











35
Hamilton Harbour
1. West End (Harbourfront Park, Valley Inn, The Cemeteries, La Salle Park)

¢ For birding the west end of Hamilton Harbour, it is convenient to start at
the Harbourfront Park. To reach the park, exit Highway 403 at York
Boulevard. Continue on York to Bay Street, roughly 4 km.

* Turn left (north) and drive 2 km,

¢ Cross over the major rail lines, then turn left (west) and travel to the first
street, Strachan.

The park is on your right just before reaching the CNR rail lines and the
shore. This is a migrant trap and a good viewing spot for the southwest end
of the harbour.

¢ From Harbourfront Park, birding continues at Valley Inn. To get there,
return to the High Level Bridge via York Boulevard.

* Cross the bridge, and take the second right, Valley Inn Road.
* Cross the bridge at the bottom of the hill, and turn left.
¢ Cross a second, smaller bridge and park 100 m ahead on the right.

To the right (east) starts the Toll Gate Trail. Below the beginning of the trail
there is usually a large mudflat where there are often shorebirds in migra-
tion. Look for the short side path on the right which leads down to a crum-
bling viewing platform. Farther along the trail, under the large bridge and
continuing up the valley, is a good spot for late fall migrants.

* When you leave the Toll Gate Trail area, drive over the small bridge, and
take Valley Inn Road up the hill on your left to Woodland Cemetery.

There are several areas in the cemetery which provide viewing sites over
Hamilton Bay. It is good in migration for Tundra Swans, loons, grebes
(including Western), geese, and ducks. The tall trees attract Bald Eagles and
Ospreys, as well as large flocks of warblers, sparrows and other passerines.

¢ From the Holy Sepulchre Cemetery to the east of Woodland, drive north-
east along Plains Road for 2.5 km to La Salle Park Road.
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e Turn right (south) and follow the road to its end at the La Salle Park dock.
This is a good viewing point for waterfowl, especially to the east where
there are several islands.

¢ Return to North Shore Boulevard, and turn right, through the park.

In the northeastern portion of the park, on the north side of North Shore
Boulevard, there is a mature woodlot that has had interesting species such
as Tufted Titmouse, Varied Thrush, Black Vulture and Carolina Wren.

2. East End (Hydro Islands, Toll Gate Ponds and Windermere Basin)

* Coming along the QEW from the direction of Toronto, take the exit for
Eastport Drive, which is after the Highway 403 interchange and just
before the Skyway Bridge.

e The harbour is on your right. When you first come to it, look for the Hydro
Islands, three small islands that once bore hydro towers. Check for gulls,
terns, ducks and shorebirds. Take care parking and viewing from the road-
side along this route. Several larger islands have nesting Common and
Caspian Terns, and Double-crested Cormorants.

e After scanning the islands, continue straight along the road and you will
pass the Centre for Inland Waters. There is an accessible area for viewing
the bay from the north end of CIW.

¢ Cross the lift bridge over the canal.

Three kilometres farther south, on your right, are ponds separated from the
main harbour by low dikes. These are the Toll Gate Ponds. Adjacent to them
is a landfill site. The northern pond is home to Double-crested Cormorant
and Black-crowned Night-Heron colonies. Both ponds are favourites for
ducks. The south end of the south pond often has mudflats, good for shore-
birds. The landfill area has large gull and tern colonies. This is the site of
Ontario’s first Snowy Egret nesting. These ponds are being filled in and will
eventually disappear.

¢ Continuing about 1 km south of the Toll Gate Ponds, you will come to the

Pier 25 entrance and Windermere Basin. PLEASE NOTE: this is accessi-
ble on weekends only.
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This is a favourite spot for large flocks of wintering ducks. There are sever-
al records of Tufted Duck at this location. At the south end of the basin, Red
Hill Creek empties into the harbour. In winter, this is a good spot for Pied-
billed Grebe, ducks (notably Northern Pintail and Green-winged Teal) and
herons. Both Great Blue Heron and Black-crowned Night-Heron are possi-
ble here. This location can be viewed from Eastport Drive just before it ends
at Woodward Avenue.

Lake Ontario Shoreline: Oakville to Hamilton
1. Bronte Harbour (mouth of Bronte Creek)

¢ Take Bronte Road south off of the QEW, down to the lake in the centre
of Bronte.

Check the lake on both sides of the pier. The harbour is good for wintering
gulls and ducks. The area to the left (east) has had nesting Red-necked
Grebes in recent years.

2. The Shell Pier
e Leaving Bronte Harbour, turn left (west) on Highway 2 and drive for 2
km until you come to the pier of the Shell Refinery. There is parking here

on the lake side of the highway.

The Shell Pier is another spot to look for gulls and ducks. On the north side
of the highway, Shell Park can be good for landbirds during all seasons.

3. Appleby Line

¢ The shoreline can be reached by turning left off of Highway 2 and pro-
ceeding to the end of the road. Appleby Line is 1.5 km west of Shell Park.

4. Shoreacres Creek and Paletta Park
¢ If you feel like a short walk to look at the lake and check for waterfowl,
stop here, halfway between Appleby and Walker’s Lines. You can walk

from Highway 2 to the lake. Large numbers of Red-necked Grebes con-
gregate in the bay to the west of the creek each spring.
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5. Walker’s Line

¢ The shoreline can be reached by turning left off of Highway 2 and pro-
ceeding to the end of the road. Walker’s Line is 2 km west of Appleby
Line.

6. Sioux Lookout Park

¢ Located 1.1 km from Walker’s Line, there is a parking lot on the south side
which affords an excellent viewing area for ducks.

7. Guelph Line

¢ The shoreline can be reached by turning left off of Highway 2 and pro-
ceeding to the end of the road. Guelph Line is 0.9 km west of Sioux
Lookout Park.

Appleby, Walker’s and Guelph Lines are good lookout points for the lake.
In April, Appleby and Walker’s are especially good for Red-necked Grebes,
and there have been several records of Western Grebe.

8. Travelodge Hotel and Spencer Smith Park (foot of Brant Street)

» About 2 km west of the Guelph Line, turn left off Highway 2 to the park-
ing lot. Dabblers, coots and Trumpeter Swans frequent the shores around
the parking lot during the winter.

These are two more locations for checking Lake Ontario. They are good for
ducks and for gulls if there are strong northeast winds in the fall.

9. Burlington Canal

» At the west end of Spencer Smith Park, turn left along Beach Boulevard
and drive about 2 km until you reach the shipping canal. Park on the prop-
erty of the Centre for Inland Waters.

Walk along the pier out into Lake Ontario. Check the small woodlot on the
Burlington (east) side of the canal for spring or fall migrants. The beach on
this side is often good for shorebirds. Check the piers on both sides of the
canal in late fall for Purple Sandpipers.
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10. Van Wagners Beach (Southern Ontario’s Pelagic Birding Hotspot).
See Maps 3 and 4.

¢ From Toronto, take the QEW towards Hamilton. When you reach the
North Shore Boulevard / Eastport Drive cutoff, you have two options.

¢ The fastest route is to stay on the QEW over the Skyway Bridge and exit
at Woodward Avenue. Turn right at the stoplight at Woodward and pro-
ceed under the QEW to the next stoplight (about 200 m) where you will
turn right onto Van Wagners Beach Road. Stay on this road for approxi-
mately 1 km until you see Hutch’s Restaurant (the fish and chips are fab-
ulous) where you can park on either side of the restaurant in the spacious
parking lots.

¢ The second option is to take Eastport Drive which goes under the Skyway
Bridge and eventually takes you by the Tollgate ponds and Pier 25, where
you can stop to look for waterfowl and shorebirds. Eastport Drive ends at
the stoplight at Woodward Avenue where you will turn left and go under
the QEW to Van Wagners Beach Road. See above directions to complete
the trip.

* From St. Catharines / Fruitland etc., exit at Highway 20 / Centennial
Parkway, and go north to the traffic lights. Turn left (west) onto Van
Wagners Beach Road and follow the winding road past Confederation
Park until you see Hutch’s Restaurant on your right.

The term “pelagic” means “pertaining to the ocean”, so a novice birder
might wonder why this term is used in reference to Van Wagners Beach. The
truth is, this site is a haven for stray pelagics starting in mid August and con-
tinuing through to mid December. Those “in the know” watch the weather
reports for strong east or northeast winds, and when they are forecast, Van
Wagners outside Hutch’s Restaurant will be lined with rows of scopes scan-
ning the horizon for pelagics. The birders set up their scopes on the north
and south sides of the restaurant. The owner is quite friendly to birders and
was awarded an OFO Certificate of Appreciation for his generosity several
years ago. The list of oceanic species seen at this site is truly amazing. All
three jaeger species are possible each fall, starting with the rarer Long-
taileds in mid August to early September, followed by the more numerous
Parasitics which arrive in September along with an occasional Pomarine.
Although jaegers are the prime target, other pelagic species which have
occurred include immature Northern Gannets, Great Cormorant, Sabine’s
Gull, immature Black-legged Kittiwakes (over one hundred were seen in
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Figure 5: Red-throated Loon, Desjardins Canal, 29 January 1989. Photo by Barry
Cherriere

|

Figure 6: King Eider. Photo by Barry Cherriere.
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several flocks of as many as 25 individuals on 10 October 1982), Red-throat-
ed Loon, Common and King Eiders, three scoter species, Purple Sandpiper
and Northern and Red Phalaropes. On 14 December 1999, Bob Curry spot-
ted an Ancient Murrelet in Burlington, and there have been a few reports
of other alcids flying by, mostly too far out for positive ID. In the fall of 1997,
a recently perished Northern Fulmar was picked up on the beach.

11. Van Wagners Beach Ponds

Opposite the beach lookout are two ponds dissected by an old railway bed.
Check the ponds for shorebirds, ducks and herons. The areas around the
ponds are often good for passerine migrants in the fall. There is a good bird-
ing walk between the ponds, along the old rail line. It can be reached by
walking east around the near pond and proceeding around an old residence
at the east end of the pond. There is also a path through the rushes and cat-
tails directly across from the west end of Hutch’s Restaurant which leads to
the old rail line.

12. Fruitland Road

¢ Exit the east end of Van Wagners Beach area via Highway 20 to QEW,
heading east toward Niagara Falls.

e After 5.2 km, take Fruitland Road to the lake.

13. Fifty Point Conservation Area

¢ Head east on the QEW for 6.1 km to 50 Point Road.

* Take this road north to the North Service Road.

* Then drive east to the entrance of the Conservation Area.

Check out the marina area for ducks in winter. There is a wonderful vantage
point to the east of the mouth of the harbour for spring and fall water birds.
The woodlot east of the marina is good for passerines in the spring and fall.

Tell the attendant at the toll booth that you are going in to look for birds.
They will probably not charge admittance.
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Hawk Watching in the Hamilton Area
1. Beamer Conservation Area

¢ Located 9.2 km east of Hamilton via the QEW. Take Christie Road exit
south through town and up the escarpment.

e Turn right at the top of the hill and drive west 1.6 km to the Beamer
Conservation Area, located on the east side of Quarry Road.

e Turn right to the parking lot area. This is the location of the well known
Grimsby Hawk Watch.

The best months are March, April and May.
2. Woodland Cemetery

The best viewing is the eastern end, with the open fields along the bluff. See
Hamilton Harbour: West End for location.

3. Ministry of Transportation Parking Lot
¢ From Highway 403, exit onto Highway 6, heading north toward Guelph.

e At the traffic light, 400 m up, turn right (east) and drive 100 m; park in the
adjacent lot on the right.

4. Top of Clappison Cut

» From the parking lot, turn right (north) onto Highway 6 and drive 1.9 km
to the top of the escarpment.

¢ Turn right (east) at the first road, that then turns south to the edge of the
escarpment. Park just past the long white commercial building on your
left (east).

5. High Level Bridge
¢ Exit from Highway 403 at York Boulevard.
¢ Once on York Boulevard, cross the bridge and pull off to park in the lot on

the right (west) side. Park in the adjacent cemetery if it is no longer possi-
ble to park in this lot. Areas on the other side of the bridge are also good.

ONTARIO BIRDS APRIL 2002



45

0Z AMH

CONFEDERATION PARK

GRAYS RD.

\

- - ——— - —— v ——

T

L— GREEN RD.

«DRAKES RD.

FRANCES AVE.

TR Pt
RN TN e,
Bhals

NORTH SERVICE RD

m_m<<

sl

MAP S

VOLUME 20 NUMBER 1




46

September and October are the best months of the year for these last four
locations.

Lake Ontario Winter Ducks. See Map 5.

In recent years, a new phenomenon has taken place in Lake Ontario’s
southwest end. Wintering ducks, sometimes in the hundreds of thousands,
have been appearing in amazingly large rafts on the lake off Stoney Creek.
The rafts are mostly pure, with a few “strangers” mixed in. The three main
flock types consist of Greater Scaup and Common Goldeneye (both of
which are reasonably close to shore), and Long-tailed Duck (which stay far
out toward the horizon). The incredible sight of these rafts alone is worth
the trip, but the number of scarcer and even rare species that may also be
seen make it a must. Lesser Scaup, Canvasback, Redhead, all three mer-
gansers and all three scoters can be expected, as well as the possibility of
Harlequin Duck, King and Common Eider, and Barrow’s Goldeneye.
Northern Gannets also have been seen on a number of occasions. There are
four accessible viewing areas in Stoney Creek:

¢ From Hamilton via the QEW, exit at Highway 20 and go north to the
North Service Road. Turn right (east) and drive to the east end of
Confederation Park. Just past the Grays Road overpass, turn left (north)
onto Drakes Road; then turn left (west) onto Frances Avenue for 100 m;
and then turn right (north) onto Grays Road. The viewing area at the foot
of Grays Road has been greatly reduced by a recently erected chainlink
fence, but with a little effort you can look west along the shore to see if
there any rafts of ducks present.

e To get closer to ducks to the west, drive back up Grays Road about 200 m
and you will see an entrance to a road into the park, with a closed gate, on
the right (west) side. At the south end of the gate, there is a pedestrian
entrance. This leads to a service road going west into the park. The road
intersects with a paved bicycle path which leads north to the lake. Follow
this path to a bridge over a lagoon and a short distance later you will have
full viewing access to the lake and the ducks.

e To see birds to the east of Grays Road, go back north from the
Confederation Park entrance on Grays Road to Lake Gate Drive. Turn
right (east) and proceed to the traffic circle at the end of the street. Sayer’s
Park is on your left, and there is full access to the waterfront. There is “No
Parking” on the circle, so you will have to park on Lake Gate or Oceanic
Drive, and walk back.
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Figure 7: Northern Gannet, off Burlington Beach canal, 28 November 1998.
Photo by Barry Cherriere.

Figure 8: Greater Scaups and Redheads, Hamilton lakefront, 18 February 2001.
Photo by Barry Cherriere.
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¢ To see ducks farther east, drive south on Drakes Road, and turn left (east)
onto Frances Avenue. Proceed over to Green Road. Turn left (north) on
Green Road and drive to the end of the street. There is unlimited viewing
from this point. If the ducks have drifted farther east, return to the North
Service Road and drive east about 1.5 km to Dewitt Road and turn north
to the lake. There is ample parking and unlimited viewing.

Conclusion

Hamilton records 285 to 300 bird species in any given year. With the infor-
mation in this guide, we hope you will come and join us at some of the many
enjoyable locations for birding. Please let us know about any discoveries
that you make in our area.

Hamilton Area Birding Hotline: (905) 381-0329
Hamilton Naturalists’ Club Website:
www.hwen.org/link/hamnature/index.html
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The hooked bill and large talons
immediately categorize this as a
bird of prey. Moreover, the slim
proportions and long body together
with small head, and face not flat-
tened at all, reveal a diurnal preda-
tor or hawk.

It is an immature hawk as
revealed by the brown plumage
and, to the extent that it is visible,
the streaked rather than barred
underparts. More precisely, it is a
juvenile. Most passerines retain a
juvenal plumage for a short period
of time before molting into a first
basic plumage. Away from the
breeding grounds, we seldom see
passerines in juvenal plumages.
However, young of most species of
hawks (of course, there are excep-
tions!) retain their first feathers
until they are about a year old. Then
they molt into a basic plumage,
which can be distinguished from
adult plumage only in some species.

As readers know, hawk identifi-
cation, and indeed bird identifica-
tion in general, is an exercise in
classification. Our brains do most of
this almost instantly when our eyes
capture an image. The job of this
column is to break these processes
down into discrete parts.

We group hawks according to
morphological similarities into fami-
lies, subfamilies and genera. We are
all familiar with the quintessential
buteo, the Red-tailed Hawk. Many
of the buteos in immature plumages
are brown and streaked like our
bird. They have chunky bodies and
short to medium-length tails. The
effect of the shorter tails and long
wings in most species is that the
ONTARIO BIRDS APRIL 2002

wingtips extend well down the tail,
almost to the tip of the tail on some
species and even beyond in a couple.
Nonetheless, two of our buteos
approach the subject bird in general
appearance. Perched juvenal Red-
shouldered and Broad-winged
Hawks are brown above and
streaked below and do not always
appear chunky. Their wingtips do,
however, extend three-quarters of
the way down the tail, and they have
dark irides. These features cannot be
ascribed to our very slim bird whose
wingtips barely extend a third of the
way down the tail. It is not a buteo.

Female Northern Harriers are
slim brown hawks. Once again, they
have longer wings, with the primar-
ies extending more than half way to
the tail tip. Also not evident on our
bird is the harrier facial disc out-
lined in lighter feathers, similar to
that of owls, and which is used to
gather sounds during crepuscular
hunting. Also note that on brown
(i.e., non-adult male)} Northern
Harriers, the eye is marked above
and below with white lines of feath-
ers. The total effect is to give this
species a highly distinctive visage. It
is not a Northern Harrier.

One kite and several of the fal-
cons are brown-backed. Immature
Mississippi Kites are brown dorsal-
ly but have large dark eyes and
black surrounding the eye. They
also have very long wings, suitable
for aerial foraging and which
extend beyond the tail. The falcons,
such as Merlin and Peregrine, which
in some plumages are brown-
backed, have a classic bull-chested
appearance, large dark eyes and



long wings that extend to or almost
to the tail tip.

So this bird standing out in the
open on a fence post is one of those
forest hunters of the genus
Accipiter. These are short-winged,
long-tailed birds. All three of our
accipiters are brown in juvenal
plumage, and have yellow eyes.
Especially given the fleeting looks
we often get, any one species can be
mistaken for either of the other
two. Fortunately, this excellent
photo permits leisurely discussion
about many of the features used to
distinguish the three. We cannot see
the underparts adequately but we
can take these features one at a
time to explain why this is a juve-
nile Cooper’s Hawk.

Shape and proportions: The bird is
rather long and lanky, with an
extremely long tail, a feature of
Cooper’s. Sharp-shinned Hawk is
more compact, with a proportionate-
ly shorter tail. Northern Goshawk is a
more robust bird, with a broader tail.

White supercilium: This feature is
quite variable. It is nearly always
prominent in Northern Goshawk
and found to varying degrees in the
other two. This bird has a bolder
eyeline than I usually see on
Cooper’s Hawk.

Back: The white mottling on scapu-
lars and tertials is least on Sharp-
shinned Hawk and more obvious on
the larger two.
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Legs: The legs (tarsi) are positively
“spindly” in Sharp-shinned Hawk.
This bird has quite strong looking
legs, as in the larger two.

Tail: The tail in this excellent photo
can be used to eliminate Northern
Goshawk. In that species, each dark
band on the tail is margined in white.
Moreover, the tail bands are wavy
rather than even as on this bird.
Cooper’s Hawk frequently has a
broad white tip to the tail. However,
in its second calendar year, wear
reduces this feature. The extensive
white blotching dorsally also sug-
gests the effect of time and weather.
The outer rectrix on Cooper’s Hawk
is slightly shorter than the other tail
feathers, creating rounded edges to
the tail which can be seen in this bird
and which points more to this
species. But beware that some
Sharp-shins can have rounded tails.

Head: All three accipiters can appear
to have rounded heads. However,
when perched, Cooper’s can raise the
feathers at the rear of the crown
(hackles) or they can be raised by the
wind, as other feathers appear to be
in this case. A distinctive Cooper’s
Hawk head profile is thus created.

In the case of Cooper’s Hawk,
then, some of the noted features, in
particular the tail pattern, eliminate
the larger Northern Goshawk and
others, in combination, eliminate the
smaller Sharp-shinned hawk. Barry
Cherriere photographed this juvenile
Cooper’s Hawk during April in Texas.

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

President: Jean Iron, 9 Lichen Place, Toronto, Ontario M3A 1X3
(416) 445-9297 E-mail: jeaniron@sympatico.ca

Ontario Field Ornithologists is an organization dedicated to the study of
birdlife in Ontario. It formed in 1982 to unify the ever-growing numbers of
field ornithologists (birders/birdwatchers) across the province, and to pro-
vide a forum for the exchange of ideas and information among its members.
The Ontario Field Ornithologists officially oversees the activities of the
Ontario Bird Records Committee (OBRC), publishes a newsletter (OFO
News) and a journal (Ontario Birds), operates a bird sightings listserve
(ONTBIRDS, coordinated by Mark Cranford), hosts field trips throughout
Ontario, and holds an Annual Convention in the autumn.

All persons interested in bird study, regardless of their level of expertise, are
invited to become members of the Ontario Field Ornithologists. Membership
rates can be obtained from the address below. All members receive Ontario
Birds and OFO News. Please send membership enquiries to: Ontario Field
Ornithologists, Box 455, Station R, Toronto, Ontario M4G 4E1

E-mail: ofo@ofo.com Website: www.ofo.ca
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