Drive (see Map
3, access Point "C"). Here, it skirts
the edge of the Ghost Road Bush
and offers good birding for species
such as Baltimore Oriole, Rose­
breasted Grosbeak, Great Crested
Flycatcher, Cedar Waxwing and
other songbirds. A short trail off to
the right will take you to the Beaver
Pond and the viewing platform. A
Yellow-breasted Chat was found
here in 1999, and Northern
Mockingbirds have been observed
along here. Continuing southward,
as it winds its way along the edge of
the marsh, it passes through habitat
for Eastern Meadowlark and
Bobolink. Some of this habitat (out­
side of the Reserve, near Col. Sam
Drive) will be lost in the future to
office buildings. Farther south, you
will come to another observation
deck with a good overview of the
east side of Second Marsh (see pre­
vious section for details). A short
trail just south of here takes you
back to the GMC parking lot.
Continuing south along this mown
grass trail, you should hear some of
the many Marsh Wrens found at
Second Marsh and see species such
as Common Yellowthroat, Alder
and Willow Flycatcher. Resident
Coyotes are sometimes encoun­
tered along here in early morning
and evening. The trail ends near
Cool Hollow, described above.
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Hawk migration in the fall
(early September to late October)
can sometimes be spectacular, with
large numbers and numerous
species observed. Usually, by mid­
September, many species such as
Merlin, American Kestrel, Sharp­
shinned, Cooper's and Broad­
winged Hawk are present. A good
knowledge of weather conditions is
important to ensure a successful
watch. Species such as Peregrine
Falcon, Bald Eagle, Turkey Vulture,
Northern Goshawk, Red-shoul­
dered Hawk and Osprey are also
found here, along with others such
as Red-tailed Hawk and Northern
Harrier (which also breed here).
Beginning in mid-September and
continuing for about a month,
waves of migrating Blue Jays are
often encountered flying westward
along the waterfront and inland.

Winter birding on the Reserve
is generally unproductive unless
there is sufficient open water in the
marshes for gulls and waterfowl.
Species such as Snowy Owl, Red­
tailed and Rough-legged Hawk,
Snow Bunting, Lapland Longspur
and American Pipit sometimes are
present in the open meadows.

Darlington Provincial Park
Located immediately east of the
McLaughlin Bay Wildlife Reserve,
this 208 ha forested zone offers yet
another great birding opportunity
along the waterfront. The mixed
forest provides good habitat for
many species of birds and other
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wildlife. A wooded creek valley
(Robinson Creek) is ideal for war­
blers, migrant songbirds and resi­
dent Great Horned Owls. The
extensive, open shoreline, especial­
ly along McLaughlin Point, a
sand/gravel barrier beach separat­
ing Lake Ontario from McLaughlin
Bay, is renowned for shorebirds,
especially in the fall. The offshore
waters are excellent for diving
ducks and other waterfowl.
Waterfowl hunting is allowed here
in season, so be prepared to time
your visits accordingly.

There are 315 camping sites in
the Park and about 3.2 km of walk­
ing trails. Trails here link to existing
trails in the McLaughlin Bay
Wildlife Reserve where cyclists and
pedestrians can enter, and to the
east via the Provincial Waterfront
Trail. Vehicle entry is from Courtice
Road off Highway 401(Exit # 425).

No attempt is being made here
to detail birding opportunities with-

in the Park. It is deserving perhaps
of its own site guide.

Additional Birding Information
The standard reference (long out-of­
print) to the birds of Oshawa, and
Durham Region, is Birds of the
Oshawa-Lake Scugog Region,
Ontario (Tozer and Richards 1974).
More recent information is con­
tained in the five issues of Durham
Region Natural History Report, pro­
duced annually from 1989 to 1993 by
M. Bain and B. Henshaw. In addi­
tion, B. Henshaw authored various
breeding bird monitoring reports for
Friends of Second Marsh, from 1995
to 1999. Current birding information
is available on the Durham Region
Birding Hotline at (905) 576-2738.
Lastly, a 76-page booklet, Second
Marsh Wildlife Area/McLaughlin
Bay Wildlife Reserve: A Visitor's
Guide, is available from Friends of
Second Marsh ($5.00).

Other Information Sources
The City of Oshawa web site www.city.oshawa.on.calco_res/nat_env.html
contains a section on local hiking trails and parks in addition to informa­
tion dealing with the Second Marsh Wildlife Area. Likewise, the
Municipality of Clarington web site www.municipality.clarington.on.calhas
a section of interest.

Friends of Second Marsh have a major web site www.secondmarsh.com
containing much information about the history of the marsh, natural ecol­
ogy and about the programs and projects of the organization (in prep.).

General Motors of Canada Limited carries a major page on the
McLaughlin Bay Wildlife Reserve within their corporate site.
www.gmcanada.com (in prep.).
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The Darlington Provincial Park web site www.ontarioparks.onldarl.html
has information about natural history and camping opportunities.

The Central Lake Ontario Conservation Authority web site www.speed
line.calclocal home contains much information about natural history in
addition to information about camping.

The Ontario Field Ornithologists web page, with access to current birding
information, sightings, etc., is www.interlog.coml-ofo

The Ontario Birding web page, with reports and sightings sometimes per­
taining to this area is www.web-net.comlbiclont/index.html

Environment Canada with several web pages of interest also has a section
dealing with the restoration efforts at Oshawa Second Marsh and other
Great Lakes wetland issues. Please check out the following:
www.cciw.calgreen-Iane/wildlife/glwcap (Conservation Action Plan)
www.cciw.calgreen-Iane/cuf (Great Lakes Cleanup Fund)
glimr.cciw.caltmpllglimr/publication.cfm?ID=w123&lang=e (Habitat reha­
bilitation)
glimr.cciw.caltmpllglimr/publication.cfm?ID=098&Orig=Glimr&Lang=e
(Great Lakes 2000)
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Appendix 1

A Checklist of the Birds of Second Marsh,
McLaughlin Bay and Darlington Park

This list comprises those species (276) that have been recorded within the
Second Marsh Wildlife Area, McLaughlin Bay Wildlife Reserve and
Darlington Provincial Park. Of these, 98 species (marked thus *) are known
to have bred here. Classification and nomenclature follow the American
Ornithologists' Union Check-list of North American Birds (7th edition,
1998) and its supplements.

- Red-throated Loon
- Common Loon

- Pied-billed Grebe*
- Horned Grebe
- Red-necked Grebe
- Eared Grebe

- Double-crested Cormorant

- American Bittern*
- Least Bittern*
- Great Blue Heron
- Great Egret
- Snowy Egret
- Little Blue Heron
- Tricolored Heron
- Cattle Egret
- Green Heron*
- Black-crowned Night-Heron*

- Glossy Ibis

- Turkey Vulture

- Greater White-fronted Goose
- Snow Goose
- Canada Goose*
-Brant
- Mute Swan*
- Trumpeter Swan
- Tundra Swan
-Wood Duck*
-Gadwall*
- Eurasian Wigeon
- American Wigeon*
- American Black Duck*
- Mallard*
- Blue-winged Teal*
- Northern Shoveler*
- Northern Pintail*
- Green-winged Teal*
- Canvasback
- Redhead

- Ring-necked Duck
- Greater Scaup
- Lesser Scaup
- King Eider
- Common Eider
- Harlequin Duck
- Surf Scoter
- White-Winged Scoter
- Black Scoter
-Oldsquaw
- Bufflehead
- Common Goldeneye
- Hooded Merganser*
- Common Merganser
- Red-breasted Merganser
- Ruddy Duck

-Osprey
- Bald Eagle
- Northern Harrier*
- Sharp-shinned Hawk*
- Cooper's Hawk*
- Northern Goshawk
- Red-shouldered Hawk
- Broad-winged Hawk
- Red-tailed Hawk*
- Rough-legged Hawk
- Golden Eagle
- American Kestrel*
- Merlin
- Gyrfalcon
- Peregrine Falcon

- Ring-necked Pheasant*
- Ruffed Grouse*

- King Rail
- Virginia Rail*
- Sora*
- Common Moorhen*
- American Coot*

- Sandhill Crane

- Black-bellied Plover
- American Golden-Plover
- Semipalmated Plover
- Piping Plover
- Killdeer*

- Greater Yellowlegs
- Lesser Yellowlegs
- Solitary Sandpiper
-Willet
- Spotted Sandpiper*
- Upland Sandpiper
-Whimbrel
- Hudsonian Godwit
- Ruddy Turnstone
- Red Knot
- Sanderling
- Semipalmated Sandpiper
- Western Sandpiper
- Least Sandpiper
- White-rumped Sandpiper
- Baird's Sandpiper
- Pectoral Sandpiper
- Purple Sandpiper
-Dunlin
- Curlew Sandpiper
- Stilt Sandpiper
- Buff-breasted Sandpiper
- Short-billed Dowitcher
- Long-billed Dowitcher
- Common Snipe*
- American Woodcock*
- Wilson's Phalarope
- Red-necked Phalarope
- Red Phalarope

- Long-tailed Jaeger
- Laughing Gull
- Franklin's Gull
- Little Gull*
- Black-headed Gull
- Bonaparte's Gull
- Ring-billed Gull
- Herring Gull*
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- Iceland Gull
- Lesser Black-backed Gull
- Glaucous Gull
- Great Black-backed Gull
- Caspian Tern
- Common Tern*
- Forster's Tern
- Black Tern*

- Thick-billed Murre

- Rock Dove*
- Mourning Dove*
- Passenger Pigeon (extinct)

- Black-billed Cuckoo*
- Yellow-billed Cuckoo*

- Eastern Screech-Owl*
- Great Horned Owl*
-Snowy Owl
-Barred Owl
- Long-eared Owl
- Short-eared Owl
-Boreal Owl
- Northern Saw-whet Owl

- Common Nighthawk
- Whip-poor-will

- Chimney Swift

- Ruby-throated Hummingbird

- Belted Kingfisher*

- Red-headed Woodpecker*
- Red-bellied Woodpecker
- Yellow-bellied Sapsucker
- Downy Woodpecker*
- Hairy Woodpecker*
- Northern Flicker*
- Pileated Woodpecker

- Olive-sided Flycatcher
- Eastern Wood-Pewee*
- Yellow-bellied Flycatcher
- Alder Flycatcher*
- Willow Flycatcher*
- Least Flycatcher*
- Eastern Phoebe*
- Great Crested Flycatcher*
- Western Kingbird
- Eastern Kingbird*

- Loggerhead Shrike
- Northern Shrike

- White-eyed Vireo
- Yellow-throated Vireo
- Blue-headed Vireo
- Warbling Vireo*
- Philadelphia Vireo
- Red-eyed Vireo*

- Blue Jay*
- American Crow*

- Horned Lark*

- Purple Martin*
- Tree Swallow*
- N. Rough-winged Swallow*
- Bank Swallow*
- Cliff Swallow
- Barn Swallow*

- Black-capped Chickadee*

- Red-breasted Nuthatch
- White-breasted Nuthatch*

- Brown Creeper

- House Wren*
- Winter Wren
- Sedge Wren*
- Marsh Wren*

- Golden-crowned Kinglet
- Ruby-crowned Kinglet

- Blue-gray Gnatcatcher*

- Eastern Bluebird*
-Veery*
- Gray-cheeked Thrush
- Swainson's Thrush
- Hermit Thrush
- Wood Thrush
- American Robin*

- Gray Catbird*
- Northern Mockingbird*
- Brown Thrasher*

- European. Starling*

- American Pipit

- Cedar Waxwing*

- Golden-winged Warbler
- Tennessee Warbler
- Orange-crowned Warbler
- Nashville Warbler
- Northern Parula
- Yellow Warbler*
- Chestnut-sided Warbler
- Magnolia Warbler
- Cape May Warbler
- Black-throated Blue Warbler
- Yellow-rumped Warbler
- Black-throated Green Warbler
- Blackburnian Warbler
- Pine Warbler
- Prairie Warbler
- Palm Warbler
- Bay-breasted Warbler
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- Blackpoll Warbler
- Cerulean Warbler
- Black-and-white Warbler
- American Redstart*
-Ovenbird
- Northern Waterthrush
- Connecticut Warbler
- Mourning Warbler*
- Common Yellowthroat*
- Hooded Warbler
- Wilson's Warbler
- Canada Warbler
- Yellow-breasted Chat

- Scarlet Tanager

- Eastern Towhee
- American Tree Sparrow
- Chipping Sparrow*
- Clay-colored Sparrow
- Field Sparrow
- Vesper Sparrow
- Savannah Sparrow*
- Grasshopper Sparrow
- Henslow's Sparrow
- Nelson's Sharp-tailed Sparrow
- Fox Sparrow
- Song Sparrow*
- Lincoln's Sparrow
- Swamp Sparrow*
- White-throated Sparrow
- White-crowned Sparrow
- Dark-eyed Junco
- Lapland Longspur
- Snow Bunting

- Northern Cardinal*
- Rose-breasted Grosbeak*
- Indigo Bunting*

- Bobolink*
- Red-winged Blackbird*
- Eastern Meadowlark*
- Rusty Blackbird
- Brewer's Blackbird*
- Common Grackle*
- Brown-headed Cowbird*
- Orchard Oriole
- Baltimore Oriole*

- Pine Grosbeak
- Purple Finch
- House Finch*
- Red Crossbill
- White-winged Crossbill
- Common Redpoll
- Pine Siskin
- American Goldfinch*
- Evening Grosbeak

- House Sparrow*

VOLUME 17 NUMBER 3



152

In Memoriam
Peter Whelan (1934-1999)

Mary Ellen Hebb

This summer; on 14 August 1999,
Peter Whelan, Globe and Mail
columnist, and to many, the con­
science of the birding community,
died at his home in Toronto. His
death did not come as a surprise to
the very few people who knew he
was ill, although for the first year
after he was diagnosed with termi­
nal cancer, he seemed surprisingly
untouched by the disease. But it
made up for lost time in 1999, swift­
ly and steadily depriving Peter of
his mobility, and bringing at times
crushing pain, which Peter bore
with astonishing grace, the one tell­
tale sign being the fierceness with
which he rejected any overtures of
pity or despair. And although by the
time he made his annual trip to
Point Pelee in May, it was clear to
onlookers that he was seriously ill,
he insisted on maintaining a near­
normal routine, and on continuing
to wear the appallingly heavy 10x50
binoculars around a neck that by
then could hardly bear the weight
of a shirt-collar. I hope that among
the many other things that Peter
learned about himself in those last
months was that he had real
courage.

Peter was born in Welland,
Ontario, on 22 May 1934. His fami­
ly lived on the same street as his
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father's four siblings and their fam­
ilies, and was thus an extended fam­
ily in the fullest sense! It was his
father who encouraged his interest
in the natural things still so abun­
dantly around them in the Welland
of the 30s and 40s, although, as
Peter was later to recount in one of
the few very personal columns that
he wrote for the Globe, "Dad's
identifications weren't always cor­
rect!" Perhaps that was his first les­
son in scepticism. One of the things
I remember him telling me during
our first telephone conversation
was that there was no species of
bird anywhere that someone some­
where couldn't mistake for another
species!

By the age of 18-19, he had
become a teacher in a one-room
schoolhouse. That job lasted only a
year (although in many ways, he
remained a teacher all his life). By
1954, he had begun to work on what
was to be his true calling: writing.
He began with the Welland Tribune
as both editor and reporter, then
went on in 1958 to the Brantford
Expositor. In 1965, he left the
Expositor, took a six-month birding
vacation to Florida, and then
returned to take up his craft again.

Passionate about justice all his
life, he had delayed moving to
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Figure 1: Peter and Elizabeth Whelan. Photo by Cathy Lu.

Toronto for many years, because he
would not cross the picket line set
up by striking typesetters. After a
brief stint at the Toronto Star, he
began to work for the Globe and
Mail as an editor. By 1968, the frus­
tration of reading other people's
writing without doing any himself,
got to him, and he arranged to be
"demoted" in order to become a
reporter and writer again. In this
capacity he wrote on a wide variety
of subjects (balking, however, when
the Globe wanted him to do the
City Hall beat, and duly punished
with an assignment to the police
beat!).

It was also around this time
that he met his wife-to-be,

Elizabeth, in Montreal, on the very
last day of Expo 67. She was a host­
ess in the American pavilion, but
Peter actually found her in a
Montreal restaurant. He hung
around and stared at her for so long
that she finally said something to
him, whereupon he was able to
claim for the rest of his life that she
had picked him up! In fact, he knew
within hours of meeting her that
she was the woman he would marry
(she didn't, but he did, and indeed
they lived happily ever after).

In the early 1970s, Peter sold
the Globe on the idea of having an
environmental beat, and he became
the first environmental reporter in
English Canada. He remained at
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this desk until 1977, when he left
the Globe with the intention of
becoming a short-story writer. In
this, unfortunately, he did not mea­
sure up to his own standards; as far
as I know, his work was never
rejected by a publisher, only by
himself. He didn't like anything he
wrote!

Deciding at this point that he
had to earn money (somehow I
can't imagine that Peter would ever
have allowed Liz to support him; he
was quite old-fashioned about some
things), Peter taught himself techni­
cal analysis of the stock market, and
for the rest of his life he remained a
fascinated student of its mysteries
and machinations. (Elizabeth says
Peter was a "lifelong learner" of
many things, and the stock market
was one of those.)

That same year, on 16
November 1977, Peter began to
write the bird column as a regular
feature of the Globe and Mail. And
although, for a brief time, it was
taken over by another writer, and
although every now and then the
Globe either dumped the column or
tried to bury it in what can only be
called the bowels of the paper,
Peter remained, and prevailed. And
it strikes me as some kind of fair
return that, at the end, when Peter
could no longer sit up at the com­
puter long enough to complete a
column, yet remained ever hopeful
that the cancer would go into remis­
sion, he kept the paper dangling for
weeks ("Of course I'll be back",
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he'd say), and they'd dutifully
report "Peter Whelan Will Return"
in each Saturday edition.

I first met Peter in the very
early 1980s when my back yard in
St. Catharines was swarming with
House Finches. I had gone from two
to at least ten sunflower seed feed­
ers to help out a poor little Tufted
Titmouse that had showed up in my
yard and was trying to compete
with the finches for food. Each new
feeder I'd put out for the titmouse
would be swiftly overwhelmed by
more finches. So I'd add another
feeder...and so on. Right around
then, Peter announced in his col­
umn that Kingston was now the
House Finch capital of Canada,
with 31 finches. I had at least 250,
and I called Clive Goodwin to say
so! Soon after that, Richard
Knapton, recently appointed pro­
fessor at Brock University, showed
up at my door to see if I was just a
nutty little old lady with serious ID
problems, or not! Although it was
nearly a disaster for my reputation
(only one female eventually
showed up that day), I was ulti­
mately deemed to be reasonably
sane, and in due time I received a
call from Peter to discuss my
plethora of House Finches. We had
many chats after that, but always on
the telephone.

Many months later, I was
standing with other local birders at
the marina in Niagara-on-the-Lake
watching the 4 p.m. flypast of gulls,
when a voice behind me said, "Of



course, these Niagara birders can't
even tell a Purple Finch from a
House Finch!" Rising recklessly to
the challenge, I snarled: "Dh
yeah????" and turned to do battle
with whatever idiot had said the
nasty words. The "idiot" was grin­
ning, and I should have got the hint,
but in fact quite a few words were
exchanged (as I dug myself deeper
and deeper into the hole), before I
began to register that the voice was
awfully familiar. Peter (because of
course, that's who it was) had had
me pointed out to him, and then to
the huge enjoyment of all around
had tossed out the bait and got this
foolish fish to rise to it! That was
the cementing of our friendship.

Peter's bird column did many
different things for different peo­
ple. At first it was simply local, hot­
line-rarity oriented. But then the
Globe demanded that he make it a
truly national column, and Peter
responded with what I believe was
ultimately a much better product.
Relying on a huge network of infor­
mants in every part of Canada, he
continued to report on rarities, but
also painted a new and fuller pic­
ture of bird life in the country:
interesting trends, curious avian
behaviour, anomalies, and quite
often, unusual human encounters
with birds. The column drew in peo­
ple with only a passing interest in
birds, partly because by never
reverting to birding jargon (at least
not without explaining it), it main­
tained its connection with non-bird-
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ing readers, and because it was so
exquisitely written that it was irre­
sistible. He explained birds, bird life
and bird chasing to outsiders, and
made it all interesting.

For us birders, he added a rich
dimension to our understanding of
our own hobby. There was a very
special way in which Peter could
write about a bird or an event and
make it more alive, more lovely or
more comical than you'd ever real­
ized. But once you'd read his words,
why yes, he was right! It was like
that! I will never forget, for exam­
ple, the opening lines of the column
he wrote after being taken by Jon
McCracken of Bird Studies Canada
to see the nesting Prothonotary
Warbler site: "In a secret place, we
wade through tea-brown water
under ancient trees. A golden bird
sings out its triumph in owning this
place, where the lighting is more
magnificent than a cathedral's." Did
the Globe, or the many editors that
Peter dealt with over the years, ever
really realize what an astonishing
writer they had on their hands?

Peter had high writing stan­
dards, and high ethical standards as
well, not only for himself, but for
the birders he was reporting on. He
occasionally used his column to
scare birders into behaving honor­
ably in the field. Ultimately, there
were people he found it very hard
to like, especially those that cheat­
ed, lied, or felt they were above the
rules. In his application to one of
the cancer support groups (yes, you
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have to apply!), Peter was asked
how well he was succeeding in mak­
ing friends with those he had never
liked. Peter just had to be honest.
He wrote: "Working on it. ..working
on it..."!

Let me leave it to another great
writer, Fred Bodsworth, to make
some closing comments: " I had a
huge regard and admiration for
Peter as a writer, birder and friend.

He was someone as rare and special
as the birds he wrote about. I used
to tell him some of his columns
should go in a textbook for journal­
ism schools as examples of writing
that could be spare and tight, a min­
imum of words, but still have maxi­
mum impact and imagery. ... My
Saturday mornings have an aching
hole in them that will not easily be
filled." Indeed. Rest in peace, Peter.

Mary Ellen Hebb, Bird Studies Canada, Box 160, Port Rowan, Ontario
NOE 1MO

Perceptor
SERVING BIRDERS FOR 19 YEARS

FRIENDLY SERVICE ExPERT ADVICE LoWEST PRICES

Binoculars, Spotting Scopes, Telescopes, Tripods
Bausch & Lomb, Bushnell, Celestron, Fujinon, :tv1anfrotto, Meade, Orion,

Questar, Steiner, Swift, TeleVue, Zeiss - and mJlny others

/ introducing the new "Brandon Master Birder" from Vernonscope
as advertised in CUJTeJlt issues of U. S. Birding magazines

John & Susanne Kidnerinvite you to
order conveniently by phone or mall, or

visit our showroom in the plaza,
west side of Hwy 27, 1/2 mile south of Hwy 9.

2nd floor (via blue door off courtyard)

Wednesday lOam to 6pm
TblH"Sday 1Oam to 6pm
Friday lOam to 6pm
Saturday* 1Qam to 4pm

* Closed Saturdays on
"Holiday" Weekends

Other
times
by
arranp,ement

CALL, WRITE, OR VISIT
FOR FREE PRICE LIST

Perceptor
Brownsville Junction Plaza,

Box 38, Suite 201,
Schomberg, Ontario LOCi- ITO

Phone: (905)939 .. 2313
Fax: (905) 939-8274

Toll-Free from (416)

Major Credit Cards accepted
2.5% discount for casb or cheque
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Photo Quiz
Bob Curry

To state the obvious to the point of
absurdity, our bird pecking at mud
adjacent to a body of water is a
shorebird. Moreover, the shape and
proportions, including a small head,
moderately long and slender bill,
and moderately long legs (especial­
ly the tarsi), tell us this is a sand­
piper and not a member of the
short-billed, shorter-legged, large­
headed plover family. The largest
subfamily of sandpipers, the
calidrids, with about 25 species
worldwide, is well represented in
Ontario, where 13 species have
been recorded. This bird is one of

these, what I like to think of as the
"classic" sandpipers.

A quick perusal of our bird
reveals that it is a well proportioned,
small sandpiper with, for its size, a
rather long, slender bill which is
slightly downcurved throughout its
length, with a slight droop near the
tip. Many readers will identify the
bird, at a glance, correctly, as a
Western Sandpiper. This is one of
those species which, when we find a
"real one", we usually identify quick­
ly and accurately. Unfortunately,
there are many pretenders, and it is
the ill pitfalls thus created about
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which I would like to elaborate.
The Western Sandpiper is over­

reported in Ontario. It is very rare
on spring passage but, very occa­
sionally at that season, can occur in
small parties of up to a half dozen
or more birds. On fall migration, the
odd adult Western may be seen
from late July into August. A few
juveniles generally occur from mid­
August onward. This species, which
winters to a large degree within the
United States, has occurred in
Ontario as late as early December.
The number of birds in the province
fluctuates from year to year, and
during some falls there are almost
none. Nevertheless, some birders
come to expect "their" annual
Western Sandpiper, and it is this
context which is rife with the possi­
bilities of misidentification.

To help eliminate other possi­
bilities, it is necessary to age a sand­
piper. The quiz bird has immaculate
crisp plumage, with sharp-edged
feathers, most with light fringes.
There is no sign of wear. This is a
juvenile bird, likely fairly early in
the fall season.

It is unlikely that Sanderling
would be confused with Western as
it is overall lighter in plumage,
appearing checkered black-and­
white in juvenal plumage, and a
much more evenly pale bird as it
molts to basic (winter) dress. It is a
chunkier bird, with a proportion­
ately shorter bill. Similarly, Pectoral
Sandpiper should cause little confu­
sion. Even a small "Pec" would
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have pale legs, a shorter bill with a
pale base, and the distinctive pec­
toral band of streaks across the
breast.

Some potential errors may be
more likely in life than with this
black-and-white photograph. For
example, juvenile Dunlin has the
two upper rows of scapulars broad­
ly fringed in reddish-chestnut, much
in the manner of Western. One can
become fixated on this mark for
Western Sandpiper and fail to
notice other obvious discrepancies.
Juvenile Dunlin of our North
American race is larger, and has
vague blotchy black streaking on
the underparts, and its bill is longer
and more deeply downcurved.
Without the reddish scapulars to
see, the structural differences and
scruffy underparts compared to our
bird with clean white underparts
would help us in making the correct
identification.

Which brings us to the "peeps"
or "stints", the collective name
given to the small calidrids. Six
species have occurred in the
province. Even juvenile Least
Sandpiper may be mistaken for
Western, especially if one is fixated
on looking for a reddish peep. The
legs can be entirely dark from mud­
stains, and the bill is downcurved.
However, the bill is quite short and
delicate, the entire upperparts are
rufous, not just certain feather
tracts as in Western, and there is a
rufous breast band. In black-and­
white, look for the delicate propor-



tions, dainty downcurved bill, and
breast band.

The Baird's and White-rumped
pair are quite different in shape
from Western. They have long wings
which extend beyond the tail, and
considerable primary projection
beyond the tertials. This said, juve­
nile White-rumped is a very likely
candidate for misidentification as a
Western. In life, it has reddish mar­
gins to the upper scapulars and
mantle feathers. This chestnut is
rather more extensive than on
Western but the overall effect is
markedly similar. But a White­
rumped would have a shorter bill
which is light at the base, propor­
tionately shorter legs, wings which
project well beyond the tail, and a
neck-breast band of buffish-grey
overlain with fine streaks. None of
these features is possessed by our
bird.

Which brings us to Semi­
palmated, the likeliest sandpiper to
masquerade as Western. Once
again, to deal first with the problem
in the field, juvenile Semis can be
quite rufous. Here in Ontario, we
see juvenile Semis with back and
upper scapulars which vary from
dull buff to those which are quite
reddish-buff. In fact, discussion in
the summer of 1999 on the Internet
chat group, ID Frontiers, referred to
"rufous morph" juvenile Semis,
and some opined that up to 10% of
juveniles in some areas are this
colour. In addition, some Semi­
palmated Sandpipers, especially
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females, can be quite long-billed.
Given, then, that we know that
long-billed, "rufous morph" Semi­
palmated Sandpipers can and do
occur, the need for extreme care in
identification of Western Sandpiper
ought to be obvious.

So let us return to the photo
and examine our bird carefully.
Look very closely at the left foot,
which is poised above the mud.
There is webbing between the mid­
dle and left toes. This feature imme­
diately eliminates all peeps but
Semipalmated and Western. So, in
separating Westerns from Semi­
palmated, it is not necessary to see
foot webbing, but if you think you
have a Little or Red-necked Stint,
you had better scrutinize the feet!
The difficulties of distinguishing
reddish Semipalmated Sandpipers
from Little Stint and Red-necked
Stint are even greater than the pre­
sent problem, but require a differ­
ent treatment than the bird quiz at
hand. Although the exact location
of rufous-margined feathers (the
upper two rows of scapulars) would
be one of several cues used in com­
bination to identify Western Sand­
piper (as in most bird identification
do not use just one feature), we can­
not use it in this black-and-white
photo so we must resort to other
criteria. The bill is indeed quite
long, at least as long as the head,
although it is not as drooped at the
tip as in some Westerns. Moreover,
the bill tapers to a relatively fine
point, whereas in Semipalmated,
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the bill tip is blunt or even slightly
swollen. Westerns feed with the bill
pointed straight down, more in the
manner of Stilt Sandpiper, a feature
which might help pick it out in a
group of feeding Semipalmateds.
Note also the distinct elongate
spots forming streaks on the sides
of the breast; on Semipalmated,
these streaks are more diffuse or
appear as a wash of colour.

In summary, in identifying juve­
nile Western Sandpipers, first
beware of the potential for a gross
error, especially confusion with
Least Sandpiper, White-rumped

Sandpiper and Dunlin. However, a
combination of bill length and
shape, the streaking on the sides of
the breast and, in life, the exact pat­
tern of reddish-margined feathers
will serve to identify most individu­
als. Beware, however, of some
Semipalmated Sandpipers which
can look very much like Westerns,
especially when one is enthusiasti­
cally in pursuit of the rarer species.

Our quiz juvenile Western
Sandpiper was photographed by
Dan Strickland during September
at Victoria, British Columbia.

Bob Curry, 3115 New Street, Unit 30, Burlington, Ontario L7N 3T6

2000
OFO Annual General Meeting

Please mark your calendars now for the 2000 Ontario Field Ornithologists'
AGM to be held at the Kortright Centre near Kleinburg during the week­
end of 16 and 17 September 2000. We look forward eagerly to another excel­
lent meeting after our great success at Point Pelee this past fall. Some of the
events planned include guest speakers, a banquet on Saturday evening, field
trips to birding hotspots for shorebirds and raptors, and the return of Ron
Scovell's ever-popular book sale.

Watch for further details in the coming months. Jean Iron
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