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The second year of OFO Shorebird Nights at Hillman Marsh Shorebird Cell
was wonderfully received by the birding public in general throughout May.
Dave Milsom   

Our expert OFO shorebird volunteers were on hand in good numbers on six nights to assist
birders with identification, give specific information about each species, migration routes
travelled by the birds, and to answer any bird-related questions posed to them. A staunch
supporter of shorebirds, Jean Iron was on hand for all the public sessions to offer her
expertise and assistance to numerous birders and beginners.

OFO is proud to have contributed major funds to the building of the Hillman shore-
bird blind used by so many birders annually. Essex Regional Conservation Authority should
be commended for their dedication to the maintaining of suitable water levels in the cell,
the construction of the shorebird blind, and for providing personnel to enable the numer-
ous birders to park easily and to obtain season passes to Hillman Marsh at the gate. Mike
Malone at Pelee Wings continually supported the endeavour as well as providing sub-

stantial funds for the building of the shore-
bird blind plus the additions erected over
the winter months. At Point Pelee Nation-
al Park, Sarah Rupert was a strong propo-
nent of the shorebird nights and enabled
the events to be advertised throughout the
park, as well as being one of the volun-
teers herself at several of the shorebird
nights.

Next year we hope to provide more sig-
nage in the cell area and the blind to enable
birders to understand the main migratory
routes as well as to identify the predomi-
nant species being seen at the marsh. It
will also be necessary to extend this pro-
gram even further with additional nights,
including weekends to enable the large
contingent of new and more experienced
birders to attend more sessions.

OFOCertificate
of Appreciation

Friends of 
Point Pelee

How many birders have stood shivering at
the tip of Point Pelee on May mornings
looking forward to the coffee and bird-
seed cookies at the Birder Breakfast or
enjoyed the BBQ lunch after hours spent
chasing rarities in the park? Year after
year the Friends of Point Pelee cheerful-
ly serve birders during the Festival of
Birds, forgoing birding themselves. The
Friends also help with the OFO Con-
vention when it is held at Point Pelee
every two years. 

At this year’s Festival of Birds, Dave
Milsom, OFO Director presented Debbie
Ware, General Manager of the Friends
of Point Pelee with a well deserved OFO
Certificate of Appreciation to thank the
Friends for their years of service to the
birding community and many more
years to come.

OFO’s Dave Milsom and Debbie Ware of Friends 
of Point Pelee.
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Many thanks to our OFO Shorebird Volunteers
without whom this event would not be possible:  

Shorebird NightsatHillman Marsh
Jean Iron
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A group of Ontario birders at Point Pelee this
past spring held their annual potluck sup-
per on 6 May at White Pines Picnic Area.
Although this gathering is always the social
highlight of May at Point Pelee, it was made
extra special this year with the awarding of
an OFO Certificate of Appreciation to long-
time Ontario birder and field ornithologist
Alan Wormington. 

Speaking to about 60 birders, OFO
board members Bob Cermak and Claire Nel-
son made the presentation, pointing out that
it is awarded to both members and non-

members who have made a significant con-
tribution to birds and bird study in the
province; Bob Curry outlined just how sig-
nificant Alan’s contributions have been.

Although he is a fixture at Point Pelee,
Alan has not always lived there. He grew up
in West Hamilton and haunted its fields and
woodlots. Such was his dedication to birds
and butterflies, neither his parents nor his
principal could keep him in school. How-
ever, the skills he acquired in this way and
his natural organizational and writing skills
have benefited OFO immeasurably. He is a
founding member of the Ontario Bird Rec -
ords Committee and has served as member
and secretary for most of its 34 years. 

His attention to detail began the tradi-
tion of the highly accurate OBRC Annual
Report that is published in Ontario Birds.
Alan has written numerous articles for our
publications and also for other journals. The

common denominator is that articles are
meticulously researched and now constitute
part of the ornithological history of Ontario.  

Alan works as a professional field biolo-
gist for environmental consulting firms all
over the province. Away from Point Pelee,
Alan loves northern Ontario where the vast
spaces provide the solitude he so enjoys and
the challenges of discovery he so success-
fully meets. 

The gathering of birders  certainly appre-
ciated Alan as the consummate discoverer of
rare birds. Alan loves the rarity quest
whether it is a butterfly or bird. Many of
those gathered have seen several life birds or
life Ontario birds as a consequence of Alan’s
indefatigable energy and identification skills.
Of course we birders are never satisfied and
count on Alan to pull yet more rarities out
of Point Pelee’s hat for us to chase in the
years ahead. Thanks Alan!

On Saturday, 29 March 2014, 17 young birders between the
ages of 9 and 17 met at Presqu'ile Provincial Park for a day of bird-
ing and workshops. Doug McRae, Peter Burke, and Bill Gilmour
generously volunteered their time to share their extensive expert-
ise in identifying birds, preparing study skins, and field sketching.
Our first stop was Calf Pasture Point where we all had an opportunity to 
identify the many waterfowl species in the bay. We learned key identification 
features, how to count large numbers of birds, and how to use a spotting 
scope for both viewing and photography. The highlight was spotting a hybrid
Common x Barrow's Goldeneye. We then proceeded to the Government Dock
and were able to pick out a few Lesser Scaup among the many Greater Scaup.
After this, we walked to Bill Gilmour's house where we were treated to a Com-
mon Raven harassing a Sharp-shinned Hawk. Our last stop of the morning was
the lighthouse where we added White-winged Scoter to our list. This conclud-
ed the field portion of our day.  

Cold and hungry, we were thankful for the hot drinks and pizza lunch pro-
vided. Once our appetites were sated, we split into two groups: one group
watching Doug McRae prepare a study skin, while the other learned about 

eBird and field sketching. Preparing a study skin requires attention to detail, a
steady hand, and patience. The result is an excellent tool for studying bird topog-
raphy, as well as providing an invaluable resource for artists. In addition, we were
able to study the internal anatomy of the bird and even determine a possible
cause of death. Far from being gory, the whole experience was fascinating and
educational. Field sketching also requires attention to detail in order to draw the
bird in a life-like pose and with proper proportions. Peter is a gifted artist who
has illustrated field guides. He is also an enthusiastic promoter of eBird and
shared a checklist of the day's sightings with us.  

The day was enjoyable, informative and a great bonding experience for 
all the young birders present. We are grateful to OFO and Lynne Freeman
for organizing rewarding experiences for young birders and look forward to
the next event.

Young Birders 
Enjoy Presqu’ile
Adam Capparelli

Alan Wormington Receives 
OFO Certificate of Appreciation
Bob Curry

Claire Nelson and Alan Wormington. Jean Iron

Young birders watch Doug McRae preparing a study skin. Gillian Shields



A Siege of Bitterns.2014. Steve Burrows.
Dundurn Press, Toronto ON. 
Softcover 352 pages. $15.99 CND.
ISBN 978-1-4597-08433

Terrie Smith read this book before I
did and offered some insights that 
I think will help the reader in under-
standing the concept and focus of
the novel. 

Terrie writes: “Of the 3,100
books I have read over the last 44
years, this is the first one that deals
with crime and birding I have come
across. It is an interesting blending of
the two genres.” Since this is the first in a
series, I find it exciting to envision the com-
plex plots that may arise as the stories are
woven in subsequent novels. Terrie goes on
to say “I more or less found the novel more
of a character study than one dealing with
murder, a cover-up of an environmental dis-
aster and the wilful contamination of a local
marsh.” The plot of the story is enhanced by
the forward thinking investigative tech-
niques, simple sleuthing, biological vig -
nettes and an introduction to the intrica-
cies and complications of being a birder.

Terrie adds “We have Detective Chief
Inspector Domenic Jejeune — a thorough
investigator who possesses a laid-back
demeanour as a police officer, who seems to
be distracted by also being a birder.” Some-
how though the reader is drawn in and,
after a few pages, anticipates and even

expects that Jejeune will
somehow use birds and biol-
ogy to solve the mystery. Ter-
rie says he enjoyed Jejeune’s
conversations with the out-
spoken MP Brennan and
especially with his supervi-
sor, Deputy Chief Supervisor
Shepherd, as they often were
pointed and probing, while
somehow remained respect-
ful. Jejeune’s sidekick is Ser-

geant Maik, who fails to understand Jeje-
une’s fascination with birds and, try as he
might, can’t seem to grasp what Jejeune is
doing or thinking most of the time. But ever
dutiful he does his job well and helps with
the tedious background work that ulti-
mately leads to the solving of the crimes —
yes, crimes — and you thought murder was
the only thing going on here. Sergeant Maik
is an aggressive, slightly less than courte-
ous officer serving under Jejeune, who must
contend with the latter’s sometimes eccen-
tric birding pre-occupations even while

investigating the crime. Other characters
add flavour and colour to the book. I liked
the interactions between Jejeune’s girlfriend
Lindy and Senior, a grizzled, odd and cer-
tainly eccentric (see a pattern here) birder
and an expert on salt marsh ecology. Lindy
will never be a birder but she tolerates
Senior’s good natured and quite humorous
prodding as she tries to understand Jeje-
une’s passions for birds and the impacts on
their lives and his moods.

Well, I think I’m going to let you hang
here as there’s no way I’m going to give away
the plot any further. Suffice to say, this is
very well-written and very pleasing to read.
The plots are intricate, the characters are
definitely characters and the insights Bur-
rows shares will have each of you thinking
about yourself and/or one of your friends as
you compare yours and their eccentricities
to Jejeune’s. The plot is well developed and
has twists that will surprise any reader. The
ultimate surprise comes near the end where
he solves the murder (of course!) but how
he does it will have you saying — “Wow!
Makes sense.” But rest assured, you will
never solve it before Burrows tells you who
did it and how Jejeune figured it out. Enjoy
this book. There’s more to come and I
intend to be a faithful reader.

Geoff Carpentier and Terrie Smith
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Book Review

Readers of the previous issue of OFO News may be curious about how
the 2014 breeding season unfolded for Yellow-throated Warbler at Rondeau.
A single bird in 2011, and two adults in 2012 and 2013, had arrived at Ron-
deau by mid to late April. The birds spent much of their time in the pine-oak
habitat along the eastern side of the park and were often seen at feeders at

the Visitor Centre and a nearby cottage, or somewhere in between. The 
latter two spring seasons looked especially promising to confirm the first
breeding record for Ontario. The adults exhibited breeding behaviour and
in 2013, at least one adult was present into August. Efforts to find conclu-
sive breeding evidence that year were unsuccessful.

Yellow-throated Warblers typically arrive at their northern breeding
grounds in April, yet the long cold winter and delay of spring at this latitude
this year may have affected the species’ northward migration. Or as is some-
times the case, not all birds survive several migration events.

Alas, in spite of careful observation, 2014 did not bode well for that con-
clusive breeding evidence either. The species was not located at Rondeau in
April. There were two occurrences of this species but the first one was not
until 2 May right at the extreme northeast corner of the park, and at least 
4 kilometres from where they had appeared during the previous three years.
Another report came from the southeast end of the park on 9 May. Both
observations were for one day only.

Elsewhere in southern Ontario, there were a few scattered records 
during May, and even one in eastern Ontario. But based on the few reports
during 2014 to date, it appears that for the moment, we are back to the wide-
ly scattered and brief appearances of this attractive wood warbler in Ontario
as was the case prior to 2011.

UPDATE:Rondeau 
Yellow-throated Warblers
P. Allen Woodliffe

Yellow-throated Warbler. P. Allen Woodliffe



These six birds in flight appear to be blackbirds with very pale eyes and
a long tail that seems to be wedge-shaped on most of the birds. The
only options are the grackles. None of these birds has the longer,
larger more keel-shaped tail of a Boat-tailed or Great-tailed Grackle
so we are left with Common Grackle, an abundant widespread breed-
er and migrant throughout all but northern Ontario. 

Common Grackles come in essentially two forms – the “Bronzed
Grackle” of the interior and the “Purple Grackle” of the southeastern
US and coastal regions, which at one time were considered separate

species. Unless proven otherwise, all grackles in Ontario are assumed to be Bronzed
Grackles. As with most subspecies, the differences are somewhat subtle and subject to
regional and individual variation. However, with a good view, many can be identified. Pur-
ple Grackles may have purple mixed in with the blue head and neck and various colors
mixed in with the bronze-colored body plumage. Good lighting is necessary to perceive
these differences. Of the six birds in our photo quiz, I think we can only be certain of the
one in the middle of the photo, second from the bottom. That bird shows a strong uni-
form bronze color throughout the back and most of the near wing, indicating that it is a
Bronzed Grackle. 

Although the others are most likely also of this subspecies, the view is inconclusive in
my opinion. So, the question now is, how would you report this to eBird? Would you record
six “Common Grackle (Bronzed)” [note, this is how this subspecies appears on the eBird
checklist] or just one “Common Grackle (Bronzed)” plus five Common Grackle?  
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PhotoQuiz
Willie D’Anna

Brandon Holden

Identifying Recognizable
Forms and eBird
For experienced birders, it should be 
pretty easy to identify the species in our photo
quiz. Identifying the subspecies, however, will
make this a little more challenging.

right: Purple Grackle
below: Bronzed Grackle. 

Bill Hubick
(www.billhubick.com)



Ontario Field 
Ornithologists

OFO News
Editor
Cindy Cartwright
pom@bmts.com

Contributing Editors
Mike Burrell
mike.burrell.on@gmail.com

Willie D’Anna, Photo Quiz
dannapotter@roadrunner.com

Christian Friis
friis.christian@gmail.com 

Allen Woodliffe   
awoodliffe@hotmail.com

Editorial Assistants
Geoff Carpentier, Jean Iron, 
Ron Pittaway and Roger Bird

OFO News Layout and Design
Judie Shore  judieshore@bell.net

Articles and notes are welcome. 
Contributors should check the OFO
website under publications for 
deadlines and submission guidelines.

OFO Website www.ofo.ca
Doug Woods, Coordinator  
Email: ofo@ofo.ca

Ontbirds
Mark Cranford – Coordinator
Ontbirds, with over 3000 subscribers, 
is OFO’s successful listserv for reporting
rare bird sightings. Now the largest 
bird ing listserv in North Amer ica,
Ontbirds has become an inte g ral part 
of the Ontario birding community. 
Follow the instructions on the OFO 
website to subscribe to Ontbirds.
Email: ontbirds@ofo.ca

OFO Membership
Annual membership:Canada:$35.00  
For information please contact 
the OFO Membership Secretary, 
Christian Friis: ofo@ofo.ca or 
check our website: www.ofo.ca

Return undelivered mail to:
Ontario Field Ornithologists
PO Box 116 Station F
Toronto ON  M4Y 2L4
© OFO Pileated Woodpecker logo is a 
copyright registered with the Government 
of Canada. The OFO logo and mat erial 
published in OFO News may not be 
reproduced without permission.

Publications Mail Agreement Number 40046348
ISSN 1200-1589  © OFO News 2014

16 OFO News October 2014 

Before you answer that question, let’s take
a hypothetical example. You are birding at
Point Pelee and six Common Grackles fly over.
You watch them land in a tree, perhaps 300
meters away (or, more realistically, you
stopped watching them as soon as you iden-
tified them as Common Grackles). You pull
out your iPhone with your eBird checklist,
ignore the plain old Common Grackle, and
record six “Common Grackle (Bronzed).”
Meanwhile, a birder is standing right next to
the tree where the Grackles landed and she
watches them fly to the ground to feed near
her in perfect lighting. She is struck by a slight
purple iridescence on the nape of two indi-
viduals that extends onto the back and decides
that she better photograph them. Later, when
she shows her excellent photographs to some
of the Point Pelee experts, they notice the same
purple colour, as well as a lack of the typical
uniform bronze body plumage shown by a
Bronzed Grackle. “Those are Purple Grack-
les!” they exclaim. Later, when word filters out
about this surprising discovery, you wonder if
you could have seen them but overlooked
them. You will never know, however, as the
birds are now long gone, continuing on their
migration.  

In truth, if you never change your eBird
entry, the massive eBird database is not
harmed by your error, swallowed up by the
vast numbers of correctly-identified Bronzed
Grackles. But what if this is the start of a trend.
Perhaps due to climate change or whatever,
Purple Grackles are now breeding much far-
ther north than they did just a few years ago.
They are common within their range and may
be expected to occur in Ontario. Requiring
some effort to identify, most birders will not
bother to make sure that many of the Bronzed
Grackles they are reporting are really of that
subspecies. As a result, a few more errors will
creep into the eBird database. Perhaps the
change in breeding range is rapid and dra-
matic with the Purple Grackle soon making
regular appearances in Ontario. Again, since
the identification requires close study, good

light, and probably a good camera to convince
others, most sightings of Purple Grackle will
not be given serious consideration. At some
point, Ontario’s keenest birders will eventual-
ly discover and document a few Purple Grack-
les and stimulate closer scrutiny by many
other birders. Suddenly, Purple Grackles are
popping up all over the place and everyone
realizes that this subspecies is no longer unex-
pected. At this point, perhaps, a significant
proportion of grackles in southern Ontario are
now Purple Grackles. Researchers will be ask-
ing, when did this remarkable change take
place? And how could it have taken place
without our even noticing it?

The answer to the last question is simple—
we assumed the status quo. That is, Bronzed
Grackles were the expected subspecies so we
assumed that any grackle we saw, no matter
how well, was a Bronzed Grackle. Although
this example is hypothetical, it’s really not that
far-fetched. I would urge birders who use
eBird to continue to report “Common Grack-
les (Bronzed)” but only when they have care-
fully identified them. Don’t make an assump-
tion about the subspecies. The same goes for
all the other recognizable forms that occur reg-
ularly in Ontario. Roger Tory Peterson, in the
appendix to one of the old versions of his bird
field guide, quotes the famed ornithologist
and bird artist, George Miksh Sutton, who was
writing about his own ornithology students: 

…They all were willing to take someone else’s
word on the subspecies — to use the name
that seemed to fit geographically, to employ
what I call fake accuracy…Indeed, you are
not being more accurate by naming the sub-
species, when you have not carefully made
the identification. Instead, you are simply
playing the odds.

This fine photo of Common Grackles in flight,
which includes at least one Bronzed Grackle,
was taken by Brandon Holden at Point Pelee
on 11 May 2014. I thank Brandon and also
Ron Pittaway, who made very helpful com-
ments on an earlier draft of this article.
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OFOGull WeekendatNiagara
29-30 November 2014

Gulls of Niagara by Jean Iron – Gull ID Workshop
OFO Gull Trip 

For information please see the OFO website: www.ofo.ca 


