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Letters to the Editors

Thayer’s Gull

The article by Banks and Browning
in the December 1999 issue (Ontario
Birds 17:124-130) raises some inter-
esting questions on Thayer’s Gull.
However, on page 126, it contains
several errors, misinterpretations
and misleading statements concern-
ing a 1969 paper of mine (Auk 86:
106-109) on this form, which I wish
to correct and clarify.

These are: 1) the specimen
secured in 1945 was from the
Fuhrmann Boulevard landfill in
Buffalo Harbor, not the “Niagara
Falls area”; 2) it was sent to Ludlow
Griscom, whose opinion was that it
was “probably” a “Kumlien’s Guil”,
as noted in Birds of the Niagara
Frontier Region (Beardslee and
Mitchell 1965: 244), not just “identi-
fied as L. glaucoides kumlieni”; 3)
the gull collected in 1957 that I stat-
ed was “almost identical in size and
coloration” to the 1945 bird (Andrle
1969) was secured along the
Niagara River at Squaw Island, not
“the same area” as the 1945 speci-
men. This 1957 specimen was con-
sidered a probable Kumlien’s or
Iceland Gull, albeit a dark individ-
uval, from our extensive field experi-
ence on the Niagara River with
these gulls, not solely from the also
dark 1945 specimen. At that time,
we had no other first year plumage
Iceland specimens on hand and had
not yet compared ours with the

Canadian museums’ specimens; and
4) my 1969 paper referred only to
Larus argentatus thayeri, not to
Larus thayeri, because it was before
the American Ornithologists’ Union
recognized Thayer’s Gull as a
species. Consequently, my paper
used “Thayer’s” Gull only in quotes
in the title, and the word “form” to
refer to it as L. a. thayeri, a sub-
species of the Herring Gull. Thus, all
specimens referred to in my paper
were considered by us (including
W.E. Godfrey) at that time to be L.
a. thayeri from comparing them to
specimens in the Royal Ontario
Museum and the National Museum
of Canada. Banks and Browning’s
statement that “After Thayer’s Gull
was recognized as a species, those
specimens were considered to be
the first records of Larus thayeri for
the Niagara Frontier region” is
incorrect. We did not re-identify
them subsequently as L. thayeri.
Thus, their question why “if the first
was Thayer’s Gull after 1973” is not
correct, and then their following
query why “it was not identified as
L argentatus thayeri originally” is
also in error, as we did conclude that
the first specimen was that sub-
species after Griscom’s first deter-
mination of it. Of course, further
research could lead to changes in
previous determinations of speci-
mens, particularly birds in their first
year plumage.
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I hope that the stimulating dis-
cussions, speculations and papers
by both birders and taxonomists on
L. thayeri will eventually lead to a
resolution of the problem. Perhaps
a solution to it will come from
genetic research. More investiga-
tion in the northern gull colonies
may help as I suggested in my 1977
paper on “Gulls on the Niagara
Frontier” (The Kingbird 27: 134-
188). A pilot birder friend and I dis-
cussed such an endeavor in the
1970s by planning to use an
amphibious aircraft, combined with
other means, in order to cover more
area and examine more gull
colonies from Greenland across the
Canadian Arctic archipelago than
have heretofore been studied.

Robert F. Andrle
Eden, NY

Crows Preening

During February 1999, I watched
the courtship of our local pair of
crows. I did not see the dramatic
“aerial gyrations of diving and
wheeling” described by A.G. Gross
in Bent’s (1946) Life Histories of
North American Jays, Crows and
Titmice. Rather, the courtship con-
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sisted of the pair sitting side by side
on the branches of the big
American Elm and Silver Maple
trees that form the backdrop of our
yard. Perhaps the pair bond was so
well established that this pair
skipped the aerobatics.

However, on 22 February 1999,
while watching the pair in full view
on the branch closest to our house
(and using 8X40 binoculars), I saw
an example of courtship preening.
The behaviour was initiated by
(what I took to be) the female. She
bowed her head until her beak was
between her legs, thus presenting
the back of her head to her mate.
He then preened the back of her
head, hind neck and upper back.
They stayed on the same limb for
about 15 minutes, and the perfor-
mance was repeated several times.
The female did not preen the male.

It is impossible for a bird to
reach the back of its head for
preening. However, judging by the
time of year and the close associa-
tion of the two birds, I am sure that
what I was watching was courtship
behaviour and a way of strengthen-
ing the pair bond.

George Fairfield
Toronto, Ontario



Articles

Heermann’s Gull in Toronto: First For Ontario

Bob Yukich

On the afternoon of 14 November
1999 at 1300h, while making his
rounds as an employee of the
Toronto Public Works Department,
Bruce Massey noticed a very dark
gull in with several Ring-billed
Gulls (Larus delawarensis) and
Herring Gulls (L. argentatus) at one
of the city’s service yards on Eastern
Avenue in Toronto. He did not rec-
ognize the bird. Upon returning
home, he consulted his field guide
and tentatively identified it as a first
year Heermann'’s Gull (L. heerman-
ni). He reported his find to Marcel
Gahbauer, and together they looked
for it again later that day, but with-
out success. It was subsequently
reported to the Toronto rare bird
hotline. Exercising caution, the hot-
line coordinator described the bird
as “an unusual dark brown gull”
that had been seen near the Leslie
Street Spit. Apparently, not many
birders took notice. It was not
reported again until 28 November,
when Margaret Allen and Ted Reid
observed it while they were out for
a walk at Ashbridge’s Bay, which is
just east of the first site. After con-
sulting scveral field guides, they also
identified it as a Heermann’s Gull.
Neither of them was aware of the
previous sighting. Again, it was
reported to the Toronto rare bird

hotline, and this time it went out as
a “possible Heermann’s Gull in first
basic plumage”, seen at Ashbridge’s
Bay.

That same evening, after listen-
ing to the hotline, Craig
McLauchlan decided that he would
look for the bird the next day. On 29
November at about 1000h, he
arrived at Ashbridge’s Bay along
with Beverly Rellin and Rob Miller.
After searching for the gull for 25
minutes without any luck, they
decided to leave. They returned at
1300h to try again. As Craig was get-
ting out of his car, he immediately
noticed a dark brown gull sitting on
the railing at the boat launch. He
was able to get quite close to the
bird, as it showed little fear.
Everything he noted on the gull
matched a first basic Heermann’s
Gull perfectly. He then got his cam-
era and began taking photographs,
staying back so as not to frighten the
bird off. Next, he made a phone call
to alert the birding community. That
afternoon, many birders arrived, but
unfortunately, the gull had flown off
after Craig had watched it for about
15 minutes. It was not seen again
that day. Craig had his photographs
developed immediately, and that
evening, three of them were posted
on Rob Miller’s website.
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Figure 1: First basic Heermann’s Gull in parking lot on Cherry Street, Toronto,

1 December 1999. Photo by Craig McLauchlan.

The following morning, on 30
November, after seeing Craig’s
photos on the internet, I decided to
go directly to Ashbridge’s Bay to
try to see this bird. The gull in the
photographs, although somewhat
distant, clearly looked as if it could
be a Heermann’s Gull.

Upon my arrival at Ashbridge’s
Bay at 1000h, I was greeted by a
multitude of birders. It was sunny
and cold, about -5°C. The gull had
not been seen all morning. Birders
arrived throughout the day, but the
gull did not reappear. At about
1400h, after a 4 hour vigil, my
patience ran out and I decided to
leave. I was travelling by bicycle, so
I rode home in a westerly direction
along the waterfront, checking out
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all gull flocks en route. About an
hour later, after several diversions, |
arrived at the Cherry Street ship
canal. This has always been a good
spot for gulls in winter.

It was now 1500h. The weather
was clear and cold, about -2°C, and
there was a light southeast wind. The
sun was behind me, and as I scanned
below and to the east with my binoc-
ulars, I noticed a very dark small
gull. It was amongst a small group of
Ring-billed Gulls, Herring Gulls and
Great Black-backed Gulls (L. mari-
nus) that were resting on the gravel
near the base of the salt piles on the
south side of the canal. I immediate-
ly knew that this was the bird. |
made the following observations
from a distance of 200 m to 50 m,



using a hand-held Kowa scope with
a 27x and a 40x eyepiece. Lighting
conditions were very good, with the
bird in bright sunlight. I watched it
for about 45 minutes.

The gull’s plumage was a
smooth, solid chocolate brown in
colour. I saw it briefly with its wings
raised, but not in flight. On a later
visit I saw it once in flight. It had fair-
ly quick, jerky wingbeats typical of a
small gull. It showed no pale colour-
ing anywhere other than on its bill.
When it stood up, I could see the
dark blackish-brown legs. They
appeared relatively longer than
those of a nearby Ring-billed Gull,
and were the same thickness as the
latter’s. The wing coverts were slight-
ly paler brown in contrast to the rest
of the plumage. They were also quite
worn, lacking the pale fringes seen in
fresh juvenal plumage. I did not see
any other feather wear on this bird.
Later, in early January, I did notice
that the scapulars as well as some of
the contour plumage had become
worn, and that the tips of the pri-
maries and tail feathers were begin-
ning to show some wear.

The flight feathers were a dark
blackish brown, darker than the
rest of the plumage. The wingtips
extended well beyond the tail, giv-
ing it an attenuated appearance.
The crown was smoothly rounded
and the forehead was somewhat
sloping. During later visits, the
crown variably appeared rounded
or flattish. The eye was dark, and it
had a dark orbital ring (eye cres-
cents). On subsequent visits, these
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eye crescents would at times
appear whitish. The eyelid, visible
as it slept, was also whitish. The bill
was longish, relatively slender, and
somewhat pointed. By comparison,
the other gulls’ bills appeared
blunter. The gentle curve towards
the tip of the upper mandible gave
the bill tip a slightly droopy
appearance. There was only a slight
swelling at the gonys. The basal
two-thirds of the bill variably
appeared pinkish flesh or yellowish
flesh, depending on the angle of
light. The extreme base of the bill
was slightly duskier. There was an
evenly demarcated dark tip to the
bill, extending farther back on the
mandible than on the maxilla, but
not as sharply demarcated on the
mandible. During a later visit, I
noted that its mouth lining was
pink.

Many of the above features
gave this gull a delicate, more ele-
gant look. In a brief comparison, it
appeared slightly larger than a
nearby Ring-billed Gull. However,
its darker colouring combined with
a more delicate jizz gave it an over-
all smaller appearance. I was now
certain that it was a Heermann’s
Gull. The only other similar species
is the Gray Gull (L. modestus) from
South America. The latter species
could be ruled out by its all dark bill
in first basic plumage, as well as
other, structural differences.

When I had completed my
observations, I reported my find
from a pay phone, then returned
home. Several birders arrived at the
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Figure 2: Heermann’s Gull at Polson Street, Toronto, 19 February 2000. Note light

colour on throat indicating molt. Photo by Sam Barone.

ship canal before dusk, but the bird
had once again disappeared, proba-
bly having gone to roost. However,
the next morning it returned, and
no one was disappointed. Throngs
of birders got as close as one metre
from this spectacular gull as it fed
voraciously on garbage that was
being dumped at the incinerating
site at the corner of Cherry Street
and Unwin Avenue. It was even
accepting handouts from those
eager to get close-up photographs.
Once its preferred haunts were
known, the Heermann’s Gull
became very easy to find.
Throughout the weeks that fol-
lowed, it was easily seen at various
locations along Cherry Street,
almost always in the company of
other gulls. During a short period in
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December when it had temporarily
disappeared, one person reported
seeing it briefly in a field at Jane
Street and Cunningham Drive, near
a major landfill site in the city of
Vaughan, just north of Toronto. On
23 February, the Heermann’s Gull
was observed by several birders at
LaSalle Park Marina in Burlington,
and was not found in Toronto during
that time. However, as of this writing
in March 2000, it is still being seen
regularly in Toronto in a parking lot
at the end of Polson Street, which
runs west off Cherry Street.

Discussion

Heermann’s Gull breeds along the
northwest coast of Mexico south to
Nayarit, with isolated breeding
reports from coastal southern



California. After breeding, it dispers-
es as far south as the Pacific coast of
Guatemala and as far north as the
coast of southern British Columbia
(American Ornithologists’ Union
1998). In the United States,
Heermann’s Gull is accidental
inland, and is an exceptional rarity
even in the west. There are inland
records from Oregon and Wyoming
south to California and east to Texas
and Oklahoma, as well as one for
southeastern Alaska (American
Ornithologists’ Union 1998).

There is at least one previous
record for eastern North America,
that of a third year bird present at
Lake St. Clair in Macomb County,
Michigan from 26 August to early
December 1979 (Tessen 1980).
Probably the same individual (con-
sidered at the time to be a different
bird) was observed in Lorain, Ohio
on Lake Erie from 12 February to
12 March 1980 (Kleen 1980a,
1980b). Unaware of the Michigan
sighting, the then Ohio regional edi-
tor for American Birds suggested it
might be the first record for eastern
North America (Kleen 1980a). It
was described as a second year bird
(Kleen 1980a), but photographs of
the gull on page 783 in the next
issue of American Birds (Kleen
1980b) clearly indicate it was a third
year bird or older.

The Heermann’s Gull returned
again to Macomb County, Michigan
from 24 October into November

1980 (Tessen 1981). It was back
again in Lorain, Ohio on 20
December 1980 and was seen inter-
mittently there throughout the win-
ter period (Peterjohn 1981). It was
last observed at Metrobeach on
Lake St. Clair in Macomb County,
Michigan from 12 October to 1
November 1981 (Tessen 1982).
There was no overlap in dates of
occurrence for any of the Michigan
and Ohio sightings from 1979 to
1981. It seems likely that only one
bird was involved in all of these
observations, making Toronto’s the
second, as well as the most easterly,
record of Heermann’s Gull in east-
ern North America.
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An Apparent Dunlin x White-rumped
Sandpiper Hybrid

Kevin A. McLaughlin and Alan Wormington

Near Point Pelee National Park,
Ontario, at about 1600h on 18 May
1994, McLaughlin approached a
group of birders who were intently
studying a small group of Dunlin
(Calidris alpina) at Hillman Marsh,
Essex County. The birds were feeding
along the shore of a water body just
several feet from the main trail of
Hillman Marsh Conservation Area.
The object of scrutiny was an
unusual looking sandpiper that, at
first glance, was thought to be a
Dunlin in  prealternate molt.
However, several features were
incorrect for that species. The bill,
while resembling a Dunlin’s in over-
all structure, was much too short for
a typical individual of that species.
The upperpart feathers were clearly
alternate type, but were quite unlike
those of a Dunlin as they lacked the
extensive orange-red scapulars;
instead, these feathers were slate-
centred with rusty sides and grayish
tips. The underparts were heavily
streaked on the breast, but the char-
acteristic large black belly patch of
an alternate-plumaged Dunlin was
completely missing. Puzzled, and
being queried by several observers
as to the bird’s identity, McLaughlin
then saw the bird raise its wings to
reveal what appeared to be a white
rump. He then stated that the bird
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was a White-rumped Sandpiper (C.
fuscicollis), feeling that he had been
deceived by the bird’s very close
proximity of only 5 to 7 metres.
However, this assessment as to the
bird’s identity still seemed some-
what wrong. The bill was clearly
more Dunlin-like in structure, and
in colour was entirely shiny black
right to its base. The base of the bill
lacked any trace of yellow-brown
colour that would be characteristic
of a White-rumped Sandpiper.
Furthermore, the  upperparts
seemed wrong for a White-rumped,
with too much rust edging to all of
the scapulars and tertials. The struc-
ture of the bird was also odd for a
White-rumped, as it had rather
short wings, a plump body, and legs
that seemed too long for that
species.

While exclaiming “What the hell
is this thing?” the truth was becoming
clear to McLaughlin. Aware of the
bird’s intermediate characters, he
stated in a somewhat incredulous
tone of voice: “This is a hybrid Dunlin
x White-rumped Sandpiper!”

The apparent hybrid sandpiper
was observed regularly at the
Hillman Marsh location from 18 to
20 May inclusive, although occa-
sionally it could not be found dur-
ing this period. When present, the



Figure 1: Apparent Dunlin x White-rumped Sandpiper at Hillman Marsh, Essex

County, 18 May 1994. Photo by Alan Wormington.

bird was always with a flock of
feeding Dunlins numbering about
10-15 birds. When feeding, the bird
tenaciously defended a 5 metre
strip of shoreline from all intruding
Dunlins. The proximity of the bird
to a main trail, and its exceptional
tameness, allowed it to be easily
viewed and photographed by many
observers, including Wormington.

DESCRIPTION

Bill: The bill was black. It was
slightly downcurved at its tip,
recalling that of a Dunlin, but was
perhaps only two-thirds the length
of that species’ bill. The culmen was
fairly straight, while the lower
mandible was a bit downcurved at

the tip. The bill was thick at the
base, but tapered to a rather fine
tip. It was about the length of the
bird’s head, or perhaps two to two
and a half times the loral distance,
compared to that of a Dunlin’s bill
of three to three and a half times
the loral distance.

Head: The head had a steep fore-
head and a rounded crown. The
crown was a mix of blackish and
whitish streaks with a brown cast,
particularly in the lateral crown
area. There were fine black streaks
on a whitish ground colour to the
top of the bill. There was a broad,
poorly defined white eyebrow with
fine black streaks throughout. The
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eyebrow broadened in the rear and
ended at the nape. The lores were
white-based, with a heavy concen-
tration of fine black streaks and a
bit of chestnut-brown near the bill
base. The eyes were small and
appeared black. Quite striking were
oval-shaped chestnut-brown patch-
es behind and below the eyes in the
auriculars. The nape was a mix of
black and brown streaks.

Upperparts: The mantle consisted
of small black feather centres with
broad grayish edges. There were
two vague broad buff-white mantle
lines. The forward-most upper
scapulars were chestnut with small
black centres. All of the remaining
scapulars and tertials had solid
black or dark brown centres with
rusty sides to the feathers and
abraded, broad, grayish-white tips.
The exposed wing coverts appeared
worn and were a dull brownish-
gray. The visible primaries appeared
faded brown. The primary tips
seemed to fall a few millimetres
short of the tip of the tail. A thin
white wingstripe was evident when
the bird extended its wings, perhaps
a bit narrower than that of a
Dunlin.

Tail: The rectrices appeared slaty in
colour, with a thin white fringe on
the outer edges and tip. The upper-
tail coverts were nearly all white
(resembling a  White-rumped
Sandpiper) except for a few thin
black streaks on the sides and a thin
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(poorly defined) blackish bar
extending up the centre.

Underparts: The underparts were
white-based. The chin and throat
had fine black streaking. The breast
was heavily streaked/spotted black
with a number of black chevrons
extending down the side of the
belly to about the level of the legs.
Some fine black streaks extended
down the flanks to the undertail
coverts. There was no evidence of a
black belly patch, the entire belly
being white.

Legs and Feet: These were a shiny
black, with the leg length perhaps a
bit shorter than a Dunlin’s.

Size: In direct comparison to adja-
cent Dunlins, the bird’s overall
body size was slightly smaller.

Vocalizations: Calls were heard on
a number of occasions by
Wormington. These consisted of a
slightly raspy “chip” and an almost
squeal-like “creeep”. These calls
thus resembled one of the assumed
parent types, or a combination
thereof.

Age Determination: The faded
brown colour on the visible folded
primaries suggests that the bird was
in first alternate plumage, with
recently acquired alternate scapu-
lars, mantle feathers and tertials
contrasting with worn nine month
old primaries.



DISCUSSION
At the time of observation, the
authors were well aware of the
extreme rarity of hybrid shorebirds.
However, had it not been for the
extreme tameness of this so-called
“Hillman Sandpiper” and its pres-
ence along a heavily-used trail, it is
quite probable that this bird would
have gone undetected. Based on
this assumption, one could argue
that hybrid shorebirds in general
might be going unnoticed on a reg-
ular basis. Only recently has it come
to light that the possibility of
encountering a hybrid shorebird is
more likely than once believed.
There are, of course, several
accounts describing the “Cox’s
Sandpiper” in Australia (for exam-
ple,see Parker 1982), which has been
shown by Christidis et al. (1996) on
the basis of molecular analysis to be
a hybrid between Curlew Sandpiper
(C.  ferruginea) and Pectoral
Sandpiper (C. melanotos). There is a
photographic record involving a sup-
posed juvenile Cox’s Sandpiper from
Massachusetts (Kasprzyk et al. 1987,
Vickery et al. 1987), which has since
been disputed (Monroe 1991,
American Ornithologists’ Union
1998). “Cooper’s Sandpiper,” known
from the unique type specimen
taken in 1833 on Long Island, New
York, is believed to be a Curlew
Sandpiper x Sharp-tailed Sandpiper
(C. acuminata) hybrid (Cox 1989,
1990; Monroe 1991). Additional new
or suspected hybrids to appear
recently on the scene include a pre-
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sumed Baird’s (C. bairdii) x Buff-
breasted (7ryngites subruficollis)
Sandpiper in Massachusetts (Laux
1994), an apparent Dunlin x Purple
(C. maritima) Sandpiper in Great
Britain (Millington 1994), and a bird
in Newfoundland thought to be a
Pectoral x White-rumped Sandpiper
(Bain and Shanahan 1999).

Armed now with the knowl-
edge that hybrid shorebirds are
produced occasionally, it seems
likely that experienced shorebird
observers will soon detect addition-
al examples of suspected hybrids
involving new combinations of
adult types.
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The November 1999 Cave Swallow Invasion
in Ontario and Northeastern North America

Bob Curry and Kevin A. McLaughlin

THE DISCOVERY

At around 1215h EST, on Tuesday, 2
November 1999, KM drove into the
Point Pelee National Park Visitor
Centre parking lot. It had been a
rather slow morning of “car birding”
in a steady rain, with the only high-
light being a Merlin (Falco colum-
barius) which landed in one of the
tall trees at the small parking lot on
the west side of the tip. In fact, the
most eventful item was the drastic
change in the weather. The previous
several days had been balmy with
southwest winds, conditions so
benign that KM had seen nine
species of butterflics on Monday
morning, 1 November, under sunny
skies and a temperature of 16-18" C.
Cloud cover had increased by
Monday afternoon, followed by rain
overnight, with the wind shifting to
northeast, resulting in a drop in tem-
perature to around 4° C.

Parking the car, KM immedi-
ately noticed a group of five chunky
swallows flying low, approaching the
car from the vicinity of the Visitor
Centre. Little could be seen on the
birds through the rain-splattered
windshield. Thinking that they
were probably Tree Swallows
(Tachycineta bicolor), KM got out
of the car for a better look. Noting
the off-white underparts and

square-ended tails, he then realized
that the birds had orange rumps, vis-
ible as they did a few ground level
circuits of the parking lot. KM was
enthused, not being able to remem-
ber having seen cven one ClLff
Swallow (Petrochelidon pyrrhonota)
in Ontario as late as October, let
alone five in carly November.
Something was wrong, however, for
a brief look up through the rain had
revealed what appeared to be a pale
throat on one or two of the birds. No
sooner had KM exclaimed to him-
self “Are these Cave Swallows?”
than the birds disappeared some-
where behind the Visitor Centre.
After failing to re-find the birds,
KM decided to report the five as
“Petrochelidon” swallows in the
sightings book in the Centre, at the
same time telling two staff members
of his suspicions on the identity. He
then returned to the parking lot to
await the birds’ return, seeking shel-
ter in onc of the transit cars which
had been parked in the lot. After an
hour and a half of fruitless watching,
he drove north through the park,
checking the Delaurier parking area
and Northwest Beach, again with no
success. Deciding around 1500h to
check the West Beach parking lot,
he found, towards the south end,
five swallows foraging. The birds
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flew past the car, quickly going
inside one of the three picnic shel-
ters bordering the parking lot, as if
looking for a roosting site. They
then disappeared, flying south, still
not affording KM an identity-
clinching view.

On Wednesday morning, 3
November, KM spent several hours
on the sheltered east side of the tip,
watching for migrants. The rain had
ended overnight and the wind had
shifted to northwest, blowing at near
gale force, with the temperature
around freezing. During this time, he
saw several groups of swallows fly-
ing south off the Tip, adding up to at
least 25 birds. All of the birds were
“Petrochelidons”, and those that
could be seen in brief frontal views,
appeared to have pale throats, Once
again, however, totally conclusive
views could not be realized.

KM returned to the east side of
the tip around 1400h, and at once
found a swallow foraging low over
the water very close to shore. Finally,
the hoped for conditions were real-
ized. The bird flew methodically
about, only inches above the surface,
and approached to within a few feet.
All frustrations vanished, as it was
definitely a Cave Swallow (P, fulva)!
Moments later, two more Cave
Swallows joined this bird, permitting
leisurely studies. KM now realized
that he was witnessing an unprece-
dented Ontario invasion of this
species and that all the birds seen
Wednesday morning and Tuesday
afternoon were Cave Swallows. He
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happily returned to the Visitor
Centre, whereupon he contacted
Tom Hince in Wheatley, who alerted
ONTBIRDS (the Internet bird
sightings listserve sponsored by the
Ontario  Field Ornithologists).
Events proceeded quickly over the
next several days, with Cave
Swallows being found again at Point
Pelee and elsewhere along the north
shore of Lake Erie at Erieau, Port
Burwell, Long Point and beyond.

DESCRIPTION OF POINT
PELEE BIRDS

The field marks noted below are
based on observations by KM on 2
to 5 November at Point Pelee. The
study obtained at the south end of
the Sanctuary Pond near the park
entrance on 4 November involved a
bird flying in the company of sever-
al Tree Swallows.

¢ Broad winged, husky swallow,
slightly smaller than Tree Swallow.

¢ Pale orange throat and auriculars,
which colour extended around
the side of the head to the nape,
and blended vaguely into the
white breast.

¢ Chestnut patch on the forecrown,
recalling Barn Swallow (Hirundo
rustica). This patch was slightly
contrasting with the slate colour
of the top of the head, and con-
trasting more so with the pale
orange throat.

¢ Dark line between the dark eye
and black bill.

* Upperparts with broad dark gray



wings, slate-coloured back with
several (3 or 4) white lines down
the centre.

¢ Dull orange rump patch, perhaps
best described as “burnt” orange,
which scemed a bit darker orange
than the throat.

¢ Underparts more off-white than
Tree Swallow, not gleaming white,
with a gray wash on the sides of
the breast and belly.

¢ Tail dark gray or slate, at all times
appearing essentially unforked or
square-tipped.

THE ONTARIO STORY

Subsequent to the discovery and
confirmation at Point Pelee, the
next four days (Wednesday, 3
November to  Saturday, 6
November) produced multiple
sightings by many fortunate birders.
In fact, so many observers were
involved that we have decided to
include names only for initial obser-
vations at a location and for the
later observations, after the num-
bers of birds dropped off. Most of
the information comes from ONT-
BIRDS. It is pleasing to note that
virtually all sightings have been
supported by documentation sub-
mitted to the Ontario Bird Records
Committee (OBRC), and that
OBRC has accepted these records
(Kayo Roy, pers. comm.).

3 November: There may have been
as many as 32 birds at Point Pelee on
Wednesday (Alan Wormington,
pers. comm). In addition to the
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observation of 25 birds leaving the
Tip in the morning by KM, followed
by another three in the afternoon,
Tom Hince found two going to roost
at Sturgeon Creek and another two
in an old Barn Swallow nest at the
Visitor Centre. Away from Point
Pelee, Jim Burk flushed three Cave
Swallows from his garage at Erie
Beach about 6 km west of Erieau in
Kent County. Also on this date, four
birds reported initially as CILff
Swallows at Long Point Tip were
seen the next day and subsequently
confirmed as Cave Swallows.

4 November: It is significant that all
but one Cave Swallow observation
from Ontario was from the north
shore of Lake Erie. Long Point was
the epicentre. After information
about birds roosting under eaves in
Barn Swallow nests was posted,
Long Point Bird Observatory staff
at the Tip found three roosting in
nests at their cottage on Thursday
morning, one of which was cap-
tured, banded and photographed
(Christine Jamieson, pers. comm.).
See Figures 1 and 2. Over the
course of the day, observers totalled
13 at the Tip and 25 at Old Cut.
Inasmuch as the birds at Old Cut
were flying west and foraging as
they went, it is impossible to say
how many left the Long Point
peninsula and how many of those
seen the next day were new.

At Point Pelee, the two birds in
the nest at the Visitor Centre were
watched from dawn until one flew
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Ontario away from Lake Erie was
well studied by 18 people on a 6
November Detroit Audubon Society
trip at Gallimere Beach on the
southeast shore of Lake Huron in
Lambton County (Karl Overman,
ONTBIRDS).

The final two Ontario sightings
were of a bird seen at the Tip of
Long Point on 10 November (CJ)
and the same or another at Old Cut
the next day, 11 November (Hilbran
Verstraete per Jul Wojnowski,
ONTBIRDS).

Thus, in Ontario, the Cave
Swallow invasion of 1999 lasted for
a total of 10 days, from 2-11
November. As stated, it is extreme-
ly difficult to calculate just how
many birds were involved. Our esti-
mates range from a minimum of
about 90 to a high of approximately
110 birds. As always in such bird
invasions, some birds went unseen
but the predisposition of these birds
to collect at peninsulas extending
into Lake Erie suggests that most of
the Cave Swallows that occurred, at
least from 3 November on, were
seen. Doubtless, however, others
left the province, unseen.

ELSEWHERE IN THE
NORTHEAST

Quebec

Given the total lack of reports from
the north shore of Lake Ontario, it
is somewhat surprising that two
birds were found by Pierre Bannon,
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Louise Simard and Guy Zenaitis on
6 November under a small bridge at
Melocheville near Beauharnois
(Bannon 2000). One bird remained
until 11 November. An additional
two birds were found by Michel
Robert on 6-7 November at La
Malbaie about 400 km northeast
down the St. Lawrence River from
Melocheville, and a buff-rumped
swallow was reported on 6
November at Cap Tourmente down
river from Quebec City. It is very
interesting that these birds were not
found until after most birds had dis-
appeared from Ontario. This may
have been a case of birders not dis-
covering the birds until a weekend
(Bannon 2000). Or, it is possible
that some of the swallows upon
attempting to reorient, left Ontario
on a northeasterly bearing (i.e., 180
degrees in error) and flew down the
St. Lawrence River to their demise.

Michigan

It was not until 13 November, after
Ontario’s last sighting, that
Michigan’s first ever Cave Swallow
was found by almost the entire
Michigan Bird Records Committee
at Grand Haven, Ottawa County in
the southwest of the state on the
shore of Lake Michigan (Allen
Chartier, ONTBIRDS). Sometimes
meetings can be fun! Again, we are
compelled to speculate that this
may have been another bird
attempting to reorient after having
spent about ten days farther north
and east than this.





