THE PARKLAND NATURALIST
JANUARY—APRIL 2013
A PUBLICATION OF THE

EDMONTON NATURE CLUB
http://www.edmontonnatureclub.ca

Inside this issue

Comparison between Cooking and Beaverhills Lakes

17

Chasing Birds

2

Beaverhill Lake in Perspective over Time

19

ENC Banquet / ENC Club News, Events, and Editorial

4

ENC Indoor Meetings, Spring 2013

21

Awards

6

Opportunities for ENC to Support Biodiversity Plan

22

Snow Goose Chase

9

Sleeze, Murder, Parliament

25

Parkland Plant Notes

10

Hummers — Bummers and Bonuses

26

Yahoo Discussion Group Update

12

Field Trip Reports

28

What’s Bugging You?

13

Farewell to a Field Tripper / Spring in Alberta

31

Bird Surveys at Cooking Lake

16

Members’ Photos — Spring in Alberta

32

2

THE PARKLAND NATURALIST

Chasing Birds

“One foot had three yellow
talons and one black one.”

John Moore with the white-winged Great Gray Owl

Photos by Gerald Romanchuk

Eric Wallace and Ray Cromie inspect the Great Gray Owl
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The White-winged Great Gray
From a distance, it looked like a run-of-the-mill
Great Gray. The owl was perched up on a poplar
across a field. Ray cast out his mouse-shaped lure on
a fishing line and the owl immediately started flying
towards us. I asked Ray if he noticed anything different about the bird’s wings. I wasn’t sure if it was a
trick of the light or what, but it looked like there
were white flashes on the wings. The owl came in
close and banked away. Now we could see there was
definitely no trick of the light. The outer primaries
were pure white!
I was on an owl banding trip with Ray Cromie on
January 26, 2013, north-east of Athabasca. For those
not familiar with Ray, he’s a licensed raptor bander
who spends most of each winter looking for Great
Gray and Hawk Owls to band. John Moore and Eric
Wallace were also on the trip.
Ray handed me his net and a mouse and I went over
to try and catch this odd bird. On its first approach,
the owl flared off and went back to its perch. That’s
never a good sign. An owl that doesn’t commit to the
mouse and come straight in can be hard to catch. If
you flinch too soon with the net, the owl will probably turn away. Using my best Ray-Cromie-nerves-ofsteel technique, I waited til the last second when the
owl came back. Luckily I managed to get the net
over the owl. If I’d let that bird get away, I’d never
have heard the end of it!

age the owl. This particular owl didn’t have any of
the distinctive grey-tipped juvenile flight feathers and
did have at least three different ages of flight feathers.
So we know the bird is at least four years old.
Back to the white wings. This owl had five pure
white outer primaries on one wing and four on the
other. Ray thought he could see different ages of the
white primaries. A few of them were more worn and
slightly yellowed compared to the others. The white
wings appear to be a permanent condition.
The terminology used to describe an abnormal or aberrant bird like this can be a bit confusing. At one
time it would’ve been called a partial albino. Now,
it’d probably be termed partially leucistic. For an excellent explanation of these terms, I’d recommend
reading David Sibley’s article online <http://
www.sibleyguides.com/2011/08/abnormal-coloration
-in-birds-melanin-reduction/>.
The guys were all extremely excited about this whitewinged owl. John and Eric have both been owling
with Ray for over 25 years, and none of them had
ever seen a bird like this before. To go a little further,
Ray has caught over 800 Great Grays. Using that
number, he figures he’s seen around 2,000. This was
the first Great Gray with any kind of abnormality he’s
seen or caught. It puts him one small step closer to
his dream of finding a pure white Great Gray.
Gerald Romanchuk

Taking the owl out of the net, I noticed another oddity. One foot had three yellow talons and one black
one. For a second or two, I was stumped – what’s the
normal colour of a Great Gray’s talons? It’s not a
question that comes up very often. The answer is
black. It also had some white feathers on some of its
toes. All in all, a very weird bird.
Ray went on to process the owl. For every owl
caught, he takes the weight, measures wing chord
and footpad, and inspects the plumage. A large bird
like a Great Gray doesn’t replace all of its flight
feathers each year. Ray can look at the pattern of
darker, newer feathers and faded older feathers and

Photo by Gerald Romanchuk

On the cover
Gerald Romanchuk and the “white-winged” Great Gray Owl - Photo by John Moore
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ENC Annual Banquet, March 30, 2013
Seventy-nine people attended the Edmonton Nature Club’s Annual Banquet held on Saturday, March 30, at the University of Alberta Faculty Club. Everyone enjoyed a great meal and an even better lecture by Dr. Gail Michener, Professor
Emeritus at the University of Lethbridge. Her topic was “Richardson’s Ground Squirrels: A 40-Year Study.”
Richardson’s ground squirrels are medium-sized ground-dwelling mammals found on the prairies of North America.
They play an important role in the prairie ecosystem. These rodents are called gophers throughout much of their geographic range, but don’t call them gophers in Dr. Michener’s presence! The primary objective of Dr. Michener’s longterm study of Richardson’s ground squirrels is to interpret their behavioural ecology and social organization in terms of
kinship and sexual differences in reproductive effort. Her work with a population of Richardson’s ground squirrels located 40 km north of Lethbridge, Alberta, focuses on life history, causes of mortality, underground use of space, hibernation, and spatial associations. In addition to being very informative, Dr. Michener’s talk included anecdotes about ground
squirrels that had her audience laughing throughout the evening.
James Fox
ENC Banquet Coordinator

Photo by Gerald Romanchuk
A framed print of this photo of a
Richardson’s Ground Squirrel
was presented to Dr. Michener
at the ENC Banquet

ENC Club News, Events, and Editorial
Winter birding, the annual ENC Banquet, awards, indoor meetings, and the Snow Goose Chase have kept us busy during the
long winter and cold start to spring. James Fox organized a memorable banquet, with Barb Rowe looking after the tickets.
Thanks to Alan Hingston for arranging the talk by Dr. Gail Michener, and to everyone who donated door prizes for the banquet. Congratulations to all the award winners. The ENC is very fortunate to have so many talented and dedicated people who
are willing to share their time and talents. Thanks also to Alan Hingston for arranging the indoor meetings, and to the many
others who work behind the scenes to contribute to the success of all our ENC events.
Bob Parsons and his large group of volunteers organized another very enjoyable Snow Goose Chase, and the Young Naturalists Club of Alberta set up its first “Young Naturalists Corner” at the Tofield Community Hall to encourage young people to
appreciate the natural world and join the club. Janice Hurlburt created a Snow Goose Chase website, http://
www.snowgoosechase.ca/, which helped in recruiting volunteers, thanking sponsors, and informing the general public about
the chase. Look for Bob Parson’s Snow Goose Chase report in the May–August issue of The Parkland Naturalist; a photo preview appears on page 9 of the current issue.
Congratulations to the ENC communications committee for completing the new ENC website. We encourage everyone to visit
it at edmontonnatureclub.org. This new site allows easy access for members and the public. It includes up-to-date information
about club events, field trips, and special interest activities, as well as details about the club itself. You can view the newsletter
and club calendar. Also, find your photos there! The new website is well designed, informative, and easy to navigate.
Harry Stelfox and Patsy Cotterill attended meetings on behalf of the Edmonton Nature Club with the City of Edmonton’s Office of Biodiversity. Be sure to read Harry’s report on page 22 for an excellent summary. Patsy has written a very informative
article for the new ENC website regarding the City’s progress in biodiversity. Find it under Conservation on the header in the
website and then under the tab Local Issues.
Thank you to everyone who contributed their photographs and articles to The Parkland Naturalist. All submissions should be
in by July 31 for inclusion in the next issue. I wish to thank Judy Johnson for her work as copy editor, as well as Pat and Dick
Clayton for making sure you get your copy of our newsmagazine.
Dawne Colwell, editor PN (colwelld@shaw.ca)

January—April, 2013

5

The Parkland Naturalist
is published by the Edmonton Nature Club.
Box 1111, Edmonton, AB T5J 2M1
http://www.edmontonnatureclub.ca

Executive

Committee Chairs

President – Stephen Copen 710-6736

Website Coordinator – Hubert Taube 483-7306
Parkland Naturalist – Dawne Colwell 484-9340

Past President – Ron Ramsey 437-4155

Nature Network – Lisa Priestley 918-4804

Treasurer – Cecilia Rodriguez 761-4686

Nature Network – Morvyn Patterson 679-0513

Recording Secretary – Jaye Lee 476-3113

Plant Study Group/Natural Areas –

Membership Secretary – Brian Stephens
bjstephens@shaw.ca
Executive Director – Gerald Romanchuk
991-6521
Executive Director – Hendrik Kruger 293-6833

Patsy Cotterill 481-1525
Field Trip Coordinator/ Bird Study Group –
Ann Carter ann55john@yahoo.com
Nature Alberta Representative – Lu Carbyn
481-2274
Programs/Communications –
Ron Ramsey 437-4155

Executive Director – James Fox 318-6811

Monthly Programs –

Executive Director – Ann Carter

Alan Hingston 459-6389

ann55john@yahoo.com

Mailing Committee Coordinators –
Pat and Dick Clayton 456-9046
E-mail Coordinator – James Fox 318-6811

Membership
Applications may be downloaded
from the ENC website.
Membership Rates: Adult/family $30/year
Senior $20/year
Student $20/year

Banquet/Refreshments – James Fox 318-6811
Barb Rowe 484-8819
Refreshment Coordinator/Online Discussion Group
– Gerry Fox gfoxedm@telusplanet.net
Snow Goose Chase – Bob Parsons 488-1344
Christmas Bird Count – Kim Blomme 640-3767
Edmonton and Area Land Trust –
Raquel (Rocky) Feroe 421-0975

Advertising rates
Business Card $15/1 issue

$40/3 issues

Quarter page

$30/1 issue

$80/3 issues

Half page

$45/1 issue

$125/3 issues

Full page

$80/1 issue

$225/3 issues

Jaye Lee 476-3113
Posters – John Jaworski djjango@yahoo.ca
(all area codes: 780)

6

THE PARKLAND NATURALIST

John Acorn Wins Royal Society of Canada Medal
for Promoting Science
John Acorn (BSc ’80, MSc ’88) has won the 2012 Royal
Society of Canada’s McNeil Medal, awarded for outstanding ability to promote and communicate science to
students and the public within Canada.
It’s the latest acknowledgement of Acorn’s work to promote science and share his passion for nature, and insects in particular, with a general audience. In 2008, he
won the NSERC [Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council] Michael Smith Award for Science Promotion, and in 1998 he was the recipient of the ASTech
[Alberta Science and Technology Leadership Foundation] Award for Excellence in Science and Technology
Journalism. Despite the previous awards, Acorn said he
was “tremendously” surprised when told he won this
one.
Acorn is best known as the host and creative force of
Acorn, the Nature Nut, an award-winning television series that was produced in Edmonton and ran for seven
seasons on a variety of networks including CTV, PBS,
Discovery Canada, and Animal Planet, among others.
What pleased Acorn most about this award was that the
nomination, which he saw only after being told he won,
focused more on his work as an author, especially those
books published by the University of Alberta Press.
Acorn has written 16 books so far, including a wide variety of field guides such as Tiger Beetles of Alberta,
Compact Guide to Alberta Birds, and Bugs of Northern
California, and a children’s book about dinosaurs. He is
currently working on another field guide, expected to
come out in 2013, about butterflies in eastern Canada.
“When someone says, ‘I got your book and I just want
to get out there and chase ladybugs or tiger beetles or
whatever,’ that’s the thing that really makes me happy,”
he said. “Enthusiasm is contagious,” he said. “It’s at
least as important as the subject matter.”
And yet, when Acorn was an undergraduate student,
there was no indication he’d take the career path on
which he ended up.
“I was a hardcore biology nerd,” he said. But then he got
a summer job as an interpreter at Sir Winston Churchill
Provincial Park near Lac la Biche and in an instant, the
showman in him, the one that compelled him to make
movies and record songs with his friends as a teenager,
had found the perfect outlet.

John Acorn

“The other thing that was really important was some of
the books that I read when I was young.” He read Edwin
Way Teale, a Pulitzer Prize–winning nature writer, who
wrote in the literary tradition of Jean-Henri Fabre. Considered the father of entomology, Fabre wrote about the
lives of insects using the biographical form rather than
the more traditional, clinically detached style.
“I just loved the tone, they were inspiring to me,” said
Acorn. “I wanted to develop something like that. The
effect on me was to really romanticize the whole process
of studying nature and in particular studying insects. That
was the stuff that inspired me when I was young.”
Through the years, Acorn kept notes on his field trips,
lots of notes, in which he would practice an inspiring
style.
Looks like it worked out pretty well.

Reprinted with permission from an article by Michel Proulx, Sept 13, 2012, University of Alberta, Faculty of ALES website:
http://www.ales.ualberta.ca/ALESNews/2012/September/JohnAcornwinstheRoyalSocietyofCanadaawardforpromotingscience.aspx

January—April, 2013
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The 2012 ENC Edgar T. Jones Conservation Award is
Presented to Hardy Pletz
At the Edmonton Nature Club Annual Banquet on Saturday, March 30,
2012, Lisa Priestly presented Hardy Pletz with the Edgar T. Jones
Award for his many contributions to the study and conservation of
nature in the Edmonton area. Hardy was nominated for the award by
Marg Reine, whose letter appears below, followed by several paragraphs of support from Lisa.
Nomination by Marg Reine
I would like to nominate Hardy Pletz for the Edmonton Nature Club’s
2012 Edgar T. Jones Award [formerly called the Conservation Award].
This award is given to someone who has made a significant contribution to the knowledge, appreciation, or conservation of the natural
history of the Edmonton region. Hardy Pletz certainly falls into this
category. Hardy has had a conservation ethic for over 40 years, doing
this for his interest and for work.
Hardy conserves a piece of land in its natural state along the Bigstone
Creek near Millet and protects the riparian area, providing nesting
boxes for Goldeneye ducks. He provides homes for flying squirrels
and Saw-whet Owls, as well as feed for numerous species of birds on
his property.
Hardy Pletz spent 20 nights (189 net hours) trapping for Saw-whets at
his acreage south of Millet, and caught an amazing 86 Saw-whet Owls.
Three of these owls were recaptures from previous nights, and two
owls were foreign recoveries, one from the Beaverhills Lake site and
one from the new site at Lesser Slave Lake (R. Krikun, pers. comm.).
These are the first two foreign recoveries for migration monitoring in
Alberta. Two Boreal Owls also were captured at the Millet site! A
short movie was made about his work.
Hardy is also a long-time owl bander in the Edmonton region. He
banded with Edgar T. Jones for many years. Hardy, along with Ray
Cromie and Trevor Roper, often referred to as the three wise owl men,
have banded over 2,700 owls in 20 years, providing valuable information about owl nesting habits, migration times, and food sources over a
continuum of years. This citizen science has allowed both naturalists
and scientists to glean valuable information about our local owls. Pletz
is regarded as the “Wayne Gretzky” of owl and hawk banders. He
specializes in the Great Horned Owl and has caught and banded more
than 1,400. Hardy also bands Snowy Owls and Hawk Owls in the Edmonton area.
Gord Court, an Alberta government biologist who specializes in birds
of prey, says “Those data sets are pure gold. With the information
people such as Ray, Hardy, and Trevor have provided, we now have
more information about our owls here than we could hope to have
gathered if we had put someone full time on it over the next 10 years.”

Marg’s nomination of Hardy Pletz for the Edgar T. Jones Award was
supported by Peter Demulder, Gerald Romanchuk, and Lisa Priestly,
whose letter appears below:
I fully support Marg’s nomination of Hardy Pletz for the ENC conservation award. I have worked with Hardy Pletz over the past 20 years
on various projects. He is always willing to share his knowledge and
passion with anyone who is interested (researchers, students, and the
general public). His raptor nest card data set is massive, and he has
supplied us copies of everything so we can publish his important
work.
When he expressed interest in getting involved with the fall Saw-whet
banding, we were so pleased to help him set up his site, providing a
CD player and nets, and he has spent countless hours banding at his
acreage. With his work and that of other volunteer banders and bird
observatories, we were able to publish a wonderful paper on the
movements of Saw-whet Owls. He is also eager to have students out
to observe and participate in catching owls. I cannot guess the number
of people who have learned so much from him and his monitoring
techniques. He has shared his trapping techniques for Snowy Owls
with a variety of volunteer banders in Saskatchewan as well. I remember going to his acreage for the first time to help feed the birds. It took
four of us two hours to fill the feeders he has. He feeds the birds and
the deer.
His work at the International Airport with trapping and relocating
winter owls has really helped with their conservation. His dedication
to birds is wonderful, and I am so pleased you have chosen to nominate him. And of course his wife, Vi, is so supportive of his passion,
and makes a wonderful lunch while we struggle through the piles of
data he has collected. Those two are really a wonderful couple.
He really is the “Wayne Gretzky” of the owl banding community.
Lisa Priestley, Executive Director, Beaverhill Bird Observatory

Hardy Pletz — Photo by Ann Carter

Hardy has assisted scientists with a number of research projects, including collecting feathers for Geoff Holroyd’s isotope study of owl
diets. Hardy also contributed to the North American Banders’ Manual
for Raptor Banding Techniques, by Buzz Hull and Pete Bloom. Hardy
is willing to share his knowledge with those who might be interested
and explains how he cares for the wildlife and the land. He helps with
the Beaverhills Bird Observatory’s “Steaks and Saw-whets,” a yearly
event to make people aware of bird conservation.
I am sure there are other aspects of Hardy’s life that I have not included, such as all the times he is called by rehabilitation centres to
capture, help with, and release birds of prey.
Marg Reine

Lisa and Hardy — Photo by Steve Knight
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Hubert Taube Receives the Edmonton Nature Club 2012
Robert Turner Appreciation Award
The Robert Turner Award is given to a member of the
Edmonton Nature Club who has made a significant contribution to the club. It was presented to Hubert Taube at
the beginning of the ENC monthly meeting on Friday,
April 19. Hubert was nominated for the award by Gerald
Romanchuk, whose letter appears below.

Gerald’s nomination was supported by Jaye Lee, Gerry
Fox and Steve Knight.

Nomination
I would like to nominate Hubert Taube for the Robert
Turner Award.
Hubert has served on the ENC executive since the club
was formed 9 years ago. He also served on the Edmonton
Bird Club’s executive board for several years before the
EBC merged with the Edmonton Natural History Club to
form the current ENC. He has served as both a director
and the club’s webmaster.
Hubert is a classic example of a person who works quietly
in the background without getting much attention, never
mind fame and glory. These people are very important in
keeping a club like ours going.

Hubert Taube received the ENC Robert Turner Award at the
ENC Monthly Indoor Meeting on April 19, 2013. Gerald
Romanchuk presented the award along with an engraved owl
carving.

In the digital age, when things seem to be constantly shifting, Hubert has been faced with several changes to the
club website. He started by taking the old EBC site and
morphing it into the original ENC site. As time went on,
Hubert faced more changes: the website host, content
management systems, etc. His task of providing information for club members has been challenging.
As Steward for the Northwest of Bruderheim Natural
Area, Hubert has encouraged members to visit the area,
shared his knowledge, and provided us with a positive
role model in this endeavour.
Hubert has also taken on the responsibilities as a zone
captain in the Edmonton Christmas Bird Count, yet another volunteer position that takes time and commitment.
Sometimes I look at the club’s executive and don’t realize
how much the personnel has turned over. Hubert is one of
three of us left from the very first executive board of the
ENC. This shows his longevity and loyalty to the club.
I believe Hubert Taube is very deserving of the Robert
Turner Award for his many years of dedicated service to
the Edmonton Nature Club as a director, webmaster, and
naturalist.
Respectfully submitted by
Gerald Romanchuk
Photos by Steve Knight

January—April, 2013
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Snow Goose Chase
The Snow Goose Chase was held April 27 and 28, 2013. The chase takes place in Beaver County and events are centred in the town
of Tofield. Andrea Franko (Nelly McClung School), John Acorn, and Charlotte Wasylik, representing Nature Alberta’s Young Naturalists Club, pose for a photo at the Young Naturalists Corner. Look for Bob Parson’s Snow Goose Chase report in the May–
August issue of The Parkland Naturalist.

Photo by Bob Parsons

Young Peregrine - Photo by Rob Hughes

Jordan Lange with the young Peregrine
Photo by Gerald Romanchuk
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Parkland Plant Notes
Botany, boring? Get a life….
On an episode of the BBC detective program New Tricks,
a trio of retired detectives is pondering the mysterious
death of an academic. “What did he study?” asks one.
“The history of botany,” replies another. “Ah,” says the
most philistinic of the three, “I know what he died of.
Boredom!” This gets a laugh in this cleverly humorous
show because it exploits the popular notion that plants,
and therefore their study, botany, is boring. Plants don’t
move, think, feel, or behave, right? They just sit in the
ground and grow. And they don’t have that wonderful
attribute that we humans set so much store by, selfconsciousness. Indeed, when humans have lost those precious faculties of locomotion, cognition, and consciousness, we often refer to them pityingly as “vegetables.”
I have long complained (at least silently) that the Edmonton Nature Club is too much focused on birds at the expense of plant life (while recognizing that as a botanically
-inclined club member I might have some responsibility
for redressing the balance!). I was therefore very pleased
when Dr. J. C. Cahill of the University of Alberta agreed
to give a talk to the ENC on plants this past January, and
not only on plants, but on plants’ foraging behaviour. He
would show that these were not merely passive green
things but dynamic and fascinating organisms that, animal
-like, actively seek out their food and, into the bargain,
have the capacity of animals to be both competitive and
cooperative.
Over the years I have given sporadic thought to the way
humans relate differently to animals (including birds, of
course) and plants. Why did I decide to study botany
rather than zoology at university? It wasn’t just that I was
such a klutz at animal dissection. It had, I think, to do
with a more emotional response to animals – as animals
ourselves, of course, we have a naturally greater affinity
and empathy with them. I hated chloroforming frogs, and
I don’t like the sight of viscera. Perhaps this has some sort
of evolutionarily adaptive connotation, because viscera
imply harm and death. I didn’t feel the same way about
pulling flowers to pieces to identify them, though, or
causing their death by uprooting – I weeded my parents’
garden from an early age. Instead, I found them aesthetic,
whole or dismembered. Their ordered diversity seemed
like some personal benison that I had been singled out to
appreciate.
Of course, it is ridiculous to say that humans don’t have
strong associations with plants. They are the basis of our
food supply, our agriculture; we cultivate them for
beauty; and we use them as a source of therapeutic and
even psychogenic drugs. And particular groups of plants,

orchids, roses, tulips, and so on, have their devotees as
fanatic as any sports or pop cult. Nevertheless, plants that
don’t have an obvious relevance to human interests seem
to be largely ignored by the public. Knowledge of our
common wild plants has become an esoteric and specialized pursuit, confined to a relatively small community of
enthusiasts and academics.
I used to think that in Canada this was largely because we
were an immigrant population, with few long-term roots
(excuse the pun) in the land into which we had transplanted. By contrast, in Europe, where people have had
centuries of intimate contact with the land, there is much
more folklore and knowledge surrounding plants. But I no
longer think this; in the western world at least there seems
to be little difference in public botanical knowledge between long- and recently-settled countries. Perhaps this is
due in part to urbanization. Lacking personal knowledge
or formal training, few school teachers have competence
in botany to pass on to their students. Miraculously, the
discipline persists in the universities and botanic gardens,
where progress in the science is being made with sophisticated new tools such as DNA analysis. But this accentuates the specialized nature of the field, creating an enormous divide between the laboratory and the ivory tower
and the public out “in the field.” This, incidentally, was
another reason why I rejoiced at Dr. Cahill’s talk; I embrace any opportunity for a flow of information from the
scientist to the amateur or interested member of the public.
Indeed, for the naturalist, the question becomes: How can
I use the knowledge from professional research to inform
and enrich my perception and understanding of nature in
the field? And reciprocally, can any of my activities as a
naturalist assist the professional biologist to enhance our
human understanding of the natural world (often referred
to as citizen science)? Much biological research is very
labour intensive, and would clearly benefit from a much
larger labour force outside the laboratory, even if that
force had only a restricted skill set.
To return to the issue of birds, and birding. Of course birds
make an ideal study for naturalists. They are ubiquitous,
aesthetic, and have enough diversity to be challenging but
not so much as to be overwhelming. With a few simple
tools such as binoculars, spotting scope, and field guides,
they are above all accessible to the ordinary person. Plants
are likewise ubiquitous and aesthetic (as I’ve already mentioned), but their diversity can be daunting, requiring a
good deal of time and patience to master even perfunctorily, and they are relatively less accessible because their
parts are small. I’ve wondered how much more interest
people might take in botany if a dissecting microscope

January—April, 2013

were as common a tool as an iPhone and a compound microscope as basic an accessory as a laptop! As it is, few
people know how to use even a x 10 hand lens properly!
There is no doubt that digital photography has prompted a
huge increase in interest in flower photography, which in
turn has led to greater enthusiasm for plant identification.
Together with an avalanche of flower guides full of colour photographs, plant-naming has never been easier
(relatively speaking). If facility with plant identification
existed among the general public it could open great opportunities in citizen science. We could do plant atlassing
(in the same way as we do for birds). We could have a
much better handle on the distribution and origin of
plants, including those that are rare. Such popular knowledge would of course enormously enrich the outings and
travels and even the long winter evenings of the possessor. But more than that, it would be in the public interest.
It could have all kinds of repercussions for conservation
of biodiversity and for generating the political will among
our leaders to pursue it. As well, the knowledge would be
passed on to younger generations, thereby ensuring that
botany, rather than being a rara avis, becomes nested in
popular culture.
This leads me to another point, and another reason why I
liked the idea of Dr. Cahill’s talk. Plant identification, and
the evolutionary discipline of which it is a part, plant taxonomy, is not the be-all and end-all of botany. It also
opens the door to knowing the ecology of the plant, how
it makes a living in its chosen habitat, how it reproduces,
how it interacts with other organisms in its community
and, if possible, its physiology and biochemistry, as well
as its chances for survival in a changing world. Again,
much of this information is dependent upon academic
research rather than patient naturalists’ observations – as
Dr. Cahill’s team’s ingenious but laborious experiments
with plant roots well show. But if we have basic botanical
understanding and interest we can be receptive to the results of research as they filter down, eventually to become
part of our conventional wisdom. Knowing about a
plant’s behaviour, as well as its name, will enable us to
tell stories about it, making our understanding of nature
more memorable and possibly of use in the great crusade
for conservation.
On a personal note, in my old age I have taken to studying
mosses. It’s tough, literally back-breaking work as I tear
off tiny leaves with clumsy forceps under the dissecting
scope and chase them into focus under a compound
scope. There are some easy rewards to keep me going, but
with other species uncertainty prevails, as I fail to get a
definitive identification. I could be watching more mystery shows on the TV, but the thought that I should die
without knowing a fraction of the beauty and diversity of
these small, flowerless, but ecologically important plants
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is not back-breaking, it is heart-breaking. And this summer I trust I’ll be out in the field with a keener eye and a
better understanding of the plant world around me, hoping, like the birders, for some exciting finds.
Botany, like birding, need never be boring!
Patsy Cotterill

Glaucous White Rattlesnake Root, Prenanthes racemosa, in
Nisku Prairie. Flowers repay a closer look.

Low Milkweed, Asclepias ovalifolia. This was a favourite food
of the larvae of the Monarch butterflies that arrived in numbers
last summer.
Photos by Patsy Cotterill
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Parkland Plant Notes
And further to dwarf mistletoes….
Given my recent article on mistletoes, I listened with interest to Dr. Cynthia Ross Friedman’s account of her research on a March 16th episode of the CBC science program Quirks and Quarks. This researcher from Thompson Rivers University in BC has found out more about
how the explosive seed dispersal mechanism of dwarf
mistletoe (Arceuthobium americanum) works. The cells
around the seed in the fruit contain a watery mucilage
called viscin. The plant can heat up this water to increase
the hydrostatic pressure within the fruit, eventually causing the explosive release of the seed via a valve at the
point of attachment to the plant. The seeds can be flung
up to 20 metres by this method, although usually it is
more like 4 metres. This may be enough for them to
reach another branch of the same pine tree or that of another tree on which they can germinate.
Flowers of dwarf mistletoe are produced in spring and the
fruit does not mature on the female plant until the end of
the second summer. So, if you are standing in pine forest
in late August with lots of witches’ brooms and mature
fruits among them and feel a stinging sensation, this
could mean you are being pelted with these exploding
seeds!
Did you know that some plants can produce heat, just like
animals? Apparently they do it during normal cellular
respiration but by using an alternative biochemical path-

way associated with certain proteins, by which they produce heat rather than high-energy phosphate bonds. Neat,
eh?
Patsy Cotterill

Female plant of dwarf mistletoe, Arceuthobium americanum, showing green fruits entering their second season
of maturation. Photo was taken in North Bruderheim
Natural Area.
Photo by Patsy Cotterill

ENC Yahoo Discussion Group Update
A help desk (thank you, Janice Hurlburt and Ann Carter) at one of the club’s recent monthly meetings boosted our discussion group membership to 118. Everyone is welcome to join this interactive site, which allows Edmonton Nature
Club members and other nature enthusiasts to get involved, share information, and provide feedback to the club.
For some fun winter birding, our discussion group members participated in an Edmonton area “Dead of Winter” (February) species count as well as a winter count (December through February). The February total was 72 species,
which included most of the winter residents as well as a few more interesting birds such as Double-crested Cormorant,
Western Grebe, Tundra Swan, Northern Cardinal, Golden Eagle, Common Grackle, American Coot, and 11 species of
ducks.
Our winter count yielded a total of 83 species and included a Song Sparrow, Varied Thrush, American Tree Sparrow,
Boreal Owl, Belted Kingfisher, and 14 species of ducks. Notably absent was an American Three-toed Woodpecker.
Big congratulations to discussion group member Harry Colquhoun, whose photo was the Editors’ Choice in the March
issue of National Geographic Magazine. You can view Harry’s fine photographs at <colquhoun.smugmug.com>.
It’s been a great birding winter, but it’s now time for some spring birding. The Nature Club has many interesting trips
planned this spring and summer, as well has some enjoyable mid-week walks. See you there.
Gerry Fox, Moderator, ENC Yahoo Discussion Group
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What’s Bugging You?
Ladybird Beetles
Ladybugs are one of the most popular and easily recognized of the beetle species. They have quite a reputation as heroes in pest
management and there are stories, poems, and songs about them that most of us can recall from childhood. The name ladybug is not
accurate at all, as ladybugs are not bugs but beetles. They are called Ladybird Beetles in the UK and this is not only a correct name
for them, but more fitting of their royal reputation.
Ladybugs are in the Order Coleoptera and belong to the family Coccinellidae. Initially, it was estimated that there were 64 different
species of ladybugs in Alberta, but upon further investigation and sampling, there are now thought to be 75 species. Several species
have been introduced over the years. One of the most recognizable is the Seven Spot Ladybug (Coccinella septempunctata). Like
most of the introduced species in Alberta, the Seven Spot ladybug was brought here to help control aphid infestations on crops and in
greenhouses.

Seven Spot Ladybug at Devonian Botanic Gardens on
Jack Pine, May 7, 2012 .

Seven Spot mating pair in Edmonton, on Ash, June 16,
2012.

Ladybugs are recognized by their round, dome-shaped bodies, red wing coverings (elytra), and black spots; however, there are many
size, colour, and pattern variations in ladybugs, including some that are pubescent. One of the largest, common here, the American
Eyespot Ladybug (Anatis mali), measures 7.3–10.0 mm. In comparison, the tiniest species is the Wee Ladybug (Psyllobora vigintimaculata), 1.8–3.0 mm.

American Eyespot Ladybugs (Anatis mali),
Edmonton, June 2012.

Wee Ladybug (Psyllobora vigintimaculata),
June 2012.
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The larvae are interesting and look like weird little caterpillars. Seven Spot larva are blue with yellow-orange spots, while Two Spot
larva are black with yellow spots; so, they demonstrate some variety in larval coloration. In general, pupa look alike and are usually
found hanging from the underside of leaves.

Left: Seven Spot ladybug (Coccinella septempunctata) larva; Middle: Seven Spot pupa on thistle
Right: Seven Spot adult with pupal case. Photograph by Robin Leech, 1997.
The speed of larval development is dependent on temperature and food availability, but usually we can expect the new generation of
adults to be on the wing by the end of July and early August. Children and adults have often asked me if it is true you can tell the age
of a ladybug by counting its spots. I hate breaking it to them, but this is untrue. The spots
and patterns on a ladybug are unique, and these features are used to help quickly identify a
ladybug.
A ladybug’s diet consists primarily of aphids and other soft-bodied insects. In early spring
or late fall when this food source is not readily available, they will often resort to other
sources of nourishment, such as sap, pollen, or fungus. Contrary to popular belief, I did
not find all species to be efficient or effective hunters. While completing some experiments with ladybugs, I observed “hunting” abilities of a few species in terraria. I found
that the Transverse Ladybug was slow and clumsy and appeared to just “stumble” upon
prey. In comparison, the Seven Spot and Thirteen Spot ladybugs were more aggressive.
They were faster and very thorough in their search for prey, actively using both sight and
their antennae. They were more successful in seizing and holding prey as well. The Thirteen
Spot ladybug was the most manoeuvrable and the fastest, with its narrow, sleek body.

Two Spot Ladybug pair, varied male (Adalia bipunctata) on ornamental rhubarb covered with aphids.

Transverse Ladybug
(Coccinella transversoguttata)
on thistle.

Ladybugs have a complete life cycle; egg, larva, pupa, and adult. Females
are generally larger than males. They lay clusters of yellow-orange eggs on
the underside of leaves. Many ladybugs are cannibalistic; where little or no
food is available, adults and larvae have been observed eating their own
eggs. It is no coincidence that a number of eggs in each bunch are infertile.
The incidence of unviable eggs in an area where aphids are limited or absent
is higher than in areas where there is an abundance of aphids. It is also very
common for larvae to eat their own egg shells after hatching. These adaptations help ensure their development and survival to adulthood.

Ladybugs do have enemies. Ants, parasitic wasps, spiders, and some mammals attack or eat ladybugs. Ladybugs have three primary
defences: warning colours; knee blood; and stop, drop, play dead.
1.

Warning colours. Mimicry is a common defence among invertebrates and vertebrates alike. Creatures with bright or unusual
colours are often distasteful or poisonous in the world of nature. Ladybug eggs, larva, pupa, and adults all demonstrate this characteristic.

2.

Knee blood. If you have picked up or gently squeezed a ladybug, you may have noticed yellow fluid and a woodsy smell. People
often mistake knee blood for urine, but it is actually a specialized defence of ladybugs. This knee blood is distasteful and causes
irregular heart rate in birds and other small animals.

3.

Stop and drop. If you come across a ladybug and it happens to see you or you touch it, it may drop and play dead. A dead insect
is usually not as palatable as a fresh one. Also, when ladybugs drop to the ground among grass and dirt, they become very difficult to find. They tuck their legs under their abdomen and pull their bodies down tightly against whatever they happen to be on,
becoming impenetrable little domes that are difficult to attack. It is interesting to note that the pupa twitch and move in response
to being touched or disturbed.
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Ladybugs overwinter (hibernate) as adults. Late into fall, on sunny days, they can be found flying or climbing trees and fences in
search of food. It is very important that they eat as much as possible at this time, so their energy is sustained until the following
spring. As the weather becomes cooler the ladybugs find places to hibernate, including tree trunks, spruce or pine cones, leaf litter,
and window frames.
People often notice a ladybug or two hiding out around window frames inside older homes. The Two Spot Ladybug (Adalia bipunctata) seems to prefer to be inside for the winter but can also be found on trees and in old abandoned farm houses. I have successfully
overwintered Seven Spot Ladybugs in a small homemade ladybug “condo” (a wooden box with screen stapled to the opened end. I
found Two Spot Ladybugs didn’t do well in hibernating boxes under the soil and appeared to be more susceptible to diseases, although this was not conclusive. They seemed to survive better in cold areas of sheds, garages, and windows above the ground.

Left: Variation of the Two Spot Ladybug, with four small yellow spots, on woodland strawberry. Centre: Seven Spot Ladybugs in
hibernation boxes. Right: Seven Spot ladybug on White Birch in early spring.
In 1998 I was able to collect over 200 ladybugs within
20 minutes at the Opal Reserve. The majority of them
were Seven Spot Ladybugs, and they were all congregated in and under the deer lichen. This seemed to be an
optimal condition for them. Half of the ladybugs were
put into a box with sand, deer lichen, and leaf litter; the
other half were put in a box with sand, soil, and leaf
litter. I found the incidence of survival was slightly
higher and the ladybugs did not appear as weakened and
diseased in the boxes with deer lichen and sand (to imitate Opal). There was a 92% survival rate overall. Some
of the dead ladybugs had been preyed on by predators
and parasites, and several in the soil and leaf litter box
were found with signs of fungal infection. Fungal spores
were observed on the exterior and a cheesy mass was
inside as well.

Left: Seven Spot ladybugs that died of unknown causes,
though an immature tick was observed within the abdomen upon dissection.
Right: Two Spot Ladybug, with evidence of fungal
spores.
Photos by Shelley Ryan-Hovind
(unless otherwise indicated)

Kindergarten classes involved in this project over the last several years
observed the “hibernating” ladybugs in the winter and helped to revive
them in the spring. We called it Ladybug CPR. Each child got a frozen
ladybug to warm in his or her hand. It was a joy to watch these kids’
faces when the ladybugs started warming up and stretching their legs.
Within five minutes they were usually completely alert and moved very
quickly. The survivors were contained until conditions outside were
optimal for their release. They ate liver cat food and took water from a
soaked cotton pad. It was really remarkable to watch the ladybugs
search, find, and feed at food and water stations.
To conserve our native and introduced ladybug species in Alberta, we
must ever be vigilant in protecting our forests and green spaces. We
must always be aware of the intricate relationships between all living
species and mindful when working in our own gardens and green
spaces. Many pesticides and insecticides kill not only pests, but also
larger beneficial predatory insects, as well as affecting birds and mammals. As spring approaches, I am really looking forward to a fresh season of “bugging” out. I hope you, too, are ready with cameras, nets, and
vials for the approaching season. It is a sheer privilege and joy to be
involved with such an amazing and knowledgeable group of nature
enthusiasts.

Shelley Ryan-Hovind
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Four years of bird surveys along the changing shores of Cooking
Lake, 2009–2012
After the drying-up of Beaverhills Lake, which, for more than
seventy years, had been the seasonal Mecca of Edmonton birdwatchers, Cooking Lake became a popular, albeit much smaller,
substitute. About half the distance east of the city, it was conveniently located just off highway 14. Drought conditions in
2001–2003, which had been a major factor in the loss of Beaverhills, had actually enhanced shoreline habitat around Cooking Lake. Formerly, a deep margin of rushes and cattails had
blocked the littoral zone from view. Dropping water levels led
to the withering of emergent vegetation and wide mud flats.
Although the soft ground was badly rutted by people on ATVs,
their main trail around the lake made for a convenient but often
flooded path for walking.
In mid-May of 2009, I began a birding survey along the southeast side of the lake. Starting at Strathcona county road 214, the
route led east and turned north for a distance of about 4 km. The
terminus of my walk was at the narrows, where I sat down on a
soda-caked boulder and scanned the water through binoculars.
After a rest stop of one or more hours, I walked the same way
back.
In 2009 and 2010, I visited the lake, respectively, on 16 and 28
days. As for migrating shorebirds, the first year was the most
productive. Lower than average precipitation in 2001–2003 had
led to the evaporation of other regional water bodies. By the
same token, the widening mud flats at Cooking Lake thronged
with thousands of sandpipers. As usual, the most common were
Semipalmated, but there was a rich variety of other peeps.
While I concentrated on my survey route, Gerald Romanchuk
led Nature Club field trips to the shallow bays near the Cooking
Lake airport. In late May 2009, he added a very rare Snowy
Plover to his impressive list of species. On May 25, 2009, I was
treated to close views of at least 26 Sabine's Gulls. Another
highlight was a pair of breeding Piping Plovers. During September of 2009, sightings of note were two Buff-breasted
Sandpipers and a Parasitic Jaeger.
The spring snow melt of 2010 raised the water level of Cooking
Lake and inundated the mud flats again, rendering the lakeshore
less attractive as a staging habitat for migrating sandpipers. For
details on the 2009 and 2010 surveys, please see The Parkland
Naturalist (winter 2010) and Nature Alberta (40:4).

The best spot for shorebirds depended on wind direction.
In 2011, I walked the survey route on 27 days: 7 in May, 7 in
June-August, 8 in September, and 5 in October and November.
In the spring of that year the lake level rose about 30 cm, flooding the mud flats that had emerged the previous summer. With
the water right up to the vegetated shore, sandpipers were
scarce. By the end of May, the most productive stretch was a
short walk east of the 214 road access point. Here, for hundreds
of metres out from shore, the lake was not deep enough for a
duck to swim. Easterly winds exposed a wide belt of mud,
whereas strong westerlies drove the water right back up to the
shore. On good days, visiting birders were treated to a nice mix

of Sandpipers including Semipalmated, Least, Baird's, Pectorals, and Stilts, as well as dowitchers and a complement of plovers. On May 24, the lake east of the narrows came alive with
thousands of swimming Red-necked Phalaropes, and in the
afternoon I tallied eight sightings of Peregrines, once four at a
time.
June and July were generally hot and wet, ideal conditions for a
big hatch of mosquitoes, and during calm periods, billions of
lake flies (chironomid midges) obscured the view of the lake.
By July 13, the first sandpipers began arriving on their southward migration, but their mud flat feeding grounds had been
inundated again by frequent rains. Furthermore, during the
growing season, the formerly open shoreline had been colonized by Foxtail Barley and bulrushes.
In August and September, 500-plus dowitchers were sharing
the shallows with Lesser Yellowlegs. The most numerous species was the avocet. Several hundred stayed around until October 18.
On November 6, my last visit of the year, the entire lake was
frozen over, and the only birds I saw were a raven, a harrier, a
Snowy Owl, and a small flock of Snow Buntings.

As the water level stabilized, bulrushes closed rank.
In 2012, I walked the survey route on 33 dates: 13 during April
and May; 7 in June and July; 3 in August; and 5 days in each of
September and October.
On April 3, the lake was still ice-covered. Early arrivals were a
few Canada Geese and harriers. On the ninth I saw a dozen
Killdeer and the odd Mallard. The lake was mostly ice-free on
the 19th, when I found a late Snowy Owl sitting low on the
shore at the narrows.
All of May, with the water right up to the vegetation, sandpiper
habitat was scarce. But on May 19, there were thousands of
Red-necked Phalaropes swimming in the wide bay east of the
narrows. And the sky over the lake was alive with Franklin's
and Bonaparte's Gulls. The number of avocets greatly increased over summer, although no pairs appeared to be nesting.
Some stayed until October 14.
Like last year, the shallows east of the 214 road access were
popular with local birdwatchers and photographers. On July 25,
Don Delaney estimated 2500–3000 avocets. Martin Sharp
recorded 15 species of shorebirds on August 4. On September
4, Gerald Romanchuk was again the one to spot the rarest
migrant, a Long-tailed Jaeger.
Winter arrived early. My last visit was October 27, 2012. With
a temperature of -5ºC, the north wind was bitterly cold, and the
lake was white as far as the eye could see. The only bird flying
by was a lone raven.

Dick Dekker
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After three years of drought, the 2010 — 2012 annual precipitation
recorded by Environment Canada at the Edmonton International Airport exceeded the 30-year mean. (Bar graph drafted by Marinde Out)
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Long-tailed Jaeger, Photo by Gerald Romanchuk

A comparison between Cooking Lake now and Beaverhills Lake then,
before the latter’s sad demise
As much as I have enjoyed Cooking Lake, a September 2011
visit to the former east shore of Beaverhills, after several years
of absence, at once made it clear that the quality of the experience was vastly different. The immense landscape and solitude
took my breath away. Up until the late 1990s, its 18 km long
expanse was the closest thing to an ocean-view in our landlocked province.
As to birdlife, the list of differences between the two lakes is
too long to go into here. But a very major spectacle, typical of
the bigger lake, and one that everyone who was there will at
once recall, is the sight and sound of tens of thousands of
geese filling the skies.
At Cooking Lake, a few Canadas could be seen from spring to
freeze-up, and small flocks of White-fronted and Snow Geese
occasionally descended, but they did not stay. Resting geese
seek out wide open terrain where enemies can be spotted from
afar.
Cooking Lake attracted masses of ducks, including Gadwall,
Pintails, Green-winged Teal, Ruddy Ducks, and Buffleheads.
The most common species probably was the American Shoveler. Many ducks stayed from spring to freeze-up, but few if
any seemed to nest here, for much of the lake was too shallow,
and there were no dense stands of emergent vegetation. Avoiding bare mudflats, loafing ducks tend to collect on stretches of
shore where stones and boulders provide convenient resting
spots with deeper water nearby for diving, if the need arises.
Preening and snoozing the day away, the dabblers remain on
high alert. The passage of a low-flying harrier or Peregrine always elicited a great rush of flushing and diving ducks. And the
approach of a Bald Eagle led to wide-spread panic. So did my
visits.
Quietly walking the ATV trail along the shore, it was disconcerting to see the disturbance I caused. Half a kilometre
ahead, thousands upon thousands of waterfowl rose with a roar

of wings, fleeing towards the middle of the lake. By the time I
reached the narrows, there wasn't a duck left on the point or on
the stony islet a little farther east. Acutely aware that my human
silhouette was a curse on the land, I tried to keep a low profile
by sitting down. In the fall, after the start of the bird hunting
season, the ducks were all the more fearful. Each year, local
wildfowlers constructed two or three shooting blinds right on the
shore. Fortunately, they were mostly active in early morning or
evening, while my visits took place during midday.
In August of 2009, about 660 ha of land east of the lake, formerly belonging to the Golden Ranches, was acquired by the
Nature Conservancy of Canada. Their ecological preserve
included eight kilometres of Cooking Lake shoreline, with free
access to the public for recreational uses including hunting.
By contrast, at Beaverhills Lake, to prevent disturbance to staging geese, hunting was not permitted within half a mile of the
southern half of the lake. Another major difference between the
two water bodies is that much of the land surrounding Beaverhills was privately owned or leased to farmers, who could restrict access to the public. Another very major difference was
that the shoreline pastures around Beaverhills Lake were grazed
by cattle. Not so the east shore of Cooking Lake.
The strip of riparian land that fell dry around the turn of the last
century is up to several hundred metres wide. As the waterlogged ground began to green up, it was interesting to monitor
the plant succession. Quite similar to what I had seen around
Beaverhills Lake, the earliest colonizer was Marsh Ragwort,
soon to be followed by Multi-flowered Aster, and Oak-leaved
Goose Foot. Close to the shore, Foxtail Barley was dominant
until bulrushes began to sprout and spread.
During the rainy summer of 2012, clumps of Timothy grass
reached shoulder-height, and acres of tall Sow Thistles waved in
the wind like a sea of yellow. Fortunately, the nasty Canada
Thistle, which became a scourge around Beaverhills, has so far
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been absent at Cooking Lake. Ungrazed grasslands such as
these may have their own interesting aspects. For instance, the
number of spiders was astonishing. But long vegetation does
not suit open-country shorebirds or prairie passerines. The absence of cattle had another immediate side effect; there were no
barb wire fences, which is fine for the hiker, but not so good for
hawks and owls that make use of fence posts as convenient
perches to scan for prey.
At Beaverhills Lake, it was always simple to find falcons and
other raptors by checking their prominent perching spots. Not
so at Cooking Lake after the ground vegetation had grown up.
Throughout the summer and early fall of 2012, I saw no falcons
at all along my survey route. But they were present, for I found
the remains of several of their recent kills, including three
juvenile Franklin's Gulls. To pluck their catch, the falcons had
borne the gulls down on the only spot of open ground available,
right on the ATV trail.

Beaverhill Lake has also been called Beaverhills Lake as it drains the
Beaver Hills to the west. This name is used by Dick Dekker in Prairie
Water; Wildlife at Beaverhills Lake, Alberta. Robert Lister also referred
to Beaverhills Lake in his book Birds and Birders of Beaverhills Lake,
published by the Edmonton Bird Club in 1979. (Both books are available
through Amazon.ca.)

Dick Dekker has a Ph.D. in wildlife ecology. For his publications on Beaverhills Lake, please see the following references.
1991–1998. Prairie Water; Wildlife at Beaverhills Lake, Alberta. University of Alberta Press, Edmonton, AB.
2004. Beaverhills Lake in the drought years 2001–2004. Nature Alberta 34(3):10–12.
2005. The water crisis at Beaverhills Lake. Nature Alberta 35(4):10–13.
2008. Will Beaverhills Lake ever regain its former greatness? Nature Alberta 37(4):26–30.
2010. The ten last years of birding at Beaverhills Lake. Nature Alberta 40(1):22–28.
The sad loss of Beaverhills Lake was the result of 39 years of upstream water impoundments superimposed on a decade of drought.
Fortunately, Cooking Lake has survived the dry years, despite some water diversions. The lake may well fully recover if the local
climatic cycle returns to a series of wet years. For an example of a major water diversion project upstream of Cooking Lake, check
out the Ducks Unlimited weir immediately south of highway #14 near the South Cooking Lake turn-off.

Water and sky, the closest thing to an ocean view in our land-locked province. Photos by Dick Dekker
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Beaverhill Lake in Perspective over Time
It is time to have another close look at Beaverhill Lake
(also known by its more traditional name – Beaverhills
Lake). Will all the snow that we received this winter restore this biologically rich area to its former splendor – a
place internationally, nationally, and locally known as a
wonderfully diverse area for birds? Some 290 species of
birds have been recorded at this shallow 140 square kilometre lake, though since 2006 it is no longer a lake. It has
become a dried-out depression strikingly similar to the
African “pans” that I have known from my youth in Africa. Will agriculture or race tracks for all-terrain vehicles
claim this land and then seal the fate of what once was a
Western Hemisphere Shore Bird Reserve and a site listed
in the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands of International
Importance?
Water is being pumped into meadows from Amisk Creek to provide
farmers with moisture for Hay meadows.

Dried mud flats at Beaverhills Lake.

Why are the federal and provincial governments (and for
that matter the county administration) not concerned
about the importance of Beaverhill Lake as a staging area
for migratory birds? Many species historically depended
on the lake during their migration to and from northern
areas, some as far north as in the high Arctic. Western
Grebes used to nest on the lake, and their numbers in Alberta have plummeted in recent years. The Buff-Breasted
Sandpiper was last sighted four years ago. Are these not
signs of something that should be dealt with through active management interventions?
What was Beaverhill Lake like before Europeans arrived
on the scene? There always was a waxing and waning of
environmental conditions, but only in the last 150 years
did modern agriculture radically change the lake environment. The whole drainage basin has been modified and
the feeder creeks draining into the lake have been either
eliminated or highly modified.

The photos above show water manipulation at Beaverhills Lake.
Photos by Lu Carbyn

Aboriginal people must have used the lake extensively.
How could they resist? The area offered an abundance of
waterfowl, bison, berries, fish – all important foods for
people living off the land. Each spring, they must have
been greatly inspired by the multitude of hawks, shore
birds, ducks, and geese arriving in huge flocks. The return of these birds punctuated the annual rhythm of the
seasonal cycle. We can only imagine the myths and stories that would have surrounded the sudden arrival of so
many birds at one time! People likely would not have
known about the birds’ southern wintering grounds, yet
the symbol of renewal must have been as powerful for
them as it is for us in modern times.
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Europeans settled in the area in the 1880s. Evidence of
bison spending time around the lake is still everywhere.
In the scientific arena, no single visitor was more famous
than Dr. William Rowan, founder and first chairman of
the Zoology Department at the University of Alberta.
Unlike many modern-day academics, Bill Rowan was a
biologist who spent much of his time in the field and did
so, I might add, without losing his effectiveness as a
“good scientist.” Rowan associated with such luminaries
as Sir Julian Huxley, Konrad Lorenz, and others, and left
an impressive record of scientific accomplishments after
his death in 1957.

ment with the lake followed soon after Rowan’s death.
Dekker started going to Beaverhill Lake in 1964 and,
more than anybody else, has gone back at all times of the
year for about 50 years. He has written numerous articles,
books, and scientific papers on his sightings at Beaverhill
Lake. His accomplishments as a naturalist are legendary
and, over the years, he has made substantial contributions
to the scientific literature.
Many others have contributed to our knowledge and understanding of the lake and its resources. Early ornithologists spent much of their time identifying birds by collecting (shooting) them. Cyril G. Harrold, Albert Wilk,
Major Alan Brooks, Henry Boardman Conover (Field
Museum in Chicago), and Hoyes Lloyd were some of
them. The lake has also been an important area for recreational hunting. In 1935, Beaverhill Lake, by order-incouncil, was declared a Public Shooting Ground. Before
1994, when the Migratory Birds Convention Act came
into force, spring hunting, in addition to fall hunting, was
a common practice around the lake. Two hunting clubs
once graced the shores of the lake. One such club, known
as the Bremner Club, catered to the elite in society. There
was a debate at the time about whether the building could
be appropriately set aside as a birdwatchers’ lodge. The
lake and its birds, particularly in spring and fall, could
well be used more extensively for educational purposes.
For those who would like to read more about the early
days, I recommend Robert Lister’s book, The Birds and
Birders of Beaverhills Lake, and the biography of Bill
Rowan, Restless Energy: A Biography of William Rowan,
1891–1957, by Marianne Gosztonyi Ainley.
Lu Carbyn

Bill Rowan — photo by Karsh
(photo supplied by Lu Carbyn)

The late Edgar T. Jones knew Rowan. As a teenager in
the 1930s, he joined his father and Rowan on many field
trips to the lake. In subsequent decades, Jones and his
wife Jeanne spent many years banding birds on the south
side of Beaverhill Lake. When the Beaverhill Lake Bird
Observatory (BBO) was set up, Edgar, being an independent sort of fellow, moved to other locations around
the lake. At an earlier time, Edgar Jones actually prepared
study skins (a lost art in our times) for Bill Rowan. He
can remember vividly putting up skins of swans, a project
that took some time. When I asked “Eddy” if he got paid,
his response was, “Hell, no. I just loved to be around
birds” and, by extension, people like Bill Rowan, who
loved birds.
Dick Dekker did not know Bill Rowan, but his involve-

The receding shoreline at Beaverhills Lake.

Photo by Lu Carbyn
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The Edmonton Nature Club Indoor Meetings, Spring 2013
Dr. James (J.C.) Cahill
The Edmonton Nature Club welcomed Dr. James Cahill, Professor in
the Department of Biological Sciences at the University of Alberta,
for the first talk in 2013, held on January 18. His thought-provoking
talk titled “The Foraging Plant: Investigation into Brainless Behaviour” examined the question, “Although plants do not feel, think, or
understand...can they behave?” Behaviours are the observable actions of an animal – the actions or reactions it makes in relation to
the environment. The behaviour of animals has been well studied
over the last thirty years. Is it possible that plants could show behaviours similar to those of animals in the ways they protect themselves
or find nutrients? And if so, why?
Describing his research as a “kick the tires” approach using both
natural and greenhouse experiments, Dr. Cahill described a number
of results of plant experiments which challenge the concept of plants
as simply being passive and accepting their situation. The data indicate that plants can nurture their young, can sense enemies and call
up allies, and cooperate for their mutual benefit. As an example, Dr.
Cahill showed a graph of root growth of two plants in soil where
nutrients were patchy. As the plants sensed the nutrients, the roots
made a growth spurt to reach the nutrients ahead of the competition.
Although plants have no eyes, ears, or brains, they were capable of a
foraging behaviour that benefitted them, just like animals searching
for food.
In another example, Dr. Cahill showed how plant roots develop differently if the plant is surrounded by family (kin) or strangers. The
seedlings grow side-by-side in a family group and share resources,
whereas strangers grow more roots and compete for the available
nutrients. It appears that kin recognize each other through chemical
signals. When these are removed, without the ability to communicate
chemically, they become strangers. It is likely plants do this for reasons similar to those of animals: supporting family provides a greater
opportunity for the gene pool to be passed along, if the kin are also
successful.
Dr. Cahill is featured in a Nature of Things documentary called
“Smarty Plants” that aired on September 27, 2012. It can be viewed
on the internet on the CBC player, along with other Nature of Things
episodes. Many thanks are due to Patsy Cotterill, Plant Study Coordinator, for seeing the original broadcast and making arrangements
for Dr. Cahill to speak to the club.

Dave Ealey and Elisabeth Beaubien
For the February meeting there was standing room only to listen to
two long-time club members, Dave Ealey and Elisabeth Beaubien,
describe their travels through the Northwest Passage by cruise ship.
They described life on the Sea Adventurer (formerly the Clipper
Adventurer), a 118-passenger ship which is one of the few vessels
constructed for expedition voyages, as her ice-strengthened hull enables her to cruise through Arctic waters.
The tour starts on the west coast of Greenland and takes two weeks
to reach Kugluktuk (Coppermine) before one set of passengers disembarks and another set boards for the return trip to Greenland.
Along the route are sights of significant geological, biological, and
historical importance. For example, the coast of Greenland contains
vast fjords and glaciers which are responsible for the icebergs which
move down Canada’s Atlantic coast. Wildlife viewing opportunities
included numerous polar bears, beluga whales, and narwhal, in addi-

tion to a variety of Arctic birdlife. The cruise takes passengers
along the route of the famed search for the NW Passage and the
graves of the ill-fated Franklin expedition on Beechey Island. The
tour included visits to a number of communities in Greenland and
Nunavut, and it was evident that the cultural activities such as
throat singing and Inuit games made as big an impression on
Dave and Elisabeth as did the natural wonders they had seen on
their Arctic travels.

Dr. Lu Carbyn
Dr. Lu Carbyn was our speaker in March after the scheduled
speaker had to withdraw. I’m most grateful to Lu for stepping in
at short notice. Lu talked about the history of Beaverhills Lake
and dryly noted that, ”It’s not a lake anymore, but a hay
meadow.” In his opinion, “It may never be a lake again.” The
lake was “lost” in 2006 but prior to this, at 140 square kilometres
in area, it was the largest lake in the Cooking Lake moraine. At
18 km across, from the south shore looking north, you could see
“where the water touched the sky.” Lu provided an interesting
history of water levels in the lake: how it had been low at the start
of written recorded history at the time of the settlers in 1885, but
by the turn of the century it was sufficiently deep to support a
commercial fishery. Rising and falling levels occurred throughout
the last hundred years, and the lake nearly dried up in the 1950s.
Although it was relatively stable through the 1970s and 1980s
when Lu visited the lake often, the succession of dry years in the
1990s led to lowering water levels until it went dry in 2006. The
view of the “lake” from the shore is now of an expanse of waistdeep foxtail grasses as far as the eye can see.
Lu mentioned the famed ornithologists who had visited the lake,
notably Dr. William Rowan and his technician Bob Lister, who
wrote The Birds and Birders of Beaverhills Lake, published in
1979. He described the importance of the lake and the different
designations bestowed in relatively recent years leading up to it
being declared part of the Western Hemisphere Shorebirds Reserve Network in 1996. Lu stressed the importance of the Snow
Goose Festival, which was a cooperative undertaking by the Canadian Wildlife Service and the Town of Tofield from 1992 until
2002, when the lake began to dry. The festival continues as the
Snow Goose Chase organized by Bob Parsons with volunteers
from the Edmonton Nature Club. Lu noted the research of Dick
Dekker, not only his surveys of shorebirds, but also his book
Prairie Water, published in 1991.
Lu wondered what it would take to bring the lake back, either
naturally through a succession of heavy snowfalls in winter followed by high precipitation, or by constructing a pipeline to bring
water from the North Saskatchewan River. Randy Coombs joined
Lu towards the end of his presentation and provided some local
history of a spring, a prehistoric kill site for buffalo, and native
flora on a property south and west of Tofield which has never
been ploughed.
Dr. Martin Sharp spoke on “Rapid Glacier Change in Canada’s
North.” This will be in the next Parkland Naturalist. There will
also be a report on Dr. Gail Michener’s talk at the Annual Edmonton Nature Club Banquet held on March 30, 2013.

Alan Hingston
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Opportunities for ENC to Support Edmonton’s Biodiversity Plan
Background
The City of Edmonton has been working hard over the
past several years to bolster its “green” image. The
broader strategy is reflected in The Way We Green, the
city’s environmental strategic plan. A notable element in
this effort is a stated commitment to biodiversity conservation, primarily through accelerated efforts to protect,
steward, and restore natural areas. A key player is the
city’s Office of Biodiversity (formerly Office of Natural
Areas). This office has recently produced a number of
biodiversity-oriented policy and planning documents,
including Natural Connections: Strategic Plan (2007),
Biodiversity Report (2008), Natural Connections: Biodiversity Action Plan (2009), and the draft City-wide Natural Area Management Plan (available by e-mail request
at naturalareas@edmonton.ca). The aspirations articulated in these documents, informed by conservation science, are truly impressive.
A key part of Edmonton’s “green” strategy has been to
take the biodiversity initiative to the international stage.
This included hosting the 2009 World Congress of Local
Governments for Sustainability and participating in the
Local Action for Biodiversity (LAB) project, part of an
international partnership of 21 municipalities that have
joined forces to share information on how best to protect
their local biodiversity. These efforts are starting to garner attention, as evidenced by the 2012 Emerald Award
bestowed upon the city for its leadership role in protecting biodiversity. A June 6, 2012, news release put out by
the City of Edmonton to coincide with the award, states
that “In the last decade, the City has protected more than
4,000 hectares of natural areas and has become a global
leader in the protection of biodiversity.” In the same
news release, Mayor Mandel is quoted to say that
“Maintaining our rich biodiversity is critical to the future
of our city and to achieving the sustainability goals outlined in The Way We Green….” The City of Edmonton
has set very high expectations, at local, provincial, and
international levels, for the conservation of biodiversity
within its jurisdiction. This ambition should be applauded
and supported, recognizing that the real challenge now
rests with the delivery of tangible results on these ambitions.
Community Working Group Consultations – Fall
2012
The city’s Office of Biodiversity invited representation
from the Edmonton Nature Club (ENC) at a series of four
Community Working Group (CWG) meetings held in late
2012. A number of other agencies, not-for-profit groups,
and community interests were also invited. The goal of

this process was “to identify how…respective organizations could support, and be supported by, the Biodiversity
Plan (both strategies).” At its highest level, the draft
framework for the Biodiversity Plan comprises two broad
strategies, four desired outcomes, and several supporting
actions. (See Table 1, left-hand column.)
The first couple of meetings focused on identification of
each organization’s programs and activities of relevance
to the four Biodiversity Plan outcomes. Table 1 summarizes the input provided for ENC programs and activities.
This summary shows the particular strength and expertise
that the club has with engaging Edmontonians through
biodiversity-related education and awareness program
activities (Strategy II). It also shows that the club is active in programs that support a better understanding of
biodiversity through activities related to monitoring and
research (Strategy I) and citizen science (Strategy II).
Evaluation of Opportunities for Cooperation
The last two CWG meetings shifted the focus of discussion to opportunities for enhanced cooperation among
participating organizations. Suggestions were made for
pilot projects at one or two natural areas where we could
test and demonstrate our abilities to work together and to
mobilize relevant expertise from the membership of our
respective organizations to pursue key biodiversity outcomes and actions. Also, suggestions were made to develop and implement standardized protocols for monitoring species-level biodiversity so as to generate information needed to prioritize and focus natural area protection
and stewardship activities. However, these suggestions
did not gain significant traction, particularly with staff
from the Office of Biodiversity.
The Office of Biodiversity’s primarily interest was focused on the production of a Communications Plan and
more specifically on the development of a communications network that would be called the Community Biodiversity Network. This is a key piece that the city needs
to put in place as part of its international commitment to
the LAB project referenced above. There was good support from CWG participants for an arms-length network
that would be supported by a web-based mechanism that
was publically accessible and through which participating
organizations could post and exchange information. It
appeared that ENC’s interest in cooperation opportunities, involving tangible on-the-ground initiatives, would
have to be pursued in other ways, without the direct involvement and support of the Office of Biodiversity. The
office does promote, and to some extent facilitate, natural
area stewardship through its Master Naturalist Program.
Also, it has a mandate to prepare management plans for
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natural areas and to monitor them, as referenced in the
draft City-wide Natural Area Management Plan. However, these mandates appear to be of lower priority compared to the current focus on the acquisition and protection of natural areas within the tablelands of Edmonton,
along with associated publicity efforts.
Suggested Areas of Cooperation for ENC

23

factors. The protection of high-value natural areas in
Edmonton will require continued cooperation with
other NGOs and community groups who share our
conservation concerns and are willing to speak out to
influence decisions affecting these areas.
Re-create Biodiversity (through urban habitat development, naturalization, and restoration)

Using the information gained through the CWG meetings
and other sources, the following suggestions are made for
how ENC and its members might make meaningful contributions to achievement of the laudable strategies and
outcomes within the draft framework for an Edmonton
Biodiversity Plan.



Support other not-for-profit organizations and community groups directly involved in the naturalization
and restoration of natural areas, such as the Edmonton Naturalization Group. This group maintains a
very good newsletter for sharing information on this
subject.

Understand Biodiversity (through research, monitoring, and information systems)



The City of Edmonton’s Naturalization Program does
a good job of encouraging and supporting the involvement of citizens (including youth) in naturalization plantings in city parkland environments. The
best way for ENC members to engage in these projects is likely through the local community in which
they live, as most of these projects are undertaken on
the local level.





Continue to advocate for the development of standardized biodiversity monitoring and reporting protocols as integral elements of natural area stewardship.
ENC members should offer their expertise and support in development of protocols to ensure they can
be implemented in a practical way with the help of
volunteer naturalists.
Support local community groups and other not-forprofit organizations (e.g., Edmonton and Area Land
Trust) that are engaged in natural area stewardship
and need assistance with undertaking baseline
evaluations of biodiversity status and trends.

Engage Edmontonians (through education, awareness, citizen science, and stewardship)


ENC is already doing a great job of engaging Edmontonians through the various program activities
summarized in Table 1. ENC should stay engaged
with development of the proposed Community Biodiversity Network. This offers a potential means to attract new members, cooperate with other organizations, and attract Edmontonians to its existing program offerings.



ENC members should actively support Nature Alberta in its delivery of the Young Naturalists Club
(YNC) program in the Edmonton area. This program
is relatively new and was very successful in the Edmonton area in 2012, where it focused much of its
energy. The YNC needs the help of ENC members to
identify high-quality and readily accessible natural
areas within the city that offer good potential for
events such as its Family Nature Nights series. It also
needs individuals who can assist as knowledgeable
local experts for these events, without having to be
responsible for the overall organization and delivery
of program events.

Protect Biodiversity (through natural area securement and stewardship)


Support other organizations and community groups
in the stewardship of specific natural areas that are of
interest, proximity, and importance to ENC members.
Take advantage of the Master Naturalist Program as a
good way to become familiar with natural area stewardship issues, needs, available city resources, and
volunteer opportunities.



The Edmonton and Area Land Trust has yet to acquire protected lands, or conservation easements on
such lands, within city limits. However, it expects to
have formal management responsibility for the Larch
Sanctuary portion of Whitemud Creek Ravine, immediately south of 23rd Avenue, in the not-too-distant
future. This is a biologically rich site that is reasonably accessible and may provide opportunities for volunteers from ENC at a location that is closer to home
for many members.



Continue to be vigilant with respect to high-value
natural areas (protected and unprotected) which may
become at risk from development pressures and other
Red-winged Blackbird—Photo by Harry Stelfox
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Summary
The CWG meetings were useful in furthering an exchange of information among several organizations having programs
and activities relevant to the implementation of an Edmonton Biodiversity Plan. From an ENC perspective, the opportunities for cooperation are primarily with other not-for-profits and local community groups. Participation in the proposed
Community Biodiversity Network may be a good avenue to maintain and further develop linkages with other organizations, and also a means to reach Edmontonians who might become interested in joining our club.
Biodiversity Plan Strategies, Outcomes, and Actions

Relevant ENC Programs and Activities

Strategy I: Biodiversity Protection, Management, and Restoration
Understand Biodiversity: through monitoring, research,
and information systems

Field trips, Christmas Bird Counts (CBCs), and May Species Counts. CBC results represent a long-term record of
standardized data collection, with results readily accessible.
ENC encourages member use of standardized electronic
databases (e.g., eBird) for recording species observations.

Protect Biodiversity: through ecological impact prevention, invasive plant management, and natural area securement

No specific programs for stewardship of natural areas, although some members are involved through other organizations. ENC is a founding member of the Edmonton and
Area Land Trust and continues to serve on its board. ENC
publically advocates for protection of natural areas on a
case-by-case basis.

Re-create Biodiversity: through urban habitat (backyard
landscaping) initiatives and naturalization/restoration of
public/parkland spaces

ENC has no specific programs of its own, but many members are involved at a personal level and with other organizations such as the Edmonton Naturalization Group.

Strategy II: Communication
Engage Edmontonians: through education and awareness, Field trips, CBCs, Snow Goose Chase, Indoor Program,
Plant and Bird Study Groups, The Parkland Naturalist and
citizen science, and stewardship
other special publications, plus special events. Many members have become involved in stewardship by participating
in the city’s Master Naturalist Program and through other
organizations. All ENC program activities are open to the
public, with club membership and donations encouraged.
Harry Stelfox

Photos by Harry Stelfox

Red Fox Pup

Whitemud Creek
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Sleeze, Murder, Parliament
As much as everyone would expect the headline “Sleazy Murder in the Parliament”, this isn’t that kind of
article. Everyone knows a group of crows is called a murder, or a group of owls is called a parliament, but
what group of birds is called a sleeze? Keep reading to find out.
Blackbirds – cloud, cluster, merl
Bobolinks – chain
Buntings – decoration, mural, sacrifice
Cardinals – college, conclave, deck, radiance, Vatican
Catbirds – mewing, seat
Chickadees – banditry, dissimulation
Coots – codger, commotion, fleet, shoal, swarm
Cormorants – flight, gulp, rookery, sunning, swim
Cowbirds – corral, herd
Cranes – construction, dance, sedge, siege, swoop
Creepers – spiral, sleeze
Crossbills – crookedness, warp
Crows – murder, cauldron, congress, horde, muster
Cuckoos – cooch, asylum
Curlews – curfew, game, head, salon, skein
Doves – bevy, cote, dole, dule, flight
Ducks – brace, flush, paddling, team, raft
Falcons – stooping, eyrie, ringing up, tower, bazaar
Finches – bouquet
Flycatchers – outfield, swatting, zapper, zipper
Geese – blizzard, chevron, knot, plump, string, gaggle
Godwits – omniscience, pantheon, prayer
Goldfinches – charm, rush, treasury, vein, 007
Goshawks – flight, glare, couple & a half, gross
Grebes – water dance
Grosbeaks – gross
Grouse – chorus, covey, drumming, grumbling, leash
Gulls – flotilla, gullery, screech, scavenging, squabble
Hawks – boil, knot, spiralling, knot, stream, tower, kettle
Herons – battery, hedge, pose, rookery, scattering
Hummingbirds – bouquet, glittering, hover, shimmer, tune
Ibis – congregation, stand, wedge
Jay – party, scold, band, cast

Kingbirds – coronation, court, tyranny
Kingfishers – concentration, clique
Knots – cluster, fling, tangle
Longspurs – drive
Loons – asylum, cry, loomery, raft, water dance
Magpies – charm, gulp, mischief, tittering, tribe
Mallards – battling daggle, doppling, lute, sword
Meadowlarks – pod
Nuthatches – jar
Ovenbirds – stew
Owls – parliament, bazaar, stooping, glaring, wisdom
Pelicans – squadron, pouch, pod, scoop, brief
Phalaropes – dopping, swirl, twirl, whirlgig
Pigeon – dropping, band, loft, passel, school
Plovers – brace, congregation, deceit, ponderance, wing
Raven – bazaar, constable, rant, storytelling, unkindness
Redpolls – gallup
Sanderlings – grain
Sandpipers – contradiction, fling, hill, bind, time-step
Sapsuckers – slurp
Shrikes – watch, abattoir
Sora – ache, expression, whinny
Swallows – stand
Sparrows – flutter, meinie, quarrel, crew, ubiquity
Swans – ballet, bevy, drift, regatta, school
Swifts – box, flock, screaming frenzy, swoop
Tanagers – season
Terns – committee
Thrushes – mutation, hermitage
Vireos – call
Vultures – cast, committee, meal, vortex, wake
Warblers – bouquet, confusion, fall, wrench

James Fox

Naming Contest
What should a group of birders be called?
Email your suggestions and reasoning to
edmontonnatureclub@gmail.com and you
could win an Edmonton Nature Club hat.

DC

DC
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Hummers – Bummers and Bonuses
It is snowing outside. Large snowflakes leisurely drift
down. I like that, but it is also minus 26ºC, and that,
well….it is only January. Sitting in front of the woodstove, looking at the flames playing around the logs, and
enjoying something from the Scottish Highlands (single
malt), my mind goes on migration, just like the birds did.
Where, I wonder, are our little Ruby-throated Hummingbirds right now, the ones I had so much fun with last
summer?
Over the years we have seen the odd Ruby-throat in our
yard, but just for a quick visit to a flower here and there
before the tiny bird zoomed away again. One just has to
see that, they are so easy to miss. This time it turned out
to be a very different story. Almost daily I stroll through
the yard in which we have a variety of flowering perennials. I love the colours. When I do, the camera is often
hanging around my neck, just in case something of interest catches the eye. One day I noticed a hummingbird
buzzing around a sunflower. I’d never seen that before
and took some photographs. The next day I saw a/the
hummer again. I decided to put up a hummingbird feeder,
although I realized it was a bit late for that in July. With
the feeder in place it did not take long for the little guys
to start using it. Now it became evident there was not
one, but three, hummers visiting, two immatures or females (with white-tipped tail-feathers) and one male.
This was a good opportunity to try to photograph these
fascinating birds, but it proved to be more difficult than I
expected. Every time I approached the feeder they buzzed
off, so I took a lawn chair and sat, patiently waiting for a
visitor.

mers treated wasps and hornets with due respect. They
waited in turn to get a drink. Many days I sat in the chair
watching and photographing. They got very much accustomed to my presence, and I was occasionally scrutinized
by them. As they hovered only a few feet from my face I
could clearly hear the hummmmmm of their wings.
BUMMER

One of the pictures I desperately hoped to get was of the
male with its gorget ablaze in the sunlight, but that became a bummer, as did many others.
BONUSES

That worked, but the hummers would feed on the opposite opening of the feeder. This problem was easily
solved by plugging the other holes. Now things were a bit
more in my favour.
Eventually I learned a bit of their feeding routine. Watching them interact with each other was very interesting.
High-speed chases occurred in which the birds shot from
ground-level to tree-top and beyond, completely disappearing into thin air, only to be back a short while later to
sit and rest on the thin bare branches of the spruce tree.
When a chickadee showed up, it was promptly chased
away. With amazing speed and agility the hummer would
maneuver through the tangle of branches, spiraling
around the tree-trunk, after the hapless bird. A junco, on
the other hand, would chase the hummer away. The hum-

Red-eyed Vireo

Least Flycatcher

While on humming bird watch for the following weeks I
was amazed to see how many other bird species previously unnoticed moved through our back yard on their
fall migration. They included Red-eyed Vireo, Least Flycatcher, Blue-headed Vireo, American Redstart, Wilson’s
Warbler, and, of all birds, a Cape May Warbler. This was
in addition to the regulars.
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Blue-headed Vireo

Toward the end of August the visits became less frequent, and one day it was quiet. The hummingbirds had
left, gone to Central America, Mexico, the Yucatan peninsula, and there about. It was interesting to see the variety of flowering plants they visited: sunflower, sweet pea,
scarlet runner, delphinium, nasturtium, checker mallow,
geranium, and Maltese cross Although it is generally believed that red attracts them, not all these are red. Often
their forehead and nostrils were covered with pollen. At
other times they shot up to take a tiny flying insect,
which I could see later on a picture. A large percentage of
their diet consists of insects. The sugar solution or natural
nectar is the high-octane fuel for their energy. When I
researched their migration route, I was astonished to learn
that this little creature, the size of my thumb, crosses the
Gulf of Mexico in about 20 hours under favourable conditions. This is an amazing feat of endurance, considering
feeding is impossible while crossing the water, unless
they catch tiny insects on the way. Who knows? We are
not there to see it.
One thing is for sure, by May the 10th this year I will
have my feeders hanging and this time I will get that
shot.
Time to put another log on the fire.
Ludo Bogaert

Photos by Ludo Bogaert

27

Cape May Warbler

Ruby-throated Hummingbird
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Field Trip Reports
Whitemud Walk, February 23, 2013
Nice weather found 32 of us walking the northern part of
Whitemud Creek ravine from Fox Drive to Snow Valley
between 10 a.m. and 1:00 p.m.. Naturally a group of this
size tended to be separated into sub-groups. Highlights
were a Northern Flicker (Yellow-Shafted), as well as
Downy and Pileated Woodpeckers. Although it took
some work, we found Brown Creeper, Boreal Chickadee,
and Red- and White-breasted Nuthatches. A few of us
caught a glimpse of a Gyrfalcon flying by, and others a
likely Sharp-shinned Hawk. I saw one in the area when I
arrived before the group. As has become usual in Edmonton, we saw lots of ravens (16 counted).

Photo by Martin Sharp

We saw the following 18 species:

Snowy Owl Prowl, February 16, 2013

Sharp-shinned Hawk
Gyrfalcon
Rock Pigeon
Northern Flicker
Downy Woodpecker
Pileated Woodpecker
Blue Jay
Black-billed Magpie
Common Raven

We had a successful owl prowl lead by Alan Hingston,
with 3 Snowy Owls.

Black-capped Chickadee
Boreal Chickadee
White-breasted Nuthatch
Red-breasted Nuthatch
Brown Creeper
Bohemian Waxwing
Pine Siskin
Common Redpoll
Pine Grosbeak

Brian Stephens

Sharp-shinned Hawk

From St. Albert 44 of us (ranging from 3 to 79 years old)
in 17 vehicles headed north to Morinville and began
working the roads west of Morinville, which were quite
rough and icy. Not far in we spotted a nearly all-white
male Snowy in the distance, but had some good looks
with scopes, especially of a magpie pulling at the owl’s
tail feathers. We moved on, not finding too much until we
spotted an adult female perched on the metal chimney of
a house. This one was quite close and photogenic. Not
too much further on we found another Snowy
(intermediate plumage) on a classic power pole perch.
A couple of vehicles spotted Gray Partridge along the
railway lines, but otherwise there were ravens, magpies,
and a few chickadees.
At noon most people left, and the remainder split between
Opal and Fairhaven. Around Fairhaven, we heard a
Northern Goshawk and saw the local American Goldfinch.
Thanks to Alan for scouting ahead and finding a productive area.
We saw the following 15 species:

Photo by Janice Hurlburt

Northern Goshawk
Gray Partridge
Rock Dove
Snowy Owl
Downy Woodpecker
Pileated Woodpecker
Blue Jay
Black-billed Magpie

Brian Stephens

Common Raven
Black-capped Chickadee
Boreal Chickadee
White-breasted Nuthatch
Bohemian Waxwing
American Goldfinch
Common Redpoll
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Field Trip Reports
Fort Edmonton River Loop Trail Walk,
February 9, 2013

Great Gray Owl Photo by Gerald Romanchuk

Opal Field Trip, February 10, 2013
Over 25 birders in 10 vehicles came out for a short-notice
owling trip with Ray Cromie today.
We had hoped for some Snowy Owls on our way north, but
the fog was so thick that we could barely see the tops of the
power poles.
Things started to clear up as we got up into the Opal area.
We picked up a couple of Great Grays fairly quickly –
might’ve been 3, but one was likely a repeat offender. One
of the owls was actively plunging into the snow for voles
out across a field. Another owl came a long way from across
another field and seemed to chase off the first owl.
A bit further out, we watched some Pine Grosbeaks
“serenading” a Hawk Owl. It was interesting to see them
mobbing a raptor using their musical call notes. There was
another Great Gray just down the road. We didn’t catch any
of the owls. Ray was sure the Hawk Owl was the same bird
he’d banded a month ago. The Great Grays were either too
far away or just didn’t respond to attempts to lure them in.
Continuing further north through Thorhild and on towards
Newbrook, all we could find was a Great Horned Owl. It
was perched on the edge of a clearing, acting just like a
Great Gray.

It was a great day to go birding, although you wouldn’t
have known it first thing in the morning with the snow
coming down. By the time 14 of us had gathered in the
Fort Edmonton parking lot, it had already started to clear
up. We set out on the back of the loop by the John Janzen
Nature Centre. We were treated to a large flock of Bohemian Waxwings (couldn’t see any Cedars) that filled the
tree tops near the trail, and a pair of Hairy Woodpeckers.
Once we hit Whitemud Road South, we went to the head
of the path to the pedestrian bridge. There are some bird
feeders at the houses there, and we saw a small group of
Pine Grosbeak eating berries, along with the usual feeder
crowd, including a Red-breasted Nuthatch. By the time
we reached the bridge the sun was starting to break out.
One constant on the walk was ravens looping overhead.
We looked south up the river and saw a group of 35 ravens at some open water. On the other side of the river
we walked to the bottom of the large stairs. It was beautiful along the path in the sunshine. We heard but didn’t
see a Pileated Woodpecker. On the walk back, on the
river side of the loop, it suddenly got very quiet, birdwise, and the wind picked up again.
We saw 15 species. Here’s Brian Stephens’s list:
Rock Pigeon
Downy Woodpecker
Hairy Woodpecker
Pileated Woodpecker
Blue Jay
Black-billed Magpie
Common Raven
Black-capped Chickadee

White-breasted Nuthatch
Red-breasted Nuthatch
Bohemian Waxwing
Pine Grosbeak
Common Redpoll
Pine Siskin
House Sparrow

Janice Hurlburt

We didn’t do a lot of regular birding, but did pick up a few
species while cruising around for owls. One car that left
early and went home through Gibbons saw a Gyrfalcon on
Hwy 28A. Several cars that went back through Fort Saskatchewan saw a Snowy Owl on Hwy 21.
Big Thanks to Ray Cromie for taking us out!
Here’s our list of 14 species:
Northern Hawk Owl
Great Horned Owl
Snowy Owl
Great Gray Owl
Hairy Woodpecker
Northern Shrike
Gray Jay

Gerald Romanchuk

Black-billed Magpie
Common Raven
Black-capped Chickadee
Bohemian Waxwing
Snow Bunting
Pine Grosbeak
Common Redpoll
Common Redpoll Photo by Janice Hurlburt
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Field Trip Reports
Mill Creek Outing, January 19, 2013
Twenty-three of us set off to explore Mill Creek Ravine.
Trails were on the icy side! After covering most of the ravine as far as Whyte Avenue and finding only small numbers of birds, we headed back to our start point. Richard
Knapton had been caught in a traffic jam and caught up to
us. As we were talking, one of our group saw a brief movement, and ta-da! a Boreal Owl – a life bird for quite a few
of our number. Except for that brief movement, we would
not have picked it out.
We counted 9 species:
Boreal Owl
Downy Woodpecker
Pileated Woodpecker (heard)
Black-billed Magpie
Common Raven

Black-capped Chickadee
White-breasted Nuthatch
Bohemian Waxwing
Pine Grosbeak (heard)

Brian Stephens
Bald Eagle
Photo by Don Delaney

Whitemud Ravine Walk, January 27, 2013
There were 22 participants, and we welcomed two newcomers. The weather was sunny and about -12 º C (felt
like -15º C). We walked from the Keillor Road end of
Whitemud Creek to Snow Valley and back, from 10:00
a.m. to 1:00 p.m.
The birds were quite active, chickadees were
“chickadeeing,” ravens were soaring and twirling and
calling, and the Downy Woodpeckers were chasing each
other. Pine Siskins were feeding on birch nutlets.
Highlights of the trip included a close-up view of Pine
Grosbeaks. Bright red males as well as females and firstyear males were feeding on mountain ash berries on
branches overhanging the trail, right above our heads.
We saw 14 species:
Bald Eagle
Rock Dove
Downy Woodpecker
Pileated Woodpecker
Black-billed Magpie
Common Raven
Black-capped Chickadee

Shirley Coulson

Boreal Chickadee
Brown Creeper
White-breasted Nuthatch
Red-breasted Nuthatch
Bohemian Waxwing
Pine Grosbeak
Pine Siskin
Boreal Owl
Photo by Gerald Romanchuk
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Field Trip Report
Farewell to a Field Tripper

A regular participant on club walks and road
trips, Beau was always happy to be on the trail.
No matter what the weather or how many birds
we saw, he cheerfully participated in his calm
and respectful manner. Club members enjoyed
his company and we will remember him fondly.
Photo of Beau Fox

Member’s Photos — Spring in Alberta

Backyard Snowshoe Hare
Photo by Alan Hingston

Crocus at Coyote Auto near Tofield
Photo by Brian Stephens

If you have any photos you’d like to share, please send them to the editor, Dawne Colwell, at colwelld@shaw.ca

Spring in Alberta

Sandhill Cranes - Photo by Gerald Romanchuk

Female Red Crossbill - Photo by Janice Hurlburt

