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disappeared from view that the first
alerted birder arrived from Point
Pelee! Many birders searched dili-
gently for the remainder of the day
at Wheatley Harbour, Hillman
Marsh, Point Pelee and Leamington,
but the Neotropic Cormorant could
not be found. The thought that it
might not be seen again created
much disappointment.

Starting early on 4 May, even
more birders arrived at Wheatley
Harbour, hoping that the cor-
morant would return or be located
elsewhere. Then, in mid morning,
Bob Curry and Glenda Slessor first
spotted what was presumably the
same Neotropic Cormorant with
two Double-cresteds, flying into the
harbour. Many people got to see
the bird that day, and it was subse-
quently observed at Wheatley
Harbour on 5 and 6 May, as well.
Some observations involved it fly-
ing to or coming from nearby
Hillman Marsh, also. However, the
Neotropic Cormorant was never
seen within Hillman Marsh proper,
and may have been travelling far-
ther south to West Cranberry Pond
in Pelee Marsh to roost, since
Double-crested Cormorants by the
hundreds (sometimes thousands)
congregate there regularly (A.
Wormington, pers. comm.).

Discussion

The Neotropic Cormorant is one of
the most widely distributed of the
cormorants, its breeding range
extending throughout South and
Central America, Mexico, the West
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Indies, and northward to New
Mexico, Texas, and Louisiana (Telfair
and Morrison 1995). It has been
reported as casual to Mississippi,
southeastern California, Colorado,
Nebraska, South Dakota, southern
Minnesota, and northern Illinois,
with a sight report for southern
Nevada (Telfair and Morrison 1995,
AOU 1998). Most occurrences
beyond the nesting range have
involved postbreeding dispersal
(Telfair and Morrison 1995). Recent
examples of vagrant Neotropic
Cormorants include a pair of adults
at Big Stone National Wildlife
Refuge in Lac Qui Parle County,
Minnesota from 12 August to 6
October 2003 (Bardon 2004); and
one found on the Potomac River at
Seneca, Maryland on 12 August
2005, which was later seen regularly
in that area from 24 October to 11
November, and was the first record
for the East Coast of North America
(Day 2006). Since 1970, the popula-
tion of Neotropic Cormorant in the
United States has fluctuated but
risen steadily overall, with increases
in the number and size of breeding
colonies, and establishment of new
nesting colonies (Telfair and
Morrison 1995).

The occurrence of this
Neotropic Cormorant at Wheatley
Harbour and Hillman Marsh from 3
to 6 May 2005 has been accepted by
the Ontario Bird Records
Committee (OBRC), and consti-
tutes the first record for Ontario
(Crins 2006). Although there were
some other reports of Neotropic



Cormorant after 6 May, at Wheatley
Harbour and Port Alma, Chatham-
Kent Region, they were either not
submitted to the OBRC or were
not accepted by it (Crins 2006).
The Neotropic Cormorant
reported here is also the first con-
firmed record for Canada. A small
cormorant identified by a single
observer as a Neotropic Cormorant
(then Olivaceous) was reported on
Wascana Lake in  Regina,
Saskatchewan, on 8 September 1989.
The sighting with minimal descrip-
tion of the bird was later published as
the first record for Canada (Brazier
1990). However, that record is
reportedly not considered valid by
most ornithologists in Canada.
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Neotropic Cormorant is currently
designated as “hypothetical” on the
Field Checklist of Saskatchewan
Birds (Nature Saskatchewan 2005).
The Saskatchewan report was not
included in the casual occurrences
listed for Neotropic Cormorant in
the American Ornithologists’ Union
Check-list (AOU 1998), and the
species was not on the “List of
Canadian Birds” published by
Birders Journal (2003), either.
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McCown’s Longspur: New to Ontario

Peter A. Read

On 21 June 2005, Josh Shook and 1
flew in to remote Weagamow Lake,
Kenora District, Ontario to under-
take a week of bird observation for
the Boreal Initiative and the
Ontario Breeding Bird Atlas. After
meeting with the First Nation Band
Council and settling into our
accommodations, and despite being
tired after the long flight from
Sioux Lookout, we decided to
check out the community’s sewage
lagoon. Separately, we walked the
gravel berms which surrounded the
two lagoon ponds. The berms were
sparsely covered with short,
drought-resistant wild grasses. Josh
flushed a small bird which drifted
high over his head and landed
behind him. It was sparrow-like,
had white in the outer tail feathers,
and he did not know what it was.

We met up at the far end of the
lagoons and decided to go back to
look for the mystery bird. Luckily,
we were able to find it again but it
quickly flushed. With binoculars, I
thought I noted white “wedges” in
the tail, which seemed unlike most
of the species that I had been con-
sidering as possibilities, such as
Horned Lark (Eremophila
alpestris) and Vesper Sparrow
(Pooecetes gramineus). The bird’s
flight was somewhat undulating as
it rose higher in the sky with its
head slightly elevated, wheeled
ONTARIO BIRDS AUGUST 2006

back over us and then swooped
down to the ground to skim along
and then run through the short
grass into the longer grass near the
edge of the lagoon. I was convinced
by its actions that it was not a spar-
row. Fifteen minutes had now
passed since we had first located
the bird at 1700h, and rather than
chase it further, I decided to return
later with CD recordings to see if
we could coax it into the open by
playing songs and call notes of like-
ly species.

We returned at 1900h and
located the bird again. We tried
playing vocalizations of several can-
didate species, and got no response.
As the bird was a bit nervous, it
kept to the taller grass on the inside
bank of the berm. That made view-
ing impossible, so I walked along
the thicker grass while Josh
watched for the bird. I tried to
move slowly enough that it would
not fly off again, hoping that it
might move into the shorter grass
on top of the berm where we could
get a good look. Finally, this hap-
pened and I had the bird in full
view from less than 5 m distance.
Although superficially the bird
looked like some of our guesses, as
soon as I saw the bill I knew it was
entirely wrong for all of them. I got
out my small digital camera and
snapped a couple of pictures



(Figures 1 and 2), though I knew I
could not get good shots. I made a
rough sketch in my notebook also.

I left the bird and moved back to
Josh, who was checking the sparrows
in the Sibley (2000) guide. We dis-
missed all but the longspurs, which I
confess I had not considered among
the possibilities up to then.
McCown’s Longspur (Calcarius
mccownii) in non-breeding plumage,
and probably a female given the
date, was the best fit for the field
marks we had noted and sketched.
Not believing my eyes or notes, I
crept back to within 5 m of the bird,
and called out its features to Josh
again. The field marks continued to
support female McCown’s. Neither
of us had ever seen the species
before, but I had observed the other
longspurs previously, unlike Josh. We
knew McCown’s Longspur was rare,
but did not realize that there were no
accepted records for Ontario.

We had been observing the bird
for about half an hour by then, and
decided not to bother it further that
day in the hope that it would
remain in the area. Back at our
lodgings, I called south to find out
about the bird’s Ontario status.
Given its extreme rarity, we decided
we would post the sighting on
ONTBIRDS (the bird sightings list-
serv operated by OFO)), if the Band
Council gave permission for birders
to visit the reserve. They agreed the
next morning that if people contact-
ed me first and stayed in our
accommodations, then it was alright
for them to fly in to see the bird. We
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posted the report, but cautioned
that we had to check to see if it was
still present. I quickly raced back to
the lagoons, but was not able to
relocate the bird after a consider-
able search. I looked along the edge
of the airport runway as well, where
the habitat appeared much more
suitable, but to no avail. On several
subsequent days I searched for the
longspur, but could not find it
again. The oasis of dry grassland in
a sea of boreal bog and water habi-
tats must have been a beacon for
the McCown’s Longspur, but it may
have stayed for only a short time.

Description

The bird was pale, sparrow-like and
seemed similar in size to a
Savannah Sparrow (Passerculus
sandwichensis). The head showed a
wide pale supercilium stretching
back to the nape; a pale throat; a
whitish malar stripe extending back
and up to almost join the supercili-
um; a darker cheek patch and
crown; and a plain gray, unstreaked
nape. The large bill had a darker
upper mandible and fleshy pink
lower mandible. A whitish ring
around the beady eye joined the
supercilium. The breast and belly
were unstreaked, pale beige-gray;
and the flanks and chest were light
tan and unstreaked. The back was
darker beige-gray, with darker
streaks; and there were fewer
streaks near the rump. The wings
were long, extending down to the
middle of the tail, with darker pri-
maries. There were no obvious wing
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Figure 1: Female McCown’s Longspur at Weagamow Lake, Kenora District, Ontario
on 21 June 2005. Photo by Peter A. Read.

Figure 2: Female McCown’s Longspur (enlarged image) at Weagamow Lake, Kenora
District, Ontario on 21 June 2005. Photo by Peter A. Read.
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bars, but there was a row of tiny
bead-like reddish-brown “spots” on
the median coverts in the shoulder
arca. When the bird was on the
ground, the tail appeared very dark
gray, with white wedges that were
barely visible. However, when it
flew, we could see that the centre of
the tail exhibited an inverted dark
gray-black T-shape pattern, sur-
rounded by the white wedges. The
legs were flesh-coloured. The call
given in flight was a high pitched
“chip-it” or “see-chip”.

Discussion

The breeding range of McCown’s
Longspur is restricted to short grass
prairie of the northern Great Plains
from southeastern Alberta and
southwestern Saskatchewan south
to Montana, east Wyoming, north-
east Colorado and northwestern
Nebraska, with a few in extreme
southwestern North Dakota and
possibly in northwestern South
Dakota (AOU 1998, Dunn and
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Beadle 1998). Vagrant McCown’s
Longspurs have been reported
from southwestern Manitoba and
the north shore of Lake Superior in
Minnesota, and there was a well
documented male at Whitefish
Point, Michigan from 27 to 29 May
1981 (Dunn and Beadle 1998).
Winter and early spring records
exist for Missouri, Louisiana, and
Mississippi (Dunn and Beadle
1998), and a female was at
Bridgewater, Massachusetts from 9
to 26 January 1977 (Veit and
Petersen 1993).

This occurrence of a female
McCown’s Longspur at Weagamow
Lake on 21 June 2005 was accepted
by the Ontario Bird Records
Committee (OBRC), and consti-
tutes the first record for Ontario
(Crins 2006).
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Notes

Co-operative Flock Feeding by Waterbirds

David H. Elder

On 29 May 2005, I observed a large
feeding flock of waterbirds moving
along the shore of Windy Bay in the
southeast corner of Lake of the
Woods, Rainy River District, Ontario

(Figure 1). The flock consisted of
* American White Pelicans (Pelecanus
erythrorhynchos), Double-crested
Cormorants (Phalacrocorax auritus),
Ring-billed Gulls (Larus delawaren-

Y

-

sis) and Common Terns (Sterna
hirundo). 1 have seen similar large
feeding flocks in the same area in the
past but this one was very close to
the shore. I was surprised by the
noise generated by the feeding
birds—not vocal, but a steady dull
roar created by the activities of the
birds taking off, landing, swimming
and diving as the flock slowly rolled

Figure 1: A mixed species feeding flock of American White Pelicans, Double-crest-
ed Cormorants, Ring-billed Gulls and Common Terns on Lake of the Woods, Rainy
River District, 29 May 2005. Photo by David H. Elder.

ONTARIO BIRDS AUGUST 2006



forward. Pelicans and cormorants,
finding themselves at the back of the
flock, would take off, fly over the
body of the flock, land at the front
and immediately begin diving and
feeding. In this manner, the entire
flock moved rather quickly along the
shore of the bay. The gulls and terns
circled over the flock, dropping to
the surface or diving into the water
to catch small fish. The cormorants
fished by diving and pursuing fish
underwater. The pelicans fed by
swimming forward, opening their
huge bills and plunging them and
their heads and necks down into the
water. I saw several pelicans then lift
their bills upward almost vertically
and swallow something that was too
small to make a bulge in their pouch-
es but was likely a small fish.

As I watched the flock move
along, two questions came to mind.
Were the birds following a large
school of small fish, the birds in
front keeping track of its move-
ments, or were the birds feeding on
scattered small fish disturbed by all
the activity generated by the flock
as it moved along? The flock was
likely formed when a few birds dis-
covered some fish and started to
feed. Their activities would catch
the attention of other birds that
would fly in to participate and in
turn attract even more birds.

Certainly there appeared to be
definite co-operation and co-ordina-
tion between the cormorants and
the pelicans. The cormorants by div-
ing and chasing fish underwater
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would cause some fish to flee
upward where they could be
reached by the pelicans plunging
their bills, heads and necks into the
water. The gulls and terns just took
opportunistic advantage of all the
activity to pick off frightened fish
that came near the surface. The flock
rolled along rather quickly and was a
cohesive unit when it rounded a
small point of land and could not be
seen. The flock contained at least
500 birds, a rough estimate based on
the number counted on the surface
and an estimate of those underwater
at any time.

Discussion

Double-crested Cormorants (Bar-
tholomew 1942, Palmer 1962,
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Glanville 1992, Hatch and Weseloh
1999) and American White Pelicans
(Palmer 1962, Evans and Knopf
1993) regularly exhibit co-ordinat-
ed and co-operative foraging flock
behaviour. In addition, these cor-
morants and pelicans plus other
birds have been reported in mixed
species foraging flocks (Evans and
Knopf 1993). American White

Literature Cited

Bartholomew, G.A. 1942. The fishing activi-
ties of Double-crested Cormorants on San
Francisco Bay. Condor 44: 13-21.

Evans, R.M. and FL. Knopf. 1993. American
White Pelican (Pelecanus erythrorhynchos).
In The Birds of North America, No. 57 (A.
Poole and F Gill, editors). Academy of
Natural Sciences, Philadelphia, Pennsyl-
vania, and American Ornithologists’
Union, Washington, D.C.

Glanville, E.V. 1992. Co-operative fishing by
Double-crested Cormorants. Canadian
Field-Naturalist 106: 522-523.

Pelicans are observed to commonly
steal prey from neighbouring birds
in multi-species flocks, especially
from Double-crested Cormorants
(Evans and Knopf 1993).
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Hermit Thrush Preys on Snake

Seabrooke Leckie

This spring I was seasonally
employed by the Pelee Island Bird
Observatory (PIBO) to assist with
migration monitoring on Pelee
Island, Essex County, Ontario.
" During the regular capture pro-
gram on 30 April 2006, I flushed a
bird from the ground near the trail
while en route to check the mist
nets. The bird, a Hermit Thrush
(Catharus guttatus), flew across my
path and into the net I was
approaching. Upon reaching the
net, I discovered that the thrush had
been disturbed partway through a
meal. Hanging from its mouth was
approximately 8 cm of the tail of a
small snake, apparently a DeKay’s
Brownsnake (Storeria dekayi). 1
removed the bird carefully from the
net and placed it in a cloth bag to
bring back for banding. All meas-
urements were taken quickly and
the bird released. Unfortunately, no
photograph was obtained as I was
initially concerned about letting the
thrush return to ingesting its meal.

Discussion

The DeKay’s Brownsnake is one of
the more common snake species on
Pelee Island, as it is elsewhere in
Ontario (Meleg and Tiessen 1996).
It is the smallest snake species doc-
umented on the island either cur-
rently or historically, as the Red-
bellied Snake (S. occipitomaculata)

does not occur there (Kamstra et al.
1995). Given the time of year, it is
unlikely that the snake was the
young of a larger species.

Jones and Donovan (1996)
reported the Hermit Thrush diet to
include insects, other small inverte-
brates, fruit, amphibians (frogs and
salamanders), and reptiles (snakes).
They cited a single reference
(Robbins 1990) for snakes in an
appendix summarizing animal and
plant species consumed by the
Hermit Thrush. That occurrence
was in Florence County, Wisconsin,
and involved an adult Hermit
Thrush bringing a freshly-killed 8-
inch (about 20 cm) Red-bellied
Snake to a nest, and two nestlings
attempting to swallow the snake,
starting from opposite ends
(Throne 1941). Although the fre-
quency of vertebrate consumption
by the Hermit Thrush is not dis-
cussed by Jones and Donovan
(1996), the small number of report-
ed instances suggests such events
are very rarely observed.

American Robins  (Turdus
migratorius) have been reported to
take snakes, fish and shrews rarely,
but only four references were listed
for snakes by Sallabanks and James
(1999) in The Birds of North
America. Additionally, Dan
Derbyshire (pers. comm.), coordina-
tor of the Tommy Thompson Park
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Bird Research Station on the
Toronto waterfront, reported observ-
ing an American Robin capture and
kill a DeKay’s Brownsnake in the
park during June 2005.

A review of other thrush
species accounts in The Birds of
North America indicated there are
relatively few reports of them tak-
ing vertebrate prey. Shrews, sala-
manders, tree frogs and snakes have
been noted as occasional foods of
the Eastern Bluebird (Sialia sialis;
Gowaty and Plissner 1998). The
Veery (C. fuscescens) was stated to
sometimes eat small frogs and sala-
manders, with only one source cited
(Moskoff 1995), and the Wood
Thrush (Hylocichla mustelina) was
indicated to take some small sala-
manders occasionally (Roth et al.
1996). Vertebrate prey items were
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not listed for Swainson’s Thrush (C.
ustulatus; Evans Mack and Yong
2000), Gray-cheeked Thrush (C.
minimus; Lowther et al. 2001) or
Bicknell’s Thrush (C. bicknelli;
Rimmer et al. 2001).

My conclusion is that while
there is evidence that thrushes will
take vertebrates occasionally, it is
mostly limited to small amphibians
such as salamanders. The occur-
rence of snakes in the diet of any
thrush in castern North America
appears to be rare, especially for
the smaller Catharus thrushes.
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Book Review

The '
Shoreblrd Gulder
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MIDNAEL O’BRIEN, RICHARD CROSSL

The Shorebird Guide. 2006. By
Michael O’Brien, Richard Crossley
and Kevin Karlson. Houghton
Mifflin Company, Boston and New
York. Vinyl Flexicover, 491 pages,
870 colour photographs, 15.5 x 23.5
cm. $33.95 Canadian. ISBN 13: 978-
0-618-43294-3.

The Shorebird Guide follows closely
the publication in 2005 of a photo-
graphic guide to the Shorebirds of
North America by Dennis Paulson. I
reviewed Paulson’s guide a year ago
in the August 2005 issue of Ontario
Birds. There is a third recent shore-
bird guide (illustrated with paint-
ings) titled Shorebirds of North
America, Europe, and Asia published
in 2005 by Princeton University
Press. If you were to buy only one of
these specialty books, I recommend
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The Shorebird Guide which is
reviewed here. Get all three books if
you love shorebirds as I do.

The Shorebird Guide covers all
North American shorebirds includ-
ing vagrants. The Introduction gives
an excellent overview of shorebird
families, how to identify shorebirds,
topography using three photos,
molt, plumage and aging. The guide
is divided into two large main sec-
tions, the Species Photos and the
Species Accounts, which are dis-
cussed in the next two paragraphs.

The Species Photos section is the
core of the guide. It is a tremendous
visual resource. The high quality of
the colour photographs is outstand-
ing and many stunning full page
images are included. It first treats 48
Domestic Species of regular occur-
rence in North America in consider-
able detail (e.g., 17 photos on 5 pages
for Western Sandpiper), showing
juvenile, winter and breeding
plumages including birds in molt,
mixed species flocks, in flight and
close-up shots, behaviors and habi-
tats. The photo captions bulge with
identification tips. The month and
location for most photos are given in
the caption. Dates are extremely use-
ful in understanding appearance,
plumage and molt. There are small
but accurate range maps in colour.
The second part of the Species Photos
section treats 46 Rarities and
Regional Specialties. The number of
photos per species is fewer. There are



no range maps in this part, but range
is described in the Species Accounts.
Canadian content in the Species
Photos section is represented by only
two photographs: a juvenile Pectoral
Sandpiper in flight on page 172 by
Brandon Holden of Ontario and a
juvenile presumed hybrid White-
rumped x Buff-breasted Sandpiper
on page 314 by Bruce Mactavish of
Newfoundland.

The Species Accounts (text) is
the second main section. The
accounts contain an exceptional
amount of detailed and valuable
information on the Status, Taxonomy
(a better heading would be Sub-
species), Behavior, Migration, Molt
and Vocalizations. The heading
Behavior is misleading because
under it is considerable information
normally not considered behavior,
such as habitat.

Instead of identifying shorebirds
primarily by plumage field marks,
this guide focuses on their General
Impression of Size and Shape or
GISS, which is an old military term
for recognizing aircraft. The acronym
changed to JIZZ used by birders.
Identifying birds by jizz is also
known as the holistic or gestalt
method. Two examples of jizz identi-
fications are: a yellowlegs dashing
around chasing small fish is almost
certainly a Greater; and a dowitcher
that looks like it “swallowed a grape-
fruit” is a Long-billed. The guide is
full of such examples. As birders gain
experience, they incorporate more
jizz into their identifications. T sup-
port the jizz method because most of
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my identifications use jizz. I caution
identifying birds by jizz only.
Particularly when documenting rari-
ties, be certain to note diagnostic
plumage characters and eliminate all
similar species if you expect your
reports to be accepted.

The guide has a number of
“special features” making it chal-
lenging and fun to use, such as the
following. There are 45 quiz ques-
tions in the captions of the Species
Photos with answers in the
Appendix. There are 27 full page
shorebird photos with answers in
the Appendix. There are photo
pages of hybrid and aberrant shore-
birds. There is a photo page com-
paring juvenile stints. There is a
quiz of 27 shorebird silhouettes on
the inside back cover and facing
page, with the page number answer
under each silhouette.

Here are some additional com-
ments and discussion. The two sub-
species of Solitary Sandpiper, eastern
nominate solitaria and western cin-
namomea, may be separate species.
DNA barcode analysis suggests they
were isolated several million years
ago (fide Paul Hebert). Fresh juve-
niles of the two subspecies are easily
told apart in the field. In eastern soli-
taria the upperparts are dotted with
buffy white spots (which soon fade
whitish) whereas cinnamomea has
much brighter cinnamon spots. With
this in mind, the guide only has a
good photo of a juvenile solitaria
whereas the juvenile cinnamomea is
a small inset photo making it hard to
see the difference.
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This guide realistically states that
the Eskimo Curlew is “presumed
extinct”. It would be interesting to
know the year of the last juvenile
Eskimo Curlew specimen. A few
years ago I inquired about the ages
(adult or juvenile) of the last two
Eskimo Curlew specimens. Both
were taken in late summer, and if
they were juveniles it would indicate
breeding in the years they were col-
lected. The second last specimen was
taken at Battle Harbour, Labrador,
on 29 August 1932. It is in the
Canadian Museum of Nature, and is
an adult. The last ever specimen was
shot in the Barbados, West Indies, on
4 September 1963. It is in The
Academy of Natural Sciences in
Philadelphia, and is an adult too.
Accepted sightings in Texas dating
from 1945 to the 1960s never record-
ed more than two birds. The last pho-
tograph of an Eskimo Curlew (repro-
duced on page 268) was taken in
March 1962 in Texas. I have often
wondered if the bird in the 1962
Texas photo and the 1963 Barbados
specimen are the same individual
given that there were perhaps only
three very old Eskimo Curlews still
alive in 1963. There are no secret
breeding grounds in Canada.
Searches were done for many years
in Mackenzie District (Northwest
Territories) in summer and in
Labrador for fall migrants. None
were sighted. Since there have been
no confirmed records in over 45
years, the Eskimo Curlew is extinct.

The Glossary consists of three
pages. Some specialized terms used in
the guide such as intergrade are not
defined. The North American term
“peep” and the European term
“stint” are said to be analogous (sim-
ilar but not synonymous) without
explaining the difference. Peep was
defined in Peterson’s classic 1947 edi-
tion wunder Least Sandpiper:
“Collectively we call the small spar-
row-sized Sandpipers ‘Peep’ (Least,
Semipalmated, Western, Baird’s, and
White-rump)”. The first three are
stints, but not the slightly larger
White-rumped and Baird’s
Sandpipers. All stints are peeps, but
not all peeps are stints.

The Bibliography is weak
because it lists mainly books whose
primary content is not shorebirds.
Much of the scientific literature on
shorebirds is not in the bibliogra-
phy, such as Pitelka’s classic 1950
monograph on dowitchers. Also
missing are significant shorebird
articles in ABA’s Birding magazine
and other major journals.
Considering the many general bird
books listed, I cannot understand
the omission of The Birds of
Canada by W. Earl Godfrey (1986).

The Shorebird Guide has no
equal. Study its splendid photos, and
read the detailed captions and
species accounts. Do the quizzes and
memorize the silhouettes. The guide
contains a huge amount of informa-
tion not found in other shorebird
books. It is highly recommended.

Ron Pittaway, Box 619, 4 Anson Street, Minden, Ontario KOM 2KO
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August 2006 Quiz

Glenn Coady

For this photo quiz, we have present-
ed a much different type of challenge
than usual. As a tribute to this sum-
mer’s fiftieth field season for the
Ontario Nest Record Scheme, we
submit this nest photograph with an
egg and recently-hatched nestlings
for your consideration.

Although not likely to be car-
ried in the field by many birders,
there is a very good field guide for
identifying North American nests,
eggs, and nestlings. Many Ontario
observers are likely still unfamiliar
with A Guide to the Nests, Eggs, and
Nestlings of North American Birds
(Second Edition) by Paul J. Baicich
and Colin J. O. Harrison (Academic
Press, 1997). It contains a wealth of
information on the topic of nests,
with thorough descriptions, illustra-
tions and identification keys for the
nests, eggs, and nestlings of most
North American breeding birds.
Most well-described Ontario nests
with eggs and/or young can likely
be keyed out using this book with-
out having to visit a major ornitho-
logical collection for suitable refer-
ence material.

Of course, in the ficld, in most
situations where one can obtain
good descriptions of nests, eggs
and/or nestlings, that information
becomes academic. Such opportuni-
ties will more often than not involve
the presence of well-known, easily
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identified adults providing agitated
nest defence or distraction display,
making identification of the nest and
its contents decidedly routine. For
the purposes of the quiz though, we
will use the information in Baicich
and Harrison to narrow our list of
candidates.

The first thing we notice is that
there is little or no constructed nest
in this case and it is found on open
ground not adjacent to any water.
Baicich and Harrison’s key to the
nests suggests the only Ontario
breeding birds likely associated with
such a nest would be Peregrine
Falcon, Willow Ptarmigan, Wild
Turkey, most plovers, some sand-
pipers, Parasitic Jaeger, and the goat-
suckers. Given the recent description
of a ground-nesting Merlin in
Ontario, we might also consider it a
possibility based on the type of nest.
Although gulls and terns tend to nest
colonially and near water, a tight nest
photo like this one might depict one
of their nests, as well.

The one creamy-white egg in the
nest is medium-sized based on com-
parison to the vegetation around the
nest, and is mottled with very large
black blotches. Peregrine Falcon and
Merlin both have reddish eggs and
can easily be ruled out. Wild Turkey
eggs are much more finely spotted
with brown or purple flecking.
Parasitic Jaegers tend to have eggs



with a much more olive to olive-
brown ground colour. The combina-
tion of this type of nest with a medi-
um-sized white egg with heavy black
blotches is thus only likely to belong
to either a Willow Ptarmigan, larger
plover, large sandpiper, gull, tern or
goatsucker. We could reduce this list
further if we were able to adequately
describe the egg shape, but in this
photo the egg shape is not easy to
clearly ascertain.

The nestlings would best be
described according to the Baicich
and Harrison key as large, downy
nestlings that are striped or mottled,
with a long and slender bill. The long
and slender bill would easily rule out
Willow Ptarmigan (which generally
also have more reddish eggs than this
with finer blotches, although they
can vary to creamy white) and any of
the goatsuckers.

So we are dealing here with
either a large plover, one of the larg-
er sandpipers, a tern or gull (except
Bonaparte’s Gull, which is a tree
nester). Note that the nestlings in the
photo have fairly long and slender
bills that are uniformly black from
the base to the tip. At this age, all of
the nestlings of the larger breeding
gull species in Ontario (Ring-billed
Gull, Herring Gull, and Great Black-
backed Gull) have shorter, black bills
with contrasting white tips. Little
Gull nestlings have a pinkish-based
bill with a dusky tip. The nestlings of
all the breeding species of tern in
Ontario (Caspian, Common, Arctic,
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Forster’s, and Black) show pinkish or
reddish-based bills with contrasting
dark tips at this age.

The most striking thing about
these nestlings is how extensively yel-
low-gold they are and how heavily
mottled with black. Among the
Ontario breeding species of shore-
birds, only the plovers routinely con-
struct little or no nest beyond a sim-
ple, mostly unlined scrape. Among
the Ontario breeding plovers
(American Golden-Plover, Semi-
palmated Plover, Piping Plover, and
Killdeer) only the American Golden-
Plover has so yellow-gold a nestling
that is so heavily mottled with black.
This American Golden-Plover nest
was photographed in Cambridge
Bay, Victoria Island, Nunavut, on 11
July 1996 by Jim Richards.

This is quite a fitting species to
choose as a tribute to the Ontario
Nest Record Scheme. Although
breeding evidence for American
Golden-Plover in the Cape Henrietta
Maria area was obtained as early as
1948, the first nest was found on 23
June 1970 near radar site 415 by none
other than Ontario Nest Record
Scheme coordinator George Peck.

I am sure all OFO members
wish to join me in thanking George
for his life-long commitment to the
success of the Ontario Nest Record
Scheme, one of the finest nest data-
bases to be found anywhere in the
world. May the next fifty years be
equally as successful.

Glenn Coady, 604 — 60 Mountview Avenue, Toronto, Ontario M6P 214
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