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  Red-sided Garter Snakes, Photos by Hil Reine 
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A Snake…What?  

A snake hibernaculum is an underground site where 
snakes go in the fall to overwinter. The picture below 
shows the Red-sided Garter Snake emerging in the 
spring from its hibernaculum in the Glory Hills.                      
Hibernacula are usually found in old gravel beds, rock 
piles, deserted rodent burrows, hollow trees, decaying 
leaf litter, or occasionally a basement. Also called dens 
or refugia, hibernacula can be located anywhere there 
is loose soil below the frost line where the ectothermic 
(cold-blooded) snakes can congregate to keep warm in 

the winter. The temperatures in hibernacula remain 
fairly constant because of the insulating effects of the 
earth. As the weather cools, the snakes’ metabolic rate 
is lowered, their body temperature falls, and they go 
into a deep sleep (hibernation). In order to stay alive 
during this state of dormancy, the snakes rely on re-
serves of fat stored under the skin, and glycogen stored 
in liver and muscles.  

When spring arrives and temperatures warm, the 
snakes emerge. At the Glory Hills hibernaculum, they 
usually appear around Mother’s Day. In this particular 
“snake pit” about 1,000 snakes were outside the hiber-
naculum on May 10, 2013. According to research done 
by the Alberta Government, about 8,000 snakes are in 
the area. The noise they make in the grass is amazing, 

and the writhing balls of mating snakes are fascinating 
to watch. After mating, the snakes disperse into nearby 
areas of forest and stream edges to give birth; gestation 
is about two or three months. Young are independent 
at birth and can be preyed upon by frogs or shrews at 
this stage. Both adults and young slither into the water 
to escape predators such as hawks, crows, and rac-
coons and raise their young. In late August or Septem-
ber they return to the hibernacula from their summer 
feeding areas. 

Garter snakes are not harmful to humans and are not 
poisonous if they bite. When handled or caught by 
prey they exude a musky odour to dissuade threats. 
Like most reptiles, these snakes are very beneficial to 
agriculture, as they consume large numbers of insects 
and mice. They also eat frogs, lizards, and small birds.  

Hibernacula are vulnerable, so these sites are protected 
by the Alberta Wildlife Act. If you find any hiberna-
cula or other areas in which large numbers of snakes 
are concentrated, you should report the sightings to 
wildlife officials at the Alberta Conservation Associa-
tion. Call toll-free,1-877-777-FROG (3764). The best 
time to find sites is in the early spring; look for grav-
elly areas and rock piles with streams nearby.  

Marg Reine 

 Photos by Marg Reine 

On the cover 

Gerald Romanchuk and Steve Knight “Twitchin’ the Year Away,” Photo by Janice Hurlburt  
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And a good, good day! 

A friend of mine recently said that 
with awareness and knowledge come 
appreciation, respect, and a desire to 
preserve. We were standing in     
Maligne Canyon at Jasper National 
Park, captivated by the ice forma-
tions. We were with a group of pri-
marily Edmontonians who for most 
part were on their first visit to the 
canyon. When I talked about the 
Edmonton Nature Club with them, 
most had no idea who we are and 
what we have to offer. It made me 
think how many other folk have no 
idea of the club and what we offer. 

 

The Edmonton Nature Club’s first objective is: 

To develop an awareness of and encourage an interest in the 
natural environment among its members and the community 
through meetings, talks, workshops, study groups, field trips 
and publications. 

Our fifth and last objective is: 

To promote the preservation of the environment through 
support of: 

 Natural history study groups and counts 
 Materials for educational outreach programs 

within the Edmonton region and the Province of 
Alberta 

Your executive and committee chairs and members have been hard at 
work developing opportunities for us to achieve a better awareness 
and interest in Edmonton’s and Alberta’s natural history and to be-
come more informed about its wonders. New committee chairs in-
clude Karen Lindsay, Bird Study Group; Colleen Raymond, Bug and 
Spider Group; Janice Hurlburt, Field Trip Coordinator; Steve Knight, 
Yahoo Group Associate; and Toby-Anne Reimer, Banquet Coordina-
tor. We also established a Finance Committee to review the club’s 
finances and set some goals to prepare us for future challenges. 

Our indoor programs organized by Alan Hingston have been so well 
attended that we have had to move to the King’s University amphi-
theatre. We have averaged over 100 people per program. Many are 
either new or “wannabe” members, and all have enjoyed the talks. 
Field trips led by skilled and knowledgeable ENC volunteers have 
offered new insights into the natural history of Edmonton and its sur-
roundings. Our 2012/2013 season ended with Gerald Romanchuk 
leading a trip to Elk Island National Park. Our 2013/2014 season 
started with BBQ, banding, and Saw-Whet Owls and continued with 
exciting events up to the Christmas Bird Count. Our Plant Studies 
Group continues to flower at Percy Page on a Monday night each 
month, and our Bird Study Group continues to beat a path to new 
knowledge and experiences. Ann Carter provided insight into the Ca-
nadian Wildlife Federation’s Backyard Habitat Certification Program 
one evening in November and was a major part of our joint venture 
with Wild Birds Unlimited, Wild Bird General Store, and John Janzen 
Nature Centre. The three sessions set the stage for the Christmas Bird 
Count by introducing novice birders to what the birds of Edmonton 
are all about. 

President’s Message 

Our first quarter of the 2013/2014 season has been “awesome”!  

Some challenges your Finance Committee is addressing are related to 
postage increases. Options for delivering The Parkland Naturalist to our 
members at a reasonable cost include using our website for a members-
only page that makes the magazine available for downloading as a PDF 
and/or adding a membership surcharge for those who want a hard copy. 
An increase in membership fees is being considered to cover the rising 
costs of running the club. Costs of offering the Snow Goose Chase also 
are increasing, and we are making efforts to obtain additional sponsors, 
or possibly revising the current format. Other challenges include increas-
ing our public visibility, inviting more of our community to become 
members, and engaging in more joint ventures with other organizations. 

I and your executive will continue to strive to provide you with extraor-
dinary and ordinary but stimulating experiences in our natural world. 

Our President, Stephen Copen 

Stephen Copen 

Stalagmites in cave 

Photos by Stephen Copen 
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Executive   

President – Stephen Copen 710-6736 

Past President – Ron Ramsey 437-4155 

Treasurer – Cecilia Rodriguez 761-4686    

Recording Secretary – Jaye Lee 476-3113 

Membership Secretary – Brian Stephens 

bjstephens@shaw.ca 

Executive Director – Gerald Romanchuk 

991-6521 

Executive Director – Hendrik Kruger 293-6833   

Executive Director – James Fox 318-6811 

Executive Director – Ann Carter 

ann55john@yahoo.ca 

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 

Committee Chairs 
Website Coordinators – Ann Carter / John Jaworski 

ann55john@yahoo.com / djjango@yahoo.ca 
 

Parkland Naturalist – Dawne Colwell 484-9340 
 

Nature Network – Lisa Priestley 918-4804 
 

Plant Study Group/Natural Areas –  
Patsy Cotterill 481-1525 

 

Field Trip Coordinator –  Janice Hurlburt 
janicehurlburt53@gmail.com 

 

 Bird Study Group –  Karen Lindsay      
kdlinds@telus.net 

                    
Bug and Spider Study Group  –  Colleen Raymond 

costan@shaw.ca 
 

Nature Alberta Representative – Lu Carbyn  481-2274 
 

Programs/Communications – Ron Ramsey 437-4155 
 

Monthly Programs – Alan Hingston 459-6389 
 

Mailing Committee Coordinators –  
Jack and Pauline DeHaas  jdehaas@airsurfer.ca  

 

E-mail Coordinator – James Fox 318-6811 
 

Banquet Coordinator – Toby-Ann Reimer 
obitay@gmail.com   

 

Refreshment Coordinator – Gerry Fox 
gfoxedm@telusplanet.net 

 

Online Discussion Group – Gerry Fox / Steve Knight 
gfoxedm@telusplanet.net / Steve@PerformanceSystems.ca 

 

Snow Goose Chase – Bob Parsons 488-1344 
 

Christmas Bird Count – Kim Blomme 640-3767   
 

Edmonton and Area Land Trust –  
Raquel (Rocky) Feroe 421-0975 

Jaye Lee 476-3113 

 (all area codes: 780) 

The Parkland Naturalist 

 is published by the Edmonton Nature Club. 
Box 1111, Edmonton, AB T5J 2M1 

 http://www.edmontonnatureclub.org 

 

Applications may be downloaded 
from the ENC website or contact 

us at our mailing address. 

Membership Rates for 2013: 

Adult/family: 
Seniors: 
Students: 

$30.00/year 
$20.00/year 
$20.00/year 

Membership 
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1. Participate in an Edmonton Nature Club field trip on a hot summer’s day. 

2. Snap pictures of a Police Car Moth and a Fritillary species that stop to drink flower nectar along the way. 

3. When a fellow participant captures a White Admiral in her net to show the group, allow her to place it in your 
hand. 

4. Watch, with amazement, as the butterfly’s wings wave slowly and gently, open and closed. And feel its feet – 
like miniature suction cups against your sweaty palm. 

5. Let other participants photograph the butterfly waving in your hand. 

6. After the field trip is over, continue to photograph butterflies whenever you see them. 

7. Learn to use a butterfly field guide from an experienced nature enthusiast, and then practice identifying some 
pictures on your own. 

8. Become motivated by the Alberta Lepidopterists’ Guild’s Butterfly Big Year Contest, or some other event, at 
the beginning of the next season. Then go out regularly to count, photograph, and report your findings on 
eButterfly. 

9. Notice, with each new sighting, the creatures’ unique beauty and varying stages of wear. 

10. Undergo the challenges of capturing key identification features in your photos and delight with each discovery 
of a different species! 

11. Experience the madness of chasing an elusive and mysterious butterfly along a walking trail. Fail to get a sin-
gle shot, despite your best efforts! Then sense the rush of joy that accompanies its unexpected touchdown, out 
of nowhere, upon your right ear! Watch it flutter away again. Realize, with some satisfaction, that maybe the 
butterfly has actually been stalking you! 

You had me at step 3. 

Colleen Raymond 

Photos by Colleen Raymond 

How to Fall in Love with Butterflies  

Police Car Moth Fritillary  Sp. 
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The following was submitted as a letter to the Edmonton 
Journal and published in part on December 9, 2013.  

On September 21, 2013, the City of Edmonton held a pub-
lic open house unveiling plans for the Terwillegar Park 
Footbridge and West End Trails.  

This plan shows a 2.7 km stretch of paved trail proposed 
to run between the Fort Edmonton Footbridge and the 
Terwillegar Park Footbridge along the river’s edge
(dashed line). “Oleskiw Lands” is a large floodplain 
consisting of a hay meadow bordered on the river side 
by old-growth riparian poplar forest. This forest is im-
portant habitat where deer, birds, and other animals seek 
shelter and make their homes. The proposed 3-metre-
wide asphalt trail to serve a continuous traffic of people, 
bikes, and dogs will violate the integrity of the forest 
and be detrimental to the wildlife. 

The rationale given for the preferred trail alignment by 
the City planners is “people want to be by the river.” We 
suggest that this trail would be better aligned along the 
meadow side of the forest (magenta line), with a cross 
trail providing access to a viewpoint along the river.  

While we like the Ribbon of Green concept, preferences 
for trail alignments should not have priority over the 
integrity of the river valley as an ecological corridor.  
We note that trails are proposed to run along both sides 
of the river’s edge in several places (see The River   
Valley Alliance’s map:                                                   
http://edmonton.ca/city_government/documents/ 
River_Valley_Alliance_Capital_Project_Map.pdf.     
Has the wildlife corridor concept been adequately     
researched?    

We believe the west-end trails concept is being rushed 
through due to tight timelines with funding availability. 
Decisions with respect to trail alignments should be 
made after the public has had adequate time for response 
and input. A second public open house will be held in 
spring 2014. 

Shirley Coulson, Patsy Cotterill 

Proposed River Valley Development in Oleskiw Park 
(formerly Centennial Lands) 

Oleskiw Park 

Photos by Gerald Romanchuk 

Coyote White-tailed Deer 
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The Edmonton Nature Club has a lost an active long-time 
member. Sadly, Jim Morrison, of St. Albert, passed away on 
Friday, January 3, 2014. 

Jim was a familiar face on many ENC outings and a stalwart 
on the Edmonton, Wabamun, Opal, and other local Christ-
mas Bird Counts. He was the kind of guy who, without be-
ing asked, would take on a task such as being the sweeper, 
or as he called it, “tail-end Charlie,” of a field trip convoy. 
This way he could look after things, make sure no one got 
lost or left behind, and make sure everyone was safe. 

Jim led a number of field trips, including some of our club’s 
first weekend trips to southern Alberta. He was always 
sharp-eyed and well known for spotting Pygmy Owls,    
Ptarmigan, you name it, and just when we needed them. 

Jim served on the club executive and was always keen to 
help out with club business whenever he could. 

On a personal note, Jim was a frequent birding and travel 
companion. The trips the three of us took were always a ton 
of fun and with us catching the photo bug more and more 
over the years, we had lots of great times together. Jim was 
always fit and energetic. He could drive all day if there was 
potential for a good bird and cheerfully put up with some 
mediocre navigation from a couple of guys who were usu-
ally more concerned with napping and snacking. 

Good Birding, Jim! We’re going to miss you a lot. 

Steve Knight, St. Albert 
Gerald Romanchuk, Edmonton 

Jim Morrison 

Photo by Steve Knight 

Photo by Steve Knight 

Photo by Gerald Romanchuk 

Jim with Rough-legged Hawk 
Photo by Gerald Romanchuk 



September–December, 2013                                                                                                                                                                                         9 

 

Last summer the Edmonton pair of breeding Bald Eagles fledged  
two young from their riverside nest. 

The huge eagle nest on the bank of the North Saskatchewan 
River on the boundary between the City of Edmonton and Strath-
cona Country might have produced young before 2000, the year I 
discovered it, well-hidden in a stand of mature poplars. I have 
kept an eye on the nest ever since.  

In all seasons of the year, one adult eagle hung around, but it 
wasn't until April 2003 that I saw a second adult. Flying high 
above the nest, he chat-
tered a high-pitched pro-
test at my intrusion, and I 
quickly withdrew. How-
ever, the hope that the pair 
would produce young was 
dashed in June of that 
year, when I saw a Canada 
Goose on the nest.  

It took until June 2009 
before there was evidence 
of successful breeding. 
Unfortunately, on July 18, 
the area was hit by a near-
tornado and the nest tree 
broke. Miraculously, the 
two young survived. By 
November of the same 
year, the adult eagles be-
gan building a new nest 
not far from the broken 
stump.  

This new nest has been 
occupied until the present. 
Two young were fledged 
in 2010, and three in 2011. 
Sadly, the two eaglets of 
2012 died, most probably 
as a result of eating poi-
soned ground squirrels. During that spring, the nearby Regional 
Sewage Treatment Plant had set out baits treated with chloropha-
cinone, an anti-coagulant blood poison that renders the entire 
carcass of dead ground squirrels toxic to scavengers. 

The following summer, in 2013, there were again two chicks on 
the nest. They attracted the attention of many photographers, 
some of whom were callous enough to stand for hours on the 
river bank directly below the nest waiting for adult eagles to 
bring food to their young. 

I observed the nest from a shady vantage point some distance 
away on seven days in July and six in August 2013, each time for 
a spell of 3–4 hours. My goals were to see what kind of food the 
parents were bringing in and to record the fledging date of the 
young.  

Their maiden flight might have taken place one or two days ear-
lier, but by July 26 both youngsters had left the nest. In ensuing 
days, scanning through binoculars, I spotted them perched in 
trees or soaring over the opposite river bank. However, they  

often returned home. On August 1, both were lying down on the 
nest as if they had never spread a wing. On August 10, there was 
one eaglet on the nest, while its sibling was perched in the wood 
behind my observation post. Every few seconds, it whistled a 
plaintive call, urging its parents to bring food. At 3:00 p.m., just 
as I was ready to leave after three hours of watching and seeing 
no action at all, I happened to glimpse an adult coming in from 
behind the trees. He touched down on the rim of the nest and was 

gone again before I could 
focus the binoculars. 

While the sleeping young-
ster rose to its feet, its sib-
ling that had been calling 
from the woods rushed up 
at once and pounced on 
whatever was brought. 
However, it took its time 
before starting to eat, rein-
forcing my impression that 
the eaglets were never 
ravenously hungry. I never 
saw them fighting over 
food.  

Most food items that I saw 
brought to the nest ap-
peared to be small, hardly 
visible in the big feet of 
the eagle. A few items 
looked like the remains of 
a partly eaten fish, but on 
July 23 the female parent 
delivered a just-caught 
bird, likely a duck. Curi-
ously, the young eagles, 
which were sitting on a 
branch just above the nest, 

did not display any obvious interest, and after a few minutes, the 
adult carried the prey back to a tree perch. I could now clearly 
see that it was a duck, obviously still alive and vigorously flap-
ping one wing. Presently, the eagle took its prey to a more con-
venient plucking spot. 

When the female returned to the nest, she dropped the partly 
eaten duck and left at once. Again I was impressed by the lack of 
eagerness shown by the youngsters to accept the food brought. 

To actually see the eagles hunt and catch prey was very rare. 
After many hours of watching, I could count the observations on 
the fingers of one hand. Several times, a low flying eagle picked 
up a small item from the water and flew on, out of sight. Only 
once, I saw the male eagle fly out low over the river, lower his 
feet, and pull up a silvery medium-sized fish. He carried it to a 
tree limb and spent the next 25 minutes eating the entire thing, 
leaving nothing to take to his (obviously well provided for) 
chicks. 

Dick Dekker 

Photo by Don Delaney  

The full story of the city eagle nest was printed in the following issues of the      
Parkland Naturalist: 
January–March, 2012. The first Bald Eagle nest in River City. 
April–June, 2012. The Eagles are back, but...  
July–September, 2012. After losing their own two young, Edmonton's pair of Bald 
Eagles successfully fledged an orphan. 



10                                                                                                                                                                                    THE PARKLAND NATURALIST                 

 

 

 

It was a day one would wish to have every day. The 
colourful sunrise and the company. I see it as an imagi-
nary puzzle. The pieces are there but have to be put in 
the proper place in order to see the whole picture. 

Over January and February, 2012, I visited the Edmon-
ton grain terminals on a regular basis. The reason for 
this was the falcons. Watching the Prairie Falcons and 
Gyrfalcons hunt the hundreds of feral pigeons (Rock 
Doves) that live there is very exciting, and I spent 
many hours hoping for one or the other to make an ap-
pearance. As usual, a small group of very dedicated 
watchers and excellent photographers were in atten-
dance. 

When nothing happened we swapped stories. Although 
I began as a “lone wolf,” many of the other watchers 
are now contacts and friends. Stories of Great Gray, 
Strix nebulosa (the “misty” one), had my attention and 
became a part of the puzzle. 

It had been several years since I saw a Great Gray. Pat-
rick Verpaelts and I made plans to go and find one and 
perhaps take some photographs as well. The place to 
be is north of Opal, Alberta, but don’t forget, this is 
“big” country. We drove township and range roads – 
west, east, north, and south. 

A cow moose with her calf crossed a road in front of 
us. A Ruffed Grouse in a tree was seen but no Great 
Gray was spotted. 

We realized that mid-March was getting a little late in 
the season and most of the owls were seen weeks ago, 
but you won’t find them in the basement, I always say. 
Driving north on another range road, we slowly passed 
a stopped vehicle. The friendly occupants waved to us, 
so we stopped. Here were Janice Hurlburt with naviga-
tor Brian Stephens, detailed road-map in hand. In the 
back seat was none other than our own Dawne 
Colwell, editor of The Parkland Naturalist. 

This proved to be another piece of the puzzle. I had 
never met Dawne personally, only via e-mail. We were 
introduced to each other and shared bits of informa-
tion. Had we seen a Great Gray? No, had they? 

Yes, they had seen one. We got the approximate loca-
tion and headed back to the road we just came from. 

We had missed that owl but that was no surprise be-
cause it was at least half a kilometre from the road. 
Patrick spotted it, perched in a stand of bare Aspen 

trees. A tiny owl silhouette. If it had sat somewhere 
else, against a dark background, for instance, it would 
have been easily overlooked. 

Another piece of the puzzle in place. So, there we 
stood. The owl in the meantime changed places several 
times. It was definitely hunting for voles or mice. 
What’s next? This is way too far for a good look and 
the snow is over two feet deep. 

Having anticipated something like this, I had had the 
brilliant idea to put my snowshoes in the truck. That 
proved to be another piece of the puzzle. Snowshoes 
strapped on and over the barbed wire I went, headed in 
the direction of the owl. 

A good distance away from the road I heard Patrick 
holler something.  

“Can’t hear you,” I called back, and continued. In ret-
rospect, he was actually keeping an eye on the owl and 
trying to give me directions. 

What? Can't hear you. 
Photo by Patrick Verpaelts 

Ludo Bogaert 

Searching for the “Misty” One 
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Entomological Foundation Presents Medal of Honor to John Acorn 

Slowly and not in a direct beeline I meandered like an 
intoxicated moose, closer and closer, changing direc-
tions whenever the owl moved to another spot to get in 
a better position for my purpose. 

The owl seemed not the least bit concerned about my 
presence. I have read somewhere that large ungulates 
such as deer and moose scare rodents around a bit, of 
which the owl takes advantage. Perhaps it associated 
me with the moose. 

The owl listened intensely for any sound under the 
snow, occasionally looking at me with those beautiful 
piercing yellow eyes. That was the last piece of the 
puzzle, “clicked” into place. The picture was complete. 

We went, we saw, and we succeeded. 

Ludo (lone wolf) Bogaert 
 

 
Great Grey Owl 

Photo by Ludo Bogaert 

Following is a press release from the Entomological Foundation, which awarded the medal at Entomology 
2013, the 61st Annual Meeting of the Entomological Society of America, held in Austin, Texas, in November 
2013. 

PROFESSIONAL AWARDS 

ENTOMOLOGICAL FOUNDATION MEDAL OF HONOR – This award is the 
highest award presented by the Foundation and is given only to those who have 
attained pre-eminence in the field through outstanding contributions. Dr. John 
Acorn was born in Edmonton, Alberta, in 1958 and has been fascinated with ani-
mals since a very early age. He still lives in Edmonton, with his wife Dena and 
their two sons, Jesse and Benjamin. John is perhaps best known as the writer and 
host of the television series Acorn, The Nature Nut, a family-oriented, how-to-be-a-
naturalist show. He also hosted Twits and Pishers, a travel show for bird watchers, 
as well as the gallery videos of the Royal Tyrell Museum of Paleontology. John has 
written 17 books, including many well-received field guides, and he produces a 
regular column, The Terminal Segment, for American Entomologist. These days 
John teaches at the University of Alberta and continues his involvement with pub-
lic communication in a variety of forms. John is the recipient of the NSERC 

[Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council of Canada] Michael Smith Award for Science Promo-
tion, the University of Alberta’s Distinguished Alumni Award, two “Rosies” (as Best Host in the Alberta Mo-
tion Picture Industry Awards), and two nominations for Canada’s national television award, the Gemini. The 
Royal Society of Canada, the Canadian Society of Zoologists, and the Entomological Society of Alberta have 
all recognized his contributions to public education. 
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Chasing 300  

Ebird is usually considered a good thing, a huge citizen 
science project that allows thousands of birders to con-
tribute their sightings and supply data for scientists. But it 
does have a dark side. An evil side. It’s called the Top100 
list. You can set it to see different areas and time frames. 
The common thing is to look at Alberta for the current 
year. That list lets competitive people see how they rank 
against other birders. It can lead to madness. Madness, I 
tell you! 

I know because it happened to me. Competitiveness is 
one of my many personality flaws. Looking at that 
Top100 list and seeing how the guys from Calgary are 
getting more birds than I am was highly annoying. Only 
one way to fix it, get out and see more birds! 

For the most part I’ve never been much of a twitcher. 
“Twitcher” is a British birding term referring to someone 
who chases around after rare birds. There’s a connotation 
that the twitcher doesn’t find his or her own bird, just 
chases other birders’ reports. I always get more satisfac-
tion out of finding my own birds. Could even get stub-
born about it and purposely not go to where a bird was 
seen because I thought I could find my own. Was some 
ego involved? Well, maybe just a little. 

At the beginning of the year I kept my standards high. 
Some good birds were seen in southern Alberta, stuff like 
a Red-bellied Woodpecker in Etzicom and a Chestnut-
backed Chickadee in Waterton. Even though I had to 
watch the Calgarians get further ahead on the list, I didn’t 
have much of an urge to twitch. Then a 10-bell rarity, a 
Brambling, showed up near Pincher Creek in April. My 
friend Steve Knight, who was also bitten by the eBird 
listing bug, suggested a trip down south. I should note 
that Steve had a slightly different agenda. Instead of an 
Alberta year list, he was working on a Canada life list. I 
agreed to the trip. It did seem a bit like cheating to go 
after those birds, but it is nice country and you never 
know what else you might see. We ended up dipping 
(another British term, means missing the bird) on all the 
rarities, but did see a bunch of other stuff. The trip did set 
the tone for the rest of the year, though – lots of driving 
and chasing and twitching. 

Other than that Dip Trip, serendipity was in play a lot of 
the year. One of the best examples was a late May trip to 
the Crowsnest Pass area. Steve and I did have a photo-
graphic target in mind. We wanted to find a spot for dis-
playing Dusky Grouse. But we know that the southwest 
part of the province has a number of birds that are hard to 
find elsewhere. The first bit of serendipity hit Saturday 
morning. We had stopped at a fellow’s place near Pincher 
Creek to see if he had any birds at his feeders. Things 

were pretty quiet, so he offered to show us a spot down 
the road that’s good for Bobolinks. The birds popped out 
of the grass right on cue. While we were watching them, 
a car came down the road and two guys with binoculars 
jumped out. Turned out to be Peter Sherrington and his 
son. When we told him what birds we were looking for, 
he said most of them were in his yard and we should fol-
low him home. Sure enough, after an hour or so in his 
yard, we picked up Calliope and Rufous Hummingbirds, 
Lazuli Bunting, Black-headed Grosbeak, and Cassin’s 
Finch. To top it off, Peter invited us in and fed us. Pretty 
rough going, watching really cool birds while having a 
nice lunch and a glass of wine! 

On our way home a report came in from the Albertabird 
Yahoo group. A Sage Thrasher was seen that morning 
near southeast Calgary. We were going to be driving less 
than 5 miles away from the spot. Since the bird would be 
a lifer for both of us, it was a no-brainer to stop and take 
a quick look. At first things didn’t look good. The spot 
where the bird was seen was mostly cultivated fields and 
a small slough. There was some prairie-type habitat just 
down the road, so we started searching there. We weren’t 
seeing much, when I heard a call I didn’t recognize back 
by the slough. Then I saw a bird on the fence line. That 
was it! Sage Thrasher! A bird both of us had been look-
ing for for years. I tried to get Steve’s attention, but he 
couldn’t hear me. He did get the message when I started 
running back to the vehicle for my camera. The bird co-
operated and posed for several pictures. 

Rufous Hummingbird, Photo by Gerald Romanchuk 
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That sighting did showcase the value of technology such 
as email and smart phones. In the old days, we would’ve 
gotten back home and found out a week later that we had 
driven right past a very cool bird. 

As the year progressed, top spot on the Top100 list regu-
larly went back and forth between several people. A few 
from southern Alberta and a few of us from Edmonton 
were swapping positions almost daily. Going down for 
the Brooks May Count let a lot of us northerners play 
catch up. An early June trip to Cold Lake was great for 
me. I picked up 20 birds that weekend, and that was 
enough to take a comfortable lead that I managed to hold 
for the rest of the year. It was around that time that the 
possibility of hitting 300 species seemed like a possibil-
ity. After missing a few birds earlier in the year I knew 
hitting a target like that would mean a bit of work. Like 
traveling every weekend. Lots of camping out and sleep-
ing in the van. Didn’t spend a weekend at home between 
mid-May and late July. 

In July, Steve and I made a trip to the mountains. The 
plan was to go to both Banff and Jasper. We did spend 
Saturday in Banff and picked up a few mountain birds. 
Luck and serendipity were still helping. We were on a 
trail above Peyto Lake and weren’t seeing much when a 
family group came past. Couldn’t help overhearing a 
young girl asking her dad, “Why were those turkeys 
there? What were those turkeys doing?” That twigged my 
interest and I asked the dad where they saw the turkeys. 
He told us they were up the hill just left of the snow 
bank. So we went up the trail, saw the snow bank, and 
Steve spotted the “turkeys” – a White-tailed Ptarmigan 
hen and her chicks. Didn’t see another one the rest of the 
year, so was very glad that little girl was so curious about 
the turkeys! 

At that point we decided to abort the Jasper part of the 
trip and headed southeast towards Cypress Hills. Eastern 
Bluebird had been reported in the hills and I still needed 
Wild Turkey, which is usually found there, and Steve 
needed a bunch of prairie birds for his year list. We 
dipped on the bluebird. Found out months later that we 
went to the wrong spot. Someone couldn’t read a map. 
We’re still arguing about whose fault that was. Also 
dipped on the turkeys. We did get Steve quite a few birds, 
including a lifer Bullock’s Oriole at Blood Indian Camp-
ground. Brian Stephens and an ENC group had found the 
bird there a few weeks earlier. 

Since we skipped it, I had to go to Jasper the next week-
end to pick up a few leftover mountain birds. I went to 
Maligne Canyon at dusk to pick up Black Swift and took 
the tram up Whistler hoping for a couple of alpine/
treeline birds. Got quite a scare when I hiked down to a 
brushy spot and heard what sounded like growling. Lis-
tened again to make sure I wasn’t imagining things, and 
yeah, there was definitely something in there growling! I 
couldn’t see anything, but started moving up the hill 
about as quickly as anyone has ever seen me move! 

Things slowed down considerably in August. I stayed 
close to home most of the month and came within one 
day of it being the only month all year that I didn’t get a 
new bird. On the 31st, Steve and I went down to Calgary 
to look for a Parasitic Jaeger that had been seen at Weed 
Lake. We saw the bird within about 20 minutes of pulling 
up. We stayed down there and met up with a bunch of 
ENCers on Sunday. Of course we watched the jaeger 
most of the morning til it decided to fly off about 10  

Sage Thrasher, Photo by Gerald Romanchuk 

White-tailed Ptarmigan chick, Photo by Gerald Romanchuk 
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minutes before the group rolled up. Only a couple of 
them got a quick glimpse. We had better luck with a 
shorebird on the south side of the lake. We were going 
through a flock of distant sandpipers looking for a West-
ern and thought we might just have it, when all the birds 
took off. Couldn’t believe it when the one bird that did 
land close by was the potential Western Sandpiper. Then 
it came even closer, and there was no doubt about it. To 
top it off, it waited around long enough for Steve and me 
to run back to the vehicle for our cameras. 

Serendipity even came into play closer to home. In Sep-
tember, Doug Faulder spotted a Mew Gull on Beaumaris 
Lake. When I went looking for it the next day, I ran into 
Ann Carter and John Jaworski. John spotted a small black
-headed gull on the far end of the lake. When we got 
down there and got a good look it turned out to be a Sa-
bine’s Gull. When the Mew Gull showed up later that 
day, I’d made it to 294. 

A week or so later, I stayed out after dark in the Chipman 
area hoping for some owls. I was still missing Long-
eared. I knew it was a long shot, but the area looked 
good. At dusk, a medium-sized owl flew up in front of 
me onto a fence post. It had ears, but it was the more 
common Short-eared Owl. A little later, as it was getting 
pretty dark, I saw another shape on a fence post. This one 
looked big and bulky and, as I thought, it was a Great 
Horned. I was pretty much giving up and heading for the 
Yellowhead and home when I passed an odd shape on a 
fence post. A Bob Parsons–type voice in my head said, 
“not bloody likely!” but I backed up anyway. Couldn’t 
believe it when it turned out to be a long-eared! 

There were some big misses as well, things like Bay-
breasted Warbler and Yellow-bellied Flycatcher that I 
missed in Cold Lake. If you think I want to hear about 
where you saw those birds this year, you’re very, very 
wrong. It’d be like rubbing salt in a wound! There was 
also the Dunlin that Curtis and Michelle Manly found in 
the fall near Spruce Grove. We were on an ENC walk in 
the Strathcona Science Park when the report came in. 
Most of us decided to head on over and try for it. I was 
busy helping out with directions and car pooling and 
ended being one of the last to get there. When I pulled up 
I saw John Jaworski pointing at a bird flying away. It was 
the darn Dunlin! 

By mid October I was sitting at 296. A number of good 
birds were being seen around Calgary, so Steve and I 
took another cruise down south. We got down to Cross-
field just before dark on Friday night. Terry Turner had 
an Anna’s Hummingbird coming to his yard and was 
kind enough to let us in. Within 10 minutes the hummer 
showed up. It was a new Alberta bird for both of us. The 
species is common in BC, and for whatever reason has 

been showing up in the fall in southern Alberta the last 
few years. 

On Saturday we went to Glenmore Reservoir looking for 
Pacific Loon and a few birds Steve needed. Couldn’t find 
the loon, but did find a pair of Black Scoters. That was one 
of those satisfying sightings. The species hadn’t been re-
ported by the Calgarians – we found it on our own. 

For number 299, I did have to rely on someone’s else’s 
report. Some folks on Facebook had been seeing Wood 
Ducks in Fish Creek Park. So Steve and I drove in, saw 
some ducks on a pond beside the road, and ticked off my 
299th bird of the year. Seemed way too easy. Now, most 
years Wood Duck is much easier to find, very reliable at 
Inglewood Sanctuary, but the floods this summer closed 
the Sanctuary and there didn’t seem to be another good 
spot that anyone knew about. 

I’m pretty sure Steve was relieved I got one. Otherwise he 
would never have heard the end of it. On all our earlier 
trips down south before the flood, he wouldn’t let me stop 
in at Inglewood. It was always too late, he was too tired, 
etc., etc., etc.! Then the flood hit and they weren’t a sure 
thing anymore. Should also note that when Steve needed a 
Yellow Rail, we stayed out near Cochrane til 10:00 p.m. 
on a Sunday night and didn’t get home til almost 2 a.m. 
He wasn’t too tired for a bird for HIS list!!! 

October is gull season in Edmonton. Large flocks gather 
beside the landfill on 170 Street. There’s always a chance 
an oddball will show up. I was hoping for a Thayer’s Gull. 
They’re pretty much annual there. On the 17th I stopped to 
check things out. There were hundreds of gulls on the 
pond. I checked out the big brown juveniles. Most of them 
were Herrings, but one was paler, and I went over it care-
fully. All the field marks checked out. Yes! Thayer’s! 
Number 300!!! And it even satisfied my ego, since I found 
it all on my own. 

I picked up a few more birds through the rest of the year 
and ended up with 304 species. It was satisfying to get 
over 300 and join an exclusive club of birders. Before this 
year, only 4 others had done it. Gerry and James Fox both 
had really good years and joined the club as well. 

There were times, though, that it all seemed like too much 
work. It got stressful trying to stay ahead. I also let my 
photography fall to the wayside a bit. Not entirely sure if it 
was all worth it. For now I’m saying never again, but I do 
have that darn competitive streak…. 

Gerald Romanchuk 

Wood Duck 
Photo by 

Gerald Romanchuk 
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Nature Club members invited to participate as 
citizen scientists 
 

Birds face many threats when they come into contact with 
urban populations. One of the leading causes of avian 
mortality in cities is window collisions. In Canada, an 
estimated 25 million birds die each year after flying into 
windows. 

In late September, Environment Canada released a report 
on the leading causes of bird deaths. Domestic and feral 
cats were responsible for 
the largest percentage of 
deaths, and collisions with 
houses or buildings were 
tied for second place with 
accidents involving vehicles 
and power lines. Most stud-
ies on window collisions 
have focused on tall sky-
scrapers, but based on the 
sheer number of houses 
compared to skyscrapers, 
houses may represent 90% 
of the mortality. More work 
is needed; only four studies 
in the past have focused on 
bird-window collision mor-
tality at houses. 

For my master’s thesis I 
have developed the Univer-
sity of Alberta Birds and 

Windows Project to use citizen science and active partici-
pation to continue to identify the factors that affect colli-
sion risk at houses. 

To better understand what can be done to reduce bird win-
dow collisions at your home, the University of Alberta has 
developed this project to actively involve YOU in data 
collection. On our project home page you can create an 
account and answer questions about your home and yard. 
Next, you will actively search the perimeter of your home 
for evidence of a bird-window collision. Every day you 
search, whether or not evidence is found, you will enter 
the observation into an online calendar. Ideally, you will 
search your residence daily for a period of at least one 
month. There is no limit to the number of months you can 
be involved in the project; however, if a daily search does 
not suit your lifestyle we still want you to participate. We 
simply need you to keep track of the days on which you 
searched for evidence of a collision. 

This project is still in the beginning phase; we launched it 
in September and intend to keep it running for at least a 
full year. 

To get involved in the Birds and Windows Project, visit 
birdswindows.biology.ualberta.ca. 

 

Justine Kummer 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Birds and Windows Project 

Window strike, Photo by Justine Kummer 

Justine and a Saw-whet Owl at the Beaverhill Bird Observatory 
Photo by Kristin Van Katwyk  
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Family Lineage. Paternity and pedigree are determined using a genetic 
fingerprint. The mother of the pups is known to the researcher, as she 
raised them, but the father could be one of many males. Two to three hun-
dred Red Squirrel pups are born each year; within any litter every pup 
might have the same sire or each could have a different father. Over the 
25 years of study at least five full generations of squirrels have been bred, 
and Jamie showed a remarkably complex family tree identifying the line-
age of each squirrel. 

Food Availability. The researchers wanted to find out what controlled the 
numbers of squirrels in the study area. Spruce trees have masting events – 
in certain years they produce abnormally large numbers of cones: 1993, 
1998, 2005, and 2010 are examples. Every 5 to 8 years it appears there is 
a large increase in food availability. However, squirrel reproduction in-
creased ahead of the masting event. Can the squirrels predict future food 
availability and produce more young depending on the quality of the crop 
still to develop? How they can predict this is not known; can squirrels 
decipher the tree signals to know a bumper crop is coming? 

Another project was to produce a competitive situation and make the 
squirrels believe the population density was higher than it really was. In 
this situation, the females raised young more quickly, with growth rates of 
2 grams/day instead of 1.6 grams/day. Jamie compared the situation to 
that in a tight labour market, with parents trying to get their offspring into 
the workforce before those of their neighbours. 

The Kindness of Squirrels. The goal of adult squirrels is to pass on their 
genes to the next and succeeding generations. This “selfish” goal is usu-
ally achieved by mating and rearing young, and success is measured by 
the number of surviving young. The great majority of squirrels pass on 
their genes directly, but it is also possible for a squirrel to pass on its 
genes by helping a relative who shares these genes. The circumstances 
under which this unselfish (altruistic) action might occur are quantified in 
Hamilton’s rule. This weighs the costs and benefits of an altruistic action, 
such as adopting a related orphan squirrel. The rule is best explained by 
the expression, “I would rather help two brothers than eight cousins” – the 
more closely two individuals are related, the more sense it makes for them 
to help one another genetically. 

There has been little empirical support for Hamilton's rule in wild ani-
mals, as it is hard to quantify the costs and benefits of different behav-
iours. In the Kluane study, Jamie reported the occurrence of five cases of 
adoption among 2,230 litters over 19 years of studying the squirrel popu-
lation. The researchers found that surrogate mothers would adopt related 
orphaned squirrel pups but not unrelated orphans. The researchers calcu-
lated the cost of adoption by measuring a decrease in the survival prob-
ability of the entire litter after increasing the litter by one pup, while bene-
fit was measured as the increased chance of survival of the orphan. The 
degree of relatedness of the orphan and surrogate mother for adoption to 
occur depended on the number of pups the surrogate mother already had 
in her nest, as this affected the cost of adoption. The study showed that 
females only adopted orphans when the conditions of Hamilton’s rule 
were met. Adoptions were always between kin, while orphans without 
nearby kin were never adopted. Jamie’s research as part of the Kluane 
study was the first to test Hamilton’s rule successfully. 

Edmonton Nature Club Fall Indoor Meetings 

Life in the Yukon and the Kindness of Red Squirrels 

Dr. Jamie Gorrell was our first 
speaker of the indoor meetings 
season, which began on Octo-
ber 18, 2013. Jamie is a post-
doctoral fellow at the Univer-
sity of Alberta. He described 
the study area located in Kluane 
in the southwest corner of the 
Yukon – an area of aspen and 
white spruce, much affected by 
pine beetle, with a typical bo-
real forest fauna. Up to eight 
researchers can be accommo-
dated at “squirrel camp,” a 
hand-built cabin with a wood-
burning stove. Scientists have 
monitored the behaviour and 
reproduction of over 8,000 
squirrels since 1987 to deter-
mine how and why populations 
change over time. 

Red Squirrels are abundant in the study area and are very territorial. 
They live alone and do not hibernate. Winter for Red Squirrels is all 
about surviving and defending a territory that will provide food for the 
coldest months. Individual white spruce trees can have up to 400 
cones in the top 3 metres of the tree. In the fall, Red Squirrels snip the 
ripe cones off trees, throw them to the ground, and cache them in mid-
dens. These are the central food cache on any squirrel territory and can 
be several metres in diameter and up to a metre deep. The holes in 
middens are for “cold storage,” and the seeds stay in the cone if it is 
kept cool and moist underground. When feeding, the squirrel strips the 
bracts (or scales) off the cone, extracting the seed and discarding the 
“core.” The calories from 8,000 cones are required to keep a squirrel 
alive during the year. 

Red Squirrel Life Cycle. Red Squirrels can live for up to 4–8 years, 
although much shorter life spans are usual. Surviving the first winter 
is critical to longevity. Red Squirrels mate from February through 
April. During this time gangs of males travel around the forest looking 
for females, and as many as 15 copulations may occur with each fe-
male in oestrus. The females are pregnant for 35 days and lactate for 
55–60 days. The young are born blind and stay in a nest for 25–30 
days, following which they emerge but are still fed. After about 70 
days, they are “kicked out” and have to fend for themselves. The 
males have no parental responsibilities, and the only time the territo-
rial discipline breaks down is during the mating season. Jamie likened 
the squirrels in the Kluane forest to tenants in an apartment complex, 
with intense competition to upgrade or find a place to live when a 
territory falls vacant.  

When the young are born they are the size of a thumb and at one day 
old weigh 8 grams. There are three to four pups on average, but can be 
six or seven. At 25 days they weigh about 50 grams and are approxi-
mately the size of your palm. At this age, individual squirrels are iden-
tified by trapping them and attaching ear tags. The young are located 
by following a female back to the nest, a ball of grass and moss that is 
usually located fairly high in a spruce tree. Adults are live-trapped 
using peanut butter for bait, weighed, and sexed. Female squirrels get 
a wire ear tag and transmitter so they can be located using an antenna 
and receiver. This is sufficiently accurate that a female with young can 
be tracked to the exact tree. Males are identified by a different type of 
ear tag so that individual squirrels can be identified and their territo-
ries mapped. 

Red Squirrel 
 Photo by Terry Thormin  

Please visit the Kluane 
squirrel website address 
for further information: 

www.redsquirrel.ca  

Jamie Gorrell 
Photo, U. of A. Dept Biol. Sc.  
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Conservation of the “Canadian” Burrowing Owl 

In the prairies, the Bur-
rowing Owl is endan-
gered and its numbers are 
rapidly declining. Dr. 
Geoff Holroyd, emeritus 
research scientist with 
Environment Canada, 
summarised 20 years of 
research in Canada, 
Texas, and Mexico into 
the demographics of this 
species and recommended 
a conservation solution at 
our indoor meeting on 
November 15, 2013. 

The Burrowing Owl was 
listed as threatened in 
1979; a precipitous de-
cline in numbers in the 
late 1980s caused its 
status to be upgraded to 
endangered in 1995. 
Fewer than 1,000 pairs 

remain in Canada, and the number of breeding pairs declined by ap-
proximately 20% each year during the 1990s, even in areas where 
landowners voluntarily protected grassland habitat to encourage 
breeding. In the Regina Plain, for example, where there had been 78 
pairs and breeding within the city limits in 1987, within 17 years only 
2 pairs were left. 

Pop Cans on Stilts. Geoff likened Burrowing Owls to pop cans on 
stilts – they are a small (150 gram) long-legged owl that nests in open 
grassland. They eat mice, voles, and insects, particularly grasshoppers, 
crickets, and beetles. They nest in prairie dog colonies, as they do not 
make their own burrows. 

To Mexico and Texas. In the 1980s it was suspected that the decline 
in Burrowing Owl numbers was due to mortality on the wintering 
territory. However, where prairie-breeding owls wintered was not 
known. Burrowing owls were being banded and not recaptured, and 
often no Burrowing Owls were seen next spring on the prairie territory 
being studied. There had never been a band recovery from Alberta or a 
wintering recovery of a Burrowing Owl. It was all a mystery and then, 
like all good mysteries, there was a clue: a single owl banded in Okla-
homa was recovered in Guadalajara in Northern Mexico. 

Geoff first started looking for Burrowing Owls in Mexico in 1989. 
After several searches failed to find any major winter range, he turned 
his attention to southern Texas. During the summer of 2000, transmit-
ters were attached to a number of Burrowing Owls in the prairies. In 
January 2001, Geoff and his colleague Helen Trefry chartered a 
Cessna aircraft to fly over the Gulf Coast lowlands and central Mexico 
to try to locate these owls and prove the wintering home of 
“Canadian” Burrowing Owls. Two transmitter signals were picked up 
from the aircraft, and the researchers returned to Mexico by vehicle to 
identify the location of these owls. One transmitter was found in 
northern Veracruz State with the remains of a Burrowing Owl that had 
been predated. The second was on a live owl in a patch of cactus-thorn 
scrubland on a hillside surrounded by corn fields in northern Mi-
choacán in central Mexico. This was the first recovery of a Burrowing 
Owl from Alberta. 

Drug Dealer Geoff? Geoff described how on one of these aerial re-
connaissances, as a result of volcanic dust in the air, the plane engine 
overheated, forcing an emergency landing at a rural airstrip. Upon 
landing, the plane was surrounded by gun-carrying Mexican troops 

who were on the lookout for drug smugglers. 

Since then Geoff has located numerous wintering Burrowing Owls in 
Mexico and Texas but always in what he considered to be poor quality 
habitat – living in thick thorn scrub, roosting in culverts, or occupying 
small areas of natural habitat surrounded by crop fields. Worried that 
the owls were malnourished, Geoff recruited local schoolchildren to 
supply mice – apparently an infinite supply is available by trapping 
mice in the kitchens of their homes. 

On Migration. With the advent of geolocators, Geoff has been able to 
track the owls’ location (latitude and longitude), both during the 
breeding and wintering season and on migration. The prairies are the 
northern edge of the Burrowing Owl range and there has been a reduc-
tion in breeding range, particularly on its northern perimeter (prairies 
in southern Manitoba, Saskatchewan, and Alberta). The distance from 
the prairies to south Texas is 2,500 kilometres and to central Mexico 
another 1,000 kilometres of travel. The owls take at least 2 to 3 weeks 
to migrate south, flying on average 200 kilometres nightly. They leave 
central Mexico in late February and early March and do not arrive on 
the prairies until mid- to late April, taking 6 to 8 weeks over the north-
ward migration. Geoff found many do not return to the prairies but 
stop short if territories are available in better habitat in plains states 
such as Colorado, Kansas, and northern Texas. The loss of our Cana-
dian prairie birds is helping to backfill the population in the United 
States. 

A Conservation Solution. Although part of the decline in the prairie 
population may be due to this short-stopping, and losses occur on the 
winter grounds, these do not account for the precipitous drop in the 
population in the 1990s. Although birds are killed by collisions with 
vehicles, starvation, and pesticides, the main cause of the Canadian 
population decline seems to be the low productivity of the Burrowing 
Owl on the prairies. Although Burrowing Owls lay 9 eggs and often 8 
hatch, each nest produces an average of 3–3.5 fledged young. Put 
simply, nearly all the eggs hatch but half the young starve within the 
first 3 weeks. At this time, typically early mid-June, the males can’t 
catch enough food to feed the young, which get wet and cold and per-
ish. In good years, such as 1997, the average number of young fledged 
per nest attempt was 7.3. Geoff recommended a conservation solution 
in which supplemental feeding could save over half the young. Dead 
mice offered twice weekly in the vicinity of nest sites would increase 
the juvenile recruitment from the present low rate of 6% to help the 
species reach its reproductive potential. 

Hopefully, voluntary agreements with landowners, a conservation 
plan, and greater international cooperation can be agreed and acted 
upon in time to save this iconic prairie species. 

Alan Hingston 

 

 

 

 

Geoff Holroyd 
Photo by Jim Brohman  

Burrowing Owls 
 Photo by Gerald Romanchuk 
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American Robin, Photo by Janice Hurlburt 

Mallard 
Downy Woodpecker 
Black-billed Magpie 
Common Raven 
Black-capped Chickadee 

White-breasted Nuthatch 
American Robin 
Dark-eyed Junco 
House Finch 

Brian Stephens 

Not a busy day for birds – just 9 species: 

Alan Hingston and Gerald Romanchuk showing the way? 

Goldbar Park, December 1, 2013 

Fourteen of us enjoyed a 2-hour walk around Goldbar Park in foggy 
weather. 

We started along the river near the outflow from the Goldbar Waste-
water Treatment Plant. We were surprised by how few ducks (all 
Mallards) were about, but the river downstream as far as Hermitage is 
still open so there was a lot of space for the ducks to spread out in. 
After an uneventful trek along the river to the Rundle Park footbridge 
we headed up along the ski trails, but there wasn’t much activity there 
either. At the end we cut through the lower woods to the small year-
round stream. We found several robins and juncos using the water. 
One robin was quite unmoved by the crowd and worked its way 
through the rocks and water right up to us. More robins started to 
show up. We saw 16 for sure, but the total flock may have been    
larger. 

 

Field Trip Reports Editorial 

DC 

There has been a delay in printing this issue of The Parkland 
Naturalist (PN), as the executive of our club wants to offer mem-
bers the choice of receiving our magazine online as a PDF. Those 
who prefer a hard copy will still receive the PN by mail.  

On January 6, Gerald Romanchuk and Steve Knight sent an email 
to the ENC Yahoo Group announcing that Jim Morrison passed 
away on January 3, 2013. Please see page 8 for photos and the 
email content. I knew Jim from the ENC field trips. He was a 
very good birder and photographer who was always willing to 
share his knowledge. He will be missed.  

I want to draw your attention to the article written by Shirley 
Coulson and Patsy Cotterill on proposed river valley develop-
ment in Oleskiw Park (page 7). Several members of the ENC 
support Shirley Coulson’s initiative and encourage all members 
to check the City of Edmonton website for more information and 
communicate their thoughts to Rob Marchak in the city’s Depart-
ment of Sustainable Development. The city is making or has al-
ready made changes to many other river valley parks as well.  

Congratulations to the “300 Club.” Birders Gerald Romanchuk 
and Gerry and James Fox saw 300 or more bird species during 
2013. Quite a feat!  James Fox joined this exclusive group after 
the December Indoor meeting. 

Gerry Fox was awarded a pair of “zoom goggles” for his achieve-
ment during the Indoor Meeting Presentation of “Twitchin’ the 
Year Away” given by Gerald and Steve on December 13, 2013. 
In his article (page 12), Gerald recounts many of the challenges 
they had finding 300 bird species. 

If you have any feedback for the authors who submit articles, 
please contact me and I will forward your comments and ques-
tions. Are there any topics you would like to see addressed by our 
PN columnists? 

I wish to thank all the authors and photographers who contributed 
to this publication. Thank you also to Judy Johnson, our copy-
editor, and Jack and Pauline DeHaas, for mailing and distribu-
tion. Deadline for submissions to the next PN is March 31, 2014. 

Gerry is congratulated by Gerald Romanchuk 
and Steve Knight 

Photo by Janice Hurlburt 

Dawne Colwell, PN Editor (colwelld@shaw.ca) 
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We saw the following 10 species: 

Red-tailed Hawk  
Downy Woodpecker 
Hairy Woodpecker 
Pileated Woodpecker 
Black-billed Magpie 

Common Raven 
Black-capped Chickadee 
Red-breasted Nuthatch 
White-breasted Nuthatch 
Dark-eyed Junco  

Janice Hurlburt 

Don Delaney 

Bald Eagle 
Ringed-necked Pheasant 
Northern Flicker 
Downy Woodpecker 
Hairy Woodpecker 
Pileated Woodpecker 
Blue Jay 
Black-billed Magpie 

Common Raven 
Black-capped Chickadee 
White-breasted Nuthatch 
Red-breasted Nuthatch 
Dark-eyed Junco 
Townsend’s Solitaire 
Purple Finch 

 Hawrelak Park, November 17, 2013 

Eight of us were treated to a glorious winter morning as we checked 
out the feeders and walked the trails at Hawrelak Park. The sun was 
shining, the wind was down, and we saw lots and lots of…snow. We 
also saw the usual suspects: woodpeckers, chickadees, nuthatches. 

The chickadees were, at times, quite assertive in demanding a hand-
offering of seeds and, once they had our attention, a Red-breasted 
Nuthatch joined in the feast. To cap the morning off, as we were re-
turning to our cars a Red-tailed (Harlan’s) Hawk flew over. 

Red-breasted Nuthatch 

Hawrelak Park and Keillor Road to Whitemud 
Equine Centre, November 23, 2013 
 
It was a lovely day for a walk in the river valley. Fourteen people got 
together for a walk from Hawrelak Park to Saskatchewan Drive. From 
there we walked down Keillor Road with a side walk on the loop to 
the equestrian stables. We then waked down Keillor Road to Keillor 
House, and back to Hawrelak Park. 

It was a bit of a hard slog through fresh, untrammeled snow in a hilly 
place, but worth the effort to be in such a pristine snow-covered envi-
ronment under a blue sky and moderate temperature. 

Brian Stephens kept good track of the birds, 15 species in all: 

DC 

Ringed-necked pheasant, Photo by Don Delaney 

Photos by Janice Hurlburt 
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 Photo by Dawne Colwell 

Shirley Coulson 

Colleen Raymond and Shirley Coulson lead the way. 

Common Loon (probable) 
Canada Goose 
Cackling Goose 
Mallard 
Bald Eagle 
Gulls in flight 

Hairy Woodpecker 
Downy Woodpecker 
Black-billed Magpie 
Common Raven 
Black-capped Chickadee 
Red-breasted Nuthatch 

We also talked to a farmer on the east side of Bittern Lake who re-
ported the first Snowy Owl of the season from the day before. 

Canada Goose 
Greater White-fronted Goose    
(Joseph Lake) 
Mallard 
Lesser Scaup (Coal Lake) 
Common Goldeneye 
Northern Goshawk (west of 
Miquelon Lake) 
Rough-legged Hawk (Coal 
Lake) 
 

Bald Eagle (Miquelon and 
Coal Lakes) 
Rock Pigeon 
Downy Woodpecker 
Hairy Woodpecker 
Black-billed Magpie 
Common Raven 
Black-capped Chickadee 
Snow Bunting (large flocks at 
Bittern lake, east side) 

Martin Sharp 

Field Trip Reports 

Southeast of Edmonton, November 9, 2013 

Four of us braved the snow to bird an area including Looking Back 
Lake, Joseph Lake, Miquelon Lake, Lyseng Reservoir, Bittern Lake, 
and Coal Lake. Not a lot of birds around, but some good views of 
those that were. Only Coal Lake still has open water; viewing is best 
from the road that runs along the west side from the south end. We 
saw lots of geese in the fields in that area. 

We saw the following 15 species:  

Oleskiw Park, November 3, 2013 

After our first significant snowfall this winter, 8 people braved the 
weather and participated in a walk from 8:45 a.m. to noon, through 
Oleskiw Park.  

From Whitemud Road NW we walked to the Fort Edmonton Foot-
bridge, where we saw a beaver swimming across the river. Then we 
turned left into the large flood-plain “meadow” recently renamed 
Oleskiw Park (formerly Centennial Lands). The weather, a mild win-
ter day, temperature -3ºC with a wind chill of -10ºC, light snow, and a 
north wind of 22 gusting to 32 km/hr. The fresh snowfall turned the 
woods into a winter wonderland! Entering the large meadow we 
turned left and there on the trail encountered 5 coyotes accompanied 
by magpies and ravens around a deer carcass. The coyotes were wary 
and ran away as we approached. We continued along the edge of the 
meadow, then followed a trail into riparian old-growth poplar forest, 
leading to and following the river upstream. A Bald Eagle viewed at 
short distance was perched above the trail. After turning right across 
the large meadow again we saw an area where many trees were cut 
and piled, possibly a few years ago, at the base of the escarpment 
where roads lead to the Edmonton Country Club and Golf Course. 
Walking back towards the Fort Edmonton Footbridge along the wide 
track we returned in a full circle. A loon (most probably) was spotted 
flying overhead. Back on the bridge we saw a Cackling Goose next to 
a Canada Goose by the edge of the river. This outing turned out to be 
full of surprises. We successfully ascended the icy hill to 58 Avenue, 
where my car had previously spun out.  

We saw the following 12 species: 

Greater White-fronted Goose, Photo by Don Delaney 
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 Brian Stephens 

Canada Goose 
Mallard 
Northern Goshawk 
Ring-billed Gull 
Rock Pigeon 
Northern Saw-whet Owl 
Northern Flicker 
Downy Woodpecker 
Hairy Woodpecker 
Pileated Woodpecker 
Blue Jay 
Black-billed Magpie 
 

Common Raven 
Black-capped Chickadee 
Boreal Chickadee 
White-breasted Nuthatch 
Red-breasted Nuthatch 
Brown Creeper 
Golden-crowned Kinglet 
Townsend’s Solitaire 
White-throated Sparrow 
Dark-eyed Junco 
House Finch 

Canada Goose 
Mallard 
Northern Shoveler 
Redhead 
Ring-necked Duck 
Lesser Scaup 
Bufflehead 
Common Goldeneye 
Red-tailed Hawk 
Rough-legged Hawk 
Northern Goshawk 
Northern Hawk Owl 
Bald Eagle 
Merlin 
Ruffed Grouse 
Gray Partridge 
Greater Yellowlegs 
Ring-billed Gull 

Rock Pigeon 
Downy Woodpecker 
Hairy Woodpecker 
Gray Jay 
Blue Jay 
Black-billed Magpie 
American Crow 
Common Raven 
Black-capped Chickadee 
Boreal Chickadee 
White-breasted Nuthatch 
American Robin 
Bohemian Waxwing 
European Starling 
Snow Bunting 
Pine Grosbeak 
House Sparrow 

Photos by Gerald Romanchuk 

Wakamao Lake and Opal Area,                          
November 2, 2013 
 
Fifteen Nature Club members set out north of the city today. The 
weather was fairly gray and overcast, but it stayed calm and relatively 
mild, and we avoided snow until we got back to the city late in the 
afternoon. 

We had a good start when an adult Goshawk was spotted perched in a 
farmyard near Morinville. It was the beginning of a decent raptor day: 
3 Bald Eagles, Harlan’s Red-tail, and 7 or 8 Rough-legs. 

North of Morinville, after backing up for a covey of Gray Partridge, 
we saw a fairly large flock of Snow Buntings come in and buzz 
around the ice on a frozen creek.  

The south end of Wakamao Lake was mostly open and had quite a 
few ducks. It was a tough place to bird as a group – a busy highway 
without anywhere to park – so we moved on without working the 
ducks too hard.  

Stopped for lunch at Bouchard Lake. It was frozen over, but was a 
nice spot for a break. 

On the north end of Duggan’s Lake, we saw a group of swans too far 
away to be sure of the ID. 

Heading east towards Thorhild, we heard some Pine Grosbeaks call-
ing at a farmyard. This was the area where we started seeing most of 
our Rough-legs. A lively discussion on how to tell males from fe-
males got going. Prevailing opinion was that the females have better-
looking legs. Don’t ask for the details on how that was determined. 
You gotta come out on a trip to see for yourself how these people 
think! Usually best to keep them on the far side of a fence: 

Whitemud Creek, October 26, 2013 

Eighteen of us met at Fox Drive at 9 a.m. on a fairly crisp morning. 
We walked as far as Snow Valley and back with a number of interest-
ing sightings including Townsend’s Solitaire, Northern Saw-Whet 
Owl, Golden-crowned Kinglets, and a brief look at a Northern Gos-
hawk. Black-capped Chickadees found the Saw-Whet Owl for us, but 
it was very difficult to see. Gerald got a look but once the chickadees 
departed the owl closed its eyes and blended into the tangle of spruce 
branches high up. We heard several Brown Creepers in different spots 
and saw a lone White-throated Sparrow. A couple of people also got a 
first-ever look at Boreal Chickadee. 
 
By the time we finished, about 12:30 p.m., the temperature had 
warmed considerably. 
 
We saw the following 23 species: 

I somehow managed to herd the group over to the Opal Natural Area 
and got them out on a nearly bird-less walk through the burnt area. 
After the hike, the group split up. Some folks headed home, and 8 of 
us went looking for owls. We saw a couple of Ruffed Grouse on the 
roadsides and were rewarded with a Hawk Owl at the end of the day. 

We saw the following 35 species: 

Gerald Romanchuk 
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 Photo by Ann Carter 

Canada Goose 
Greater White-fronted Goose 
Tundra Swan 
Mallard 
Northern Pintail 
Gadwall 
Northern Shoveler 
American Wigeon 
Bufflehead 
Ruddy Duck 
Northern Harrier 
Northern Goshawk 
Red-tailed Hawk 
Rough-legged Hawk 
Ruffed Grouse 
American Coot 
Rock Pigeon 
Mourning Dove 
Barred Owl 
Northern Saw-whet Owl 

Northern Flicker 
Downy Woodpecker 
Hairy Woodpecker 
Northern Shrike 
Blue Jay 
Black-billed Magpie 
Common Raven 
Black-capped Chickadee 
Boreal Chickadee 
White-breasted Nuthatch 
Red-breasted Nuthatch 
American Robin 
Cedar Waxwing 
American Tree Sparrow 
Dark-eyed (Slate Gray) Junco 
Red-winged Blackbird 
Purple Finch 
American Goldfinch 
House Sparrow 

Brian Stephens 
Martin Sharp 

Common Loon 
Horned Grebe 
Eared Grebe 
Pied-Billed Grebe 
Red-necked Grebe 
Western Grebe 
Tundra Swan 
Canada Goose 
Mallard 
Gadwall 
American Wigeon 
Redhead 
Ring-necked Duck 
Lesser Scaup 
Common Goldeneye 
Bufflehead 
Hooded Merganser 
Common Merganser 
Ruddy Duck 
Northern Harrier 

Northern Goshawk 
Red-tailed Hawk 
Bald Eagle 
Ruffed Grouse 
American Coot 
Greater Yellowlegs 
Bonaparte’s Gull 
Ring-billed Gull 
California Gull 
Herring Gull 
Thayer’s Gull 
Rock Pigeon 
Downy Woodpecker 
Blue Jay 
Black-Billed Magpie 
Common Raven 
Black-capped Chickadee 
Boreal Chickadee 
Bohemian Waxwing 
European Starling 

Field Trip Reports 

Saw-whet Owl Trip, October 12, 2013 

A total of 25 of us met at Hardy Pletz’s acreage for Saw-whet banding 
after spending the afternoon in the Bittern Lake–Coal Lake area. The 
route south along RR 222 was fairly quiet. We spotted a Rough-
legged Hawk, Red-tailed Hawks, and Northern Harrier along with a 
Northern Shrike. The Ducks Unlimited project west of Bittern Lake 
was fairly quiet, with a variety of waterfowl. Over at Coal Lake we 
were treated to 22 Tundra Swans on the southern end by the weir, 
along with a flock of Greater White-fronted Geese.  
 

We met up with the full group at Hardy’s around 4 p.m. A walk along 
the creek stirred up a Barred Owl and Ruffed Grouse. Boreal and 
Black-capped Chickadees, nuthatches, woodpeckers, American Gold-
finches, and Purple Finch were very active. A Northern Goshawk was 
spotted hanging out nearby. 
 

Once we had dinner, with thanks to Toby-Anne for a marvelous chili, 
the nets went up at 7 p.m. Although the first check had no owls, we 
heard a Saw-whet calling and were able to pick it up in a line of 
spruce away from the nets. A flying squirrel visited close to the fire 
pit (where we tended to huddle as the temperature dropped quickly at 
sunset). The second net check produced a Saw-Whet and education on 
banding and aging the bird. 
 

Thanks to Hardy for hosting this large group. 
 
Over the day we saw the following 39 species: 

Wabamun, October 19, 2013 

Seventeen of us visited the Wabamun area seeking waterfowl and fall 
gulls. We started off at the Gull Pond on 170 Street in Edmonton, 
where we picked up a Thayer’s Gull, as well as California, Herring, 
Ring-billed, and Bonaparte’s Gulls, but not the Glaucous that had 
been there during the week. There was also a good group of Hooded 
Mergansers there, along with a Ring-Necked Duck and a Greater Yel-
lowlegs, our only shorebird of the day. Then we moved to the Waba-
mun townsite. It was pretty windy and there was quite a swell running 
on the lake, making viewing a challenge, but we did find 2 Bald Ea-
gles, Common Loons, and Common Mergansers, among other birds. 
Then to the Provincial Park, which was not as sheltered as we had 
hoped, so not terribly productive, although we did enjoy the sight of a 
Ruffed Grouse that was sitting in an old crow’s nest at slightly above 
head height. At Ironhead Golf Course, the swell was pretty strong, 
making lake viewing tough, but we were rewarded with good views of 
a Goshawk as we returned to our vehicles. The cooling ponds at 
Keephills yielded around 20 Tundra Swans, a Northern Harrier, some 
Western Grebes, and a few more ducks, after which we headed to 
Genesee Lake. Here we had a Bald Eagle hunting Coots over the lake, 
a good number of Loons and Western, Red-necked, Eared, Horned, 
and Pied-billed Grebes.  
 
Overall we tallied 40 species for the day: 

Tundra Swans, Photo by Gerald Romanchuk 
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Obed Lake and Switzer Provincial Park, 
September 28, 2013  
 
Twenty-two of us packed up the wagons and rolled out west. Over the 
years, several of us have stopped at Obed Lake, especially on the way 
to Jasper. This was the first time we’ve set up a club trip out there. 
That lake has really good potential during fall migration.  
 
Brian had us all excited; he’d gone out a day early and reported Pa-
cific Loon and Black Scoter. When the group got there, we met up 
with Ann and John Carter, who had seen a Pacific earlier that morn-
ing, but when we got all the scopes out, nobody could find it. There 
were a nice raft of Surf Scoters, a few Common Loons, and an assort-
ment of grebes and ducks.  
 

We went on further west to Switzer Provincial Park. I was keen to see 
this park, somehow had never made it there before. It’s a beautiful 
place. We checked out a couple of the lakes. Not many birds on the 
water – a few Common Loons. A handful of Bald Eagles were cruis-
ing around. At one point we were looking at a distant, backlit bird. 
Some of us were sure it was a Grey Jay, but Steve got photos showing 
it was a Townsend’s Solitaire. A couple of short walks produced a few 
mixed flocks of songbirds, including quite a few kinglets, both Ruby 
and Golden-crowned; Boreal, Mountain, and Black-capped Chicka-
dees; Red-breasted Nuthatch; and a bunch of juncos.  
 
We were kinda hoping for Spruce Grouse, but the best we could do 
was a pile of feathers. Here are Steve Knight and Gerry Fox working 
on an ID: 
 

Steve brought some new optical equipment and entertained the group. 
FYI: “Zoomies” aren’t really recommended for birding. 
 
So... We didn’t find any really great birds, but did see some pretty nice 
ones and visited some awesome country. Had a really good group. I 
was interested in the make-up. There were a few first-timers, a bunch 
of the regulars, and a few long-time club members that we haven’t 
seen for a while. It all made for a great day, though apparently no one 
read the fine print on the waiver form – the part where they were sup-
posed to buy beer for the leader at dinner! 

 
 

Common Loon 
Horned Grebe 
Red-Necked Grebe 
Mallard 
Lesser Scaup 
Surf Scoter 
Bufflehead 
Common Goldeneye 
Common Merganser 
Osprey 
Golden Eagle 
Bald Eagle 
American Kestrel 
Downy Woodpecker 

Gray Jay 
Black-billed Magpie 
American Crow 
Common Raven 
Black-capped Chickadee 
Mountain Chickadee 
Boreal Chickadee 
Red-breasted Nuthatch 
Golden-crowned Kinglet 
Ruby-crowned Kinglet 
Townsend’s Solitaire 
American Robin 
Dark-eyed Junco 

We saw the following 27 species: 

Mountain Chickadee 

Photos by Gerald Romanchuk 

Gerald Romanchuk 
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DC 

Broad-winged Hawk 
Photo by Gerald Romanchuk 

Common Loon 
Horned Grebe 
Eared Grebe 
Red-necked Grebe 
Pied-billed Grebe 
Western Grebe 
Double-crested Cormorant 
Trumpeter Swan 
Greater White-fronted Goose 
Canada Goose 
Mallard 
Gadwall 
American Wigeon 
Blue-winged Teal 
Green-winged Teal 
Lesser Scaup 
Ring-necked Duck 
Common Goldeneye 
Barrow’s Goldeneye 
Bufflehead 
Ruddy Duck 
Hooded Merganser 
Sharp-shinned Hawk 
Broad-winged Hawk 
Red-tailed Hawk 
American Kestrel 
Merlin 
American Coot 
Greater Yellowlegs 
Spotted Sandpiper 
Wilson’s Snipe 
Red-necked Phalarope 
Bonaparte’s Gull 

Ring-billed Gull 
Black Tern 
Great Horned Owl 
Northern Flicker 
Downy Woodpecker 
Hairy Woodpecker 
Pileated Woodpecker 
Yellow-bellied Sapsucker 
Blue Jay 
Black-billed Magpie 
American Crow 
Common Raven 
Eastern Kingbird 
Blue-headed Vireo 
Red-eyed Vireo 
Barn Swallow 
Black-capped Chickadee 
Boreal Chickadee 
White-breasted Nuthatch 
American Robin 
Cedar Waxwing 
Tennessee Warbler 
Orange-crowned Warbler 
Cape May Warbler 
Black-throated Green Warbler 
Yellow-rumped Warbler 
Blackburnian Warbler 
Blackpoll Warbler 
Black-and-white Warbler 
American Redstart 
Wilson’s Warbler 
White-throated Sparrow 
American Goldfinch 

Here’s a list of our 66 sightings (though I may missed 1 or 2): 

Gerald Romanchuk 

Field Trip Reports 

Elk Island in Fall Migration, September 7, 2013 

We had one of the largest turnouts for a non-owl-related field trip in 
recent memory. Forty birders came out for a day in the park, looking 
for fall migrants. Somehow we managed to move all those birders 
down the parkway towards the Astotin recreational area. Even got 
everyone a nice scope view of a juvenile Broad-winged Hawk. The 
bird must’ve been amazed by the size of the crowd and decided to 
hang around and give them their money’s worth. 

Flickers were definitely on the move; we saw quite a few along the 
road. There were a ton of Bonaparte’s Gulls on Astotin Lake. We 
hiked down the Shoreline Trail and found a few nice mixed flocks of 
warblers, etc. We ended up with 10 warbler species for the day, which 
seemed pretty good for September. 

After lunch, we took the Lakeview Trail. Randy Dzenkiw and Martin 
Sharp spotted Western Grebe and Red-necked Phalarope out on the 
lake. The woods were pretty quiet. All we got was wet! By then it was 
raining steadily. 

Scoping the west side of the lake wasn’t too productive. A flock of 
swallows was perched in some bushes on one of the islands. Some of 
them looked to be Barn, but most were too far away. We did see a 
first-ever for the ENC. Martin Sharp put away his scope and was the 
first one ready to leave. Usually we have to drag him away kicking 
and screaming! 

It was still raining and we were down to about 12 participants. We 
went back to the recreational area and looked for a shelter to have a 
planned-for wiener roast. It looked like everything was full and we 
were ready to abort the plan when we saw one group starting to pack 
up. So, we got a nice shelter with a fire already going. Those of us 
who stayed dried out by the fire and had a great time.  

I was the last one to leave the park and ran into Randy Dzenkiw 
pulled over along the parkway. When I stopped behind him I heard a 
bunch of Blue Jays going nuts, then heard 2 Great Horned Owls hoot-
ing. Randy said they’d flown right over his vehicle. After we got go-
ing again, and were almost at the highway, I saw Randy pulled over 
again. He pointed out another owl. This one had also flown over his 
truck and was sitting up nicely. 
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2013–14 Christmas Bird Count 

Edmonton Christmas Bird Count (CBC),  
December 15, 2013 
 
The 2013 Edmonton Christmas Bird Count took place on Sun-
day, December 15, our warmest day for quite some time. We 
had sunny to overcast skies with no fresh snow that day but 
plenty of snow on the ground! Temperatures hovered around 1 
ºC most of the day. There was a distinct lack of birds, particu-
larly Common and Hoary Redpolls, Pine and Evening Gros-
beaks, and Crossbills. This lack of seed-eaters in the city is 
attributed to a high mast year in the forests. We did, however, 
have a high number of Dark-eyed Juncos in the city. Warm, 
sunny winter days can encourage emergence of small insects 
on tree bark and even on the snow; this may explain the low 
numbers of birds at feeders across the city, as resident birds 
take advantage of this novel winter meal. The warmer weather 
also encourages birders, and our participation was up over last 
year, with 506 people watching feeders or beating bushes! 

Many thanks to the Christmas Bird Count organizing commit-
tee! Our new website presence, updated maps on the site, and 
ability to sign up online (new this year) have really brought the 
project forward. As well and as always, many, many thanks to 
the zone captains who continue to provide top-notch results and 
stay in touch with the hundreds of participants!  

 

Total birds, 26,566 Total species, 46 

Total participants, 506  
 159 bushbeaters spent 299.44 hours. 
 347 feeder watchers spent 535.25 hours.  

Mallard, 444 
Common Goldeneye, 20 
Cooper’s Hawk, 1 
Sharp-shinned Hawk, 5 
Northern Goshawk, 5 
Rough-legged Hawk, 1 
Bald Eagle, 3 
Merlin, 21 
Prairie Falcon, 1 
Gyrfalcon, 1 
Gray Partridge, 41 
Ruffed Grouse, 1 
Rock Pigeon, 3,802 
Great Horned Owl, 2 
Great Gray Owl, 1 
Downy Woodpecker, 474 
Hairy Woodpecker, 61 
Three-toed Woodpecker, 1 
Northern Flicker, 73 
Pileated Woodpecker, 65 
Northern Shrike, 3 
Blue Jay, 741 
Black-billed Magpie, 2,745 
American Crow, 40 

Common Raven, 1,053 
Black-capped Chickadee, 
4,841 
Boreal Chickadee, 34 
Red-breasted Nuthatch, 613 
White-breasted Nuthatch, 377 
Brown Creeper, 8 
Golden-crowned Kinglet, 7 
Townsend’s Solitaire, 8 
American Robin, 45 
Bohemian Waxwing, 3,941 
Cedar Waxwing, 52 
European Starling, 107 
Dark-eyed Junco, 646 
White-crowned Sparrow, 1 
White-throated Sparrow, 8 
Snow Bunting, 5 
House Finch, 1,067 * new 
record high 
American Goldfinch, 5 
Pine Siskin, 145 
Common Redpoll, 144 
Pine Grosbeak, 6 
House Sparrow, 4,901 

Kim Blomme 

Edmonton CBC Pot-luck Supper, Photo by Ann Carter 
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Alan Hingston 

Gerald Romanchuk 

2013–14 Christmas Bird Count 

Opal Christmas Bird Count, January 5, 2014 

Things were a bit “cool” out there for the 10th Opal count! A 
sign in Redwater read -36 ºC; a few of our vehicles showed      
-40 ºC on the way out. At least the sun was shining and there 
wasn’t much wind. 
 
Sixteen dedicated (you could plug other words in here...) 
counters braved the conditions. Strangely enough, no one did 
any long hikes in the Natural Areas! Total bird numbers were 
way down; we counted 999 birds of 27 species. The species 
number is about average, but we usually get over 2,000 birds. 
We did get 2 new species for the count, Gyrfalcon and Ameri-
can Goldfinch. As in most of the province, winter finches were 
nowhere to be found – we saw 1 small flock of Redpolls and a 
few Evening Grosbeaks. Owls put in a decent showing: 5 Great 
Grays (plus 2 outside the circle) and 7 Hawk Owls (plus 1 out-
side the circle). Those are the best owl numbers since our first 
count 10 years ago; there was a decent irruption going on and 
we had an incredible 40 Hawk Owls and 16 Great Grays that 
year. 

St. Albert Christmas Bird Count,  
December 28, 2013 
 
Conditions were decidedly cool, with temperatures of -20 ºC, 
more like -25 ºC with the wind-chill. We had 32 bush beaters 
and 116 feeder watchers, a total of 148 participants, and 
counted 6,578 birds of 33 species. 

Highlights 

 Good variety of raptors and both Snowy and Great 
Horned Owl 

 Best count of Gray Partridge (87) since 2006 

 Ring-necked Pheasant (count week bird), first pheas-
ant reported in St. Albert since 1995 

 Highest count of Eurasian Collared Dove (7) since 
first reported in 2010 

 High count for Northern Flicker (17) 

 American Tree Sparrow (1), first since 1996 

 Dark-eyed Junco, highest-ever count, 100 more than 
previous highest (145 in 2007)  

 Record number of House Finches, 280 versus previ-
ous record last year of 164 (This species was only 
first reported in 2006.) 

 Complete absence of seed-eating species (Pine Gros-
beak, Common Redpoll, White-winged Crossbill, 
Pine Siskin)  

 Common Redpoll absent for only the second time in 
the 23-year history of the count 

Photo by 
Janice Hurlburt 

Send your comments to Alan Hingston 

Photo by 
Alan Hingston 

Wabamun Christmas Bird Count, January 4, 2014 

This was the 37th year of the Wabamun count, with 23 participants in 
the field and 5 feeder watchers. Claudia L. gets the prize for travelling 
the farthest to participate, having driven up to Fallis from Red Deer on 
icy roads. 

The early January thaw ended and we started the day at -25 ºC, then 
added wind chill as the day went on. Highway 16 from Edmonton was 
icy and treacherous, as evidenced by a number of roll-overs and vehi-
cles in the ditch. The side roads were much better and this year no one 
got stuck. Few of us spent much time bush-beating, as the snow was 
very deep and the temperature frigid. The bright sun was pleasant, 
though. 

Fourteen of us enjoyed a delicious lunch, compliments of the staff at 
YoWoChAs, the YWCA camp at Fallis. We had hot soup, fries, and 
spicy chicken buns that made it easier to get back out in the cold 
again. In all we saw 41 species of birds for the count week, 39 on 
count day, including 8 species of ducks and a grebe on the open water 
at the Sundance Power Plant. John and I saw a shrew scurry across the 
road; unfortunately, there were no owls nearby. Interesting sightings 
included 7 American Goldfinches and 2 Song Sparrows at feeders, but 
the resident Bald Eagle(s) were not spotted. 

Every year we have a few more feeder-watchers participating, as we 
continue to promote this event in the area. If anyone is interested in 
joining us next year, you would be most welcome. Check the Audu-
bon website at  http://birds.audubon.org/christmas-bird-count. 

John and Peggy Folinsbee 

Recent owl sightings 
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Elk Island Christmas Bird Count,  
December 26, 2013 
 
The most difficult part of the 114th Annual Christmas Bird 
Count at Elk Island National Park was leaving the parking lot 
at Tawayik Lake! 

The mild temperatures on December 26 made it more pleasant 
to be out and about, but the rain in the afternoon turned the 
whole park into a skating rink. Thanks to a detailed map of our 
count circle, forwarded to us by Dawne Colwell last year, we 
were able to have our whole area counted, something that   
hasn’t happened for more than 8 years. We even had 2 feeder 
counters outside the park! There were 14 parties counting for 
us, with 30 participants in total, plus our 2 feeder counters. We 
counted 21 species, including a Great Horned Owl and a 
Golden-crowned Kinglet, and 149 Bohemian Waxwings. We 
had several novice counters, a few new to our Count Circle, 
and our reliable regulars, the folks from the Edmonton Nature 
Club, and of course, Santa (Barry White), who brought his own 
entourage this year.  

The hot drinks and chilli were most appreciated by the count-
ers and volunteers.  

Hopefully, our Count base will be indoors next year. We'll 
keep you posted on that one! 

Thank you so much to all who came out. We’re glad you were 
able to get home safely! See you on December 26, 2014. 

Gwynne Hayward 

Fort Saskatchewan Christmas Bird Count,   
December 14, 2013 
 
The Fort Saskatchewan Audubon Bird Count was held, as 
usual, on the first Saturday of the count period. Eighteen par-
ticipants took part, 16 bush beaters and 2 feeder watchers. We 
met at Humpty’s in Fort Saskatchewan at 7:30 for breakfast 
and established coverage for the circle. We observed 29 spe-
cies on count day, with one (Northern Flicker) as a count week 
observation, for a total of 4,991 individual birds. It was a rela-
tively comfortable cold day, without precipitation, with a mini-
mum temperature of -15 ºC. Highlights were a Gyrfalcon (with 
a Gray Partridge in its talons) east of Josephburg. Bald Eagles, 
Northern Goshawk, Merlin, Great Horned Owl, and a Snowy 
Owl were also seen. Missing in action, as with other local 
counts, were winter finches: siskins, grosbeaks, redpolls. High 
counts for Back-billed Magpie, Common Raven, American 
Robin, and Dark-eyed Junco were also noted. Observers 
logged 649 km driving, 4.6 km on foot, and 6 km on snowshoe 
(thanks to Martha Allen and Michael Butler from Elk Island 
National Park, two welcome additions whose birding skills 
were also notable – 19 species for the day put us all to shame!). 
Our 18 observers logged a total of 41.5 hours. We finished up 
with a potluck at Deb Wegner’s place, where we got some 
early practice for the excesses of the holiday season! It was a 
great day with great weather and exceptional birding! 

Art Hughes 

Devon Calmar Christmas Bird Count,  
December 21, 2013 
 
The Devon Calmar CBC had another successful year! This 
year we had a total of 2,061 birds, comprising 30 species that 
were observed thanks to the help of 22 volunteers who covered 
321 kms and donated over 73 hours of their time. Of those 
birds counted, the majority were Bohemian Waxwings, which 
topped the list at 1,088 individuals. They were feeding primar-
ily in Devon in huge flocks on our plentiful crops of Choke-
cherry and Mountain Ash berries. Our volunteers also observed 
5 rare species from our C list this year: Sharp-shinned Hawk, 
Gyrfalcon, Great Grey Owl, Northern Flicker, and Gray Jay. A 
surprise to us this year was the presence of a small flock of 
Evening Grosbeaks that were spotted feeding in Max Berretti’s 
oasis of a back yard. We did not have any in last year’s count. 
We’re glad to know there are still a few around and hope we 
will have more in future counts, as these days their numbers 
appear to be dwindling. 

Doug Macaulay 

Art Hughes 
at the Edmonton CBC Pot-luck Supper 

Photo by Ann Carter 
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The January–April 2013 edition of The Parkland Naturalist included an 
article on page 25 that listed collective nouns for groups of birds…or 
flocks of birds, if you prefer. The tradition of venery (words for groups 
of animals) is ancient and dates back to the late Middle Ages (14th and 
15th centuries). Birders use some of these expressions frequently today: 
a gaggle of geese (on land), a skein of geese (in flight), while others are 
well-known general knowledge, such as a murder of crows or a parlia-
ment of owls. 
 

The article provided by James Fox ended with a naming contest – What 
should a group of birders be called? An Edmonton Nature Club hat for 
the winner! Parkland Naturalist readers responded enthusiastically to 
the contest with a large number of suggestions. Some respondents 
pinned their hopes on a single suggestion, as if convinced of its merits, 
while others hedged their bets by provided multiple options for consid-
eration. In certain cases an explanation of the derivation of the collec-
tive noun was provided (and needed!), while others were self-
explanatory. I have sifted through the 45 name suggestions from more 
than a dozen contributors to write this article and name the winner. 
Many of the collective nouns for birds are descriptive of the bird’s be-
haviour or personality: a pose of herons or a glare of goshawks.  
Similarly, numerous suggestions focused on the collective behaviour 
and personalities of birders: 
 

 scooting, hustling, barrelling, and dashing 
 flight, empty nesters, and clutch 
 straggle, gaggle, babble, chatter, and squabble 
 band, excursion, wanderment, aggregate, and collection 
 

Popular suggestions included the tools of the birding trade: 
 scope, binocular, and hattery (as most birders wear hats) 
 pointing, gazing, spotting, glassing, swivel (to follow the 

bird), and clicker (suggested by a photographer?)  
 

Others had a more cerebral and uplifting impression of this birding lark, 
although not the person who suggested whatzit: 

 muse, scrutiny, camaraderie, discernment, and joy 
 

One person suggested units of measurement, as in a bushel or a peck   
(a birdie double-meaning). I can picture the ebirder reporting three 
bushels of birdwatchers and a gazillion snow buntings.  
 

A completely different approach was taken by one member who, draw-
ing on Dr. Seuss, invented his own words: a grob (a group of birders), a 
swarb (to swarb is to collectively gather with frenzied intensity to find 
birds, a broup (a birding group), and an aviposse (avi meaning bird, 
posse, to round up a group). 
 

Alliteration featured highly in some suggestions – a murmuration, 
which is also the collective noun for starlings, was trumped by a mus-
tering murmuration.  
 

Some suggestions I felt had their limitations – an empty nester of bird-
ers could only apply to those whose children had flown the coop. A 
confusion of birders came with the explanation that “the group is spread 
out, everyone’s looking in different directions and no one is following 
the leader.” No – say it ain’t so! 
 

A popular suggestion was a twitch of birders based on the British term 
twitcher for a single birder working on a year or life list. My question 
is, how many birders do you need to make a twitch – two, three, or 
more? Does the dynamic duo of Gerald Romanchuk and Steve Knight 
constitute a twitch, even if at their Birds of Christmas presentation they 
claimed to be “twitchin’ the year away”? Another suggestion was a 
quiver of twitchers. This is a clever play on words, as to quiver is to 
twitch. 

What Should a Group of Birders be Called? 

And now the winner... drum roll please and pass me the sealed enve-
lope…it’s Marc Demers with SQUEAKER-PISH-MOB of birders. 
What the heck, I hear you say…let me explain. 
 

A squeaker (one who squeaks) in birding is kissing the back of his or 
her hand to make a “wet kiss” noise. I’ve known some wonderful 
exponents of squeaking: Terry Thormin, Dave Nadeau, Peter De-
mulder, and Dan Stoker, to name four. These experts can fill nearby 
bushes with chickadees – it’s a gift. I’m not very good, although I 
practise (privately) but, once in a while, I attract a bird or two by 
squeaking, and feel very pleased with myself. Back in the days of the 
Birds of Christmas talk at the Royal Alberta Museum, Terry Thormin 
would present the last segment and provide tips on identifying the 
species expected to be seen on the Edmonton count. We always had 
someone planted in the audience who would ask the question, “I’m 
new to birding and I’ve heard this expression ‘squeaking.’ Could you 
explain, please?” At which point, Terry would demonstrate his 
squeaking technique and the audience would join in. You had to be 
there to appreciate the spectacle of the annual performance of the 
Squeaker-Pish-Band.  
 

Pish, pishing, or to pish probably does not need explanation to our 
readers. The noble art of birding has accumulated its own collection of 
jargon and slang terms and right up there with “to twitch” is “to pish.” 
Those present at the Birds of Christmas talk will know all the best 
birders pish (see cover photo...Ed). One of the beauties of pishing is 
that we can each develop our own style – whatever you find works 
best for you. To be honest, pishing is best done in the company of 
other birders. 
 

So, I’ve explained squeaker and pish, leaving only justification for the 
use of the word “mob.” The proponent of “straggle” describes how 
club walks “start out as a tight-knit company but before long we have 
started to spread out…. There are the butterfly watchers, the plant 
observers, the birdsong listeners, and the what a nice cloud section, 
plus the old guy (me) with the old dog who is always stopping to 
smell the flowers.” From this description, ENC members on a club 
outing sound like a motley crew. Maybe mob isn’t quite the right 
word, as I don’t detect an unruly element in the activities described 
above. A mob or a band? You decide.  
 

Thank you for all the entries and congratulations to Marc on his win-
ning entry. An ENC ball cap will shortly be winging its way to you. 
Step aside next time you’re in Whitemud Ravine and see or hear the 
Squeaker-Pish-Mob coming towards you. 

 

 

 

DC 

Alan Hingston 

Is that a straggle, a confusion, a mustering murmuration, or a  
SQUEAKER-PISH-MOB? 
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 Photos by Patsy Cotterill 

Water Smartweed, Polygonum amphibium  

Water Smartweed, Polygonum amphibium  

Boreal Chorus Froglet 

Patsy Cotterill 

(continued from the May–September issue of 
 The Parkland Naturalist ) 

“MyPond” – Acheson Field Pond 

Three Different Wetlands in Close Proximity 

An intriguing conundrum for the ecologist perhaps is the absence at 
Acheson Field Pond of a number of common wetland species. In a hay 
field about 0.75 km south of it lies another wetland, a marsh, in which 
there is rarely any open water but whose water level appears to be 
more stable, both perennially and throughout a given season. It is 
filled with Awned Sedge (Carex atherodes) and Little Bottle Sedge 
(C. utriculata) and has a fringe of Basket Willow (Salix petiolaris). 
None of these are important members of the plant community at the 
northern Acheson Field Pond, although the latter two species have 
been recorded on one occasion each. Bulrushes (Schoenoplectus spp.) 
are a common although not universal feature of lake edges and shal-
low wetlands locally, but I have not seen them at Acheson. Nodding 
Beggar-ticks (Bidens cernua) was recorded once, but has not estab-
lished at Acheson, even though it forms extensive zones in wetlands 
elsewhere in Edmonton, for example, along oxbows in the North Sas-
katchewan River valley. It would be very interesting to have water 
quality information on Acheson Field Pond and indeed for all three of 
the very different wetlands within this corner of Acheson: the Sink-
hole Pond, Acheson Field Pond, and the marsh to the south. For now I 
conclude that Acheson Field Pond’s widely fluctuating water levels, 
sandy substrate, and possibly even the fact of its variable periphery 
due to cultivation, have something to do with its singular floristics. 

Field Pond Fauna 

Clearly Acheson Pond holds more interest for the botanically-inclined 
naturalist than the birder. However, on July 2 this year I did flush a 
disgruntled mallard that had been taking advantage of the unprece-
dented amount of open water. As at many of our wetlands, this has 
been a great year for amphibians. On July 2 Wood Froglets were so 
numerous that they made the vegetation rustle in their haste to escape 
my tread, and I literally had to make faux pas (false steps), to give 
them time to get away. On July 17, we had great fun trying to photo-
graph athletic Boreal Chorus Froglets. Dragonflies and damselflies 
have been numerous (mosquitoes not so much). On July 26 four pairs 
of Red Meadowhawks were engaged in the serious business of copula-
tion, in close proximity to each other, whereas on July 17 they were 
merely chasing each other around. No doubt the serious entomologist 
could find a good deal more of interest among the lush vegetation or 
in the mud – what’s eating the Water Smartweed, for instance. 

Conservation? 

Acheson Field Pond lies within the Acheson Industrial zone of Park-
land County: industrial installations are going up all around it and its 
rolling, so far protective, wheat field. It’s heartbreaking to think that 
this wetland plant community, with its unusual species and rich bank 
of propagules, could soon be buried forever. As a shallow pond it will 
likely be classified as of no consequence and its loss not even miti-
gated – nor can it be, unless perhaps a large portion of it is excavated 
and transplanted to a similar sandy field with a rolling topography. 
Preservation is always the best solution, but given the hydrological 
requirements of wetlands it often doesn’t happen. In the case of 
Acheson Field Pond, is there an opportunity to recreate it in similar 
terrain? 

 

Parkland Plant Notes  

 

Male flowers 
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Species List for Acheson Field Pond 

Note: The following is a list of what I consider to be essentially wetland species occurring at Acheson. I also keep 
track of a number of weedy species that occur around the edges and outer zones of the pond, but have omitted them 
here for the sake of brevity. A few species in the list are non-native, but have been included because they are consis-
tently associated with this wetland. An asterisk marks those species whose presence has been recorded for six or 
more years out of the 10 (2004–2013) for which I have records. This is only a rough estimate: I didn’t conduct all 
surveys with equal thoroughness and scientific rigour! Several species may indeed have occurred more frequently. 

Parkland Plant Notes 

Araceae   Elatinaceae   

Common  Duckweed Lemna minor Waterwort Elatine triandra 

Alismataceae   Salicaceae   

Broad-leaved Water-
plantain 

*Alisma plantago-aquatica Basket Willow Salix petiolaris 

Arum-leaved Arrowhead Sagittaria cuneata Onagraceae   

Potamogetonaceae   Northern Willowherb Epilobium ciliatum 

Various-leaved Pondweed Potamogeton gramineus Brassicaceae   

Narrow-leaved Bur-reed *Sparganium angustifolium Marsh Yellow Cress *Rorippa palustris 

Typhaceae   Polygonaceae   

Common Cattail Typha latifolia Water Smartweed Polygonum amphibium          
(= Persicaria amphibia) 

Cyperaceae   Pale Persicaria *Polygonum lapathifolium 

Crawford’s Sedge *Carex crawfordii Golden Dock Rumex maritimus 

Long-beaked Sedge Carex sychnocephala Western Dock Rumex occidentalis 

Little Bottle Sedge Carex utriculata Narrow-leaved Dock Rumex triangulivalvis 

Needle Spike-rush Eleocharis acicularis Caryophyllaceae   

Creeping Spike-rush *Eleocharis palustris Northern Stitchwort Stellaria calycantha 

Poaceae   Rubiaceae   

Short-awned Foxtail *Alopecurus aequalis Small Bedstraw *Galium trifidum 

Rough Hair Grass; Tickle 
Grass 

*Agrostis scabra 

Slough Grass *Beckmannia syzigachne Scouler’s Popcorn 
Flower 

*Plagiobothrys scouleri 

Common Tall Manna 
Grass 

*Glyceria grandis Plantaginaceae   

Northern Manna Grass Glyceria borealis Vernal Water-starwort Callitriche verna 

Foxtail Barley Hordeum jubatum Clammy Hedge-hyssop *Gratiola neglecta 

Fowl Bluegrass Poa palustris Hairy Speedwell Veronica peregrina 

Ranunculaceae   Marsh Speedwell Veronica scutellata 

Yellow Water Crowfoot Ranunculus gmelinii Asteraceae   

Rosaceae   Nodding Beggar-ticks Bidens cernua 

Brook Cinquefoil Potentilla rivalis Low Cudweed *Gnaphalium uliginosum 

Boraginaceae   
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“MyPond” – Acheson Field Pond 

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

Waterwort, Elatine triandra 
Photo by Patsy Cotterill  

Clammy Hedge-hyssop, Gratiola neglecta 
Photo by Jason Teare 

Pale Persicaria, Polygonum lapathifolium 
Photo by Jason Teare 

Crawford’s Sedge, Carex crawfordii 
Photo by Jason Teare 



Members’ Photos 

Snowshoe Hare, Photo by Alan Hingston 

Hooded Merganser at Lake Beaumaris 
Photos by Jana Sneep 


