The Journal of the
Ontario Field
Ornithologists

Volume 11 Number 2
August 1993




Ontario
Field Ornithologists

Ontario Field Ornithologists is an organization dedicated to the study of
birdlife in Ontario. It was formed to unify the ever-growing numbers of
field ornithologists (birders/birdwatchers) across the province and to
provide 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 and
a journal, Ontario Birds, hosts field trips throughout Ontario and holds an
Annual General Meeting 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 dues are $20.00 (Annual) or $400.00 (Life
Membership). All members receive Ontario Birds. Please send
memberships to: Ontario Field Ornithologists, Box 62014, Burlington
Mall Postal Outlet, Burlington, Ontario L7R 4K2.

Ontario Birds

Editors: Bill Crins, Ron Pittaway, Ron Tozer

Editorial Assistance: Doug Tozer, Mike Turner

Art Consultant: Chris Kerrigan

Design/Production: Centennial Printers (Peterborough) Ltd.

The aim of Ontario Birds is to provide a vehicle for documentation of the
birds of Ontario. We encourage the submission of full length articles and
short notes on the status, distribution, identification, and behaviour of birds
in Ontario, as well as location guides to significant Ontario birdwatching
areas, book reviews, and similar material of interest on Ontario birds.

If possible, material submitted for publication should be double-spaced and
typewritten. All submissions are subject to review and editing. Please
submit items for publication to the Editors at the address noted above.

Publication costs are partially offset by an annual grant from the James L.
Baillie Memorial Fund. OFO gratefully acknowledges this generous support.



Ontario Birds
Volume 11 Number 2 August 1993 Pages 41-80

Table of Contents

Articles

Bicknell's Thrush in Ontario 41
Henri Ouellet

Ontario Bird Records Committee Report for 1992 46
Margaret Bain

Recognizable Forms

Subspecies of the Great Horned Owl 64
Ron Pittaway

Notes

Double-brooding in Ontario Loggerhead Shrikes 69
Ron Pittaway

Winter Roosting Behaviour of the Three-toed Woodpecker 71
Don Shanahan

Common Nighthawks Foraging in Large Flocks on Migration 75
Peter Ewins

Photo Quiz

Little Gull 78
Doug McRae
Publication Notices 80

Cover Illustration: Bicknell's Thrush
by Peter Burke



41

Articles

Bicknell’s Thrush in Ontario

Henri Ouellet

Introduction

The Gray-cheeked Thrush (Catharus
minimus), a typical bird of the
northern boreal forest, occurs during
the breeding season from
Newfoundland to Alaska but small
populations have been recorded also
in the northern New England states
and in northeastern Siberia (A.O.U.
1983, Bent 1949, Stepanyan 1990,
Godfrey 1986). Geographic variation
was noticed and described by a few
authors (Bicknell 1882, Ridgway
1882) mainly during the last century
which led to the recognition of three
subspecies (Wallace 1939, A.O.U.
1957). Of these, Bicknell's Thrush
(Catharus minimus bicknelli) was
described by Robert Ridgway (1882)
from specimens taken in the
mountains of New England. He
reported that the specimens he
studied had a smaller size and that
their plumage was more brownish on
the back when compared with
specimens taken farther north, in
Canada and in Alaska (Ridgway 1882,
1907). Several years later, in an
important work that was to become a
classic biosystematic study, George
Wallace (1939) published the results
of his studies of the distribution, life
history, and taxonomy of the New
England states population with
comparisons based primarily on
morphological aspects with breeding
birds taken in other parts of the
range. He established that birds from

Newfoundland belong to a different
population from those of the
mainland and that they should be
recognized as a distinct subspecies
and that mainland birds in the rest of
the range belonged to another
population.

Bicknell's Thrush has been
recognized since by most authors as a
subspecies of the Gray-cheeked
Thrush. In addition to the marked
morphological differences found in
specimens from New England, Nova
Scotia, and the Gaspé Peninsula
(Quebec), the song of these birds was
believed to be unlike that of other
populations (Gillet 1935). Wallace
(1939) confirmed the song differences
but these were ignored by Stein
(1956) and everybody else.

The winter distribution of
Bicknell's Thrush remained relatively
unknown and much confusion
persisted about the wintering ranges
of the three subspecies until Wallace
(1939) reidentified the type and
ascertained its origin. Following
several periods of field observation,
the examination of specimens in
museum collections, and the
comparison of song recordings from
various parts of the range of the
Gray-cheeked Thrush, in eastern
Canada and the United States, 1
became aware of strong differences
when birds of southern Quebec (C.
m. bicknelli) were compared to birds
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from Newfoundland, Labrador, and
northern Quebec (C. m. aliciae and
minimus). These peculiarities
convinced me to undertake a detailed
study of the southeastern population.
I have examined breeding specimens
of known sex in fresh or relatively
fresh plumage from Labrador,
Massachusetts, New Brunswick,
Newfoundland, New Hampshire,
New York, Nova Scotia, Québec,
Saint-Pierre and Miquelon, and
Vermont. I have studied also
migratory and wintering specimens
from Ontario, Quebec, the Maritime
Provinces, Manitoba, Saskatchewan,
Illinois, Iowa, Maryland,
Massachusetts, Minnesota, Montana,
Nebraska, New Jersey, New York,
North Dakota, South Carolina,
Virginia, Wisconsin, Belize, Bermuda,
Colombia, Costa Rica, Dominican
Republic, Ecuador, Guatemala,
Guyana, Honduras, Panama, Swan
Islands (U.S.A.), and Venezuela to
determine the migration patterns and
winter range of the southeastern
populations.

Results

Several color classes were
determined using the dominant
coloration of the specimens. Each
specimen was then assigned to one of
the color classes. I found that
specimens of bicknelli usually have
the dorsal regions "'olive brown'’, and
that "'olive’’ is dominant in the
minimus group, whereas "'olive gray"’
does not occur in breeding bicknelli.
Strong differences were found in the
coloration of the tail of bicknelli
where it is consistently ''chestnut’’,
in contrast with the "‘olive’’ or "'olive
brown'' tail of minimus and aliciae
specimens. My data also indicate that
males of bicknelli have more buffy
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throats than those of the other two
groups and that the white of the
under parts is duller in bicknelli than
in the other samples, having a grayish
tint or wash.

The color of the soft parts in
bicknelli is different from that of the
other two subspecies in being '"bright
pale yellow'' at the base of the
mandible, varying from ''blackish
brown'’ to ''black’’ on the maxilla,
and ranging from "'light purpish
flesh’’ to ''purplish flesh'’ on the legs.
The soles of the feet are pale and
vary from "'flesh’’ to "'dull pale
yellow'’ in bicknelli whereas they are
brighter "'yellow'’ in the other
populations.

Series of measurements analyzed
statistically show that bicknelli has
the smallest measurements, and that
specimens from northern Quebec,
including northern Labrador, have
the largest body dimensions, with the
Newfoundland population being
intermediate in size for most
dimensions. Wing length is shortest
in bicknelli (male: mean = 92.9mm;
female: mean = 87.7mm) as well as
tail length (male: mean = 68.7mm;
female: mean = 65.6mm), tarsus
length (male: mean = 29.2mm;
female: mean = 28.9mm) and
exposed culmen length (male: mean
= 12.7mm; female: mean =
12.6mm).

Field recordings of songs by
myself or provided by a colleague
(J.T. Marshall) or obtained from the
Cornell University Library of Natural
Sounds were used in the analyses,
comparisons of songs from different
populations, and field experiments.
The frequency of the bicknelli songs is
consistently higher and does not fall
towards the end of the song as in



minimus but remains constant or
increases. This difference can be
detected in the field by a careful
listener and provides an accurate
means of separating this population
from the others. The high frequencies
of the call notes are higher in bicknelli
than in minimus but the low
frequency is not different. Similarly, I
found no difference in the duration
of the call notes.

In a series of playback
experiments, songs previously
recorded in central and southern
Quebec, including the Eastern
Townships and the Gaspé Peninsula,
were played back in various habitats
and in areas where Gray-cheeked
Thrushes had been recorded or which
seemed suitable for this species. My
results show that no reaction was
obtained from the playbacks of aliciae
or minimus songs in the range of
bicknelli. However, songs of bicknelli
drew reactions in over 45 per cent of
the playbacks.

A biochemical analysis of
mitochondrial DNA (mtDNA)
revealed a strong differentiation
between Catharus minimus and C. m.
bicknelli and an important divergence
between the two taxa. These results
indicate that this divergence took
place approximately 1 million years
ago.

The Gray-cheeked Thrush occurs
in the Boreal Forest Region (Rowe
1972) and is found primarily in
mature coniferous stands and more
rarely in tall shrubby growths in the
taiga or above tree line (A.O.U. 1983;
Godfrey 1986) in Labrador and
northern Quebec. On the other hand,
southern populations from southern
Quebec, the Maritime Provinces, and
the New England States have been
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reported in scrubby coniferous
stands, mostly spruce, up to tree line
(Palmer 1949; Wallace 1939), and
more rarely in deciduous habitats.
My observations in the Gaspé
Peninsula and elsewhere in southern
Quebec show that the birds of the
southern population are not restricted
to thick stands of stunted conifers on
steep mountain slopes or near tree-
line but that they were more
numerous in second growth stands
characterized by relatively young
conifers of small size, such as Balsam
Fir and White Spruce mixed with
early second growth deciduous
species. It appears that it is now more
numerous in this habitat than in the
habitat that had been considered until
now to be the typical habitat of the
taxon.

The known distribution of
Bicknell's Thrush (Map 1) has been
established on specimens in
collections, on published data
recorded south of the St. Lawrence
River, and on fully documented
observations obtained during several
breeding seasons. The breeding range
of Bicknell's Thrush may have been
broader in the past, particularly along
the north shore of the Gulf of St.
Lawrence, but there is little evidence
to substantiate this hypothesis. It can
be found in the highlands of New
Brunswick (Squires 1976, fide A.].
Erskine), in Vermont (Laughlin and
Kibbe 1985, Spear 1976, Perkins and
Howe 1901), and in New York State
(Bull 1974, Merriam 1884) and in
northwestern Maine, northern New
Hampshire, Massachusetts, and
norinern Vermont.

The migration pattern of
Bicknell's Thrush is not well known
but specimens in various collections
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Catharus minimus dliciae

Catharus bicknelli

Map 1: Breeding distribution of Bicknell's Thrush in Eastern North America.

establish its presence in migration in
Connecticut, New Jersey, New York,
South Carolina, Virginia, New
Brunswick, Nova Scotia, Quebec,
Ontario, Bermuda, and the Bahama
Islands. Bicknell's Thrush probably
occurs more frequently in migration
along the Atlantic coast from Quebec
to Florida than what is revealed by
the reports. In spite of the difficulty
of identifying it in the field and the
unpredictability of occurence in the
interior, it probably occurs in the
interior of the continent as well but
in smaller numbers. For this reason,
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it is to be expected in Ontario,
particularly during the fall migration,
from mid-August to late September.
A ''rare migrant in the south’’ of
Ontario (James 1991:62), I have
identifed only one fall bicknelli
specimen originating in the province.

In winter, the range of Bicknell's
Thrush appears to be restricted to
islands in the Caribbean region but
more information is needed to map
its winter distribution and estimate
its population on the islands. All the
collections that I have studied



revealed no specimen of Bicknell's
Thrush taken anywhere in Central or
South America.

The partial results presented here
and in a forthcoming more elaborate
report (Ouellet 1993) show clearly
that the bicknelli population of the
Gray-cheeked Thrush (Catharus
minimus) is different from it and that
it satisfies all the requirements
necessary to consider it as a full
species. I have therefore proposed
that it be considered as a full species:
Bicknell's Thrush (Catharus bicknelli).
Careful observations of migrating
thrushes, particularly in the fall, and
some luck, may reveal that this bird
is a regular migrant in parts of
Ontario, probably in the St. Lawrence
River region.
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Ontario Bird Records Committee
Report for 1992

Margaret Bain

This is the eleventh annual report of
the Ontario Bird Records Committee
(OBRC) of the Ontario Field
Ornithologists. A total of 172 records
was reviewed by the Committee in
1992. Of these, 129 (75.0%) were
accepted, five were deferred awaiting
photographic evidence which was
available but not yet received, and 38
were not accepted.

Five new species were added to
the Ontario list: Slaty-backed Gull,
Inca Dove, Violet-green Swallow,
Black-throated Sparrow and Hooded
Oriole, bringing the provincial total to
454. Two of these, Inca Dove and
Hooded Oriole, were also firsts for
Canada. No new provincial breeding
species were added in 1992. Because
of its increasingly precarious and
poorly understood status, Henslow's
Sparrow was added to the Review
List.

Members of the OBRC in 1992
were Ronald J. Pittaway (Chairman),
Margaret J.C. Bain (non-voting
Secretary), Robert H. Curry, Nicholas
G. Escott, Richard W. Knapton,
Kevin A. McLaughlin, Michael W.P.
Runtz and Ronald G. Tozer. Ross D.
James acted as Royal Ontario
Museum Liaison. The Committee
held two meetings in 1992, as in 1991
- the November meeting to discuss
Policy, and the March meeting to
review records still requiring final
decisions.

Almost 50 more reports were
received in 1992 than in the previous
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year. The Committee found that most
were of an excellent standard,
thoroughly covering all salient points
of the observation and often
meticulously detailed. There were
fewer reports with very brief or non-
existent descriptions. It must be
emphasized again that non-
acceptance of a report does not imply
disbelief, only that the details actually
written on the piece of paper
received by the Committee were not
sufficient to identify the bird with
certainty and eliminate all similar
species. Yes, the Committee does
accept some Bell's Vireo reports
-when the documentation is sufficient
to exclude all other similar species!
Reports of species far out of range,
for example the Red-naped Sapsucker
at Sault Ste. Marie, are often
circulated to several authorities
outside the province for expert
opinions which are then reviewed on
a second circulation.

Fears that the Committee would
be swamped by reports of the
Recognizable Forms added to the
Review List in 1992 proved to be
unfounded. Only six such reports
were received: one of ''Black’’ Brant,
one of "'Eurasian’’ Green-winged
Teal, two of Lawrence's Warbler and
two of “"Audubon's'’’ Yellow-rumped
Warbler. We hope that there will be
increased interest in documenting the
occurrence of rare recognizable forms
across the province. For a full list,
refer to Ontario Birds 9: 49-55.



At the November OBRC Policy
meeting, after years of deliberation,
the Committee finally agreed upon a
definition of a Historical Record,
which will now form a separate
category in OBRC publications. A
Historical Record is defined as an
acceptable record occurring before
1981, which has been previously
published, but which does not meet
current documentation requirements
(Curry 1993). Ross James will search
all previous OBRC Annual Reports
for non-accepted pre-1981 records for
possible Historical designation; back
issues of American Birds and its
predecessor Audubon Field Notes will
be searched for recorded rarities for
which brief reports may still be
obtainable from the original
observers, and any of our readers
who may be able to produce a
suitable report for a hitherto
undocumented sighting of a Review
List species seen before 1981 are
urged to do so.

Thanks go to all the observers
who took the time to record and
submit their observations of rare
birds from across the province. All
these submissions, whether accepted
or not, are deposited in the
Ornithology Department of the Royal
Ontario Museum in Toronto. The
votes and remarks of committee
members are attached to all the
reports, and may be reviewed on
request to Ross James at the ROM.

The format of this report follows
that used in the OBRC Report for
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1991 (Bain 1992). For each record,
information on age, sex and plumage
is included if it can be reliably
ascertained. Place names in italics
refer to counties, regional
municipalities or districts in Ontario.
All contributors who have provided
written descriptions or photographs,
videotapes or any other form of
documentation have been credited.
Contributors who discovered a bird
and also submitted documentation
have their names underlined, and
finders of birds, where known, are
also acknowledged, even if they have
not contributed a report. After the
name of each species, there is a
summary number in three parts. This
follows the system used in British
Birds (Rogers 1988): the first number
is the total of accepted records in
Ontario before the first OBRC Report
for 1981, the second is the total since
1981 excluding the current year, and
the third is the number of records for
the current year.

Every effort is made to verify
dates, locations and observers’
names, but our data are bound to
include some inaccuracies, and we
welcome corrections or updates to
make records more complete. Where
dates or other details in original
reports differ from those quoted in
other sources, for example the
American Birds Seasonal Summaries,
we have used the information which
seems most accurate from our own
documentation.
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