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A Red-headed Barbet photographed by Chris Charlesworth (Kelowna) during an October 2024 Ecuador trip. See page 16.
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Welcome New Members

Zoe Muench, Victoria

Lise Owens, Burnaby

Richard Wakelam,
New Westminster

John Hobson,
Gibsons

Mary Ridd, Langley

Amie Macdonald,
Delta

Kianna Leung,
Delta
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Ichin Hong, Vancouver
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Photo: Silhouette of a Long-wattled Umbrellabird
at 23 de Julio, Ecuador. See page 16.
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ZOOM PRESENTATIONS

Zoom presentations for BCFO mem-
bers take place on the third Wednes-
day of the month at 7:00 PM, with a
focus on birds and birders’ travels.

15 January 2025
Birding in Australia by John Gordon.

19 February 2025
TBA.

19 March, 2025
Birding in Brazil by Ron Long.

Contents

BCFO Notices & Notes

Welcome NeW MemMDETS .......uiiiiiie et svee e s s 2
BCFO Officers & DIir€CIOIS ....couvuieiriieeiriieeeriieecrieeeesire e svveeesiee e sveee s 4
President’s MESSAZE ...uuviieiiiiiiiieeeeecitee e et e e et e e e e e bae e e e e e naeeeas 5
BCFO Board Deliberations.........coccueeeirieeeiniieeeiiieeesieeessvveeesineeesveee s s 5
NOTES ..t e e e ettt e e e e e e e e e e e e e ee e e e e eeeeeee 6
I =] S 0o T 1= U PUPR 9
Reflections ON BirdiNg ........ccocviieiciiieirieee e ceee et e e sre e e svre e e ere e 10
Briefings
1. Brainy Birds Solve Problems and Live Longer.........ccccccoeeevveeeeeeecnnneenn. 11
2. A ShOCKING STOMY . e et e e e enees 12
3. Architects and Avian CUTUIE.......ccueeiviiieiiniiieeieeecee e 13
Features
Celebrating Pterosaur Tracks in BC: New DiSCOVEri€S.......cccceeeeecuvvveeeennn. 14
BirdiNG POIU ..vvviiiii ittt ettt e e e e e e e e e e e s sabeaee s 15
Birding ECUAUON ......eeiiiiiie ittt e e e e e s nreeee s 16
Sandhill Cran@ SEaSON ........iiiiiiiiciiiiie et e e e 18
Birding St. Paul Island and Nome, Alaska........cccccvvvuiiieeiinniiieene e, 19
Safari to the Arctic Ocean! ......ccueviiiiiiiiiiie e 20
Regular Columns
Hobbyists’ Corner? Birding and POELIY.......ccccceeeeeecciiiiee e, 23
Gone Pishing — The End of the List .......cccovieiiiiiciiiee e, 24
Bird Photographers’ Corner: The Olympina Safari Vest.......ccccccceevennneenn. 26

Left: An Inca Jay photo-
graphed at Cabanas
San Isidro, Napa,
Ecuador, on 30
October, 2024.
(Some authorities treat
the Green Jay and Inca
Jay as conspecific;
others consider them
separate
species.)

See page 16 for more
about Ecuador
birding.
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Publisher

BC Birding is published four times a year by the British Co-
lumbia Field Ornithologists, PO Box 96135, 4590 Fraser St,
Vancouver, BC V5V 4G0. A subscription to this quarterly
(online version) is a benefit of membership in the society. A
hard-copy full-colour version will be posted to members
for a $16 annual premium.

About the BCFO

Membership in BCFO is open to anyone interested in the
study and enjoyment of wild birds in British Columbia.
BCFO objectives include fostering cooperation between
amateur and professional ornithologists, promoting coop-
erative bird surveys and research projects, and supporting
conservation organizations in their efforts to preserve birds
and their habitats.

Membership
See the website (http://bcfo.ca) for details or write to the
BCFO address given above under “Publisher.”

Annual Membership Dues
General Membership (Canada): $30
Junior Membership (Canada): Free
U.S. and International Membership: US$35

Newsmagazine Submissions
To submit material to this publication, contact the Editor
by email (clive_keen@hotmail.com).

Topics may include birding experiences, observations
about bird behaviour, project reports, site guides, birding
equipment, birding technique, specialist birding (e.g. sea-
watching or hawkwatching), bird photography, trip reports,
reflections on birding, and other subjects of broad interest
to BC birders. Brief items are always welcome, but average
submissions tend to be in the 400-800 word range. For
longer submissions the maximum length is 1,500 words.
Since this is a newsmagazine rather than an academic jour-
nal, formal reference lists etc tend to be inappropriate.

Articles should be in plain text, either as the content of
an email, or as an attachment (preferably Word). Photo-
graphs should be sent as separate attachments, not em-
bedded in text. Be sure to name the photographer and sug-
gest a caption.

Deadlines (i.e. final dates for submission) are as follows:

e March edition: February 15

e June edition: May 15

e September edition: August 15

e December edition: November 15

Advertising Rates
Full page: $125 per issue. Contact the editor for other op-
tions.

BCFO Officers &
Directors

Directors

President: Nathan Hentze, Victoria, 250-882-4581,
president@bcfo.ca

Vice-President: Charles Helm, Tumbler Ridge, 250-242-3984,
helm.c.w@gmail.com

Secretary: Annette Bailey, 778-871-6229, secretary@bcfo.ca

Treasurer: lan Burgess, Vancouver, 604-889-4472,
ianburgess.bcfo@gmail.com

Megan Buers, Kelowna, 250-469-0810,
meganbuers@gmail.com

Krista Kaptein, Courtenay, 250-338-9962,
websiteadmin@bcfo.ca

Mark Phinney, Dawson Creek, 250-843-2318,
badgreenbird@gmail.com

Rachel Darvill, Golden, 250-348-2371,
racheldarvill@gmail.com

Kaitlyn York, Maple Ridge, 250-843-2318,
kaityork.bcfo@gmail.com

Responsibilities

2025 AGM Planning Team: Mark Phinney, Charles Helm, lan
Burgess, Nathan Hentze

Archivist: Les Gyug

BC Birding (Newsmagazine) Editor: Clive Keen; print distribu-
tion: Kaitlyn York.

British Columbia Birds (Journal) Editor: Nathan Hentze,
Production Editor & BC Birds Website: Daryl Henderson

Membership Secretary: Krista Kaptein

Two-day Trips: Paul Foth

Website: Krista Kaptein, Verena Shaw

Zoom Presentation Coordinator: Kaitlyn York and Megan

Buers

Christmas Bird Count Compiler: Verena Shaw

Committees

BC Bird Records Committee: Joachim Bertrands, Chair
(Victoria), Dianne Cooper (Cranbrook), Blair Dudeck, Jeremy
Gatten (Saanichton), lan Cruickshank (Victoria), Liron
Gertsman (Vancouver), Michael Force (Kelowna), Mark Phin-
ney (Dawson Creek)

Steve Cannings Award Committee: Gary Davidson (Chair),
Charles Helm, Clive Keen.

Education and Conservation Committee: Stephen Partington,
Art Martell, Charles Helm (Chair), Nathan Hentze, Marian
Porter.

Young Birders Awards Committee Chair: Nathan Hentze,

Rachel Darvill.
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President’s
Message

Nathan Hentze, Victoria

This final newsletter of the year signi-
fies that another fantastic birding
year is coming to a close. Winter mi-
grants have arrived, Big Years are
wrapping up, and soon Christmas Bird
Counts will be conducted in commu-
nities across the province. It is a good
time for us to reflect back on the year
we’ve had, and to look forward to
birding adventures in the new year.
Of course, one of the highlights of
this past year was meeting friends,
old and new, young and old, at the
Creston conference in June. If you
missed out on that, consider coming
up to Dawson Creek for the 2025
AGM/conference.

New Technologies — Thermal imag-
ing

The past year has also highlighted the
new technologies that are shaping
the birding world and the greater
world around it. For example, I'm
starting to see a lot more birders add-
ing thermal imagers to their birding
arsenal. This technology is about as
revolutionary as it comes to the bird-
ing scene. And not just for nocturnal
birds. | tried one out last winter, curi-
ous to see what a couple American
Robins sitting on the edge of a haw-
thorn would look like. | was rather
humbled to find through the thermal
viewer that there were actually eight
Robins in that shrub, most tucked
away as to be almost invisible other-
wise. And | recently heard about bird-
ers in Germany first locating a Eura-
sian Bittern hiding in a tree thanks to
someone finding it through a thermal
scope.

Artifical Intelligence
Artificial Intelligence has made waves in
2024, becoming much more main-

stream and ubiquitous. There are of
course Al-recognition programs, such
as Merlin and iNaturalist, which can
identify bird sounds and photos (often
even correctly), and programs such as
ChatGPT which has potential to be
helpful in various ways, as it becomes
more trustworthy and refined.

ChatGPT

| admit that | sometimes struggle with
what to write in these President’s Mes-
sages, and not wanting to repeat my-
self each time. So, | thought I'd give
ChatGPT a prompt for inspiration and
ask it to write a President’s Message to
the membership. Among its computer-
generated paragraphs was this gem:

“This year, we’ve had some
wonderful sightings and
milestones. Who could forget
the accidental “rare goose
chase” incident? I'm proud to
say we only mildly terrified
the people in that neighbor-
hood. Also, a special
shoutout to our social media
manager for getting us viral
with that “angry owl” video.
Who knew? Of course, no
year would be complete with-
out our annual Find-the-
Overlooked-Warbler competi-
tion. Congrats to those who
found something that was
definitely either a rare war-
bler or possibly just a very
motivated leaf.”

| laughed out loud when | read that.
While | certainly hope that no BCFO
members were involved in terrifying
people in neighbourhoods (mildly or
otherwise), certainly groups of twitch-
ers can cause a bit of a scene. And
while BCFO doesn’t have a social media
manager, we would love one! So, if
you’re social media savvy and want to
help increase our reach, please let us
know! Finally, it oftentimes feels like
birding is just one big “find-the-
overlooked-warbler” competition, and
who amongst us can honestly say
they’ve never been duped by a very
motivated leaf? | know | certainly have

(one time in China not knowing if the
movement | detected was a leaf-
warbler or a warbler-leaf!).

Artificial Intelligence ended its
letter by stating:

“Thank you all for your en-
thusiasm, your support, and
your occasional “creative in-
terpretation” of bird calls.
Let’s make this year another
great one for birding, laughs,
and new friendships.”

On that, I'm in complete agreement
with the machines. Thanks to all the
members for being an integral part of
the BCFO birding community. Thank
you to Clive for somehow making each
newsmagazine better than the last.
Thank you to the Board of Directors for
their passion and tireless dedication in
keeping this organization going, thank
you to everyone who has given a
presentation, led a fieldtrip, reviewed a
journal article, sent constructive feed-
back, or been involved in any way with
BCFO in the past, present or future, and
thank you to the birds, for having no
idea we care, but providing so much
enjoyment regardless.

BCFO Board
Deliberations

The most recent board meeting was
held via Zoom on September 16,
2024. Below are highlights of discus-
sions at that meeting.

Zoom Presentations

Larry Cowan has stepped down from
this role, and BCFO Directors Kaitie
York and Megan Buers have agreed
to take on Zoom Coordinator respon-
sibilities. See the website for upcom-
ing presentations.

Education and Conservation
Committee

The committee continues to review
applicants as they come in. No out-
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standing requests remain, and any
interested individuals or groups are
encouraged to review the application
requirements (see page 26).

2025 Conference Venue

The dates for the 2025 conference
and AGM have been confirmed as
June 13-15 at the George Dawson

Inn, Dawson Creek. Other conference
decisions such as keynote speaker
and field trips are in progress.

Free Youth Membership

Free digital membership will now be
offered to all youth (<19 vyears),
starting with the 2025 membership
year.

Letter of support for Canada’s Offi-
cial Bird

Following David Bird’s keynote
address at the 2024 conference in
Creston, the Board has agreed to
draft a letter in support of Canada Jay
being recognized as the official bird of
Canada.

Notes

Clements & AviSys Update
Larry Cowan, Pitt Meadows

For diehard BCFO AviSys software us-
ers, the Clements 2024 taxonomy and
Nation Checklist Add-On updates are
available at https://avisys.info/.
Clements Checklist is a global bird
taxonomy which follows regional au-
thorities. In the New World, the
Checklist largely defers to the two
AOS committees — the North Ameri-
can Classification Committee (NACC)
and the South American Classification
Committee (SACC) — working towards
a near-complete future compliance.
The Clements 2024 taxonomy up-
date brings the world species number
to 11,013 species! An increase of 128
species from last year’s 10,885.
Anyone having birded in the South
Pacific islands, Indonesian islands or
on the African continent may have
gained more than a few “armchair
ticks.” Any big-time world listers will,
I'm sure, have added many ticks to
their lists. Birders with Central and
South America birds did gain some
but nothing compared to the previ-
ously mentioned world locations.
From Africa, for instance, the Cape
Clapper Lark, Rufous-naped Lark, and
Red-winged Lark complex were split
into 14 species!
Other little tidbits:

e Nine “Accipiter” species changed
from “Accipiter” family to the

“Aster” family. Sharp-shinned
Hawk remains Accipiter striatus
but Cooper's Hawk changes to
Astur cooperii.

e Thirty parrots had their names
changed from “Name Parrot” to
“Name Amazon” e.g. Festive Par-
rot to Festive Amazon.

e From the South Pacific, the Island
Thrush was split into 17 species

e Four combined species of Cica-
dabirds & Cuckooshrikes were
also split into 17 species.

Closer to home the House Wren was
split into seven species — including,
notable for some, Northern House
Wren and Southern House Wren.
The other five species were from Car-
ibbean islands.

The taxonomic order of species
also experienced some big changes.
e.g. Kiwis now near top of the order.

For anyone wanting to look at the
complete list of 2024 Clements
changes, the revision is available
through the Cornell Lab website as a
downloadable Excel file.

www.birds.cornell.edu/
clementschecklist/introduction/
updateindex/october-2024/

BC Bird Alerts

Since the deadline for the September
edition of this magazine, the following
alerts were issued:

e ASH-THROATED FLYCATCHER,
Royston, Nov 13-15

e BRAMBLING, Terrace, Nov 11-12

e SCARLET TANAGER, Revelstoke, Oct
29—-Nov 5

e KING EIDER. Brentwood Bay, Oct 27
—Nov 11

e WOOD THRUSH, Tatla Lake, Oct 22
=31

e ASH-THROATED FLYCATCHER, Delta,
Oct 21-25

e BLACK PHOEBE, Vancouver, Oct 14—
Nov 11

e SCARLET TANAGERS (2), Jordan Riv-
er,Oct 10 and 11

e MASKED BOOBY, off Cape Scott, Oct
8

e BLACK PHOEBE, Abbotsford, Oct 2—
17

e PRAIRIE WARBLER, Tsawwassen,
Sept 27

e CITRINE WAGTAIL, Jordan River,
Sept 11

e COSTA’S HUMMINGBIRD, Jordan
River, Sept 7-12

e MISSISSIPPI KITE, Metchosin, Sept 6

e ASH-THROATED FLYCATCHER, Van-
couver, Sept 2

e LARK BUNTING, Tofino, Sept 1

e PRAIRIE WARBLER, Penticton, Sept
1

e ORCHARD ORIOLE, Castlegar, Aug
28

e ASH-THROATED FLYCATCHER, Cas-
tlegar, Aug 20

e BLACK PHOEBE, Sechelt, Aug 19-20

CHESTNUT-SIDED WARBLER, Port
Coquitlam, Aug 19

See bcbirdalert.blogspot.com
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Letter to the Editor

As a fully accredited wordsmith | was
disconcerted by the AOS’s decision (see
September edition, page 16) to change
the hyphenation of Night-Heron to
Night Heron in its Check-list (sic).
Wouldn’t it have done better to have
joined the rest of the English-speaking
literary world and first de-hyphenated
its Check-list?

Anonymous

New Novel by Rob Butler

Rob Butler (New Westminster), is very
well known to the BCFO membership.
He has studied, written and produced
films about birds for over half a century
and has received numerous awards for
his scientific and conservation work.
One of his latest enterprises is penning
a novel named Letters from Gerald. As
you might expect from Rob, birds are
very much to the fore.
The write-up from Amazon says:

“Soon after the war ended, a young
Eleanor Hutchinson dreams of a job as

Below: Rob Butler.

an ornithologist. Without the training,
experience and social standing the
chances are slim. Undaunted she
writes to the British Museum for advice
and promptly receives a letter of en-
couragement from a young Gerald Ben-
son. But neither Eleanor nor Gerald are
who they seem. Astute, witty and clev-
er, Eleanor receives support from the
mysterious Gerald as she navigates the
social expectations. And then one day
there is a knock at her door.”

The book is in the Agatha Christie
mould: who dunnit. But it weaves to-
gether world events, conservation,
and, of course, much ornithology,
along with inspiration for young people
trying to find their way.

An obvious candidate for Christmas
presents, it is available online at Ama-
zon, Indigo and at Friesen Bookstore at
$24.99 hardcover, or $5.51 as a Kindle
edition.

Rewilding Update

The latest project in Europe’s many
rewilding campaigns is returning Red-
billed Choughs to Kent in England, two

centuries after they went extinct there.
The chicks have been raised at Wild-
wood Trust near Canterbury, in part-
nership with the Kent Wildlife Trust.

The reintroduction has been made
possible by years of work restoring
their habitat, partly through sympa-
thetic grazing to encourage the return
of other plants and insects.

Britain has seen many campaigns
over the last half century to reintro-
duce lost species, the most famous of
which is perhaps the return of the
White-tailed Eagle, first to Scotland,
and now to the Isle of Wight in Eng-
land. Red Kites, once nearly extinct in
Britain due to persecution, are now
thriving in many parts of England (the
Editor’s brother puts burnt sausages
out for them). After being extinct in the
UK for much of the 20th century, Ospreys
have been successfully reintroduced and
are now breeding in Scotland and parts
of England.

Ongoing efforts include reintroduc-
tion of the Corncrake to several areas,
including the RSPB reserve at Nene
Washes, and reintroduction of the
Great Bustard to Salisbury Plain in Wilt-
shire.

Rewilding campaigns, though, focus
on restoration of natural habitats; with-
out the habitat, species reintroduction
attempts will flounder. You can read
about these campaigns at:

www.rewildingbritain.org.uk
rewildingeurope.com

The population of Great Bustards in
the UK reached 70 in August 2024.
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Local Hero

The juvenile Swainson’s Hawk shown
here, only the second one ever
recorded on the west coast of
Vancouver Island, was spotted and
photographed at the Long Beach
Airport on August 27, 2024 by Adrian
Dorst (Tofino). It remained there,
apparently subsisting on grasshoppers
and birds, until September 7, when it
was last seen by lan Cruickshank
(Ucluelet).

Rocky Point Seabird Tours

Rocky Point Bird Observatory has been
partnering with Eagle Wing Tours on
ways to promote bird-focused ecotour-
ism and seabird awareness. This year,
Eagle Wing put on three bird-specific
boat tours, with part of the proceeds
going towards Rocky Point. Each tour
explored key bird hotspots around the
Salish Sea, with an RPBO expert on
board to help with IDs.

To learn about these and any future
pelagic opportunities, head to:

www.eaglewingtours.com/tours-rates/
specialty-bird-watching-tours

Bird Photographer of the
Year 2024

The Overall Winner of this year’s com-
petition was “When Worlds Collide” by
Patricia Homonylo — an image showing
over 4,000 birds that died colliding with
windows in Toronto. A picture can in-
deed be worth more than 1,000 words.

23,000 images were entered into
this year’s competition. You can see
the winners at:

www.birdpoty.com/2024-winners

e e €
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THE BCFO YOUNG BIRDER AWARD

This award, inaugurated in 2014, is given to outstanding youth birders, aged 11
to 18, in recognition of their accomplishments, contributions, and engagement
with birds and birding in the province. The award welcomes these talented
young birders into the birding community. Nominations are sought annually for
qualified young birders.

Each recipient of a Young Birder Award receives a plaque, a BCFO ballcap,
free BCFO membership (electronic) until age 19, plus other contributed awards.

To be selected for a Young Birder Award, recipients must meet all of the follow-
ing criteria:

e Be at least 11 years of age, and no more than 18 years of age as of January
1st of the year of the Award.

e Have demonstrated exceptional observational and birding skills well beyond
the “novice” level.

e Have made significant contribution to activities in the birding community
such as: posting to listservs, entering data to eBird, or participating in local
surveys, bird counts, bird banding, and field trips.

e Be nominated by a BCFO member who has knowledge of the candidate,
their birding skills, and their contributions to the birding community.

If you know of a potential candidate for this award, contact any of the BCFO
Directors — see page 4 for addresses.
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Listers’
Corner

Kathryn Clouston, Courtenay

Listers’ Corner has been a popular fea-
ture for BCFO members for many years
and | took it up from Larry Cowan a
couple of years ago.

To participate. please submit your
life and year totals, as of December 31,
2024, for the areas listed in the accom-
panying table. Most listed areas are
those with historical published check-
lists. Other areas may be suggested by
submitting a total. The number follow-
ing each area in the table is the thresh-
old level for submissions, in most cases
50% of species recorded. You may re-
port levels below the threshold, and
we will try to include them.

Specialized lists may also be sub-
mitted — for example birds seen above
1,500 metres in BC.

Area Classifications

The ABA list comprises two listings,
one as ABA Continental and a second
ABA Continental plus Hawaii. Totals will
only be listed for the area given i.e. if
only an ABA Continental is submitted
then it will only appear in the ABA Con-
tinental listing and vice versa.

North Pacific Pelagic Waters in-
clude all species seen more than 3.2
km (2 miles) off shore from Alaska, BC,
Washington, Oregon and California.

NMT (Non-motorized Transporta-
tion) consists of species seen/heard
using self-powered locomotion (walk,
run, bicycle, canoe etc.) from your
home location.

ATPT is the totalling of all your Ca-
nadian Province & Territory lists to cre-
ate a “total ticks” list.

ARDAT (All Regional Districts Added
Together) is the sum of all eBird Re-
gional Districts.

Areas listed individually are those
having three or more members provid-
ing totals.

Special Notes

A reminder to those summarizing their
numbers from eBird. More than a few
“reporting areas” differ from eBird to
the historical listing boundaries:

e Vancouver Checklist — eBird does
not include Point Roberts or all of
Golden Ears PP but the historical
Vancouver Checklist does.

e Okanagan Valley — eBird includes

most of Manning Park while the
historical Okanagan List does not.

Submissions

Email morrisoncreek@vyahoo.ca or mail
Kathryn Clouston, 1540 Embleton
Cres., Courtenay, BC VON 6N8. If more
than one family member is submitting
a list, individual lists need to be sub-
mitted.

Deadline

Deadline for submissions is February 1,
2025. All submissions will be acknowl-
edged if the member’s email address is
known. If you don’t get an acknowl-
edgement, your listings weren’t re-
ceived.

BCFO LISTING REPORT FORM
December 2024

Name

Date

British Columbia (250)

Okanagan Valley (160)

Canada (340)

N. Pacific Pelagic Waters (45)

ABA Continental (400)

Peace River Area (150)

ABA incl Hawaii (450)

Prince George (130)

World (1000)

West Kootenay (150)

World Families (120)

Creston Valley (140)

North America (750)

Fraser Valley (150)

AOS North (AOU) (750)

Manning PP (100)

All Ticks Prov & Territories (ATPT)

Sunshine Coast (135)

BC Winter Seasonal list (125)

Comox Strathcona (125)

Canada Winter

Salt Spring Island (110)

Alberta (190)

Haida Gwaii (75)

Yukon (145)

Westham & Reifel Islds (140)

Northwest Territories (140)

Sea & lona Islands (160)

Yukon —NWT —Nunavut (200)

Blackie Spit (100)

US Lower 48 (500)

Semiamhoo Peninsula (120)

US minus Hawaii (450)

Pitt Meadows (110)

Washington (250)

Non-motorized (NMT) (100)

Alaska (250)

Kamloops (140)

Vancouver (190) Ebird Regions
Vancouver Island (190) ARDAT (4000)
Victoria (120) (Other)

Page 9



mailto:morrisoncreek@yahoo.ca

BC Birding

December 2024 Edition 34 (4))

Reflections
on Birding
Adrian Dorst, Tofino

As an almost lifelong birder (I began at
age 11), | have often reflected on just
how lucky we are, “we” being those of
us who are captivated by the wonder
of birds. | have sometimes expressed
that sentiment to birder friends, and
they inevitably agree. Birds may be
encountered outdoors almost any-
where we go. | remember, many years
ago, waiting for a bus on Georgia Street
in Vancouver and hearing the sweet,
familiar melody of a White-crowned
Sparrow emanating from across the
street over the din of downtown traffic.
It had found a niche among the orna-
mental conifers at the foot of an office
tower in the very heart of a metropolis.

When hitch-hiking through Europe
and the Middle East in the mid-1960s
(yep, I'm that old), | always carried a
pair of binoculars for roadside birds.
Usually the bird was something com-
mon like a Hooded Crow (in Denmark),
or a Crested Lark (Germany), but there
were also hard-to-get birds such as
Black Kite, Bearded Vulture and Griffon
Vultures (much further east). While
coasting down a long mountain slope
in eastern Turkey, with the engine of
our car disabled by a rock that had
cracked the oil pan, | saw my first Gold-
en Eagle, up close and at eye level,
skimming over the close-cropped
mountain meadows while keeping
pace with our car. What a thrill!

The car wasn’t ours. It belonged to
smugglers who had picked us up in Mu-
nich, Germany, and who persuaded us
(no arm-twisting needed) to join their
cavalcade of used Mercedes Benz se-
dans and drive one of them to Iran. The
best part was, they paid for the gas.

Did | mention birding can be an ad-
venture? Like on that day a week be-
fore the eagle sighting when | was ap-
prehended by a troop of soldiers on
the Bulgarian/Turkish border for glass-

ing a bird | thought was an Aquatic
Warbler (it wasn’t). | was marched off
to the nearby Turkish border post by
six armed soldiers, each a head taller
than | was. Fortunately for me, the bor-
der official they handed me over to
was an ever-so-polite Oxford graduate
who understood the concept of birding
from his days in Britain, and who re-
leased me with a warning not to take
pictures or use binoculars anywhere
near the border.

Birding can be done at a great many
levels, with its purest form probably
being practised by the beginner or nov-
ice. While working as a bird guide dur-
ing shorebird season in Tofino, | once
had two older ladies as clients. Alt-
hough it was pouring rain, they were
nevertheless willing to give it a go. One
was a first timer, so her friend asked if |
would be willing to drive her back to
the resort at half time (two hours) and |
agreed. It so happened that when we
reached the birding site, a flock of
Whimbrels was standing in the tidal
meadow immediately in front of us.
When the lady who was the novice
peered into the eye-piece of the 28X
spotting scope, her jaw dropped. She
was instantly mesmerized by this close-
up view of birds she had never seen
before. Soon she was inquiring about
the cost of a pair of binoculars, and a
bit later about the cost of a spotting
scope. She was hooked, and stayed
with us for the full four hours despite
the rain.

Contrast that beginner’s awe with
the nonchalance of the twitcher | met
on a mountain road in Mexico. When |
pointed out a Squirrel Cuckoo and a
nearby Elegant Trogon, those magnifi-
cent birds did not merit even a glance.
Seen them, done that. He had target
birds to pursue and add to his list.

Becoming a birder is dependent on
a progression of events, from the initial
awe, to identification and naming. We
then begin keeping a list, or even sev-
eral lists. As we learn more, the orni-
thological aspects begin to take on
greater meaning. Indeed, birding and
ornithology are inseparable. But for

many it also becomes a sport. When
you stay awake all night to begin owl-
ing at midnight for a Big Day that will
probably have you up for another 18
hours without sleep, the sport aspect is
likely more important than the orni-
thology. As for taking on a Big Year,
where the participants may cover thou-
sands of miles and gobble up a king’s
ransom in bank withdrawals, that is the
ultimate in twitching and is competi-
tion on an Olympic scale. For the ma-
jority however, birding is probably a
combination of sport and ornithology,
or simply an appreciation of the beauty
of birds.

There is yet one more level of bird-
ing that I've so far have neglected to
mention, a level that | suspect is more
important for birders than we realize. It
is the desire, first and foremost, to
commune with nature; to escape our
obligations in the home and workplace,
and to step outside the human-
dominated world for a few hours and
bathe in the wonder of the natural
world. Any birds we see during these
sojourns in nature are just icing on the
cake.

Although he makes no mention of
birds, I'll leave you with a poem by
Lord Byron.

There is a pleasure in the path-
less woods,

There is a rapture on the lonely
shore,

There is society where none in-
trudes,

By the deep Sea and music in
its roar:

I love not man the less, but Na-
ture more,

From these our interviews, in
which I steal

From all I may be or have been
before,

To mingle with the Universe,
and feel

What I can ne’er express, yet
cannot all conceal.
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[ ]
Briefings
Summaries by M. Church, Vancouver

1. Brainy Birds Solve Prob-
lems and Live Longer

Two recent studies together demon-
strate that birds with relatively large
brains (normalized with respect to
body weight for cross-species compari-
sons) solve problems (such as where to
find food) more readily and, conse-
qguently, improve their survival chances
— so, on average, they live longer. The
inference is complex and proceeds via
capacity for diverse vocalizations
(songs and calls) and efficiency in food
location.

A 2023 report has shown that song-
birds capable of more complex vocal
learning than birds restricted to a sin-
gle signature call or a limited repertoire
learned from a parent are more effec-
tive problem solvers. They also have
larger relative brain size. Complex vocal
learning was demonstrated by “open-
ended learning” — the ability to adopt a
wide range of songs voiced by others of
their species, not necessarily a parent,
and/or by mimicry — adoption of calls
or songs of another species. Less capa-
ble birds are constrained to “close-
ended learning” — restriction to the
calls or song of conspecifics. Problem-
solving ability was tested by varying
the conditions in food-finding trials, a
common means of testing birds’ re-
sponse to conditions they typically
face.

Data were compiled from tests of
214 individual birds comprising 23 spe-
cies, 19 of them wild-caught, vocal
learning songbirds (on east-coast
U.S.A.), two captive species (Canary
and Zebra Finch), and two non-learning
species (i.e., possessing only a fixed call
— Mourning Dove and Eastern Phoebe).
Numbers of each species varied from 1
(Mourning Dove) to 19 (Black-capped
Chickadee) with a median number of 9.
The best ”“open-ended” performers
included Black-capped Chickadee, Tuft-

ed Titmouse, Blue Jay, European Star-
ling, Red-winged Blackbird, American
Robin, and Northern Cardinal.

The birds were first ranked accord-
ing to problem-solving ability, associa-
tive learning (recognition of the con-
sistent response to a particular stimu-
lus), reversal learning (recognition that
the responses to a particular stimulus
have switched), self-control (ability to
carry out a particular task requiring a
number of steps, in sequence) and,
finally, size of the bird’s repertoire of
vocalizations (how many distinct songs
and calls does it make). Ranks in each

One of the best “open ended” per-
formers: Northern Cardinal.

of these behavioural categories were
then compared. Only problem-solving
ability was consistently related to vo-
calization repertoire. In this correlation
open-ended learners and mimics
scored high on problem-solving ability.
No other of the tested categories had a
consistent effect.

In a further test, problem-solving
ability was significantly correlated with
the complexity of the learned vocaliza-
tions. Finally, the two significant corre-
lates of problem solving ability (vocal
repertoire and vocal complexity) were
correlated with ranked relative brain
size — the evidence that more complex
vocal learning is associated with larger
relative brain size and, one might say,
consequently superior problem solving
ability.

A recent paper (2024) has, further,
connected cognitive ability (read
“problem-solving ability”) with lifespan
longevity. The subject birds were
Mountain Chickadees, close relatives of
the problem-solving  Black-capped
Chickadees of the 2023 report. Moun-
tain Chickadees winter in harsh condi-
tions in montane forests and must
cache food to survive the winter.
Hence, they must at least possess good
spatial memory to survive. The studied
birds are members of a local popula-
tion under long-term study, so lifespan
data are available for the sample of
227 individuals. Problem-solving ability
was measured using a clever feeder
arrangement.

Feeder boxes were mounted on
metal supports bolted together in rec-
tangular frames with two feeders on
each side and a total of eight feeders
on each square frame. The feeder door
was controlled by an RFID (radio fre-
quency identification tag) which re-
sponded to the correct signal echoed
from a PIT tag (passive integrated tran-
sponder), so each chickadee carried a
PIT tag on one leg. When the chickadee
landed in front of the box assigned to
it, the signal exchange positively identi-
fied the bird and the feeder door
opened to yield a seed reward.

Birds were first trained to recognize
the boxes as reliable food sources and
how to open the door — all boxes avail-
able (an example of associative learn-
ing). Then they were habituated to the
circumstance that only one box would
open for them, and they had to find it
to get their reward (reversal learning).
Then the experimental data were tak-
en: the operational measure of the
birds’ problem-solving ability was the
mean number of attempts the bird
made to find the correct box in each
trial, averaged over their first 20 trials.
The bird had not only to pick the cor-
rect one of two boxes but also to de-
cide on which side of the square its box
was located. The results were repre-
sented as mean number of “location
errors” (i.e., landings at the wrong box)
committed by the birds. Therefore, one
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expects an inverse relation between
the number of errors and a bird’s cog-
nitive ability (learning potential). The
experimental birds are part of a popu-
lation under long-term study so that
life-span data were available. One ex-
pects a correlation between location
ability and life-span because one ex-
pects birds that make fewer errors in
food location to better survive the se-
vere winter climate.

Indeed, the birds are sharp. Some
made no error in some trials — arriving
directly at their “open” box. A signifi-
cant number averaged only 0.5 errors
per trial (i.e., one error in each two
trials). The worst performers averaged
2.5 errors. They apparently were un-
sure even on which side of the square
their dinner was waiting. Correspond-
ingly, life span varied from eight years
down to just under two years. It is rea-
sonable to infer from the complete
sequence of investigations described
above that brainy birds live longest,
and that is what one would expect. But
reservations are in order.

The summary graph of the results,
from which the data on life span given
above are taken actually shows a sub-
stantial range of errors committed by
the birds over the complete range of
their lifespans, and the full range of
lifespans over all but the very highest
error rates. The signal is swamped in
the variability of the trial outcomes.
There remains ample room for skepti-
cism that the results are systematically
meaningful.

There seems to be a possible con-
ceptual problem here as well. If brainy
birds — those with superior learning
capability — live longer, should not se-
lection in favour of those birds raise
the population performance toward
that of the most successful birds in the
long term? They certainly can out-
reproduce the less-accomplished and
shorter-lived birds by having more sea-
sons for successful nesting. | guess
there is more to be learned in this
problem.
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2. A Shocking Story

The outline of the decline, after about
1995, of the vultures of India is well-
known in the birding community, but
the details of how it came about are
not well documented. An analysis by
economists interested in the demo-
graphic and economic consequences
now records details of the history.
There is economic interest in the story
because the vultures have long played
a key role in Indian rural society as dis-
posers of carrion, mostly derived from
animal husbandry. The story involves
India’s plains vultures, where agricul-
ture — including animal husbandry — is
a dominant activity. And then there are
an estimated 500 million sacred cows.
White-backed Vulture, Slender-billed
Vulture, and Long-billed Vulture are
the affected species. (The Himalayan
Griffon, as its name suggests, ranges
over the Himalaya and does not come
into general contact with agricultural
society.)

In about 1994, the numbers of
these plains vultures began to decline
precipitously. The cause was eventually
(10 years on) determined to be con-
sumption of diclofenac, a general pur-
pose pain-killing drug widely used in
India and, after 1993, increasingly fed
to cattle. With no systematic organiza-
tion to dispose of the carcasses of ani-
mals that have died in the field, the
vultures have been vital insurers of
security from diseases present in ani-
mal carcasses. Vultures feed only on
carrion and are ruthlessly efficient at
finding and stripping dead animals (and
with highly acidic stomachs they are

able to tolerate any potential infections
by destroying bacteria and any other
disease vectors that may be present in
carrion meat). Absent the birds, car-
casses are attacked by feral dogs and
by rats, animals that do not have the
protection against disease of the vul-
tures, that subsequently come into
contact with humans and can spread
diseases acquired from the carrion.

It turns out that the patent on diclo-
fenac expired at the end of 1993 and
the production of the drug and of ge-
neric copies greatly increased in 1994
and thereafter. So the price declined to
the point that Indian farmers began to
feed it to their cattle to guarantee their
health. While diclofenac is salutary for
humans, it is deadly in vultures, even in
trace amounts. Between 1994 and
2004 (when the drug was finally shown
to be the cause of the vulture decline),
vulture population on the Indian agri-
cultural plains declined by 99% (as de-
termined by repeated linear surveys).
(This is the fastest decline of a wild bird
population ever recorded.) Feeding
diclofenac to farm animals was de-
clared illegal in 2005 after confirmation
of its effect. But the vultures have not
recovered. It is suspected that, given
the current low price of the drug and
the likelihood that feeding will not be
detected by the authorities, farmers
are continuing the practice of dosing
their animals.

The impact on human population is
significant. By matching districts with
vulture populations with ones without,
the researchers have determined that,
after 1994, the human death rate in-
creased by 4% where the role of the
vultures in protecting public health by
consuming carrion has been severely
reduced.

Reference
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3. Architects and Avian
Culture

Both entire societies and distinct social
groups within societies may have quite
different cultural styles. The dwellings
of villagers in 17th-19th century Eng-
land looked nothing like the great
houses of the aristocracy. Some differ-
ences are determined by social func-
tion, some by command of resources
(or lack thereof), and some, seemingly,
by simple cultural preference. It turns
out that animals can express the same
variation in cultural style and, similarly,
sometimes for no obvious reason. This
raises interesting questions about ani-
mal culture.

White-browed Sparrow Weavers
are sparrow-sized passerines of the dry
savannas of interior southern and cen-
tral Africa. They live in extended family
groups consisting of a breeding pair
and several subordinates to a total of
about ten birds. Groups live in close
proximity to each other and movement
of individuals from one group to anoth-
er is common and readily accepted.

Their nests are cooperatively con-
structed by all members of a group.
They are roughly gourd-shaped enclo-
sures woven from local, strong grasses.
Nests are constructed in Acacia

were found to vary systematically be-
tween groups. Entrance tube diameter
was the most consistently variable di-
mension. Overall, structural form var-
ied most consistently between groups
and minimally within groups. Attempts
were made to relate systematic varia-
tions in structure to variations in the
environment (e.g., climate factors such
as temperature and wind speed; mor-
phological features, such as tree
height); no significant correlations. In
sum, no physical factor significantly
influencing the variation of nest char-
acteristics between groups could be
found. Family details, such as group
size, or the size of individual group
members, had no detectable effect,
implying, instead, that nest details are
a matter of cultural preference
amongst these sparrow weavers.
Young birds move between groups
and are readily accepted into the new
group. When such a bird arrives it im-
mediately adopts the architectural
style of its new group, leaving behind
the style of its former group. Cultural
transmission of information amongst
the members of the group, and rapid
uptake by immigrant members, pro-
vides the best explanation for the com-
mon plan evidently held by all group
members despite the variability of
nesting structures from group to

group. This finding constitutes strong
evidence for cognitive decision making
and for “culture” in birds, and in ani-
mals generally.

Reference

Tello-Ramos, M.C. et. al., 2024. Tradi-
tions in the structures built by coopera-
tive weaver birds. Science 385: 1004-
10009.

Regular Vagrant?
Adrian Dorst, Tofino

Tropical Kingbirds on the Central West
Coast of Vancouver Island in fall are
nothing new, with the first one re-
corded in 1976. By 2018, the species
had been recorded in 22 different years
and the total number of birds seen was
approximately 35 individuals. For the
past seven years the species has be-
come an annual visitor, likely as a re-
sult of having more observers in the
area. Even so, its status went up anoth-
er notch on October 9 of this year,
when no fewer than four birds arrived
in Tofino at once, and were spotted
independently by Mark Sawyer and
Janine Croxall.

Photo by Adrian Dorst.

trees or similar dryland bushes.
Nests are of two kinds; “roosts”
have a feather-lined chamber with
both top and bottom exit tubes and
are occupied by just one bird at a
time. Eggs are laid and chicks raised
in a “nest,” a roost modified by clo-
sure of the lower exit to form the
egg chamber, and occupied by the
female breeding bird.

Researchers have measured
roosts (n = 397) and nests (47) con-
structed by 43 groups of sparrows
around the Kalahari Desert to de-
termine what factors might govern
variation in nest details such as en-
trance and exit-tube diameter and
length, nest-chamber size and total
nest external dimensions. The data
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Celebrating Pterosaur Tracks in BC: New Discoveries

Charles Helm, Tumbler Ridge

A previous article in BC Birding
(Volume 32, June 2022), titled They too
had wings and flew, addressed the top-
ic of pterosaurs in British Columbia and
Canada, and in particular their tracks.
Editor Clive Keen kindly broadened the
definition of “bird” to include ptero-
saurs for the purposes of the article. In
my (biased) view this was not inappro-
priate, as when birds were just getting
started, splitting off from dinosaurs in
the Late Jurassic, pterosaurs were al-
ready the masters of the skies. They
also reached prodigious sizes, with a
wingspan of as much as eleven metres.
At the other end of the size spectrum,
some tracks are a mere 3 cm long.

A brief review of the history of pter-
osaur tracks in BC reveals a relative
paucity, although isolated reports of
large tracks have come from the east
and north from Alberta and Alaska re-
spectively, and several sites have been
described to the south from the USA in
the last couple of decades. Pterosaur
body fossils are not commonly encoun-
tered: just as is the case with birds,
their bones were hollow and light to
aid in flying, and thus they do not fos-
silise well.

Initial reports of pterosaur tracks in
BC were less than compelling, but a
2022 report' from the Ninesting Creek
site near Tumbler Ridge (about 115
million years old) exhibited two proba-
ble pterosaur tracks, in addition to

large avian tracks and |
tracks probably made by
oviraptosaur dinosaurs
(pictured  right). Since
then the search has been
on, and the good news is
that three potential fur-
ther sites have been dis-
covered, all in the 95 to 97
million-year-old range.
One of them shows the
trackway pattern of a me-
dium-sized pterosaur and
the other two suggest
large pterosaur trackmak-
ers.

The example with the

A pterosaur track from Ninesting Creek, near Tumbler

Ridge; scale bar = 10 cm.

medium-sized tracks was found on a
loose slab beside a highway in the
Tumbler Ridge area. With an estimated
weight of more than 260 kg, it was not
suitable for simple retrieval. In the fall
of 2024 it was therefore recovered by
backhoe and then transported to the
Tumbler Ridge Museum (photos below
left and right). Safely accessioned in
the museum, it will be suitable for fur-
ther research and documentation.

It is unlikely that the tracks at the
other two sites are physically recovera-
ble. In one case they occur on the sur-
face of a very large loose block in a
canyon; the block is probably too heavy
for helicopter retrieval. In the other
case the trackway occurs in situ. In
both cases, however, photogrammetry
has been performed and enables the
creation of 3D models, along with the
potential for 1:1 replication us-
ing 3D printing technology.
| All this is eminently publish-
able, as these are among the
jﬁrst records of pterosaur tracks
in Canada. However, this takes
time, and a lag of as much of a
year can be anticipated before
these findings officially see the
light of day. In the meantime,
we birders can cast our minds
% back through time to the days
® when pterosaurs ruled the air,

dinosaurs ruled the land, and croco-
diles ruled the lakes and rivers. And we
can cherish these supremely gifted fli-
ers, knowing that their tracks are pre-
served and documented in British Co-
lumbia.
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Birding Peru

Rachel Darvill, Golden

With 1,879 species, Peru has been re-
ported as the country with the highest
bird diversity in the world. Some would
argue that Colombia may have more
diversity, but nonetheless, Peru does
not disappoint a keen birder!

While birding was not the only goal
for our trip last fall (we did have our
eleven-year-old in tow after all), my
species checklist for Peru is not too
shabby at 236 species (189 of those are
from only a week spent in the Ama-
zon). | know some of you reading this
may have seen/heard MANY more bird
species in Peru, especially if you were
on a birding-focused trip with many
endemics, but | was on a family vaca-
tion tailored to all. However, during my
birding forays | was able to capture
some images of some pretty spectacu-
lar-looking birds. For instance, we saw
a group of seven Hoatzin perched in a
large tree during an 8km hike through
the Amazon jungle. The one shown
below happened to pose quite nicely
for me. What an unusual and unique-
looking bird!

On another longer and incredible
hike through the Amazon, | was treated
to a fabulous view of a male Wire-
tailed Manakin with his colourful feath-
ers and long tail filaments. Wow, what

a spectacular bird! It was my first op-
portunity to see (and be in) a lek, which
is an area where males gather for co-
ordinated alternating display-flights.

Later on during the trip we heard
the extremely loud calls from another
lek-forming species, the Screaming
Piha, a species which until fairly recent-
ly held the title for the world’s loudest
bird song! And then there are Peru’s
hummingbirds.

With over 140 species in this coun-
try, it is hard to choose a favourite, but
the Bearded Mountaineer was definite-
ly near the top of my list. The male
shown to the right spent some time
with us while we were enjoying some

gardens at our homestay high in the
Andes.

If you are looking to see extreme
bird biodiversity, a trip to Peru may be
in the cards for you.

Left: Wire-tailed Manakin.
Below: Bearded Mountaineer.
Bottom: Hoatzin.

All photos by author.
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Birding Ecuador

Clive Keen, Prince George .t Y&

15-30 October, 2024

Tourmaline Sunangel, Shining Sun-
beam, Glowing Puffleg, Ocellated
Tapaculo, Lazuline Sabrewing, Blue-
headed Sapphire, Amethyst Woodstar
— how could | not go to a country
whose birds turn taxonomists into po-
ets?

Ecuador is a small country, less than
a third of the size of BC, but has an in-
credible 1,640 species of birds. The
only problem for birders is being over-
whelmed; learning even a fraction of
the birds in advance is a sysiphusian
challenge. Local guides are essential.

| headed off to Quito to join an Avo-
cet Tours group, and was delighted to
find that one of the other five guests
was Chris Siddle (Vernon). We were
both long-term friends of our host,
Chris Charlesworth (Kelowna), so spent
a congenial fortnight staring in amaze-
ment at all the avian jewellery.

I'll not attempt a write-up of the
tour, as a detailed account will become
available on the Avocet Tours blog —
see avocettours.wordpress.com. The
photographs shown here should never-
theless whet readers’ appetites for
seeing for themselves one of the
world’s great birding destinations.

All photos by author.
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Sandhill
Crane Season

Pam Laing. Kelowna

Note: Pam Laing originally wrote this
article as a blog posting for the Lake
Country Museum. Though aimed pri-
marily at non-birders, it will resonate
with the readership of this magazine.

Fall is here again, and fall migration
well under way in the bird world. Some
birds left us as early as late July or early
August, and the last won’t really be
gone until there is lingering snow and
the temperatures fall dramatically. One
of the most dramatic of fall migration
sights is a mass movement of large
birds such as hawks. Somehow the co-
ordinated and steadfast determination
to travel at the same time to their win-
ter destination is inspiring. Witnessing
the mass migration of today’s species,
the Sandhill Crane, is just such an inspi-
ration.

Sandhill Cranes are very large birds,
roughly the same size as a Great Blue
Heron, but relatively lanky in compari-
son. They stand 2.75-4ft /~0.8-1.2
m in height and have a wingspan of 6 —
7.5 ft / ~1.8 — 2.3m. When herons fly
they fold their necks and tuck their
heads close to their bodies, but cranes
extend both their necks and their legs,
creating a very different profile.
Sandhill Cranes have brownish grey
bodies, long black legs, a red crown and
pale cheeks. Unlike the Great Blue
Heron’s chunky dagger-shaped beak,
they have a long, slender black beak.
They are easily recognized when seen
on the ground if you are lucky enough
to spot their rare passing visits to the
Kelowna area. You are much more like-
ly to see them if they fly over, but occa-
sionally a few touch down to feed here
and there.

Sandhill Cranes breed in Canada’s
north in muskeg, tundra and forest
clearings. They lay only one egg each
summer so have one precious chick to

raise. They like damp open meadows,
and feed on shoots, grains, and also
aquatic mollusks and insects. They nest
in families, not in large colonies but
gather together when making their
long journey southward at this time of
year. During the winter months the
flocks remain together in close quar-
ters, roosting in or near marshes in the
southern US and northern Mexico be-
fore moving north together again in the

spring.

These birds are famous for their
elaborate courtship dances, which you
might have seen footage of on TV or
YouTube. This pair-bonding ritual is
accompanied by mirroring movements,
far carrying calls and “duets” between
the two birds, and is fascinating to
watch. (Other species of crane across
the globe are also known for similar
behaviour.)

There is no doubt that one of the
most incredible bird sights | have ever
been lucky enough to witness was the
movement of huge flocks of Sandhill
Cranes over the high ground to the
west of Okanagan Lake one fall. It was
some 25 years ago but has stayed with
me ever since. It was the third week in
September. We had stopped for a pic-
nic lunch up at Kentucky-Alleyne
campsite on our way back from a
camping trip further west. In the early
afternoon | started to hear the unmis-

takable bugling and croaking calls of a
large movement of cranes overhead.
When | looked up | saw the flock, and
then another flock, and then another
flock, and yet another. There were
thousands of birds on the move! Orga-
nized into groupings of some 200 — 400
individuals, they flew in their deep V
formations high overhead.

As we watched we repeatedly saw
one individual bird from each flock peel
off from the rear and head back to
greet the flock following. This hap-
pened over and over again. We sur-
mised that as the flocks headed south
along the same route they took ad-
vantage of the heat thermals rising
from bare rocks below. It seemed that
the bird that was moving back to ac-
company the next wave of birds was a
sort of route marshal, ensuring they all
came over the right spot to catch the
thermals. | do not exaggerate when |
say that we watched this amazing sight,
bird after bird acting as marshals for
the next grouping, for over % hour. It
was awesome, in the true sense of the
word, an unforgettable experience and
very moving. | say “moving” because it
was hard not to choke up at being part
of such a timeless moment. There are
occasions when being a birder makes
you feel part of something bigger,
something almost eternal. Sandhill
Crane migration is one of those times.

So keep your ears tuned for that
bugling croak in the fall sky, harsher
and more primeval than the honking of
geese. Be sure to look up! And you too
might be lucky enough to see Sandhill
Cranes on the move.
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Birding St. Paul Island and Nome, Alaska

Nicki Brockamp, Tsawwassen

The Great and the
Unpredictable

OnJune 5, 2024 we met up with a bird-
ing group in Anchorage and the next
day flew to St. Paul Island in the Pribilof
Island chain in the Bering Sea. After
checking in to our humble accommoda-
tions we headed out birding in two
vans. It was cold and the wildflowers
hadn’t come to life yet but we got 12
lifers, including a beautiful King Eider, a
White Wagtail, Red-faced Cormorant,
Red-legged Kittiwake, Crested, Least
and Parakeet Auklet, Rock and Wood
Sandpiper and others.

For the next couple of days, we vis-
ited more hotspots on the island and
added Long-tailed and Parasitic Jaeger,
Gray-tailed Tattler and two vagrants —
an Eyebrowed Thrush and a Common
Pochard. St. Paul is one of those places
where cool stuff can show up without
warning. Non-avian highlights were
Arctic Fox and Reindeer.

Ready to move onto the Nome part
of the trip, our plans took an unex-
pected turn when, due to weather, our
large group’s size and an inferior air-
line, our three-night stay on St. Paul
turned into a very long seven-night

Red:throated)
Loon)

stay. None of us were too happy ¥
about it because we had scoured '1\

four days and was on the verge of
being cancelled.

As luck would have it, the many
calls made behind the scenes
eventually allowed for a quick trip
to Nome. This involved a flight 'Aw.

from St. Paul back to Anchorage, W > -
an overnight there and an Alaska | J T

Airlines flight to Nome. The next ..
24 hours were pretty exciting be-
cause with the days being so long ;
our birding blitz lasted until almost F
midnight. This was followed by a
short sleep at lovely accommoda- §
tions in Nome, up early for a quick
bite and birding until late afternoon
and eventually our flight back to An-
chorage. We added some great birds
on this leg including Aleutian Tern,
Gray-cheeked Thrush, Surfbird, Arctic
Warbler, a Yellow Wagtail and a Blue-
throat (a target bird) in Nome. Nome
also gave us great looks at muskox and
moose.
During our stop in Anchorage, we
got an American Three-toed Wood-
pecker, Bore-
al Chickadee
and  Spruce

B NI -
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Grouse.

Most of our group continued on to
Barrow but we headed home after a
trip where you had to roll with the
punches. One thing that left us in awe

to this day is the unbelievable
knowledge and birding skills that our
guides had. We enjoyed being on and
off the beaten trail in beautiful Alaska.

Photo top: Red-faced Cormorant. Be-
low: Horned puffin and Parakeet Auk-
lets. Left: Red-throated Loon. Photos
by Bruce Taylor.
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Safari to the
Arctic Ocean!

Margaret Mackenzie, Vernon

In the March 2024 edition of BC Bird-
ing, Brian Self wrote an article about
the Dempster Highway when he and
his wife spent many summers in the
area. He was offering several books on
the Dempster to the first person who
emailed him their interest. | was al-
ready booking a trip to Alaska with the
plan being to drive the Dempster as
well as fly to other areas in Arctic Alas-
ka and so Brian mailed the books to
me. By sheer coincidence | found that
the Friends of the Dempster were hav-
ing a birding weekend when we would
be there and the email contact turned
out to be the author of the book that
Brian had mailed me! Consequently, |
wrote up this account of our trip and
mailed it to Brian, who wished to have
an update on the Dempster Highway as
itis today. Itis repeated below.

The gravel road leading 880 km north
to the Arctic Ocean in Tuktoyak-
tuk began just 40 km east of Dawson
and we arrived at the Interpretive Cen-
tre in Tombstone Territorial Park to be
welcomed at a campfire with Labrador
Tea by the Friends of the Dempster.
About 25 people were attending
"Weekend on the Wing" and all of us
were camping, the only facilities in the
area.

We spent two nights in the
campground, enjoying the birding and
hiking activities that were offered. Oliv-
ia, the Park Ranger, led most of the
trips and was very knowledgeable as
she had been spending the past 16
summers there as a park interpreter.
The staff stay in cabins and all love
their work in this beautiful pristine
park.

Wildflowers were just beginning to
emerge through the permafrost and
the tundra was coming to life with bird-

song too. Canada Jays, Swainson’s and

Varied Thrush, Boreal and Black-
capped Chickadees, and VYellow-
rumped Warblers sang in our

campground. Many sparrows had ar-
rived including Lincoln, Fox, White-
crowned, American Tree, and Savan-
nah. With longspurs and redpolls add-
ing their musical songs, the tundra was
alive with sound. Even Yellow Warblers
and Wilson’s Warblers could be heard
in the willow shrubs. Highlights for us
were the Willow and Rock Ptarmigan,
Gray-cheeked Thrush and Smith’s and
Lapland Longspurs in full colourful

breeding plumage. Lapland Longspurs

3 ‘l > '\.:/L ['1
Above: Smith’s Longspur. Below: Rock
Ptarmigan. Photos provided by author.

are common in the Arctic and to see
them in their handsome breeding
plumage you have to be here at their
breeding grounds.

After a last morning birding at Two
Moose Lake full of all the common spe-
cies of ducks we see in the south, along
with Surf and White-winged Scoters
and Long-tailed Ducks, we said our
goodbyes and headed off, stopping and
birding often along the way.

We camped at some campgrounds
but most were not opened for the sea-
son so we often just stayed in them
anyway and they were all free for us
early travelers. The road itself was
gravel and keeping out dust was a ma-
jor problem for all trailers and camp-
ers. When we stopped to get into the
back of Trooper for a meal or for the
night, Sarah first swept out the layer of

dust and then wiped everything with
damp wipes. Only then did we “move
in” for a lunch stop or to sleep. We
were told to expect flat tires. With that
in mind the advice we were given was
to travel slow and in four-wheel drive
the length of the road. We did exactly
that, traveled about 50 or 55 km an
hour and kept the vehicle in four-wheel
-drive.

The road wound in and out of the
Ogilvie and later the Richardson Moun-
tains, up into higher tundra country
and down into wide valley bottoms
with spring melt rivers and Harlequin
Ducks in the rapids. It is a pretty land-
scape and ever changing as you pass
through many geographically different
areas.

Eagle Plains is the half-way stop on
the Dempster with a gas station and
garage, hotel and campground. Even
though the campground was not
opened, they let us use the showers
which made us pretty happy after five
days camping without one! Crossing
the Arctic Circle was an anticlimax as |
expected something significant like a
line of ice and snow separating the two
but of course, that’s silly, it's only an
imaginary line! Still, it was special,
marked with a pullout and a large sign,
and a great view stretching out in front
of us.

Reaching the Peel River and now in
the NWT, we saw a lineup of vehicles
along the road waiting for the ferry
crossing to open. The river was free of
ice, but low water meant that the road
was yet unopened for the summer sea-
son. The hope was that the truckloads
of gravel being brought by ferry from
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the other side would soon provide
enough support for us to board.

We took advantage of our three-
hour wait by visiting other travelers
and walking and birding along the
ponds that line the road. Northern Wa-
terthrush, Wilson’s Warblers, Rusty
Blackbirds and Fox Sparrows were easi-
ly spotted through trees still with bare
branches. Following a path through the
boggy shrubs in search of a strange
calling bird we finally realized we were
hearing Wood Frogs singing like quack-
ing ducks! Luckily this quest led us to a
spot where we saw a pair of Pacific
Loons! Very different from our Com-
mon Loon that we are used to seeing
and very beautiful looking in breeding
plumage. Their calls are not as mourn-
ful sounding as Common Loons.

As we had walked a fair way back
on the road, it wasn’t long before a
local in an ATV raced back to tell us the
ferry was going to begin loading! We
held on tightly as he raced us back to
our truck, an exhilarating ride to be
sure! We thanked him and off we went
across the Peel River and onto to the
next ferry crossing at the Mackenzie
River 70 km away.

Not long after, we came to the Mac-
kenzie River, a river we often heard
about as students in our Social Studies
classes. Mackenzie had been every-
where, even down in our own part of
BC following the rivers and Fraser. Now
there it was in front of us, and | found
it pretty thrilling to actually be seeing
and crossing this huge wide river.

About 25 Cliff Swallows were
attempting to nest underneath the
girders of the small ferry. Unfortunate-
ly for them, we could see that the crew
was continually knocking down their
nests. It was kind of sad to see that
they were wasting their time here. It
was also kind of funny to watch them
taking their places like passengers
sitting down on the girders as we
pulled away from shore. And then,
when we landed, they flew all over the
river banks gathering mud balls to con-
tinue building their nests.

We now had daylight 24 hours
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Above: Pacific Loon.

which somehow lifts you into a totally
different world of not requiring much
sleep. Time meant nothing, we drove
and we birded until we were exhausted
and had to stop. Highlights along the
way were many and enough to keep us
watchful for wildlife. We saw caribou,
moose, foxes, beaver, and three griz-
zlies feeding on the edge of the road.
The large female came up onto the
road, so we stopped while she watched
us carefully for a minute or two, then
with a wary eye on us, strolled to her
grown cubs and all three then began to
run up the hillside through the stunted
forest.

Those last few kilometers in the
early hours of morning into Inuvik
proved most interesting in terms of
birdlife. We were seeing so many Wil-
low Ptarmigan, we finally thought to
take note and then counted 65 males
in a 50 km stretch. The males with their
white bodies, chestnut coloured heads
and bright red eyebrows were often
performing on the road and some were
so engaged in their mating displays
that they ignored vehicles (and died as
a result!). The rival males would chase
each other, drum with their feet, then
turn, and head to head, bow up and
down, make growling and threatening
sounds, and ... then suddenly one
would turn and fly straight up in the air
and then land free fall plop! Kind of like
a helicopter falling straight down.

A short time later we came upon a

half-dozen Sharp-tailed Grouse treating
the middle of the gravel highway as a
lek and performing their dances! We
watched the male grouse squaring off
at each other to display their prowess
to a nearby watching female. They
make loud clicking sounds and the
most strange hoots and calls and they
stomp, strut, and spin about in tight
circles like wind-up toys! With their
vibrating tails held high in the air, and
wings spread, they go at it head to
head until one proves superior. Dances
performed at leks are serious business
and luckily for them, up until now the
highway would have been mainly emp-
ty of traffic as it was this morning we
happened along.

With all of this wildlife activity we
hardly noticed a few more grazing cari-
bou we were passing by. We finally
reached Inuvik, and headed for the
Visitor Centre where coffee was ready
for the pouring and the displays were
so interesting. | have to say | took a
good interest in the bathroom first, all
clean and shiny with flush toilets and
running warm water! Then the coffee
was great too and they told us this was
the 40th Anniversary of the Inuvialuit
and to go to the buffet and afternoon
ceremonies. First we took showers at
the recreation centre and pool, then
hurried over to the Cultural Centre and
lined up with the town’s citizens for a
buffet. Local people heaped our plates
with both western and native foods
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invited Margaret to accompany her on the road trip to the Arctic.

and | was given some char soup, whale
meat and dried caribou, and caribou
stew. Whale blubber is definitely an
acquired taste! After listening to a
speaker sharing the history of the land-
mark Iqulaliat land treaty, and meeting
some local and travelling people, we
left and carried on wanting to make
Tuktoyaktuk that day.

The boreal forest became shorter
the further north we travelled and by
now there was only an expanse of
grassy tufts of tundra consisting of
mosses, lichens, dwarfed willow spe-
cies, and other miniature shrubs. We
stopped to view the second largest pin-
go (ice hill) in the world, at the outskirts
of Tuktoyaktuk around 10 pm and
drove right to the parking area on a
peninsula that juts out into the Arctic
Ocean. Not surprising, as in Nome and
Barrow, the ocean was still frozen a
long way from shore. The sun sank in
the west but didn’t set; instead it made
a low arc just above the frozen Arctic
Ocean, then swung back up in the east.
Falling to sleep in the sunlight at 2:00
AM to a chorus of birds around us was a
strange way to end our journey. Rob-
ins, Fox sparrows, White-crowned Spar-

rows and longspurs led the way with a
steady musical chorusing followed by
redpolls and Tree Sparrows....truly an
orchestra out there. Morning was slow
to begin after such nights of highs by
the excited migratory birds.
Tuktoyaktuk looked somewhat like
Barrow but it was warmer now and a
little more springlike, with more streams
and ponds and water everywhere and
more birds too. Shorebirds and ducks
and geese were in all the open water

.' L
ARCTIC OCEAN

around us and our bird list improved
significantly from the 12 bird species
seen in Barrow. | was amazed to hear a
singing Yellow Warbler who then
popped his head out of some willows!

After a full day of exploring and
birding (some new shorebirds for us),
we drove back to Inuvik for the night
and the following day we explored and
hiked a piece of the Trans Canada Trail
that ends in Tuktoyaktuk. Incredibly,
driving back, we were seeing a new
landscape as summer was now coming
quickly. Trees that had been bare now
had green leaves, and the tundra that
had been brown, was now greening up.
There were still areas of leafless trees
but the further south we drove, the
more green we saw. Wildflowers in the
tundra and along the road were also
making an appearance. It was like being
on a different road and so was all new
and interesting.

We arrived back in Dawson City on
Day 11 and took advantage of the
many tourist activities there, a walking
tour of the town’s historical buildings,
and a talk at Robert Service’s little cab-
in about his life and his poems. A nice
finish to the trip, and in another day we
were back in Fairbanks. A great trip,
leaving us ready to keep on trucking...
and so a day later, we headed up the
Dalton Highway to the Arctic, but that'’s
another story!

Page 22



BC Birding

December 2024 Edition 34 (4))

Hobbyists’
Corner?

Gary Davidson’s recent articles on bird-
ing and philately inspired an idea for a
potential new column for this maga-
zine: one that shows how birding can
feed into, and gain from, another hob-
by or interest. To keep things rolling,
here’s an article on how birding melds
beautifully into another interest:

Birding and Poetry
Clive Keen, Prince George

More than most, birders seem to get
along with poetry. | suspect it is be-
cause poetry and birding have some-
thing precious in common: knowing
how to be in the moment. To give an
example, not long ago | was on a bird-
ing walk when to my delight a rainbow
formed over a valley. | paused, ad-
mired, and thought through the lines of
the poem at the top of this page, which
| know by heart.

You can probably imagine that run-
ning through the lines as | watched the
rainbow deepened my in-the-moment
experience. | briefly laughed when a
crow, rather than a cuckoo, gave a cry,
but it didn’t stop me reliving, almost in
full, the experience so memorably cap-
tured by Davies.

We aren’t taught how to read po-
ems any more, but one thing I've
learned is that if you find a poem that
speaks to you, you must bookmark it
and go back to it often. Each time you
read it, you'll like it more. You will like
it even better when you’ve internalized
it, know it by heart, and can resurrect it
when needed.

Often in the past when | was on a
break-of-dawn birding trip and the sun
struck the mountains, I'd remember
the line “full many a glorious morning
have | seen flatter the mountaintops
with sovereign eye.” The moments
were richer as a result, but would have
been richer still if | had learned (as |

A GREAT TIME
W.H. Davies

Sweet Chance, that led my steps abroad
Beyond the town, where wild flowers grow -
A rainbow and a cuckoo, Lord!
How rich and great the times are now!
Know, all you sheep
And cows that keep
On staring that I stand so long
In grass that’s wet from heavy rain -
A rainbow and a cuckoo’s song
May never come together again
May never come
This side the tomb.

since have) more of the sonnet. Read
those lines now, imagining that you’re
sleepy eyed, still dreaming of coffee,
on the way to your birding destination.

Full many a glorious morning have I seen
Flatter the mountain-tops with sovereign
eye,

Kissing with golden face the meadows green,
Gilding pale streams with heavenly alchemy.

Opening lines, Shakespeare, Sonnet 33

Unless your heart is made of stone,
you’ll be fully awake and living the mo-
ment more richly while marvelling at
the words of Britain’s greatest poet. On
every dawn-breaking trip | now have
those words lined up, ready and
waiting, to bring me in-the-moment
joy. Just as | have, ready and waiting,
other words for birding moments.
Here’s one for when you’re owling in
the winter, the wind bites far more
deeply than you’d like, and the idea of
being indoors seems so much better
than fiddling with freezing binoculars.

‘When icicles hang by the wall,

And Dick the Shepherd blows his nail,
And Tom bears logs into the hall,

And milk comes frozen home in pail,
And blood 1s nipped and ways be foul,
Then nightly sings the staring owl,

To-whit;
Too-woo, a merry note,
‘While greasy Joan doth keel the pot.

Shakespeare, Winter, verse 1, from
Love’s Labours Lost

For birders, learning a poem in advance
can have great payoff. Imagine that
you’re heading to North Saanich in the
hope of spotting one of our remaining
Eurasian Skylarks before they are final-
ly lost to us. If you do indeed succeed
in observing, and hearing, their ethere-
al displays, knowing the following
words will ensure that the moment
stays with you forever.

Hail to thee blithe spirit!

Bird thou never wert -

That from heaven or near it

Pourest thy full heart

In profuse strains of unpremeditated art.

Opening lines of Shelley’s To a Skylark

| tend to find, though, that incidental
references to birds are preferable to
poems specifically about particular spe-
cies. Nineteenth-century poems such
as the above or Keat's Ode to a
Nightingale can strike modern ears as
overwrought.

If you are interested in bird poetry,
you might like to get hold of Bright
Wings: An lllustrated Anthology of Po-
ems about Birds, edited by Billy Col-
lins and beautifully illustrated by David
Sibley. It's an excellent book, but
there’s no need to seek poems specifi-
cally about birds. Poe’s raven (quoth
the raven: nevermore!) will give you
more of a buzz than poems that
attempt to depict this (grim, ungainly,
ghastly, gaunt, and ominous?) bird in
naturalistic detail. Open any good an-
thology and you’ll find birds fluttering
everywhere. Immortal Poems of the
English Language, edited by Oscar Wil-
liams, is a great start. You’ll even find
there that the oldest lyric poem in the
English language, sumer is icumen in, is
about — the song of a cuckoo.

Ideas?

If you are interested in contributing an
article on birding and your hobby or
interest, don’t be shy; you’ll find it lib-
erating. Information on where and how
to contribute your article is on page 2.
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Gone Pishing - The End of the List

Chris Siddle, Vernon

Fear no more the heat oth’sun,
Nor the turious winter’s rages;
Thou thy wordly task has done,

Home art gone and ta'en thy wages:
Golden lads and girls all must,

As chimney-sweepers come to dust.

W. Shakespeare, Cymbeline, Act IV,
Scene 2

One day, may it come later than soon-
er, your life list will come to an end. If
you keep track of the birds you have
seen/heard on eBird, it’s quite possible
that the people who survive your pass-
ing will be able to view your final total
of species, provided they know the ap-
propriate passwords, you kept eBird
very up-to-date and finally, your final
total is of interest to them. But unless
you live with another active birder, will
anyone in your non-birding family real-
ly care about the final total on your life
list? | doubt it. In all probability your
family will be far too busy tending to
the details of your ultimate disposal to
worry about your life list. That your life
list, that project that has occupied so
much of your spare time, is often of
value only to you, is a sad fact birders
just have to accept.

So now that you’re still with us, and
still tending to your list, perhaps you
would like to read about end-of-life
experiences of a few birders. This is
what happened to them. Most lived
and listed well before eBird was “a
thing” as our young say.

Phoebe Snetsinger

How have other birders met the chal-
lenge of the end of the list? Most have-
n’t because death has its way of intrud-
ing without giving the birder time to
neatly wrap up their affairs. Take the
famous world-lister Phoebe Snetsinger
for instance. At forty-nine she was in-
formed by doctors that she had cancer
and less than a year to live. As a re-
sponse to this medical death sentence,

she began international travel to see
the wild birds she yearned to see.
Strangely enough, a year passed, and
another, and another, and she didn’t
get sick. The trips began to pile up as
her life list grew. She focused her for-
midable intelligence and strong will-
power on increasing her life list. She
travelled to remote areas of the world,
adding to her list which eventually
topped out at over 8,500 species
(consider this total amazing, since at
the pre-DNA time it was felt that there
were only about 9,000 species world-
wide). She transcended casual birding
tourism and became a serious and stu-
dious contender for the longest life list
in the world. Even more amazing is that
she insisted on identifying a bird her-
self, not relying on a guide’s identifica-
tion. In an interview for the ABA’s Bird-
ing magazine she stated, “For me, the
real challenge and satisfaction lies in
being able to figure the birds out for
myself...a truly valid birding experience
instead of simply a list of ticks repre-
senting birds that | could not identify if
| saw again.”

During her quest to see over 8,000
species, Phoebe Snetsinger travelled to
wild, dodgy, and isolated places and
she learned how risky world birding can
be. After learning of a birder who had
been bitten by a Bushmaster in the
Manu region of Peru and had later had
one of his legs amputated to prevent
the spread of gangrene, she acknowl-
edged her mortality in a letter to her
husband and children outlining her fu-
neral wishes. She survived a gang-rape
near Port Moresby, still considered the
most dangerous place to bird in the
world, but carried on. The end came on
November 23, 1999 in Madagascar
when a van she and other birders were
travelling in crashed. She may have
been asleep at the time, resting an in-
jured ankle across a row of seats. Her
death was probably very sudden and
relatively painless. If you wish to learn
more about the phenomenal Phoebe |

recommend Life List, A Woman’s Quest
For the World’s Most Amazing Birds by
Olivia Gentile.

h.\

A WOMAN'S QUEST
FOR THME WORLD'S MOST

Olivia Gentile

Allan Adams

Other birders have died in dramatic
ways. Mark Cocker describes close calls
and permanent disappearances of Eng-
lish birding friends in the penultimate
chapter of his book, Birders: Tales of a
Tribe. In 1982, having finished his de-
gree, Mark headed to Nepal in search
of the country’s diverse avifauna that
his friends who had all been there had
bragged about ad nauseum. Top of the
list was the Satyr Tragopan, a chicken-
sized pheasant with a black crown,
nape and mask, a blue throat, deep red
underparts sprinkled with small white
spots outlined in black. Description
doesn’t do this bird justice. Look it up
in Birds of The World. Further enhanc-
ing the birding value of the Satyr Trago-
pan is its remote and mountainous
range, the Himalayas, where it skulks in
dense forest and steep ravines. Lonely
and depressed at first, Mark was joined
in India by an old friend, Allan Adams,
who brought enthusiasm and humour
which at the time Mark badly needed.
In Mark’s words, Allan’s “presence
brought [a] sense of belonging. We
were the tribe. We talked endlessly
about birds and birding. It created an
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entirely familiar world, like a perma-
nent bubble of oxygen around us,
through whose filter we could accept
the exotic otherness of our surround-
ings. From being strange and threaten-
ing, they suddenly became wonderful
and compelling.” After several months
of birding together, Mark made plans
to return to Britain. Allan set out with
two other Brits on another Himalayan
birding expedition. While his compan-
ions were preparing an evening meal in
a shepherd’s hut, Allan went birding
alone.

The three had heard the distinctive
call of a Satyr Tragopan just before they
stopped for a meal and a rest. Allan left
his friends at five in the evening to look
for the tragopan. At 12,000 feet the
typography was steep and treacherous,
but having heard the tragopan Allan
could not rest. No doubt his mind held
firm to the image of the deep-red
grouse-like target bird. We will never
know if he saw the tragopan or not, for
Allan vanished without a trace after he
left the hut.

MARK _CO‘.}KL:R

Ray Barker

A similar mysterious fate awaited Cana-
dian birder Ray Barker on a birding tour
in Gabon. The great bird to see in West
Africa was the Gray-necked Picathartes
or Rock Fowl, a rare and a poorly
known long-necked bird related dis-
tantly to babblers or corvids; opinions
vary. In 1999 one had not been seen
for several months and the species was

regarded as almost mythical, so when a
local told the tour guide, a very experi-
enced African ornithologist and well
respected guide, that he could lead the
participants to a nesting cave deep in
the lowland, equatorial rainforest, eve-
ryone was eager to trek the path to the
cave. The guide felt that the whole
group showing up at the cave at the
same time could possibly disturb the
nesting pair, so he divided the tour into
a fast group and a slow group. Ray orig-
inally joined the slow group who would
wait until the fast group returned from
the cave several kms away. Then he
changed his mind and joined the fast
group until about halfway to the cave
when he stopped walking and told fel-
low participants that he was tired and
would wait for the slow group. The
guide made Ray promise to remain
where he was until the slow group ap-
peared. The fast group reached the
cave, saw the picathartes and returned
to the bus but by a different trail.

The slow group found Ray’s back-
pack about halfway along the original
trail but assumed he had jettisoned it
so that he could keep up with the fast
group. They proceeded to the cave,
saw the bird and also returned to the
bus. Once everyone except Ray united
at the bus, the truth dawned on them.
Ray was missing. The guide searched
the trail, found nothing, and then noti-
fied the closest police who searched
the area. The company that employed
the guide hired a local search team that
searched the area for several weeks,
but the only trace ever found of Ray
was a towel he had worn around his
neck. Had he been kidnapped? Had a
wild animal carried him away? We will
likely never know.

David Hunt

In my opinion the single most unlucky
birder death was that of David Hunt, a
British guide leading a wildlife tour in
northern India’s Corbett National Park
on 23 February 1985. Mounted on ele-
phants, the tour was safe from other
wildlife. When the birders he was lead-
ing through the forest saw an owl fly
into thick brush, Hunt told them to stay

put while he dismounted from his ele-
phant and pushed his way into the
thicket. He never emerged alive, for in
the thicket was a male tiger known by
rangers for its bad temper. David was
mauled to death. Talk about your
wrong time, wrong place....

...And More

There are several other birder deaths
mentioned in varying detail in litera-
ture. On a Ben King tour of the Himala-
yas Phoebe Snetsinger met Elizabeth
Wright of Canada. The two women
shared many similarities and became
fast friends. Following a grueling six-
week tour at high altitudes, the two
were relaxing at Leh on the Tibetan
plateau west of China and weren’t
planning any strenuous activities during
the final days of the tour. On May 10,
1982 Elizabeth failed to show for break-
fast. She had died of hypoxia in her
sleep, though she had shown no obvi-
ous signs of serious illness previously.

James Fisher, who had travelled
with Roger Tory Peterson on their 1953
tour of Wild America tour, died in a car
accident several years later.

Ralph Hoffmann, author of the won-
derful field guide, Birds of the Pacific
States (1927), fell from a cliff on the
California Channel Islands while search-
ing for a rare plant in 1932, cutting
short his career as Museum Director of
the Santa Barbara Museum of Natural
History.

Conclusion

The conclusion of this piece is obvious.
Even when you’re hot on the trail of a
life species, keep perspective. You're
mortal, and though you’re surrounded
by an intriguing world full of amazing
fellow creatures, especially creatures
with feathers, stay aware that you too
are subject to gravity, the dangers of
traffic, large, strong wild animals that
may dislike your presence in their terri-
tories, small, poisonous reptiles that
strike out of reflex, and, especially your
fellow humans who may not want to
share the moment. Stay safe, especially
when travelling, but keep on birding.
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Bird
Photographers’
Corner

The Olympina Safari Vest

Clive Keen, Prince George

One of the most valuable accessories
for bird photography doesn’t come
from the camera store. Rather, it or-
ganizes and makes readily available all
those essential items that do.

To back up: for years, whenever I've
been off on bird photography sessions
I've grabbed an outdoor coat and
stuffed it full of needful bits and pieces.
The coat’s primary function was not to
keep me from the elements, but to
provide abundant pockets for my para-
phernalia. Then, one hot, sunny day, it
struck me that this was airheaded. My
wife, of course, thought more clearly
than me when | explained the over-
heating problem. Enter the Olympina
Safari Vest, courtesy of her Amazon
account.

The Olympina Vest is in effect 14
pockets held together by material
weighing almost nothing. Thus, Ad-
vantage Number 1: it can be worn on a
stifling hot day, as well as under any

sort of coat should the weather make it
advisable.

Advantage Number 2: Most of the
pockets have zippers; the remainder
have Velcro closure. So, no more bits
and pieces falling out of stuffed over-
coat pockets. I've scattered cell
phones, spectacles, and the occasional
wallet over the years, so this on its
own would be worth
the $36.98 purchase
price. But there’s more:

Advantage Number
3: the sheer number of
pockets mean that the
lackadaisical bird pho-
tographer can finally get
his act together. Each
item of equipment can
have a designated pock-
et, to be brought out in
triumph, fumble-free,
whenever the need
calls. And the organiza-
tion can all be done far
in advance.

Thus Advantage
Number 4. Rather than trying to re-
member to gather all the various ac-
cessories when you are rushing off to
nail some lifer, your various bits and
pieces can have permanent residence
in your photography vest. Necessary
items can always be there, ready and
waiting. My own vest thus has the fol-

BCFO Research Grants

lowing permanent contents:

e Two spare camera batteries. You
never know.

e Two spare memory cards. One is
probably enough, but there’s often
someone who has left their card in
the computer and need rescuing.

e Lens cleaning stuff. Of course.

e Mini portable charger,
for when the cell-phone
goes flat because of long
use of Merlin Sound.

e Small folding umbrella.
A gear-saver when it pours
and your pricey equipment
must be kept dry.

e Reading glasses.

These items make bulges in
all the pre-determined plac-
es, so | know they are there
when | don the vest. The
" noticeable absence of other
bulges then makes me re-
member to add my wallet,
cell phone, snacks, water,
etc.

The jury is out on whether the Safa-
ri Vest is a sartorial improvement —
judge for yourself (above left) — but it
at least gives the impression that the
wearers know what they are doing.
Sometimes it’s even true.

BCFO encourages submission of proposals from groups or organizations for financial assistance for bird surveys and other orni-
thological research. It also wishes to foster greater connections between applicants and the society. Potential applicants are

reminded that:

. Requests for funding must be for planned, rather than completed, projects.

. Projects must be conducted within British Columbia.

. Under normal circumstances applicants must be members of the BCFO.

. Projects and their results are to be reported in BCFO'’s journal, British Columbia Birds, or in the newsmagazine, BC Birding.

. In order for BCFO directors to give a timely response to project proposals, deadlines for submission are January 1, April 1,

July 1 and October 1.

. All reasonable requests up to a $3,000 limit, and within the financial strength of the organization, will be considered. Larger
requests require approval at an AGM.

Research grants are applied for through the Education and Conservation Committee. Full guidelines are available

online at bcfo.ca/bcfo-research-grants.
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Orange-shafted vs Yellow-shafted

In October Kate Farrell (Nanaimo) witnessed this encounter
between two Northern Flickers in a neighbour’s yard. The

territorial dispute turned out to be as colourful as it was
violent.
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An Equatorial Antpitta at Reserva Zuro Loma, Pichincha,
Ecuador, 17 October 2024. See page 16.
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