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Common Loon, All Photos by Ludo Bogaert 
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Loon Lore  

On the Cover: Common Loon on the nest, Photo by Ludo Bogaert 

Becoming a birdwatcher can be an interesting process. In 
my case it started many moons ago, in my teenage years.  

Not long after the Second World War was over and the 
coastal dunes were cleared of landmines, the beaches of 
Holland were once more accessible for the people to en-
joy. Whenever free time allowed me, I bicycled the one-
hour trip to the North Sea beach and walked and walked. 
The flotsam line of the high tide was always a place of 
interest. On one such outing I found a skull, nicely clean 
and sun-bleached. I knew it was from a bird, but what 
kind? I had no idea, but I was a collector. In my pocket it 
went.  

Another time, again on the beach, I found a dead Razor-
billed Auk, a victim of the oily bilge water ships pumped 
out before getting into port. That was common practice in 
those days and killed many sea birds wintering along the 
coast. When I picked up the bird by its bill, so I did not 
get oil on my hand and to have a better look at it, it 
dropped to the ground, leaving me with the two sheaths 
(outer layers of the bill) in my fingers. That happens 
when a dead bird starts to decompose, together with the 
smell! 

The now bare-boned beak of this auk looked very similar 
to the skull I had found before, so home it came. After 
having washed and cleaned it a bit I tried to put it on the 
clean skull and guess what, it fitted like a glove. Now I 
knew what species of bird I had found, and this was the 
beginning of a skull collection and the start of my life as 
a birdwatcher. 

Over the years the collection grew and so did my knowl-
edge. What has this got to do with loons, you may ask. 
Well, one day I found my prize, a dead oil-covered Com-
mon Loon, but it was headless! Somebody beat me to it. 
Apparently I was not the only one with this “weird” 
habit. Its body was enormous compared to those of the 
gulls, murres, and Arctic loons I had found before. 

Many years have gone by, and collecting and cleaning 
skulls is now a thing of the past. Emigration to Canada in 
the early sixties put birdwatching into new perspective, 
and my interest in bird photography was energized by 
new species to study. I saw and heard my first intact 
Common Loon in Jasper National Park – alive! 

By mid-April, when the snow starts to melt and the ice is 
breaking up on our rivers and lakes, migratory birds are 
returning from their wintering grounds. The loons from 

our area that wintered along the coastal waters of the Pa-
cific Ocean are arriving and can be seen where open wa-
ter is found. In Edmonton, for example, they have been 
reported at Beaumaris Lake, where they “stage” for a few 
days or weeks until the lakes where they like to nest are 
ice-free. The males are in charge of choosing territories; 
smaller lakes usually have a single pair of loons, while 
larger lakes may support more. 

In mid May, nest-building by both birds begins. The nest 
itself consists mainly of shoreline vegetation between 
some roots or driftwood and blends very well with its 
surroundings. 

The legs of loons are positioned rather far toward the 
back of their bodies, making it very awkward for them to 
move on land. Their nests are located at the edge of the 
water. If the incubating bird has to leave the nest to feed 
itself, it leans upright on the back of its feet, pulls some 
nest material over the (usually two) eggs and slips into 
the water. The bones of a loon are solid, which is very 
useful for their underwater activities. Most birds have 
hollow bones.  

Loons are very aggressive competitors during this time. 
When another pair happens to land on already occupied 
territory, the battle cries reverberate from the surrounding 
trees as the intruders are chased with great ardour. Terri-
torial fights can have deadly results. Imagine being 
“speared” from below with that bill – it would be an un-
pleasant experience, to say the least. 

Loons nesting on lakes where power boats are allowed 
are at risk of being destroyed by the wake of these boats. 
It is important that the lake be moderately deep and clear 
because they hunt their prey by sight. For that reason, I 
rarely see loons at Big Lake. 

Being on waters occupied by loons and listening to their 
lovely “yodelling” calls brings far away wild places to 
mind. Researchers have identified four distinct calls: 
tremolo, yodel, wail, and hoot. Personally, I can’t recall 
the hoot. 

By the time the nest is built, the eggs are laid, and incu-
bation has started (cover photo) things do settle down a 
bit. Now and than you will see one of the birds taking off. 
With a long, labouring run to get airborne, it looks like it 
is not going to make it, but once in the air, the flight 
is powerful (page 2, top photo).  
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After about 28–30 days the eggs 
hatch and within 24 hours the 
chicks are swimming. This is a 
busy time for the adults. Constant 
feeding by both parents requires a 
lot of swimming and diving. The 
chicks stay close to the parent who 
is not under water and when tired 
like to get on its back to rest and 
warm up. I observed how that is 
done. When the parent stretches a 
foot outward, its wide and flat tarsi 
(the part between the toes and heel) 
functions like a ramp, enabling the 
little ones to scoot right up and 
climb aboard. This happens fre-
quently in the first two weeks, less 
often as the chicks grow larger.  

It takes time for the chicks to mas-
ter the diving skills required to en-
able them to feed themselves, so 
the parents are busy for the rest of 
the summer and fall. 

I recall an incident involving a col-
league from my Royal Alberta Mu-
seum staff who wanted to write a 
paper on loons. We were in a canoe 
following a loon with very small 
chicks rather closely – too closely, 
as the little guys were trying to es-
cape but could not dive and bobbed 
up like corks. The panicked adult 
made an enormous commotion and 
was obviously stressed. So was I. 
My demand that my colleague quit 
the pursuit was grudgingly obeyed.  

My own experience with loons involves the use of my kayak – low on the water, quiet, and more in tune with the loons’ 
environment. Drifting and slow paddling does not seem to disturb the loons, and I have had them come close to investi-
gate me, resulting in portrait close-ups (page 2, bottom photo). 

On subsequent visits it became more difficult to locate them and eventually I turned my interest to other things. The 
summer months go by, the young loons learn to dive and fly and prepare to migrate before the lakes freeze over. They 
will stay on coastal waters until maturity, which takes several years, then they come inland to the lakes, where the se-
quence repeats itself. Loons are monogamous, and pair bonds typically last about 5 years. If one of the mates doesn’t 
return in the spring, the other will quickly pair up with a different mate. They can live 20 years or more. 

There are many folklore and First Nations stories about the loon that I personally find very interesting. One in particular 
tells how the loon got its necklace. (Look for The Loon's Necklace in the children’s section of a bookstore or library, or 
search for this and other stories online.) 

What gorgeous birds they are.  

Ludo Bogaert 
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Snow Goose Chase, 2018 

This was the 20th year of our Chase, I believe, traditionally held the last weekend in April. Terrific sponsors and support-
ers plus a very enthusiastic planning committee made the Saturday a great success. We did not run buses for the paying 
public this year, but many participants from previous years were contacted by some members of the ENC executive 
committee and with the support of the Town of Tofield three complimentary buses left for a 2-hour outing in the after-
noon. Participants on one bus reported that they saw close to 40 bird species, which is very good. 

There were the customary eight buses for inner-city youth, low-income families, recent refugees, and immigrants, plus 
students from local schools. Everything ran pretty well according to plan, with the morning activities centred around the 
various exhibits and displays in the Community Hall, the wetland walk behind the Nature Centre, and the two owl and 
bird-banding demonstrations. 

Highlights for many were the White-faced Ibis east of Amisk Creek bridge that fed in the area for over a week. The 
Snow Geese were everywhere this year, in many cases very close to the well-maintained roads. Some shorebirds also 
were observed, and Mountain Bluebirds were seen in 
good numbers. Participants in one bus saw a Bald 
Eagle and good numbers of Northern Harriers were 
seen too. Waterfowl numbers were excellent this year 
after all the runoff, and I spotted an Eurasian Wid-
geon on one of my scouting days. 

A special mention must go out to Dr. Glynnis Hood 
from the University of Alberta, who presented her 
very popular beaver talk and display. Vanita Eglauer 
from the town office in Tofield was a great supporter 
again this year – we could not do the Chase without 
her! Finally, a word of thanks to all the tour guides, 
some of whom have been with us since day one! 

Thank you, everyone,  

Bob Parsons 

A Letter of Appreciation 

The following letter from the parent of a Snow Goose 
Chase participant was forwarded to Bob Parsons by 
Adriana Faciu. 

Hi Adriana: Good morning. 

My son, Gabe, was part of Mrs. Herder’s group at the 
Snow Goose Chase this year. We drove out to meet him 
and so our family (including his little sister, who has 
some special needs) joined in and we really enjoyed our-
selves. 

At the Community Hall, we were amazed by the visual 
material, sound, movement, colours: the posters, the op-
portunities to participate in and touch the animals with 
guidance. These are so important to children who are sen-
sory seeking as our kids are. I think our daughter touched 
and so learned about the big snake like no other child 
there! Gabe really enjoyed the amphibians too, and was 

happy to get the posters. They are up in his room and he 
often studies the photos and reads them. Such displays are 
especially beneficial to  high energy, kinaesthetic, sensory 
children and they learn well in such settings and retain 
their learning. 

Gabe also enjoyed the other sites; we all walked through 
the wetlands and enjoyed the quiet and the opportunity to 
observe quietly. 

We appreciated the lunch for Gabe early in the day. 

We appreciated the friendliness of the volunteers and peo-
ple working at the sites. I was aware that there was a lot of 
care about ensuring children were safe and where they 
should be with their school groups. 

We plan to return in future years. 

With sincere thanks to all of the volunteers and organizers, 
Jennifer Stewart, Edmonton 

Snow Geese, Photo by Gerald Romanchuk 
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For the past several years 
I’ve been participating as 
an executive member for 
ENC. It has been a pleas-
ure to engage with so 
many talented volunteers! 
With my time as president 
ending, I’d like to say a 
special thank-you to 
ENC’s elected officials, 
who decide how to meet 
the objectives of the club 
with the resources 
(volunteers, time, and 

money) we have. Decisions are not always easy, but this 
outstanding group has been cheerful and thorough in re-
viewing facts, debating various points of view, and get-
ting things done: the four Executive Directors, Gerald 
Romanchuk, Hendrik Kruger, Sean Evans, and Chris 
Rees; Recording Secretary Colleen Raymond; Member-
ship Secretary John Jaworski; and Treasurer Katherine 
Madro. The club is in good hands and I trust it will con-
tinue to evolve and maintain its vibrancy for many years 
to come. My involvement for the upcoming year will be 
as your communications director.  

Spring/Summer Highlights 

• Sean Evans, as our outdoor program director, has 
facilitated more than 50 outdoor activities this year. A 
wonderful addition has been the Tuesday morning 
nature walks organized by Chris Rees. Thank you 
both! 

• The plant course organized by Patsy Cotterill and 
Hubert Taube proved very popular and the partici-
pants were appreciative of the opportunity to expand 
their plant knowledge. Comments described classroom 
sessions as “very interactive and lively.” The field 
trips gave participants “a good exposure to local vege-
tation and they could exercise what they had learned 
in the course.” 

• The Remembering Ray Cromie project, which I joy-
fully participated in, has proved quite successful. 
Many of the bird boxes we installed in conservation 
areas were used this year by Tree Swallows, bluebirds, 

chickadees, wrens, and Saw-whet Owls. A fitting trib-
ute to Ray, who educated and inspired us.  

• Another successful Snow Goose Chase was engi-
neered by Bob Parsons and his team. Expenses for 
the seven buses carrying inner-city children and fami-
lies, bagged lunches, and snacks were covered by 
grants and donations. Thanks to Alberta Conservation 
Association, Cummings Andrews Mackay, the Cum-
mings family, the Ladies Chapter of the Canadian Pro-
gress Club, Esso, Meika’s Bird House, Nature Alberta, 
the Nordstrom family, RCP Investments Group, Syn-
ergy Construction, and the Town of Tofield. Addi-
tional ENC volunteers worked with the town as hosts 
on its community buses.  

• Our Nature Appreciation Weekend provided a re-
laxed opportunity for folks to learn and enjoy nature 
together. Thanks to Gerald Romanchuk, the event 
organizer. See the article on page 33. 

Coming Attractions 

• Mark your calendars: the annual Edmonton Christ-
mas Bird Count (ECBC) is scheduled for December 
16. We’ll be looking for feeder watchers and bush 
beaters to count urban birds. Detailed information is 
available at edmontonchristmasbirdcount.ca. 

Respectfully submitted by Ann Carter, President, ENC 

Contact the executive at enc.inquiries@gmail.com. 

President’s Report, Spring/Summer 2018 

Our President, Ann Carter 

The views, comments and opinions expressed in this publication are those of the respective contributors concerned only. They do not necessarily 
reflect the views or positions of the editor, the Edmonton Nature Club (ENC), its executive or any other representatives or agents.  
The ENC is not responsible for, and disclaims any liability for, the content expressed in The Parkland Naturalist by contributors. The information 
set forth in this publication has been obtained or derived from sources believed by the ENC to be reliable. However, the ENC does not make any 
representation or warranty, express or implied, as to the accuracy or completeness of the information. 

Saw-whet Owl, Photo by Ann Carter 
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 Download applications from the 
ENC website or contact us at our 

mailing address. 

Membership Rates for 2017/18 

Household: 
Students: 

$40.00/year 
$20.00/year 

Membership 

 
Appointed 

Committee Chairs 
 

Program Director – Alan Hingston 
hingston@telusplanet.net 

 
Field Trip Coordinator – Sean Evans 

sean.evans74@yahoo.com 
 

Bird Studies – Karen Lindsay  
     kdlinds@telus.net 

 
Bug / Spider Studies – Pat Dunn 

patdunn001@gmail.com 
 

Plant Studies – Patsy Cotterill / Hubert Taube  
nutmeg@planet.eon.net / taubeha@shaw.ca 

 
Parkland Naturalist – Dawne Colwell  

colwelld@shaw.ca 
 

Conservation Committee – Hubert Taube 
taubeha@shaw.ca 

 
Nature Appreciation Weekend – Gerald Romanchuk 

geraldjr@telusplanet.net 
 

Email Distribution – Steve Knight 
Steve@PerformanceSystems.ca 

 
Online Discussion Group – Steve Knight 

Steve@PerformanceSystems.ca 
 

Website – Ann Carter  
anncarter005@gmail.com 

 
   Banquet – Toby-Anne Reimer 

obitay@gmail.com   
 

Edmonton Christmas Bird Count – Lynn and Arnold Maki 
maki2@telus.net  

 
Snow Goose Chase – Bob Parsons  

vintagebob2@gmail.com 
 

Nature Alberta – Kerri Charest  
kcharest@live.com  

 
Edmonton and Area Land Trust – Hendrik Kruger 

hendrik296@gmail.com 

 
Executive 

Elected Officers  
  

President – Ann Carter  
anncarter005@gmail.com 

 
Past President – Stephen Copen  

 
Recording Secretary – Colleen Raymond 

costan@shaw.ca 
 

Membership Secretary – John Jaworski 
JohnGJaworski@gmail.com 

 
Treasurer – Katherine Madro  

kathrinemadro@gmail.com 
 

Executive Director – Gerald Romanchuk 
geraldjr@telusplanet.net 

 
Executive Director – Hendrik Kruger  

hendrik296@gmail.com 
 

Executive Director – Chris Rees  
csrees@shaw.ca 

 
Executive Director – Sean Evans 

sean.evans74@yahoo.com 
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Cinnamon Teal 

Cinnamon Teal (Anas cyanoptera) readily hybrid-
ize with Blue-winged Teal and Northern Shovel-
ers. These two males appeared to be actively 
“courting” each other on June 3, 2018, near the 
hamlet of Darwell. I was struck by the differences 
in their size and shading coloration. The larger of 
the two had a broader bill, more indicative of a 
Shoveler (Anas clypea). From May 5 to June 3 I 
made six observations of 1 to 3 male Cinnamon 
Teal at the same location.  

 

 

 

Pileated Woodpeckers 

Pileated Woodpeckers are now common in Edmonton, but this was not always the case (see graph). Before people began 
to feed these large woodpeckers, they were largely dependent on carpenter ants. The river valley has many old growth 
stands and ants are plentiful in mature trees. However, it is more difficult for woodpeckers to find ants in cold weather, 
and suet helps them survive the winter. 

On June 6, 2018, I watched a territorial display between two female Pileated Woodpeckers in a mixed forest near Cross 
Lake. This is an area without suet feeders, so their territories are likely very large (150 to 200 acres) and territorial fights 
subsequently more frequent. 

I witnessed what I interpreted as territorial fighting one mid-afternoon. Two females were circling on opposite sides of 
an aspen tree, about half a metre off the ground. While vocalizing, they waved their bills and spread their wings in ag-
gressive displays for about 20 minutes, allowing me to approach within 6 metres. When one bird left, the other pursued it 
into the forest. I marveled at how easy it is to photograph natural events that could only be documented in writing in the 
past. 

Lu Carbyn 

Nature Observations 

Photo by Lu Carbyn 

Photo by Lu Carbyn Number of Years (1952–2007) 
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The Armchair Naturalist 

In this section, club members review books about natural history that they found particularly rewarding. Some of the 
recommended books may be borrowed from the Edmonton Public Library. To check their availability, go to epl.ca and 
click on “Search.”  

To suggest additional books of interest to our members, submit a brief review to Karen Lindsay via the ENC website, 
edmontonnatureclub.org. Click on “Birding,” “Bird Studies,” and “Contact” to send Karen your review. 

A magnificent book that combines the best of both writing and science...Heinrich has performed a 
masterful job of sharing his personal research efforts and those of others in his field. He has writ-
ten an extremely interesting book and in the process has shown how one kind of organism can be 
used as a model to investigate behaviour, physiology, ecology and evolution. 

“Bumblebee Economics should serve as a model for good scientific writing” (Mathew M. Doug-
las, Quarterly Review). 

Bernd Heinrich Books. 

Recommended by Gerry Fox 

The book is large, so the photographs are stunning. This is a circumpolar view of the bear and 
deals with its life as a marine mammal dependent on ice that is the right thickness for seals to 
live under and strong enough to support the weight of a bear. 

Andrew E. Derocher (Author), Wayne Lynch (Photographer) 

Available at EPL. 

Recommended by Elaine Mellor 

Editorial Notes 

If you haven’t seen Bunchberry Meadows, it is well worth the visit. Patsy Cotterill’s informative article on Bunchberry 
Meadows (p. 23) will be continued in the next issue of The Parkland Naturalist.   

Our club is fortunate to have so many excellent writers and photographers, most of whom send in regular contributions 
to our magazine to share with ENC members. Thank you!  

Thank you also to Ludo Bogaert and Dick Dekker, who also 
contribute articles and photos on a regular basis. 

Field trip reports have been edited to allow as many as possible 
to be included in this issue. Unfortunately, due to limited space 
the field trips from April 17 (Whitemud Ravine North) to May 
30 (Heritage Wetlands Marsh) had to be omitted. The good 
news is all Field trips complete with photos are reported on our 
website: http://enctripreports.blogspot.com/.   

I wish to thank Judy Johnson for her excellent copy editing and 
advice. The deadline for the next issue (September–December, 
2018) is November 30, 2018. Dawne Colwell, editor 

Please send contributions to: colwelld@shaw.ca 
Whitemud Ravine North, April 17, 2018                        

Photo by Manna Parseyan 
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Chasing Birds: Birding the Fen 

At first glance it doesn’t look like much. An expanse of 
grassy vegetation growing in shallow water. But the 
“grass” is probably a type of sedge (though I’m certainly 
not a botanist!). And the habitat type – sedge fen – is 
home to some cool birds.  

According to Wikipedia, “fens are a type of wetland usu-
ally fed by mineral-rich surface water or groundwater. 
They are characterized by their distinct water chemistry, 
which is pH neutral or alkaline, with relatively high dis-
solved mineral levels but few other plant nutrients. They 
are usually dominated by grasses and sedges.” 

Now, a sedge fen will never have a huge diversity of bird 
species. But a handful of specialists are hard, if not im-
possible, to find in other habitat types.  

You’ll be shocked to hear that one of the best places to 
find a Sedge Wren is at a sedge fen! Crazy, right? Once 
you learn the distinctive chap chap chatatatat song you’ll 
find more of these little guys. When I first started birding 
about 20 years ago, they seemed harder to find in the Ed-
monton area. It was a big deal whenever someone saw 
one. Recently they’ve been way easier to find. My guess 
is that I started in a bit of a drought and now that things 
are wetter, there’s more of these fen-loving wrens 
around.  

Fens and marshes are the best places to find two sparrows 
that are often fairly secretive. We usually hear them way 
more than we see them. The tik a sshhhhhhhh-t of a Le 
Conte’s Sparrow sounds like an insect. But it’s actually a 
very attractive golden-yellow sparrow. The p-shhhhunk 
of a Nelson’s Sparrow sounds even weirder. But it is a 
bird, an awesome orangey-gold skulker of a sparrow.  

The viewability of both of these sparrows ranges from 
absolutely impossible to right-in-your-face. Many of 
them will sing away hidden in the vegetation and never 
show themselves. But then some individuals will find an 
exposed perch and sound off repeatedly right in front of 
you.  

Speaking of birds heard more than seen, the rails as a 
group are notorious. Soras CAN be seen. They’ll walk 
out of the wetland vegetation with some regularity. But 
their relative the Virginia Rail can be very, very hard to 
see. You can hear their crazy grunts and clicks and harsh 
calls, no problem. But getting a decent look? Two years 
ago Sean Evans led an ENC trip around the Heritage 
Wetland in Sherwood Park. We could hear one calling. 
We had close to 20 people crowded onto a viewing deck 
who would all rush over to one side when someone 
claimed they saw it. Then we’d all rush over to the other 
side when another claim was made. Supposedly two or 

Nelson’s Sparrow 

Sedge Wren 

Le Conte’s Sparrow 
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three folks saw the thing, but I’m not convinced! When 
you finally do get a look at the long bill and rich colour-
ing of these rails, it is a real treat for the eyes! Have to 
add that while my best look at a Virginia was in a sedge 
fen, they are more likely found at a cattail marsh.  

The most highly sought-after sedge fen specialist has to 
be the Yellow Rail. 
You usually have to 
make a special effort, 
visiting a distant sedge 
fen after sundown just 
to get a listen to the 
super secretive stinker. 
Standing around a mos-
quito-infested fen lis-
tening to the tic-tic tic-
tic-tic call is very, well, 
let’s just say invigorat-
ing! 

I’d spent close to 
twenty summers stand-
ing out by sedge fens 
listening to tic-tics but 
never got even a 
glimpse of the bird. It’s 
a real quandary for most birders. We want to see a bird to 
count it on our life list. Yellow Rail seems to be the one 
bird we all lower our listing standards for. The call is so 
distinctive and the odds of seeing one are so low that we 
hold our noses and check it off without a visual.  

I’ve tried the old technique of tapping two stones together 
and I’ve done the more modern thing of playing re-
cordings on my iPhone, but never got any Yellow Rails 

to show themselves. Then one day this summer Colleen 
Raymond and I stopped by a nice fen. It was still light out 
and I was surprised when Colleen heard a Yellow Rail 
calling. It was close to the car and I thought, what the 
heck, I’ll play the call. Within 30 seconds I saw some 
movement through the sedges. Then the impossible came 
true! A Yellow Rail came into view! My elation was 

quickly dampened 
when I realized that 
Colleen, sitting on 
the other side of the 
car, didn’t have an 
angle to see the bird. 
She scrambled over 
to my side and luck-
ily the little guy 
came back and she 
got a look too. We 
were both amazed at 
the relatively small 
size (compared to, 
let’s say, a Sora) and 
the lightening-quick 
movements.  

So... even if you 
have to fight off 

hordes of bugs and often don’t even get a glimpse of your 
target, it’s still worth the trip to cruise by a nice fen. After 
finally seeing a Yellow Rail, I think the sedge fen is my 
new favourite habitat! 

Gerald Romanchuk 

Sora 

All Photos by Gerald Romanchuk 

Virginia Rail 

Yellow Rail 
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Spring Migration of Shorebirds, 2018  

Very few shorebirds were recorded at Cooking Lake and 
Big Lake, but there were some interesting sightings at 
Whitford Lake, roughly 40 km north of  Beaverhills 
Lake.  

After the long winter of 2017/2018, the meltdown of ac-
cumulated snow did not start until April. The strong run-
off helped to bring up the level of Cooking Lake, which 
had fallen during the previous summer. By October 2017, 
the mud flats along the southeast shore had widened as 
far as the eye could see. 

Cooking Lake was ice-free on April 20, 2018, about the 
same time as in 2017, and the water level rose enough to 
reach the rim of last year’s shore vegetation. It stayed 
there until early June even though the amount of spring 
rain was well below that of the previous year. As of June 
3, 2018, the year’s precipitation recorded at the Interna-
tional Airport was only 140 mm, compared to 194 mm in 
2017.  

In 2017, the total amount of rain and snow measured at 
the Edmonton International Airport added up to 486 mm 
of water, a little less than the 497 mm in 2016. Both val-
ues are well above the long-term annual mean of 454 
mm. At 435 mm, the ten-year mean of 2008–2017 is even 
lower, because the average is depressed by the extreme 
lows in 2008 and 2009, when the precipitation dropped to 
309 and 293 mm, respectively. (See bar graph.) 

In the drought year of 2009, after  Beaverhills Lake had 
practically dried up, I stopped going there and switched 
over to Cooking Lake to record the spring and fall shore-
bird migrations. During each visit, I walked a stretch of 

roughly 5 km along the southeast shore and the same way 
back. At the end of the route I sat down on a low stool or 
stone and spent about an hour enjoying the view and fre-
quently scanning the lake and skyline through binoculars. 
In 2017 and 2018 I shortened the route to 2 km. 

In April and May 2017, I visited the lake on 17 days, 
roughly twice a week, and less frequently over the sum-
mer months. In April and May 2018, I went there on 12 
days and occasionally from June onwards. In addition, I 
sometimes walked the shore at the sailing club and South 
Cooking Lake park.  

The difference in bird numbers between these last two 
years is astonishing. In the second and third weeks of 
May 2017, I saw hundreds of yellowlegs and thousands 
of sandpipers mixed in with dowitchers and plovers. In 
sharp contrast, shorebirds were very scarce in 2018. For 
instance, this past spring, I did not see a single yellowlegs 
at Cooking Lake. No godwits either, and just one Willet. 
Small groups of sandpipers flew by on only four or five 
occasions. The best day was May 31, when an estimated 
300 Red-necked Phalaropes were swimming near the ter-
minus of my survey route, while at the other end of the 
route a flock of 25 Stilt Sandpipers probed the muddy 
shallows.  

I recorded the first avocets on May 8 in 2017 and on 
April 30 in 2018. Fellow birdwatcher Chris Rees spotted 
10 of these spectacular waders on April 23, 2018, but 
both Chris and I found avocets surprisingly uncommon 
around the lake until the third week of May. Franklin’s 
Gulls, ubiquitous in other springs, also were scarce until 
the very end of that month. On May 29, an hour-long pro-
cession of these pretty gulls passed by. Oddly, they were 
not hunting for insects, neither high in the sky nor low 
over the water.  

One reason why migratory shorebirds were so few in 
number this past spring may have been the apparent ab-
sence of lake flies. By contrast, in May of last year, dense 
mating columns of chironomid midges were hanging over 
the shore vegetation, and mud flies were swarming on the 
water line.  

Other factors that may explain the poor showing of mi-
grating shorebirds this past spring are environmental. 
First off, there was a fair to good snow run-off in central 
Alberta. Wetlands everywhere were brimming with melt 
water, offering a wide choice of attractive stopping points 
for north-bound shorebirds. However, high water levels 
on the larger lakes had flooded into shore vegetation and 
left little or no mud flat habitat for sandpipers.  

Please note that the figures for the two most recent years are 
relatively high, compared to a long-term mean of 454 mm cal-
culated from data recorded by Environment Canada since 1883. 
The mean of the 13 years shown in this graph, which include 
the drought years of 2008 and 2009, is 436 mm. 

Annual precipitation in millimetres at Edmonton   
International Airport, 2005–2017  
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Migrating mostly by night, shorebirds favour tailwinds, 
which blow in the right direction when a cell of low at-
mospheric pressure replaces a high pressure system trav-
eling along the jet stream from west to east. High-
pressure cells are characterized by a clockwise circulation 
of airflows. As the system builds up, strong winds begin 
to blow from the north, stopping or diverting Arctic-
bound migrants. When the cell passes and gives way to a 
depression, the air flow becomes counter-clockwise and 
the winds are from the south. This is the moment migrat-
ing birds are waiting for, and by sundown they spread 
their wings. During periods when central Alberta is domi-
nated by high pressure, as was the case this past spring, 
north-bound shorebirds along the central flyway are di-
verted farther east and may pass over Saskatchewan in-
stead.  

Quite apart from the scarcity of shorebirds this past 
spring, other open-country species were also uncommon 
during my survey. For instance, I did not see a single  
Red-winged Blackbird and very few grassland sparrows. 
Raptors were rare too. I saw no Bald Eagles, no Merlins, 
only 1 Red-tailed Hawk and no more than 2 or 4 harriers.  

Big Lake 

To compare the Cooking Lake situation with other park-
land lakes, I contacted Ludo Bogaert, who has visited Big 
Lake for over half a century. In 2018, the lake level rose 
an unprecedented 4 feet (1.2 metre). There was no mud-
flat habitat and shorebirds were absent. Like me, Ludo 
did not see a single yellowlegs at his lake. However, 
Franklin’s Gulls were numerous and established a new 
nesting colony on the southeast side of the lake in addi-
tion to the colony on the west shore. Ludo’s rarest sight-
ings, on May 21 were 5 White-faced Ibises. 

Whitford Lake 

As reported by Brian Genereux, the water level of Whit-
ford Lake had risen substantially and flooded some 
ploughed fields, which attracted a variety of shorebirds. 
On May 22 he watched an estimated 75 Buff-breasted 
Sandpipers take to the sky in a defensive flock at the ap-
proach of a Peregrine Falcon. Black-necked Stilts were 
spotted on several days, including a group of 22 that may 
be nesting. On May 23, 4 White-faced Ibises flew by. A 
Snowy Egret was first spotted on June 2 and stayed at 
least until June 10.  

 Beaverhills Lake 

The inflow of Amisk Creek in the south and Ross Creek 
in the north added to last year’s moderate gain in water 
level and brought the lake up a notch, but not enough to 
restore this once famous Ramsar Wetland. Looking north 

from Francis Point, the former lake bed was a distant ex-
panse of marshy vegetation with here and there a glim-
mer of open water. At the Mundare road access on the 
east side of the lake, a vast sheet of shallows had reached 
a point on a fence line where I had marked its partial re-
covery in 2007 and again in 2011, well after all water had 
completely dried up in September of 2006.  

A similar partial recovery happened in 2017 when the  
Beaverhill Bird Observatory reported that the trails along 
Lister Lake were inundated by snow run-off. Spring 
flooding of these trails occurred routinely in past years, 
when I had to take my boots off to reach the weir. Some-
times even rubber boots were not high enough to get 
there with dry feet. The partial recovery of the lake 
makes it all the more important that inflowing streams 
should not be dammed and diverted.  

As to this spring’s shorebird migrations at  Beaverhills 
Lake, no doubt the Kallal Meadows and Lister Lake were 
checked by Edmonton birders, but has anyone monitored 
the east shore of the lake quite as frequently and with 
comparable results as Ludo, Brian, Chris, and I did at 
other parkland lakes?  

Theodore (Dick) Dekker 

Snowy Egret at Whitford Lake, June 2, 2018 
Photo by Brian Genereux 
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The Tree Swallows of Beaverhill Lake 
A 30-Year History and Beyond 

The following report was provided by Geoff Holroyd, 
chair of the Beaverhill Bird Observatory and guest 
speaker at the ENC meeting on Friday, April 20.  

The story of Tree Swallow studies at Beaverhill Bird Ob-
servatory (BBO) has its origins in 1961, when I first be-
gan bird banding at Long Point Bird Observatory in On-
tario. Almost immediately I started building swallow 
boxes from waste scrap wood from the local Toronto 
lumber yard and rusty nails scavenged anywhere. From 
1970 to 1974 I studied the diet of four species of swal-
lows and Eastern Kingbird for my MSc and PhD theses at 
the University of Toronto. So when I moved to Edmon-
ton in 1983 and was invited to join bird banders at Bea-
verhill Lake in the spring of 1984, I suggested we create 
the Beaverhill Bird Observatory. That spring I built and 
installed nest boxes, which were soon occupied by Tree 
Swallows and House Wrens. The information presented 
in this talk is derived from 50 boxes that were maintained 
in a spiral grid from 1984 to the present. I thank Meaghan 
Bouchard and Megan Jacklin, who spent many hours 
gathering and analyzing the results, as well as the many 
BBO staff, volunteers, and interns who have monitored 
the box contents during the past 34 years. 

What did we find about the breeding biology of the Tree 
Swallows? Not good news. Since 1984, clutch size de-
creased 10%, and consequently the number of young 
fledged from successful nests declined 9.5%. Just as 
alarming, the number of nest attempts declined 26% and 
the success rate of nest attempts declined 12%. Interest-
ingly, the date of first eggs was delayed 7 days during 
this time period. Can we explain these declines and de-
lays?  

First, I discussed the potential role of climate change. A 
general prediction of climate change is that the planet’s 
overall temperature will increase. However, it will get 
cooler in some places and some times. The average tem-
perature in May has declined in central Alberta since 
1984 by about 2 ºC. Correlated with the cooler tempera-
tures are later nesting times and smaller clutches and con-
sequently fewer young fledged.  

However, during the same time period beginning in 2000, 
Beaverhill Lake started drying up. By 2005 the lake bed 
was essentially dry, a great place for Sprague’s Pipits and 
Short-eared Owls. Why is this important to swallows? 
Although Tree Swallows eat flying insects, most insects 
originate from wetlands. Over 90% of the Tree Swal-

Indoor Meeting, Spring 2018 

lows’ diet at Long Point when I conducted my graduate 
studies was midges, chironomids that have aquatic larvae. 
During spring in the 1980s and 1990s midge swarms hov-
ered over the aspen woods and willow swales at Beaver-
hill Lake like they did in the 1970s at Long Point. Swal-
lows ate these vociferously. Dr. Christy Morrissey at the 
University of Saskatchewan found swallows in central 
Saskatchewan have a similar diet. These studies also 
found swallows eat lots of small damselflies, which also 
have aquatic larvae. With the disappearance of the water 
in Beaverhill Lake, the midge populations were sparse, 
and we can assume damselflies also were less common. 
Thus one cause of declining productivity of Beaverhill’s 
swallows is likely a reduction in the abundance of insects 
due to the drying of the lake.  

How are swallows doing elsewhere? According to the 
Breeding Bird Survey, the population trend across Can-
ada is –2% per year since 1967. In Alberta the trend is 
+1.6%, but this is driven by +4% per year increase in the 
prairies and offset by –5% trend in the boreal area. Bea-
verhill Lake is between these two ecozones. The BBS 
map of Tree Swallow trends shows declines in BC and 
from Manitoba east to the Maritimes. Only Alberta and 
Saskatchewan show a positive trend in Canada. 

A review of bird trends published by Silke Niebel and co-
authors in Avian Conservation and Ecology in 2010 
showed that aerial insectivores (swallows, flycatchers, 
and nighthawks) as a group had steeper declines in abun-
dance than other groups of birds, according to the same 
BBS data. They found the steepest declines occurred in 
northeast North America. The population trends of sev-
eral species, including Bank, Barn, Cliff, and Tree Swal-
lows, started severe declines in the late 1980s and contin-
ued during the 1990s through 2010. What factor could 
explain such large-scale declines? 

One possibility is the widely-used group of insecticides 
called neonicotinoids, or neonics for short. Neonics are 
coated on seeds before they are planted to decrease the 
likelihood of insect damage. Neonics have been widely 
blamed for declines in bees, which are pollinators of 
many crops and native plants. Dr. Morrissey has studied 
neonics in prairie Canada for many years. She has found 
that the highest levels of neonics in wetlands adjacent to 
croplands occur in the spring before farmers seed their 
crops. The neonics from the previous year are flushed 
from the fields into the adjacent ponds and streams by 
spring snow melt. These neonics decrease the abundance 
of aquatic invertebrates, the food of swallows and other 
insectivores. More recently she found that only 4–8 
treated seeds fed to White-crowned Sparrows over 3 days 
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caused weight loss and migration disorientation! Studies 
in Europe found that crops that were not treated by neon-
ics actually had higher yields because pollinating insects 
are more abundant in fields with no treatment. Europe 
has banned the use of neonics and Ontario has restricted 
their use. Currently the Pesticide Management Regula-
tory Agency of Health Canada is reviewing the registra-
tion of neonics and seeks public input. Write them with 
your concerns! 

Where do Tree Swallows go for the winter? Are there 
concerns there? Helen Trefry and I were fortunate to par-
ticipate in a broad-scale study of swallow movements led 
by Dr. Ryan Norris at the University of Guelph. The 
study involved putting geolocators on Tree Swallows and 
recovering them one year later to determine the swal-
lows’ movements. Geolocators log light levels to keep 
track of dawn and dusk times and day length. Using that 
information, Dr. Norris and his students determined the 
location of the swallows over the year. At BBO, we put 
70 geolocators on swallows in 2013 and 2014 and re-
trieved 24 in 2014 and 2015. The larger study involved 
12 locations from Nova Scotia to Alaska. Swallows left 
their breeding area within a week of young fledging and 
proceeded to staging areas where they remained for 2 
months to moult their flight feathers. After that they pro-
ceeded to wintering areas around the Gulf of Mexico and 
Caribbean Sea as far south as Honduras. The Beaverhill 
swallows left in early July and within a week arrived in 
the Dakotas, where they remained for two months. In  
mid-September they went south and wintered from Geor-
gia to Veracruz and Honduras. In early May they mi-
grated north rapidly to Beaverhill Lake. 

Another source of information about the migration of 
Tree Swallows comes from eBird.com, the Cornell Uni-
versity site where bird watchers can report all bird sight-
ings. Weekly maps of the sightings of Tree Swallows 

were created, then the 52 weekly maps were turned into a 
video. This shows that Tree Swallows also winter in 
southern California and northern Mexico. These swal-
lows arrive in BC in March and early April, and in mid-
late April they populate southwestern Alberta. The swal-
lows that winter in the southeast return to the prairies at 
the end of April and early May. Thus Alberta has a mix-
ing of these two populations in the breeding season. 

However, since the breeding populations in BC and those 
in Manitoba east are declining, and these populations 
winter in two different areas, we cannot simply conclude 
there is a problem in the moulting and wintering areas. A 
more likely assumption is that the problems occur in the 
breeding grounds.  

In conclusion, the breeding statistics of Tree Swallows at 
Beaverhill Lake are all negative. The colder spring tem-
peratures and the drying of Beaverhill Lake likely have a 
big influence on the swallows’ nesting success. However, 
most other aerial insectivores have been declining since 
the late 1980s, when neonics were introduced to North 
American croplands. The role of neonics in the broad- 
scale declines needs more investigation. At Beaverhill 
Lake, water started to fill the basin after a severe rain 
storm in July 2016. More water flowed into the lake in 
April 2017 after a wet autumn in 2016 that sealed the 
ground and resulted in heavy runoff as the snow melted. I 
am hopeful that the same conditions apply in 2018 and 
we will see the continued refilling of Beaverhill Lake. If 
that happens, we can determine if the breeding swallows 
are more successful with a recovered lake. 

Beaverhill Network Map – top red circle is where the swallows 
were banded at Beaverhill Lake; next two circles in yellow are 
where the swallows spend July-September moulting feathers, 
and the blue circles are their disperse wintering areas. 

Geolocator on the back of a Tree Swallow 

Photo (left) by Geoff Holroyd, map supplied by G. Holroyd 
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Weather 

The first half of March in Alberta was under the influence of below average temperatures. In the latter half of the 
month, temperatures moderated and for the remaining two and one half months of the report period temperatures 
vacillated around normal values. Central Alberta experienced the third snowiest April on record, and April was the 
snowiest month in three years.  

Migration Notes 

Shorebird numbers seemed to be down across the board. Even with a wet spring in much of the province, habitat loss 
is a concern.  

Eurasian Wigeon records are becoming more common by the year. However, a couple of late records are out of the 
norm, including one observed at Cypress Hills for a few days during the last week of May.  

A couple of lingering Snow Geese were observed all through the spring and into the summer at Frank Lake, Pa-
kowki Lake, and Tyrell Lake.  

One Long-billed Curlew perhaps overshot its migration and was observed in Grande Prairie on 31 May.  

North American Birds Alberta Report  

Part 2: Spring 2017 (March–May)  

Alberta NAB Team Members: Yousif Attia, James Fox, Milton Spitzer, Jason Straka, Michael Sveen  
Advisors: Michael Harrison, Dr. Jocelyn Hudon  

Rare and Notable Bird Records 

A Great Egret was observed near Wainwright on 22 Apr 
(CH) while a second egret was reported near Medicine 
Hat on 12 May (CC).  

A Common Crane near Veteran on 11 Apr (AW) was 
the seventh report of Common Crane for Alberta. Previ-
ous reports of Common Cranes were in 1957/58, 1992, 
1998, and 2012. Alberta has the second-most state/
provincial records of Common Crane in North America. 
Nebraska has the most.  Great Egret, Photo by Charlene Hadfield  

Common Crane, Photo by Asuza Watson 
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A Glossy Ibis observed on 28 May at Pakowki Lake (KO) 
is the first record of Glossy Ibis for Alberta. Coincidentally, 
the first photographed White-faced Ibis, now a widespread 
breeder, was also at Pakowki Lake in 1974.  

A Brant near Castor on 8 Apr (AVI) represents the third 
record of this species within a year. Prior to the two records 
in Nov 2016, the previous record was in 1996 at Frank 
Lake.  

The gull season was primarily in Calgary again 
this spring, with Lesser Black-backed Gull 
and Glaucous-winged Gull records being no-
table. A Lesser Black-backed Gull was first 
observed on 24 Mar (JB) at Pearce Estate Park 
in Calgary. Many reports of Lesser Black-
backed Gull followed at three locations in Cal-
gary. On 2 May, a Glaucous-winged Gull was 
at Glenmore Reservoir in Calgary (BW, RW). 

The one noteworthy gull record outside of Cal-
gary was at Buffalo Lake on 21 May, where 
there were 150 Sabine’s Gulls (BM), a very 
large flock of Sabine’s for Alberta. Between 29 
Mar and 2 May, numerous Iceland Gull were 
reported in the Calgary area (m.obs, photo), all 
of them the Thayer’s subspecies.  

Glossy Ibis, Photo by Ken Orich 

Brant, Photos by Aidan Vidal 

Side-by-side comparison of Glossy Ibis 
And White-faced Ibis, Photo by Ken Orich 

Glaucous-winged Gull at Glenmore Reservoir 
Photo by Michael Harrison 
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A White-winged Dove was reported on 10 May in Calgary (JS).  

Two Vaux’s Swifts were observed on 6 May in the Waterton townsite (CP, KS).  

Three Lewis’s Woodpeckers were observed during the spring season. The first 
was at Saskatchewan River Crossing (photo) on 12 May (LB), the second was at 
Snaring River Road on 14 May (LB) and the third was near Medicine Lake on 29 
May (WB). The first two were one-day records, while the individual at Medicine 
Lake remained for a few days.  

A Western Bluebird was observed near the Buffalo 
Paddock at Waterton Lakes National Park on 6 Apr 
(LE).  

There were four records of Northern Mockingbirds 
during the spring season. The first was east of Milk 
River on 9 May (ES), the second near Medicine Hat 
on 15 May (CC), the third in St. Albert on 25 May 
(AR), and the fourth on 29 May at Cessford (JA, YA).  

 

A Brown Thrasher observed at 
the Cave and Basin in Banff Na-
tional Park on 31 May (BK) is 
only the second record of the 
species in the national park.  

A male Indigo Bunting was 
photographed near Vilna on 19 
May (MSM).  

A Sagebrush Sparrow observed 
on the Canadian Forces Base at 

Suffield on 27 May (CC) is the first record of Sagebrush 
Sparrow for Alberta. 

Northern Mockingbird at Milk River 
Photo by Epi Shemming 

Brown Thrasher  
Photo by Berry Kinch  

Indigo Bunting, Photo by Mary Shupe Moore 

Lewis’s Woodpecker 
Photo by Laura Brittany 

Western Bluebird (l) 
at Waterton NP 

Photo by Leah Elford 

Northern Mockingbird at Cessford 
Photo by Yousif Attia 
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Aberrant Plumage Records  

A leucistic Trumpeter Swan was observed at Crossfield on 15 April (CL). The yellow legs are noteworthy. 

An odd, unidentifiable goose was photographed on 6 Apr near Byemoor (KG). 

A leucistic unidentified goose was photographed near Calgary on 6 April (RC) . 

A leucistic Canada Goose was photographed by on 29 Apr near Olds (AF).  (Photos below) 

Three different Canada Geese with odd facial patterns were found this spring in Whitemud Ravine in Edmonton 
(WO). 

Photos (below) by Wayne Oakes, April 28, May 1, May 22  
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An apparent “Brewer’s Duck” (Mallard x Gadwall) (below l) was observed on 15 May near Grande Prairie (SB). 

A likely Mallard x Northern Pintail  (below centre) hybrid was at Weed Lake on 7 Apr (MH). 

A possible American Wigeon x Eurasian Wigeon (below r) was observed at Weed Lake on 29 Mar (MS). 

At least four Blue-winged x 
Cinnamon Teal hybrids were 
photographed this spring. The 
first was on 30 April near Cal-
gary (AVA). The second was 
near Ryley on 6 May (D&AW). 
The third was on 8 May near 
Cheadle (J&CB), and the fourth 
was on 22 May in Calgary (AA).  

 

A Hooded Merganser x Common Goldeneye hybrid (l) was photographed on 4 April in Calgary (TM). 

A few leucistic Red-tailed Hawks were observed this spring. 
The first was on 10 Apr in Southern Alberta (MW). A known 
all-white Red-tailed Hawk returned again this year to the Leduc 
area and was first seen on 5 May (VS) and again on 22 May 
(DS). The all white Red-tailed Hawk successfully mated with a 
typical plumaged Red-tailed Hawk and was observed through-
out the summer and well into the fall season. 

 

 

 

Photo (above l) by 
Anthony Venderhey-
den 

Photo (above r) by 
Donna and Arthur 
Wieckowski 

Photo (r) by Carleen 
Baich 

Photo (far r) by Alli-
son Ann 
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An interesting hybrid was photographed by Joe 
and Carleen Baich. This bird is an “Avostilt,” 
presumably a hybrid between American Avocet 
x Black-necked Stilt found on May 6 near 
Cheadle.  

 

 

A “Nelson’s Gull” (Glaucous Gull 
x Herring Gull hybrid) was ob-
served in Calgary on 5 April (AH). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Red-tailed Hawk Photos 

Photos (top) by Martha Wilson, April 10 

Photo (l) by Daniel Swanson, Leduc, April 22  

Photo (r) by Vangi Simpson, May 5 

“Avostilt” 
Photo by Joe and Carleen Baich 

Glaucous Gull x Hering Gull hybrid 
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A Pileated Woodpecker with diluted plumage was photo-
graphed near Sherwood Park on 17 Apr (VC). The prox-
imity is close to the almost all-white Pileated Woodpecker 
previously reported.  

Several aberrant plumaged Black-billed Magpies continue to be observed, including an all-white Black-billed Mag-
pie on 20 Apr in Sherwood Park (DVR) (above centre). On 9 May a leucistic Black-billed Magpie was observed in 
Calgary (KJ) (above r). Four days later, a leucistic magpie was also photographed in Calgary (TJS).  

An odd Boreal Chickadee was photographed at Whitemud Ravine in    
Edmonton on 14 Mar (WO).  

 

 

An aberrant Rose-breasted Gros-
beak photographed on 16 May 
in Edmonton (r) had orange on 
the breast instead of the usual 
red (VD). 

 

Observers 

Jody Allair, Allison Ann, Yousif Attia, Joe & Carleen Baich, John      
Bargman, Sylvain, Bourdages, Wes Bradford, Laura Brittany, Connor 
Charchuk , Ron Chiasson, Vince Cottrell, Vera DeSmet, Leah Elford, 
Alicia French, Ken Gade, Charlene Hadfield, Trish Jones-Smith, Barry Kinch, Christine Lo, Bruce MacTavish, 
Tammy McGovern, Mary Shupe Moore, Wayne Oakes, Ken Orich, Chris Pepper, Andy Ross, John Shelford, Epi 
Shemming, Vangi Simpson, Kate Steele, Daniel Swanson, Denise van Rootselaar, Anthony Vanderhedyen, Aidan 
Vidal, Asuza Watson, Ray Wershler , Donna & Arthur Wieckowski, Bill Wilson, Martha Wilson  

Written by James Fox  

Team Members: Yousif Attia, James Fox, Milton Spitzer, Michael Sveen 

Advisors: Michael Harrison, Dr, Joyce Hudon 

Pileated Woodpecker (left) 

Magpie Photos 

Photo (above left) by Denise Van Rootselaar 

Photo (above right) by Kendra James  

Photos (left ) by Trish Jones-Smith (same bird) 

Boreal Chickadee (l), Photo by Wayne Oakes 

Rose-breasted Grosbeak 
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Naturalists and indeed anyone who enjoys a gentle ram-
ble in nature are the big winners in the creation of the 
new Bunchberry Meadows Conservation Area, not to 
mention the non-human inhabitants whose homes are 
now safe from destruction. Making this 640-acre parcel 
of undulating sand-hill terrain available to the public for 
nature appreciation seems to me the best possible use of 
this land. It is surrounded by hobby, mostly horse, farms, 
while a mere 10 km away to the north-east, Edmonton’s 
little boxes (aka new suburbia) are rising like a menacing 
flood tide. Without deliberate preservation, it would al-
most certainly have been developed. Our good fortune 
has been due to a stellar alignment of sympathetic land-
owners (five families who kept the land in good condition 
and agreed to sell it for less than half its market value); 
two land trusts, Edmonton and Area Land Trust and the 
Nature Conservancy of Canada, who were in a position to 
receive the land; and a generous donor of more than $1.5 
million. We should be offering up a little mental thank-
you every time we visit!  

The site has good ecological connections too. To the west 
it abuts the similar natural landscapes of the University of 
Alberta Botanic Garden. To the east it connects through 
contiguous wooded patches extending northwards to the 
City of Edmonton’s NW384 Natural Area and thence by 
a wooded ravine to a densely wooded part of the North 
Saskatchewan River valley.  

Bunchberry’s rolling hills and alternating moister, some-
times peaty, hollows are part of the Devon Dunes com-
plex which extends northeastwards to about 45 Avenue, 
south, and westwards beyond Highway 60. The dunes 
originate from wind-blown sand formed at the delta of 
Glacial Lake Edmonton towards the end of the last Ice 
Age some ten millennia ago. Until recent settlement 
times they would have been naturally vegetated with 
trees and wetland species. The meadow areas, which con-
tribute variety and aesthetically pleasing openings, are 
the result of clearing and sowing for grazing.  

Bunchberry Trails 

Bunchberry Meadows is accessed by driving 6 km down 
Fleming Road (Range Road 261) from SH 627 (drive the 
last kilometre slowly, so as not to miss it; the entrance 
sign faces south). The Conservation Area provides 8.68 
km of walking trails, split between the Aspen Parkland 
Trail, a loop of 4.43 km; the Tamarack Trail, 3.33 km; a 
spur of 0.53 km called the Meadow View Trail; and the 
Blueberry Connector Trail, 0.39 km. A sign board at the 
parking lot provides a clear map and key to these trails. 
Other facilities at the parking lot include clean pit toilets 
– something the City of Edmonton has not yet managed 

at its populous Terwillegar Park! – and picnic tables. 
Sign markers are placed along the trails at junctions, 
complete with distances and estimated walking times, 
and are very helpful. I am not quite so enthusiastic about 
some of the interpretive signs (supplied apparently by the 
Alberta Government). As so often happens, the informa-
tion they provide is not necessarily locally relevant; with 
respect to botany, providing information on plant com-
munities rather than on individual plants is usually the 
better bet.  

Trails are off limits to dogs, horses, bikes, and ATVs, 
which makes for pleasant hiking – a stark contrast to 

Bunchberry Meadows: A Botanical Point of View, Part 1  
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some of Edmonton’s more popular river valley trails! 

The trails have been well located to traverse all of 
Bunchberry’s major plant communities. These include 
what I have chosen to designate as open grassy meadows, 
usually occupying gently rolling hills; dry woods occupy-
ing the crests of hills or sandy slopes; moist spruce 
woods, often on the slopes of steep ravines; wetlands of 
diverse sorts, including open graminoid ones, shrubby 
ones of dwarf birch and willow, and dense tamarack 
stands. The disturbed, compacted ground of trails also 
provides a distinct habitat, and plant species vary accord-
ing to whether the trails are dry, e.g., on sandy slopes, or 
damp, passing through the wet hollows. Banks along the 
trails through the woods also provide further opportuni-
ties for a suite of species that appreciate open ground and 
extra sunlight. A dugout close to the site entrance allows 
a number of pond species to colonize recently exposed 
ground. For the present, large numbers of weedy annual 
species are occupying the bare sand around the parking 
lot and dugout.  

In these articles I will describe Bunchberry’s major plant 
communities as observed from the trail system. I walked 
the Aspen Parkland Trail and the Tamarack and Connec-
tor Trails on three occasions in July of this year. In this 
first part I will consider the meadows and the major for-
est types.  

Bunchberry Plant Communities 

Meadow Clearings   The meadow that one encounters as 
one swings northwest along the Aspen Parkland Trail 
includes most of the species found in this habitat. The 
thin grass looking brownish by July and covering much 
of the area is Kentucky bluegrass (Poa pratensis), which 
was presumably sown after the land was cleared, but 
there are also extensive patches of native hay sedge 
(Carex siccata), a species characteristic of sandy soils. 
The green patches of taller, thicker grass are of smooth 
brome (Bromus inermis), an unwelcome introduced for-
age grass and aggressive spreader. Small patches of green 
shrubbery are of buckbrush (Symphoricarpos occiden-
talis); there are some common wild rose (Rosa woodsii) 
and the occasional Canada buffaloberry (Shepherdia 
canadensis). Swathes of harebell (Campanula alaskana) 
are eye-catching by mid July, but closer looking will re-
veal smaller ground-covering plants such as pussytoes 
(Antennaria species), early blue violet (Viola adunca, an 
early spring species as its name suggests), and common 
wild strawberry (Fragaria virginiana). The occasional 
brilliant purple flower head appearing in July is that of 
the biennial Drummond’s thistle (Cirsium drummondii). 
This is an excellent source of pollen and nectar for in-
sects, and should not be mistaken for the non-native bull 
thistle (C. vulgare) which also occurs occasionally in dis-
turbed areas and should be removed.  

The trail habitat 
through the 
meadows is in-
teresting. Hoary 
plantain 
(Plantago me-
dia), a very un-
common weed, 
has attracted 
considerable 
attention with 
its masses of 
pink stamens on 
long spikes and 
long flowering 
period extend-
ing from May 
through July. It 
occurs sporadi-
cally throughout 
the Aspen Park-
land Trail but cannot compete with its much commoner 
congener, common plantain (Plantago major) in the 
muddier trail spots. Another common weed in flower in 
July is silvery cinquefoil (Potentilla argentea); its pal-
mate five-leaflet rosettes form the main substrate of the 
trail in some of the sandier spots.  

Woodlands  The greater part of Bunchberry is covered by 
trees. I have recognized two main types, which I call dry 
and moist, the composition of their plant communities 
being more or less distinctive and depending on aspect, 
position, and substrate. There is considerable overlap of 
species in both types, but a few species tend to be con-
fined to one or the other type, and others occur in differ-
ing proportions in each. There are a few small stands that 
consist predominantly of single species: deciduous trees 
such as aspen (Populus tremuloides), balsam poplar 
(Populus balsamifera), and Alaskan birch (Betula neoa-
laskana), and a small number of coniferous stands of 
spindly white spruce (Picea glauca). Extensive stands of 
tamarack (Larix laricina) I consider to be communities 
on wet, organic soils rather than woodlands and will de-
scribe them under the Wetlands community section in 
Part 2.  

I have used the term “mixed wood” because the vast ma-
jority of Bunchberry’s woodlands consist of a mixture of 
broad-leaved and coniferous trees, with the latter occur-
ring in greater or lesser numbers. In any contiguous sec-
tion of forest both dry and moist wood communities can 
occur, with the former occurring higher up the slopes and 
on the hill crests, and the latter on the lower parts of the 
steep, shady ravine slopes.  

Given that Bunchberry’s woods are mostly “mixed,” I 

Drummond’s thistle (Cirsium drummondii), 
a biennial plant forming a rosette of leaves 
only in the first year. It produces abundant 
pollen and nectar for insects. 
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Jack Pine Communities  As a subset of the dry mixed 
forest type are small stands of jack pine (Pinus banksi-
ana). These appear to consist of fewer than half a dozen 
individuals in the northern part of the Aspen Parkland 
Trail, but form mini forests of up to 40 trees, in these 
cases extending down the south-facing slopes, on higher 
ground along the Tamarack Trail. Their small numbers 
raise the question of whether jack pine was more exten-
sive on ridges in the past. All were mature trees, except 
for four saplings I spotted from the trail near where the 
trail abuts the horse barn on private property. I found this 
short stretch of trail particularly pleasant: here jack pine, 
white spruce, velvet-leaf blueberry (Vaccinium myrtil-
loides), dryland grasses, and feather mosses combine to 
create my favourite forest type. The grasses include, be-
sides purple oatgrass, possibly the commonest native 
grass in Bunchberry, intermediate oatgrass (Danthonia 
intermedia), white-grained mountain rice-grass 
(Oryzopsis asperifolia), and a few specimens of the 
iconic grass of sandy soils and jack pine forests, northern 
ricegrass (Piptatheropsis pungens). Hairy wildrye 
(Leymus innovatus), another typical denizen of pine for-
ests, was also present in small numbers.  

Moist Mixed Woods  Where there is a significant compo-
nent of tall white spruce, often on the steep ravine slopes, 
shade and/or moisture-loving species become more abun-
dant. Frequently a dense understory of wild sarsaparilla 
(Aralia nudicaulis) is present, particularly on the lower 
parts of the slope where it shares ground with balsam 
poplar and sometimes red-osier dogwood (Cornus 
sericea) and bracted honeysuckle (Lonicera involucrata). 
Where sunlight is adequate, typical forest subshrubs and 
herbs such as dewberry (Rubus pubescens), twinflower 
(Linnaea borealis), and bunchberry (Cornus canadensis) 
occur, all plants that stake out their light-catching terri-
tory on the forest floor by forming patches.  

In a second article I will take a look at the wetlands occu-
pying the low-lying parts of the dune system and will 
also make a few suggestions regarding management and 
restoration of the Conservation Area.  

I have developed a preliminary species list which will be 
posted on the ENC website – preliminary, because so far 
I have only visited the Conservation Area in a single sea-
son (mid-June and July, 2018) and because, in any case, 
species are always appearing or disappearing. Manna 
Parseyan accompanied me on most of the trips and re-
corded and photographed the birds. 

Acknowledgements: Thanks to staff of the Edmonton and 
Area Land Trust and Nature Conservancy of Canada, 
who supplied information on the above.  

Patsy Cotterill 

have a bit of a quibble with the naming of the Aspen Park-
land Trail. Aspen parkland landscapes typically consist of 
aspen groves interspersed with grasslands or wetlands, and 
have their best expression further south in Alberta. 
Bunchberry’s location and plant communities are more 
consonant with the Dry Mixedwood Subregion of the Bo-
real Forest Natural Region (see Natural Regions and Subre-
gions of Alberta, https://www.albertaparks.ca/
media/2942026/nrsrcomplete_may_06.pdf ). I am not sug-
gesting that such a mouthful be used to name a trail; rather, 
I’d have liked to see something rather more whimsical, 
such as “Hill-and-Dale Trail”! 

Dry Mixed Woods   Trembling aspen and birch are the 
most abundant trees in the canopy of the dry mixed woods, 
and groves of mature birch form one of the loveliest forest 
associations in Bunchberry. Although I would expect it to 
be paper birch (Betula papyrifera) on a sandy substrate, in 
fact the absence of hairs on the leaf undersides suggest that 
it is Alaskan birch (B. neoalaskana). Perhaps some taxo-
nomic investigation is warranted here! White spruce occurs 
rather sparingly in these woods, which often have a rich 
shrub understory of beaked hazelnut (Corylus cornuta), 
saskatoon (Amelanchier alnifolia), rose (Rosa woodsii), 
raspberry (Rubus idaeus), and snowberry (Symphoricarpos 
albus). Wild lily-of-the-valley (Maianthemum canadense) 
is a common low herb, as is purple oatgrass (Schizachne 
purpurascens), a tufted grass with graceful arching flower 
stems.  

Trail through birches. The birch trees reach beautiful proportions 
on Bunchberry’s sandy soils. 

Photos by Patsy Cotterill 
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If you are interested in starting your own endowment, 
this is the perfect time to do it, as it will have double the 
impact. Or you can contribute to existing endowments, 
such as the Edmonton Nature Club Endowment for Land 
Conservation & Stewardship. Not only was the ENC a 
founder of EALT, but its endowment contributes to 
EALT sustainably, and we very much appreciate this 
critical support! By the end of 2017, the ENC’s EALT 
endowment had grown to over $12,000, thanks to its 
building principle and to donations.  

Visit www.ealt.ca/endowment-funds for more informa-
tion, including how to donate to an endowment fund at 
the Edmonton Community Foundation.  

To create your own endowment fund, contact the Edmon-
ton Community Foundation at (780) 426-0015, or 
info@ecfounation.org. 

Thank you as always for your unwavering support for 
conservation! 

Meghan Jacklin, BSc  
Stewardship Coordinator 
(meghan@ealt.ca) 

We have exciting news about the Edmonton and Area 
Land Trust (EALT) and our partnership with the Edmon-
ton Nature Club. The Edmonton Community Foundation 
(ECF) has announced that it will match contributions to 
new and existing EALT endowment funds until Decem-
ber 31 of this year. That means that whenever someone 
donates to the Edmonton Nature Club’s endowment fund 
for EALT (or any other such fund), the donation will 
have double the impact! 

EALT conserves land for wildlife and for citizen enjoy-
ment on foot. With the ever-increasing urban expansion 
in the Edmonton area, the ENC and others recognized a 
need to protect space for biodiversity, wildlife, and peo-
ple. EALT was founded for this purpose, and we protect 
land in perpetuity. But like most things, this endeavour 
has a cost. 

Endowments are an important part of enabling EALT to 
continue to protect wild spaces into the future. Our en-
dowment fund comprises investments of which the prin-
cipal is never drawn, but the interest is available to spend 
every year to fund stewardship of our conservation lands. 
It is a stable source of funds – something that’s hard for 
charities to find! It continues in perpetuity, like EALT.  

Double the Impact of Your Donation to EALT 

Bunchberry Meadows interpretive sign along Aspen Parkland Trail 
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Cooking Lake, August 7, 2018 

Sixteen of us met at the Sail Park parking area. The day started 
off well, with two Rough-
winged Swallows, a Peregrine 
Falcon, and a flock of Hud-
sonian Godwits passing over-
head. When we reached the lake 
we were greeted by only 2 or 3 
Greater Yellowlegs and a single 
Bonaparte’s Gull. We went right 
but flushed only 2 peeps. Off to 
RR 214. Along the trail to the 
lake we stopped to watch an 
Alder Flycatcher preen and do 
his fly-catching thing. At the 
lake we saw just two flying 
flocks of shorebirds; one in-
cluded Semipalmated Plovers 
and a Baird’s Sandpiper. Back at 

the RR 214 parking circle Brian Stephens and Heather Ronnes 
also found a Philadelphia Vireo and a Wilson’s Warbler.  

Overall the eBird list was reasonable, but it was disappointing 
not to be able to share with the group the hundreds of shore-
birds that had been seen at the lake the past week. 

Chris Rees 

Heritage Wetlands, July 31, 2018 

It seemed like trying to herd 16 proverbial cats today. Every-
one seemed to find something interesting to focus on, so the 
walk ended up being half the distance planned. We only made 
it around the large pond. There were so many points of inter-
est: a young Cooper’s Hawk, preening pelicans, a sun-drying 
cormorant, a young Pied-billed Grebe, a Ruby-throated Hum-
mingbird whizzing by, a nesting Cedar Waxwing, 2 Gray Cat-
birds, a young Ruddy Duck. The highlight of the walk was a 
Western Tanager with a group of waxwings high in the tops of 
the dead trees above the north viewing platform. 

Chris Rees 

Alder Flycatcher 
 Photo by Jiri Novak 

Bunchberry Meadows, July 24, 2018 

I cannot believe all twelve of us missed the “bear in area” signs 
posted on the map board before we started out, even though 
two of us looked at the maps! We did see bear signs full of 

berries on at least two occa-
sions along the trail, and we 
saw the warning sign as we 
returned. It was an enjoyable 
walk. Along one stretch of 
trail, through willow low-
lands, it seemed every step 
sent a Wood Frog or a North-
ern Boreal Chorus Frog hop-
ping away. There were lots of 
wildflowers and butterflies to 
try to identify, and we found a 
few beaked hazelnuts. We 
encountered at least three 
groups of Black-capped 
Chickadees and as expected at 
this time of year, they had 
friends travelling along with 

them. The highlights of the walk were a pair of White-winged 
Crossbills high in a spruce tree and a twittering flock of over 
twenty more that flew by. 

Chris Rees 

Grey Catbird, Photo by Chris Rees 

Photo by 
 Colleen Harman 

Gibbons Badlands Prairie, July 21, 2018 

Nineteen people participated in this, the first ENC field trip to 
the Gibbons Badlands Prairie, located on the northwestern es-
carpment of the Sturgeon River. Access is from a small bay on 
Hwy 28, approximately 1 km northeast of the intersection with 
RR 233 (50 Avenue, Gibbons). From the access bay we de-
scended down the river bank and moved along the river bottom 
in a northeasterly direction towards the Hwy 28/28A intersec-
tion. 

It was a pleasant sunny day, with the thunderstorms mercifully 
holding off until most of us got home, allowing us to linger and 
enjoy an idyllic scenery of gentle grassy slopes, badland out-
crops, and a green-flanked river moving at fair speed thanks to 
our recent rains. 

We found the iconic fragile prickly pear cactus (Opuntia fragi-
lis), long past flowering except for a few late bloomers, but 
very much in evidence on the bentonitic slopes, its spiky club-
like pads marching like little armies over the smooth grey 
mud.  

continued next page 

Field Trip Reports 
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Although some 29 species 
have been recorded in this 
approximately 50-acre fenced 
area of badlands reserve, they 
were not profusely in flower 
as in some years, perhaps be-
cause of a dry spring. Porcu-
pine and needle-and-thread 
grass had already finished, 
while blue grama grass was 
starting to flower and the tufts 
of plains muhly grass had tiny 
heads. 

The area is notable for its prai-
rie crocuses and three-flowered 
avens in the spring, its purple 
two-grooved milkvetch in early 
summer, and pale pink swathes 
of narrow-leaved meadowsweet 
by midsummer. But in July, 
with the blue and white asters 
not yet in flower, the most 
striking forbs were the yellow composites, curly-cup gum-
weed, golden-aster, and spiny iron-plant. 

While this was primarily a botany field trip, Don Delaney 
separated himself from the group to do some serious birding 
and counted 18 species. 

Manna Parseyan explained the geology of the badland slopes, 
the exposed sediments dating back to Cretaceous times some 
150 million years ago, and identified some of the rocks and 
minerals we found scattered over the slopes. 

Gibbons town 
councilor 
Norm Sandahl 
attended the 
field trip and 
invited two of 
us to attend a 
town council 
meeting the 
following 
week to update 
the council on 
the status of 
the reserve as 

well as to discuss ideas for access and management, a liaison 
that bodes well for continued municipal interest in conserva-
tion of this precious prairie remnant. 

Compiled by Hubert Taube with contributions from Patsy 
Cotterill, Don Delaney, Manna Parseyan, and Jiri Novak 

Note: Hubert’s camera was stuck in “wrong picture mode”; 
that’s why we’re enjoying his photo in black-and-white. 

Sherwood Park Natural Area, July 17, 2018 

It was a very hot morning, but eleven of us headed along the 
trail. Several people commented that they had wanted to hike 
this trail but had never had a group to do it with before. Almost 
immediately we were mobbed by a group of chickadees and a 
Red-eyed Vireo with a wing-vibrating youngster in tow. A 
White-throated Sparrow also scolded us. As we proceeded 
along the trail we ran into several groups of chickadees and a 
robin carrying a green caterpillar in its beak and calling for a 
youngster. We stopped at the wetland platform, watched 
Franklin’s Gulls hawking for bugs very high above, and heard 
a couple of calls from a Nelson’s Sparrow, the highlight for 
any walk. Along the trail I was watching for beaked hazelnuts, 
as in the past I had collected pockets full to feed the Blue Jays 
at my home, but saw only one. Maybe the squirrels had already 
collected them all. 

Chris Rees 

Bloom of prickly pear cactus, 
earlier in the year, Photo by 

Manna Parseyan 

Blue grama grass 
(Bouteloua gracilis) 
Photo by Jiri Novak 

Geology Lesson, Photo by Hubert Taube 

Sign, Photo by Chris Rees 

Wagner Natural Area, July 10, 2018 

Led by the experts – Dave Ealey, Derek Johnson, and Megan 
Edgar – 17 of us crawled through the fence opening and started 
along the trail. Dave provided a great introduction and over-
view of the natural area and the Wag-
ner Natural Area Society. We headed 
off across the hay meadow and into the 
long grass to stop and listen to a Le 
Conte’s Sparrow. Our next stop was 
near a small wetland, where we heard a 
Tennessee Warbler and a Swamp Spar-
row. As we stood there, 3 Barn Swal-
lows flew around overhead. Derek 
showed us the larva inside the gall on a 
goldenrod. We entered the woods and 
followed the path past the marl ponds 
that is now quite overgrown. On the 
way back Jiri side-tracked a couple of 
us to look at the tall northern green 
orchids. Unfortunately, we were too 
late for the lady slippers. 

Chris Rees 

Tall northern green 
orchid, Photo by 

Jiri Novak 



May–August, 2018                                                                                                             29 

 

Amisk Wusche, June 26, 2018 

Twelve of us completed this most enjoyable walk on a cool 
and showery day. We saw Great Crested Flycatchers in three 
different trees, their distinct call catching our attention each 
time. We had several good discussions about initially identify-
ing birds by their calls 
and how to develop 
skills for doing that. We 
also had several “name 
that flower” sessions to 
pressure our plant folks 
a bit. Other highlights of 
the walk were a Solitary 
Sandpiper and the Con-
necticut Warbler just as 
we returned to the park-
ing lot. We ended the 
day by taking a walk on 
the impressive new 
Parks Canada board-
walk. Unfortunately, the 
tree that held a Gos-
hawk nest last year has 
blown over. 

were more elusive. Despite the trip leaders’ best at-
tempts, some birders were left disappointed. 

We walked the Sandhills Trail and saw Turkey Vulture, West-
ern Tanager, Blue-headed Vireo, and Brown Creeper. We even 
slowed down enough for Jiri to show us some orchids and 
looked at a few butterflies and dragonflies.  

We stopped at Astotin to sit and have lunch in the shade. Scop-
ing the lake afterwards we saw lots of watercraft, but most of 
the birds probably found quieter spots to hang out. We did see 
a very amorous pair of coots on the new solid boardwalk. 

At the Amisk Wuche trailhead and at Jiri’s urging, we went 
down the trail a bit. It was good advice. Shortly after getting to 
the wetland going the wrong way down the trail, we heard the 
loud calls of a Great Crested Flycatcher and got some nice 
looks. As a bonus, we got a decent look at a perched Broad-
wing on the way out.  

We cruised out the north gate of the park and checked part of 
the east boundary fence. No luck with Wood Duck, but we 
picked up Purple Martin and Grackles, including what we as-
sume was a fledgling Grackle sitting and squawking in the 
middle of a pond. A parent came and fed it, pushing it off its 
perch, and the little guy had to flap/swim to the shore. 

We continued east to some pastureland southeast of Chipman, 
where we found Mountain Bluebird, Gray Partridge (have to 
check if we’ve got them on Count Day before), Western Mead-
owlark, and Bobolink. At one wet spot we added Sedge Wren 
and Nelson’s Sparrow.  

Great Crested Flycatcher 
 Photo by Doug Knight 

Century Day at Elk Island, June 16, 2018 

Rain clouds cruised over Elk Island NP early Saturday morning, 
but by the time our crew of 12 Century Day birders started at 7 
a.m., the clouds had parted and we enjoyed awesome weather all 
day. 

Following our long-established routine, we started at the marsh 
on the south side of the Yellowhead and got several common 
wetland birds. Moving over to the Visitor Information Centre, we 
saw what might have been the least expected birds of the day. A 
flock of White-winged Crossbills were working the cones on 
some of the tall spruce trees. Gotta check the records, but I think 
that’s a first for Century Day. Usually only see those guys during 
the winter.  

Continuing on, we pushed on towards the Bison Loop Road. 
Birding was a bit challenging there, as we ran into a large gang 
that was hogging the area. This gang was quite intimidating – 
large, shaggy, and very belligerent. We cut the stop short and left 
the largest herd of bison most of us had ever seen to do their 
thing.  

Birding our way up the Parkway was challenging too. Never seen 
so much vehicular traffic on the road, one car after the other, 
most with kayaks on the roof. Turns out there was some kind of 
big race going on at Astotin. Can’t believe they scheduled it the 
same day as Century Day! 

Despite all the traffic, we picked up several birds at various spots 
along the Parkway: Veery; Hermit Thrush; Black-and-white 
Warbler; Lincoln’s, Swamp, and other sparrows; a cooperative 
Mourning Warbler; and a Broad-winged Hawk flyover.  

While some birds were cooperative, like the Mourning and Black
-and-white Warblers that gave us a good look, some of the birds 

Black and White Warbler, Photo by Karen Lindsay 

White Admiral, Photo by Colleen Raymond 
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By this time it 
was 5:00 p.m. 
and we were 
at 96 species. 
There were 3 
other species, 
but they were 
rogue birds 
that didn’t 
meet the rules 
we set about 
needing 2 
people or 2 
cars to see 

them. We got 
back to the 

Visitor Information Centre and several people had to leave, but 
the Ferocious Five wouldn’t quit! We went back into the park, 
towards Administration Road and the west side of Astotin. Just 
as we approached the Bison Loop, we had to slam on the 
brakes as the herd we’d seen earlier were stampeding across 
the road! It was like watching a train crossing – they just kept 
coming and coming! 

When we finally got up to Administration Road, we started 
with a Spotted Sandpiper, then quickly picked up Pied-billed 
Grebe. While looking at him, we heard a Bittern calling, mak-
ing a total of 99! We got out the scope at the last overlook near 
the warden office. At first we were distracted by the good 
numbers of Western Grebes, including a few pairs doing the 
water dance. Finally, scoping through a distant group of ducks, 
we found number 100 - Canvasback! 

After rounds of high fives, the Ferocious Five went over to 
Moss Lake for a celebratory wiener roast. While relaxing 
around the fire we picked up a couple of back-up birds (just in 
case there was any trouble with the bookkeeping!). A Ruffed 
Grouse started drumming and a Swainson’s Thrush began 
singing.  

So…nothing really crazy, just a few mild surprises. Maybe 
more surprising was what we missed. No chickadees or nut-
hatches! No Great Blue Herons or Mergansers, but at least we 
hit the target! We enjoyed a great day with lots of great birds 
and a great group of birders. Thanks to everyone who came out 
and to those who shared photos.  

 Gerald Romanchuk 

Grackle fledgling, Photo by Karen Lindsay 

We started off noting interesting insects and plants along the 
trail. The conservation area is named after the lovely 
Bunchberries, favourites of the donating landowners. These 
plants are found carpeting the moist forest floor rather than the 
meadow.  

Some stopped to check 
out the pattern on this 
bug. Stink bugs have a 
sturdy shield-like 
back. Most live by 
piercing leaves and 
sucking sap from trees 
and shrubs, particu-
larly birch and willow. 
They have a chemical 
defense that results in 
a vile smell, which is 
the reason for the fam-
ily name. 

Bunchberry Meadows: Birds, Bugs and Blooms,    
June 9, 2018 

Club members spent a successful morning documenting new 
bird species for the Bunchberry Meadows conservation area. 
Our experience could be described as typical Ontario-style 
birding: lots of walking through the forest listening to bird 
song, but not seeing many choristers. Ovenbirds, House 
Wrens, and Least Flycatchers were vocalizing over the several 
km of trails. We had some real birding excitement toward the 
end of the walk, but more on that later.  

Birch grove above and Bunchberry flowers below 
Photos by Ann Carter 

Stink bug, Photo by Patti Boyce 



May–August, 2018                                                                                                             31 

 

Hubert Taube 
found his target 
for the 
day, rough-
fruited fairy-
bells (Disporum 
trachycarpum), 
a member of the 
Liliaceae (lily 
family). 

 

 

 

 

One member 
who slept in 
and walked the 
trail a few min-
utes behind us 
saw Eastern 
Phoebe, Ten-
nessee Warbler, 
and, surpris-
ingly, a Lark 
Sparrow. Un-
usual for the 
Edmonton area, 
the Lark Spar-
row was a great 
addition to the 
Bunchberry 
bird list. 

Warm summer sunshine woke up the butterflies. 

We saw a variety of skippers: 

We noticed an unusual 
plant that Jiri identified 
as Plantanago me-
dia (hoary plantain). 
Native to Europe, this 
introduced plant is not 
common in the province. 
It has pinkish to light 
purple flowers with 
rather long stamens. 

Clouded skipper, Photo by Patti Boyce 

Mandan (Arctic) skipper, Photo by Gerald Romanchuk 

Hoary Plantain 
 Photo by Jiri Novak 

Jiri Novak, Photo by Ann Carter 

Rough-fruited fairybells 
Photo by Hubert Taube 

Lark Sparrow 
Photo by Toby-Anne Reimer 
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But that isn't the end of our birding adventure. An odd, unfa-
miliar song caught the attention of our group of ten, leading to 
a lot of wandering back and forth, as recorded by our eBird 
track. 

It's always exciting to come across an unusual bird, but to find 
one this experienced crew couldn’t figure out? We made audio 
recordings, and persistent effort paid off as we finally had a 
clear look at the bird, which Gerald photographed.  

This bird has been the subject of debate across North America, 
with folks such as renowned naturalist Kenn Kaufman weigh-
ing in after reviewing the photo and audio files. Although it 
was initially suspected of being a Black-whiskered Vireo 
(although it seems nearly impossible that a Caribbean species 
would miss the migratory mark so broadly), the current con-
sensus is that nobody knows what this bird is, although it’s 
most likely an aberrant version of Red-eyed Vireo. 

The group documented 43 bird species while travelling 5.5 km 
with no shuttle service (although there was talk of Gerald 
“catching” a ride as we passed the nearby equine facility). 

New for the location list were Yellow-bellied Sapsucker, Alder 
Flycatcher, Cedar Waxwing, Common Yellowthroat, Ameri-
can Goldfinch, and, finally, a Warbling Vireo that perched and 
sang over us as we rested at a picnic table reviewing Gerald’s 
photos and trying to determine if we were all delusional. The 
picnic vireo brings the bird species recorded for Bunchberry to 
78, with potential for more resident birds as well as migrants 
when the move is on. 

Field trips are a cooperative effort; thanks to everyone who 
came out to walk, sent photos. and helped Brian Stephens keep 
the bird list. 

Ann Carter 

Roper Pond Constructed Wetland, June 7, 2018 

Twelve of us enjoyed a leisurely evening walk around Roper 
Pond Constructed Wetland. We relied mostly on song recogni-
tion to bird the forest dwellers and started right away in the 
parking lot. 

A lucky visual encounter transformed one bird through several 
different species – called by several different birders – before it 
was confirmed as a Northern Flicker. Sharp-shinned Hawk and 
coyote sightings spiced things up for a few of us early on, and 
we enjoyed Tree Swallow and butterfly encounters along the 
way. 

Highlights for the evening 
included an adorable Kill-
deer family, Black-crowned 
Night Heron flyovers, and 
American White Pelicans 
loafing around on rocks in 
the large pond. 

Many thanks to everyone 
who came out, to Karen and 
Gerald for sharing their 
lovely photos, and to Gerald 
again for keeping our eBird 
list!  

Colleen Raymond 

Photo by Gerald Romanchuk 

Photo by Karen Lindsay 

Tree Swallow, Photo by Gerald Romanchuk 

Killdeer chick 
Photo by Karen Lindsay 
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On Friday evening, August 17, Edmonton Nature Club 
members arrived at Miquelon Provincial Park with their 
tents and RVs and eventually gathered at the common 
campfire to chat and relax. Jiri Novak shared information 
about the aster plants on site. His favourite species is 
smooth aster (Symphyotrichum laeve). The stem and up-
per leaves are hairless so it is smooth to the touch, unlike 
some varieties.  

Lynn Maki’s baking was a tasty addition to our usual 
campfire fare! Shame on Gerald Romanchuk for trying to 
take credit for those goodies. Perhaps it was karma when, 
for the fifth year, Gerald missed a hummingbird visiting 
our group site.  

A thunderstorm rolled in overnight but everyone must 
have done a good job setting up, as there were no wet 
campers next morning. 

Day-trippers joined the Saturday shoreline hike, which 
yielded a nice assortment of shorebirds. A pair of Mar-
bled Godwits intently probed the mud in a sheltered bay, 
returning immediately to the same location after we 
passed by. Most numerous was Baird’s Sandpiper, a 
small “peep” with long primary flight feathers projecting 

past the tail so that the wing tips cross. A hungry Califor-
nia Gull herded the sandpipers right up to us as they cor-
rectly concluded we were the lesser threat. A couple of 
members demonstrated the “proper” technique for shore-
bird photography. 

In the afternoon Gerald Romanchuk gave a Dragon pres-
entation. He described various local dragonfly families, 
their behaviours, and how to identify them. Several of 
these aerial predators were zooming around nearby and 
we picked out meadowhawks and darners chasing small 
insects.  

5th Annual Nature Appreciation Weekend  

Jiri’s favourite aster, Photo by Ann Carter 

Marbled Godwit, Photo by Chris Rees 

Baird’s Sandpiper, Photo by Ann Carter 

Shorebird photography, Photo by Jiri Novak 
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New this year was a scavenger hunt. A total of four teams 
battled to photographically record the most items on the 
list. Some went to great lengths, as there were bonus 
points if “leech” was “attached”; others avoided that one 
altogether! Creativity was rewarded when “butterfly” 
produced a photo of Vince Cottrell identified as “social 
butterfly.” Thanks to Toby-Anne Reimer and Janice 
Hurlburt, who pulled this together on fairly short notice. 
It was great fun! 

Campfire supper was followed by more exploration. Col-
len Raymond’s moth sheet was pretty quiet, perhaps due 
to the cold evening temperature, but we did find a very 
nice spider. Orb weavers often create their web on or near 
a building. They wait near the centre of the web, head 
down, for prey to come by. Proficient night-time hunters, 
they eat insects such as flies, moths, and mosquitoes.  

We were thrilled when the sky cleared to allow telescope 
views of the moon, Saturn, Jupiter, and Albireo. Albireo 
is a beautiful binary (double) star, with the brighter star 
gold and the dimmer star blue. The pair revolves around a 
common centre of mass, in a dance that requires thou-
sands of years for a single round. Albireo marks the beak 
of Cygnus, the Swan constellation, and is located 430 
light years from earth. Thanks to Doug Hube for sharing 
his knowledge and telescope! 

Tired campers eventually settled down and the night’s 
coyote serenade was followed by echoes of owl mutter-
ings.  

Sunday dawned clear of the British Columbia forest fire 

smoke that had been hanging about for weeks, so folks 
were eager to head out in the morning sunshine for the 
nature walk. We edged along Grebe Pond, where there 
are opportunities for both birders and plant enthusiasts.  

Several songbirds were added to our list when we arrived 
at the section of the trail with fruiting shrubs. We docu-
mented a total of 71 avian species over the weekend. Of 
particular note was the surprise Yellow-bellied Fly-
catcher identified by its soft “chelunk” call and the yel-
lowish colour which extends over its throat and belly. 
Thanks, Gerald! The variety of warblers, flycatchers, and 
vireos called for lots of binocular work and practise in 
pointing out birds. There was a rare and unexpected de-
velopment when the botany group surged ahead of the 
birders on the trail!  

The plant specialists, led by Elisabeth Beaubien, had no 
trouble describing the location of their species under dis-
cussion. They mostly walked right up to touch it, which 
was difficult for the birders to adapt to! Along with ex-
pected plants such as beaked hazelnut and prickly wild 
rose, we learned about water hemlock, one of the most 
toxic plants in North America. A healthy specimen had 
its feet anchored in the wet pond edge, the plant’s pre-
ferred habitat.  

After a couple of hours of fun and education we reluc-
tantly headed back to pack up the camp. The weekend 
was a great success thanks to everyone who came out to 
participate! 

Ann Carter 

Photos above by Ann Carter 

Albireo 

Orb Weaver, Photo by Gerald Romanchuk 
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The Moon, Photo by Ann Carter Brian Stephens “Swinging on a star?” 
 Photo by Ann Carter 

Photo by Elisabeth Beaubien 

Arnold Maki, Meghan Jacklin, Kaeleigh Stinnissen, Janos Kovacs, Ann Carter, Brian Barrett-Park, Colleen Raymond , Gerald Romanchuk  

Judy Cornish                     Lynn Maki                     Jiri Novak                                Adrian Jones  

“Would you like to swing on a star, 
carry moonbeams home in a jar?” 



Nature Appreciation Weekend 

Historical perspective, Photo by Gerald Romanchuk 

The only bear in camp 
 Scavenger Hunt Photo by Colleen Raymond 

Immersed, Photo by Gerald Romanchuk 


