oz

Ash-throated Flycatcher by John Gordon. See page 3.
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CHRISTMAS BIRD COUNTS

For information on CBCs near you,
head to

bcfo.ca/christmas-bird-counts-

2025-2026/

UPCOMING ZOOM
PRESENTATIONS

Zoom presentations for BCFO mem-
bers take place on the third Wednes-
day of the month at 7:00 PM.

e 21 January, 2026: TBA, Michael
Force

e 18 February, 2026: TBA, Robert
Butler

e 18 March, 2026: 25 years of
coastal waterbird trends in BC.
Rémi Torrenta

e 5 April, 2026: Marbled Murre-
lets by Sonya Pastran, and Birds as
Pollinators in Garry Oak Ecosys-
tems by Emily Hamant.

For updates see:

bcfo.ca/zoom-presentations-

schedule/
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Cover Photographs

Front Page

John Gordon (Surrey) writes: “We have had some good birds on the Lower Main-
land this fall. On October 8, between 72 St and the pump house on Boundary
Bay, | heard an unfamiliar call. On further investigation | discovered this gorgeous
Ash-throated Flycatcher. A few others managed to get on it before it vanished to
who knows where.”

Back page
A pair of Harlequin Ducks at Clover Point by Adrian Dorst (Tofino). See page 12
for details and more photographs.
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President’s
Message

Nathan Hentze, Victoria

Wow, what an autumn we’ve had in
British Columbia! When it comes to
vagrant birds, the fall of 2025 will
likely be one of those seasons that
is talked about for decades. As is
typical, much of the excitement was
along the coast where a suite of
Asian birds, with a supporting cast

of southern and eastern species,
made their way onto many birders’
life and provincial lists. Some of the
species, such as Steller’s Eider and
Spotted Redshank, were the first
twitchable ones in a generation.

It is clear that a significant event
or sequence of events worked out
in our favour, combined with the
dedicated search efforts of intrepid
birders. Two species, Olive-backed
Pipit and Little Bunting, will furnish
provincial firsts (if accepted by the
Bird Records Committee). In a
shocking twist, there may have

been more Eurasian Skylarks from
Asia this fall along our coast than
the total number of the dwindling
introduced population that seems
to barely be clinging on around the
Victoria Airport. | wonder how
many vagrant Skylarks touched
down at the airport to mingle with
their introduced cousins? But the
weirdness continues, and as | write
this a White-tailed Ptarmigan is
hanging out in a farmer’s field in
Nanaimo to the bemusement of
observers. Of course, the way bird-
ers communicate these findings has

i

Welcome New Members

Eric Watts, Vancouver

Chuck Stewart-Burton, Masset

Elisa Kreller, Vancouver
Tori Burt, Mount Pearl, Newfoundland
Kathleen Hamilton, Vancouver

Jane Richmond, North Vancouver

Kathleen Maser, Salt Spring Island

Joanne Van Snellenberg, Kelowna

Kayne Meyers-Harris, Surrey

Bobby Blackmore, Mount Pearl, Newfoundland
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greatly shifted over the last several
decades, and that technology has
opened up new ways of connecting
with both birds and birders.

A few months ago during a peri-
od of some personal difficulty |
messaged a friend to find out how
their international birding trip was
going. “I can video call you a pitta if
you want” was their reply. A few
seconds later my phone screen was
transported from my living room to
a blind in the highlands of Sumatra
where | was presented with a live
digiscope view of a Schneider’s
Pitta while a Lesser Shortwing
hopped through the frame. It was a
brief moment with a bird | may
never see “in real life”, though it
was still a connection. Not a lifer,
not tangible, but enough to lift my
spirits anyway. Such is the power of
birds, that we can connect with the
world around us, even when that
world is a distant, foreign land. And
such is the power of birding, that
we can connect with birders even
when they are in a distant, foreign
land. My hope for BCFO is that it
serves as a conduit for connection
with other birders and with the
birds themselves. The events and
activities that we hold all serve to
strengthen those ties, despite hav-
ing a membership spread around
the province, and even across Can-
ada and beyond its borders.

As | searched my brain for a con-
cluding paragraph | realized that
this is also the concluding news-
magazine of the year. With that |
figured | had better check last
year’s year-end President’s Mes-
sage to see what | wrote. In that
edition | thanked everyone who
supports this organization in any
way. My appreciation has not wa-
vered, so thank you to all our mem-
bers, to all those who give of their

THE STEVE CANNINGS AWARD

NOMINATION PROCESS

The Steve Cannings Award has been presented by BCFO since 2007 to honour
the memory of Steve Cannings, an outstanding amateur ornithologist, naturalist,
photographer, and conservationist. The Steve Cannings Award recognizes some-
one who has made significant contributions over a long period of time in one or
more of the following areas:

1. Research on bird biology or ecology, or detailed documentation of the birdlife
of any portion of BC

2. Conservation of birds or of bird habitats in BC
3. Public education about birds in BC
4. Distinguished service to BC birding.

Presentation of the award is usually made at the annual BCFO conference.

Nominations may be made by any BCFO member. Nominations should include a
statement as to why the nominee is deserving of the award. The Award Com-
mittee may follow up for more details as needed. All nominations for the award
will be gratefully received.

Nominations should be sent to Gary Davidson, Chair of the Steve Cannings
Award Committee, either by mail to P.O. Box 294 Nakusp, BC VOG 1RO, or by
email to gsd37@yahoo.ca. Nominations received after April 15 may be held over
for consideration in the following year.

Previous Awards Given

2025: Wayne Campbell

2023: Wayne Weber (posthumous)
2018: Rick Howie

2016: Chris Siddle

2014: Martin McNicholl

2012: Glenn Ryder

2010: Jeremy Tatum

2008: David Stirling

George Clulow

Neil Dawe

Art Martell

Alan Burger

Fred Zwickel

Ralph Ritcey
Madeline Schouten
lan McTaggart-Cowan

time and knowledge and energy,
and to the Board of Directors, com-
mittee members, and others volun-
teering in various roles for keeping
the wings of this society flapping. |
also wrote last year about the pow-
er of new technologies in birding,
so | guess that’s a theme in my
brain. In that vein | was reminded
of the annual “Find-the-Overlooked
-Warbler” competition that Artifi-
cial Intelligence thinks we run. So,
congratulations to all those who
succeeded in finding an overlooked

warbler this year. And to those who
didn’t, well, maybe the real over-
looked warbler was the friends we
made along the way.
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Notes and
Notices

Jo Ann Mackenzie
May 18,1933 -July 15, 2025

Many long-term members of BCFO will
have known Jo Ann very well. She was
a charter member of this organization,
was for many years present at every
annual general meeting, and had be-
come just one of three honorary life-
time members.

To say that she was an enthusiastic
birder is to miss the reality by an order
of magnitude. She had fearlessly birded
in fifty countries — she loved Bhutan
and co-led tours in Taiwan — and had a
life list in excess of 5,000. Her name
regularly appeared right up at the top
of lists in BCFQ's Lister’s Corner.

With all her birding accomplish-
ments, she was down to earth, stating

Jo Ann would have loved to be at the
2026 Lillooet conference. During the
last conference there, in 2007, she
spotted and photographed this won-
derfully displaying Dusky Grouse.

Jo Ann Mackenzie.

in 2014 that she was honoured to be
selected as one of BCFQO’s featured
photographers. You can see her fea-
ture, and learn more about her, at
bcfo.ca/jo-ann-mackenzie-february-2014.

Her family have added a statement
about her at:

www. myalternatives.ca/obituaries/jo

-ann-mackenzie

BCFO Board Notes

The most recent executive meeting
was held November 4. Updates were
received from the various committees
indicating that work is progressing on
all fronts, from the Education and
Conservation Committee reviewing
grants to the Journal having received
all publications now for a full volume
and moving towards final copyedits of
individual manuscripts.

Young Birder Awards

Nominations have been received and
announcements on winners will be
forthcoming. We are establishing a
deadline for nominations, which will
likely be around the end of October in
any given vyear, to allow time for
plagues and other arrangements to be
made for delivery to recipients early in
the following year. A reminder that
nominations are gladly received from
BCFO members for Young Birder
Awards.

Field Trip Coordinator

We are exploring potential options to
get 2- and 3-day field trips running
again. In the meantime, anyone who
may be willing to lead a 2- or 3 -day
field trip is encouraged to reach out to
any board member so we can start a
list of potential trips.

Zoom Presentations

The fall 2025 to spring 2026 talks are
scheduled. Details will be posted on
the website. In addition, most (recent)
past talks that were recorded will be
available on the BCFO YouTube
channel. Subscribe to that channel for
updates of postings:

https://www.youtube.com/
@BCFieldOrnithologists

2026 AGM

Details are being finalized for the June
5-7, 2026 Conference and AGM at
Lillooet with the help of board
members and a local planning team.
Keep an eye on the BCFO website and
the newsmagazine for more details as
they become available.

BCFO Research Grants

Details of past successful grant
applications are now posted on the
BCFO website: https://bcfo.ca/bcfo-
research-grants/,

Banking Error

A routine payment via etransfer was
flagged as potentially fraudulent. While
it was a legitimate transfer, the flag
locked BCFOs operational banking
account for a period of time while we
resolved the matter with the financial
institution. While it was successfully
resolved, we apologize for any
inconvenience this caused to those few
members who attempted to purchase a
membership during that period of
time.

Steve Cannings Award

The Steve Cannings Awards Committee
met in September to see if it could re-
solve a dilemma. The indisposition of
the previous committee chair, com-

Page 6


bcfo.ca/jo-ann-mackenzie-february-2014
http://www.myalternatives.ca/obituaries/jo-ann-mackenzie
http://www.myalternatives.ca/obituaries/jo-ann-mackenzie
https://www.youtube.com/@BCFieldOrnithologists
https://www.youtube.com/@BCFieldOrnithologists
https://bcfo.ca/bcfo-research-grants/
https://bcfo.ca/bcfo-research-grants/

BC Birding

December 2025 Edition 35 (4)

bined with Covid, had meant that the
award had not been given for 2020,
2021 and 2022. This has led, perhaps
inevitably, to an extended backlog of
nominations. That might seem a good
problem for an awards committee, but
the downside of a large backlog is that
it could be too many years before
wholly suitable nominees could be rec-
ognized. Committee members felt this
to be unfair both to nominees and
nominators.

The option of discouraging nomina-
tions in order to reduce the backlog
was not considered appropriate: nomi-
nations should be encouraged, not dis-
couraged. But it could mean that the
backlog would be unlikely to go away,
giving the committee a permanent
problem of deferring wholly appropri-
ate awards for an unconscionable
length of time.

The solution that commended itself
to the committee was to allow two
awards in 2026, and consider doing so
again in future if the backlog of nomina-
tions makes it necessary. The “one
award per year” rule would not be
breached, and the integrity of the
award not compromised, since any
additional awards would just cover the
years 2020-2022.

BC Bird Alerts

BC Bird Alerts has been extraordinarily
busy of late. Since the deadline for the
September edition of this magazine,
the following alerts have been issued —
certainly the highest three-month
count since this column started.

e BLACK-THROATED BLUE WARBLER,
Prince George, Nov 11-15

e HOODED ORIOLE, Smith Inlet, Nov
10

e BLUE-GRAY GNATCATCHER, Victo-
ria, Nov 10-11

e RED-THROATED PIPIT, Cowichan
Bay, Nov 6-9

e HOODED ORIOLE, Tofino, Nov 2—3

e WHITE-WAGTAIL, Powell River, Oct

31-Nov 4

e LITTLE BUNTING, Roberts Creek,

Oct 30

e RUSTIC BUNTING, Haida Gwaii, Oct

29-31

e RED-THROATED PIPIT, Haida Gwaii,

Oct 26

SPOTTED REDSHANK, Delta, Oct 25—

26

e SIBERIAN PIPIT, Haida Gwaii, Oct 25
e EURASIAN SKYLARKS, Haida Gwaii,

Oct 25-26

e EURASIAN SKYLARK, Royston, Oct

22

e LITTLE BLUE HERON, North Vancou-

ver and Coquitlam, Oct 21-27

e BLACK-THROATED BLUE WARBLER,

Kelowna, Oct 15-20

e EURASIAN SKYLARK, Tofino, Oct 15
e RED-THROATED PIPIT, Victoria, Oct

15

BCFO Short Trips

Discussions are currently under way
to restart the BCFO two- and three-
day field trips. Anyone who may be
willing to lead a trip is encouraged to
reach out to any board member (see
page 2 for contact information) so we
can start a list of potential trips.

These field trips are member-led, but
participants make their own arrange-
ments for accommodation, food, and
travel.

The first day is all-day birding
followed by an evening get-together
at a restaurant to recap the day and
tally species. On three-day trips, the
second day is similar.

The final day is morning birding, with
optional birding in the afternoon.

Carpooling is encouraged and will be
arranged on the morning of Day 1.

There is no cost to members. The fee
to non-members is $30, which covers
BCFO membership.

EURASIAN SKYLARK, near Ucluelet,
Oct 14

SIBERIAN PIPIT, Port Renfrew, Oct
13

COCOS BOOBY, off West Coast of
Vancouver Island, Oct 13
RED-THROATED PIPIT, Nanaimo, Oct
13-15

TWO RED-THROATED PIPITS, Tofino,
Oct 13-20

EURASIAN SKYLARK, Richmond, Oct
4

SCISSOR-TAILED FLYCATCHER, Port
Hardy and Port McNeill, Oct 11-12

ORCHARD/HOODED ORIOLE, Port
Hardy, Oct 10

TWO SHORT-TAILED ALBATROSS, off
Tofino, Oct 8-10

ASH-THROATED FLYCATCHER, Delta,
Oct 8

STELLER'’S EIDER, Port Hardy, Oct 8-
26

BLACK PHOEBE, Port Hardy, Oct 8
BLACK PHOEBE, Saturna Island, Oct
4-8

SUMMER TANAGER, Sonora Island,
Sept 26—Oct 3

OLIVE-BACKED PIPIT, Haida Gwaii,
Sept29-30

LITTLE STINT, Colwood, Sept 26

RED-THROATED PIPITS, Haida Gwaii,
Sept 27

WHITE WAGTAIL, Haida Gwaii, Sept
27

SLATY-BACKED GULL, Delta, Sept 20

ASH-THROATED FLYCATCHER, Lady-
smith, Sept 15

MASKED BOOBY, Queen Charlotte
Sound, Aug 20

CHESTNUT-SIDED WARBLER, Okana-
gan Falls, Sept 13

LITTLE BLUE HERON, Wardner, Sept
10-13

RED-THROATED PIPIT, Haida Gwaii,
Sept 10

WHITE WAGTAIL, Richmond, Sept 8
—Oct 27

BLACK PHOEBE, Delta, Aug 3

Page 7



BC Birding

December 2025 Edition 35 (4)

e ASH-THROATED FLYCATCHER, Vic-
toria, Aug 30-Sept 1

e BLACK PHOEBE, North Vancouver,
Aug 26

e BLACK PHOEBE, Metchosin, Aug 22

e BLACK PHOEBE, Pitt Meadows, Aug
18

See bcbirdalert.blogspot.com

Mangrove Warbler?

To all those people who have said
“Why on earth is that thing not a sepa-
rate species?” — it is now. Following
the latest Clements update, the

“normal” Yellow Warbler is now the

Northern Yellow Warbler (Setophaga
aestiva) while the flamboyantly red-
headed fellow we see in southerly places
is now the Mangrove Yellow Warbler
(Setophaga petechia).

Why did it take so long, you might
ask? Well, the whole concept of species
is complex and contentious, and re-
grettably “If even | can tell the differ-
ence, then it’s a separate species” does
not provide the best criterion.

Listers can count it now, and if they
spend time abroad, might be able to add
quite a number of other ticks, including
the following.

Hudsonian Whimbrel?

The bare “Whimbrel” is no more, hav-
ing been split into Eurasian (Numenius
phaeopus) and Hudsonian (Numenius
hudsonicus). This will doubly confuse

Vacancy: Briefings Columnist Sought

After writing nearly 200 Briefings for this magazine, Mike Church has
decided it is time to hand over the role. These briefings have been
among the most valuable components of the publication, keeping
members alert to the latest developments in ornithological research.
A successor to Mike is sought as a matter of some urgency.

The role would be particularly suited to someone with advanced
professional or semi-professional knowledge who reads widely in the
general science literature — perhaps a wildlife faculty member or
wildlands administrator. If you might be interested in this role, or can
suggest someone well suited to it, please contact the Editor at
clive_keen@hotmail.com.

On behalf of the hundreds of appreciative readers of his articles, the
Editor, along with the BCFO Board, wishes to thank Mike for his work
in keeping the membership up-to-date with the most interesting and
important developments in ornithological research.

those who think that patronyms must
no longer be used for bird names. Pre-
sumably “Hudsonian” is meant not to
refer to Henry Hudson, but to the area
named after him. Casuistry?

Below: A BC rarity, this juvenile Little
Blue Heron appeared at Como Lake,
Coquitlam, in October.

Photo by Val George.
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Liasters’
Corner

Kathryn Clouston, Courtenay

The March 2026 edition of this maga-
zine will publish the latest listers’ ta-
bles. To participate, please submit your
life and year totals, as of December 31,
2025, for the areas listed in the
attached form. 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
create a “total ticks” list.

ARDAT (All Regional Districts Add-
ed Together) is the sum of all eBird
Regional 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@yahoo.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,
2026. All submissions will be acknowl-
edged if the member’s email address is
known.

BCFO LISTING REPORT FORM
December 2025

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)
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Photo Essay 1

John Gordon, Surrey

What’s on the Menu?

During a recent “bait-ball” event at Blackie Spit as
many as one thousand gulls, cormorants and div-
ing ducks converged on the feast. To identify
which fish were being fed upon | waited until a
Bonaparte’s Gull came up with this Northern An-
chovy.

THE BCFO YOUNG BIRDER AWARD

This award, inaugurated in 2014, is given to outstanding youth birders, aged 11 to 18, in recognition of their accomplish-
ments, 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 following criteria:

e Be atleast 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 2 for addresses.
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No Such Thing as a Free Lunch

Are Feeding Stations a
Good Thing?

Chris Drysdale, Nelson

In recent years, the practice of setting
up feeding stations and “calling in”
birds has become increasingly com-
mon. As a result, birders now find
themselves enchanted by species that
were once almost ghost-like in their
elusiveness.

Although humans have fed wild
birds for centuries, it was in Ecuador in
2005 that two brothers began
attracting a Jocotoco Antpitta. They
saw it as nothing more than a bit of fun
on their farmland; it wasn’t until sever-
al years later that a neighbour recog-
nized that their efforts—and a second
success with the Giant Antpitta—
would be of great interest to the orni-
thological community.

Recognizing both the ecological and
commercial potential, the landowners
established a reserve to protect the
habitat. Since then, countless birders
have visited, adding not only new ticks
to their lists but also contributing to
local livelihoods. Their initiative in-
spired others: the model created by
Angel Paz has been replicated across
Ecuador and far beyond.

So far, so good. In fact, very good:
we get to see the birds we couldn’t
before, and land is preserved so those
birds are protected.

However, | was recently taken to a
site where an extraordinarily rare bird
has been rediscovered—and what |
saw there gave me pause. The spe-
cies—unnamed here—numbers only
between 50 and 250 individuals in the
wild. A patch of forest had been
cleared so that one or two birds might
appear, hop onto a log, and feed in full
view. There was no sign that any
meaningful conservation effort was
underway. We were not briefed on
appropriate behaviour, and we tram-

pled undergrowth simply to access the
clearing. When | asked how much of
my guiding fee supported protection
for the bird—a question the bird itself
might well have asked—I received eva-
sive answers.

The company guide seemed in-
different, more focused on the next
“target” species for the group rather
than on ethics or ecology. Their local
partner appeared pleased to be cash-
ing in on the site’s popularity — and it
wasn’t even their land. It seemed to
me that the proceeds were flowing
into a few pockets, with little reinvest-
ment in the habitat or the species. Per-
haps my suspicion that officials were
also benefitting is unfair—but not be-
yond the bounds of reason.

Afterward, | discussed the issue
with a respected tour guide, and his
insights on feeding stations were inval-
uable. To paraphrase his advice:

e Hire local guides whenever possi-
ble, or ensure your tour company
does so. These guides often invest
great effort in establishing and
maintaining feeding sites, and their
involvement helps ensure that local
communities view wildlife as an
asset worth protecting.

e Try to ensure that your guides ad-
here to any rules and conditions in
order to cause the least disturbance
to the birds.

e Avoid operators who visit known
sites independently to evade local
fees—they do exist! This under-
mines the system and disincentiviz-
es conservation.

e As an individual seeking a known
rarity, consider the impact of refus-
ing to pay for a local guide, and
therefore not acknowledging the
work they have put in to help peo-
ple see some incredibly shy or diffi-
cult birds.

e Never use playback indiscriminately
in an area where a highly prized

species has been seen. Uncon-
trolled use can severely stress birds.
On the same trip | described above,
four different tour groups at one
site all tried to call in the same owl
simultaneously. Two groups actual-
ly managed to attract each other.
How long before that bird simply
stops responding?

e Resist the temptation to put eBird
dots on everything you see. For the
sake of one check on your life list,
consider the consequences to local
guides and the birds themselves.

For me, this experience was an educa-
tion. Feeding stations can be powerful
tools for conservation—but only when
managed ethically and transparently.
I'll be far more cautious next time I’'m
lucky enough to see one of these
“ghost birds”, ensuring that my visit
supports not just the spectacle, but
also the species’ long-term survival.

Below: A Sunda Frogmouth (not the
mega rarity mentioned).
Photo by author.
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A Tribute to Harlequin Ducks

Adrian Dorst, Tofino

What can one say about the male Har-
lequin Duck that would do it justice?
Even in the large family of waterfowl
containing numerous handsome and
ornate males --- think Hooded Mergan-
ser and Wood Duck for starters --- the
Harlequin Duck is stunning and unique.

My first ever sighting of a male Har-
lequin Duck occurred in June of 1961,
when a friend and | sighted a male of
the species from the bluffs of Bonaven-
ture Island which rise high above North
Atlantic waters just off the eastern tip
of the Gaspe' Peninsula of Quebec. We
had heard there was a male Harlequin
at Bonaventure while birding in the
Bay of Fundy. Since the species was
high on our list of birds we'd like to
see, we decided to hitch-hike another
thousand miles to attempt to see it.
Naturally enough, this extension to our
journey netted several other species
new to us, among them the large and
dynamic Northern Gannet that nests
on the island in a large colony.

That Harlequin sighting in 1961 was
one of the highlights of the journey

and was my only sighting until | moved
to the west coast in 1970. While Harle-
quin Ducks are relatively scarce on the
east coast, the west coast is blessed
with a healthy population. They are a
common wintering bird along the east-
ern shore of Vancouver Island and the
Gulf Islands, and on the west coast of
the island a considerable number of
post-breeding males can be found on

Female (above) and male Harlequin Ducks. All photos by author.

the reefs and islands off Clayoquot
Sound in summer.

Naturally enough | have spent a
considerable amount of time, over the
years, trying to capture images of the
handsome males with my camera.
However, over a period of five decades
| have been successful on only a few
occasions. Recently, on a visit to Victo-
ria's Clover Point, my efforts received a
boost.

Clover Point has several ad-
vantages. It has a population of per-
haps 12 to 20 resident Harlequin
Ducks, near as | could determine, and
at Clover Point they are accustomed to
people and are thus much more ap-
proachable. How fortunate Victoria
residents are to have these magnifi-
cent birds so near and available for
their viewing. How unfortunate that
the vast majority of Victoria residents
are oblivious to the presence of a bird
that | once hitch-hiked an extra thou-
sand miles to see.

After posting some of the photos of
the Clover Point shoot on Facebook, a
friend who lives in downtown Toronto
responded with: “Is that bird for real?”

She can be forgiven, don’t you
think, for believing that the Harlequin
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Duck was created by the mind of a par-
ticularly imaginative artist. Indeed, she
may well have been right.

Above right: The drabness of the female (on the rock above) did not seem to seem to cool the males’ interest in her.

Tough Love

Kate Farrell (Nanaimo) had an interesting encounter with two adult and two juvenile Turkey Vultures on the beach at Esqui-
malt Lagoon, September 2025. The adults were deliberately keeping the juveniles away, as evidenced by the image below.
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More About Pink Mountain

Ron Long, Port Moody

Following the 2025 AGM at Dawson
Creek a lucky few participants visited
Pink Mountain. | say lucky because
Pink Mountain is a truly special place.

Pink Mountain is a long two-day
drive from my home but | have visited
it regularly since 1983. | had long since
recognized the unique nature of this
mountain when, in 2010, | heard of
plans to build forty wind turbines on
the summit. It was obvious to me that
everything that made Pink Mountain
special would be destroyed and | knew
something had to be done.

In that same year, 2010, | founded
the Pink Mountain Biodiversity Re-
search Initiative. | raised money for the
study and recruited biologists from
UBC, SFU, the Royal British Columbia
Museum and the private sector, all of
whom visited Pink Mountain to survey
their individual specialities. They
looked at everything from grasses, to

made possible by three species of
prostrate plants that produce and hold
berries, thus providing a year-round
food supply.

Although our bird list is far from
complete we have so far identified sev-
en raptor species patrolling the summit
of Pink Mountain. This seems to me to
be a large number for such a small area
and all would be directly threatened by
wind turbines.

Other examples of the extreme bio-
diversity are:

e |t supports almost every flowering
plant that is found across the entire
Canadian Arctic

e |t is a butterfly hotspot for all of
Canada

e |t supports every large ungulate
found in BC except Mountain Goats

e |t provides year round feed for en-
dangered Woodland Caribou.

Above: In BC the Northern Jacob’s
Ladder is found only on Pink Moun-
tain. Photo by author.

The original wind farm plan was aban-
doned when the Site C dam was ap-
proved, but now Site C is proving inad-
equate and BC Hydro is asking for pri-

mosses, to flowering plants,
to spiders, to ants, to bumble
bees, to butterflies, to birds,
and to animals, large and
small.

| already knew Pink
Mountain was special but |
had no idea how special it
really is. The study not only
documented a biodiversity
that is unmatched in the
north and likely not
equaled anywhere in the
province, it also found sig-
nificantly rare species in
nearly every category. We
have identified no less than
44 rare species on the sum-
mit alone.

Of the eight species of
grouse and ptarmigan that
are native to BC, Pink Moun-
tain hosts at least six of
them including all three
ptarmigan species. This
amazing concentration is

This Sooty Grouse, lacking tall trees on the Pink Mountain summit, was in full courting mode
right on the ground. The object of his attention, a hen with chicks, was also on the ground
nearby. He was so engrossed he totally ignored the camera and | was able to get my pictures

and leave without interrupting the activity.
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vate proposals for power generation
which will be primarily from wind. A
new wind farm plan will soon once
again threaten the summit of Pink
Mountain.

But destruction of the unique biodi-
versity on Pink Mountain is not the
only concern. As all birders know, casu-
alty rates among birds and bats are
extremely high at wind farms. This is
made all the worse by recent legisla-
tion that has removed the requirement
for environmental assessments that
has been in place in BC for many dec-
ades.

On crown land birds bats and na-
ture in general no longer have any pro-
tection under law.

The only real hope of protection lies
with the Blueberry River First Nation,
who could establish an Indigenous Pro-
tected and Conserved Area on and
around Pink Mountain.

| am directing my current efforts
toward that goal.

Photo Essay 2

Mealtime Assistance

William Murdock (Burnaby)
was fortunate to spot and
photograph this juvenile Great
Gray Owl in an undisclosable
location near Savona, but even
more fortunate to capture the
moment when mother provid-
ed some mealtime assistance.
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The Swans of Fraser Lake

Liam Ragan, Dave Leman, Zachary
Moore

To anyone who keeps track of bird
movements in BC, it's no secret that
Trumpeter Swans love Fraser Lake.
What birders might not know however
is that Fraser Lake in turn loves their
swans. Referred to as the “White Swan
Capital of the World”, there is no short-
age of signage or enthusiasm in the
local town, and even a White Swan
Park. Recognized for two decades as an
Important Bird Area (IBA) for Trumpet-
er Swans, residents of the lake eagerly
await the Fall arrival of post-breeding
swans as they make their way down
from their northerly breeding grounds
to the safe haven of the lake.

While to us humans, a lake is a lake
is a lake (barring perhaps leaches), to
swans, Fraser Lake has the perfect
combination of features required for a
safe place to stop on migration. Ice-free
sections where Fraser Lake outflows
into the Nautley/Nechako River gives
them a safe place to rest and feed,
while the surrounding hay fields pro-
vide an abundance of food.

This past October, BC Field Ornithol-
ogists awarded BC Nature a Research
Grant to partner with our Caretaker for
Fraser Lake, Wayne Ray, and volunteers

from the Prince George Naturalists Club
(PGNC) to get a group together and
check up on how local swan popula-
tions were faring. Thanks to local in-
sights paired with experience and en-
thusiasm from PGNC, we were able to
do just that. Our goal was to prove that
1% of Canada’s Trumpeter Swan popu-
lation (about 230 swans) still use Fraser
Lake, or a global threshold of 630,
therefore justifying its nomination as a
Key Biodiversity Area (KBA).

Survey Design

On October 19, count coordinator Liam
Ragan with BC Nature, along with a
group of 13 volunteers hailing from
Fraser Lake, Prince George, Victoria,
and all the way from Ontario, met at
10:00 AM at Fraser Lake and broke into
three groups. Although we discussed
the survey with Nadleh Whut’en and
Stellat’en, and representatives from
Nadleh Whut’en had planned to partici-
pate, last minute changes to their avail-
ability got in the way.

One group, led by Dave Leman of
PGNC, circumnavigated the lake itself,
viewing it from different angles and
from various private properties whose
access permission was graciously pro-
vided in the weeks leading up to the
count. A second group, led by Caretak-
er Wayne Ray, went “puddle jumping”,

Trumpeter Swan by Liam Ragan.

poking into each and every one of the
pothole lakes to the east of Fraser Lake
which can sometimes hold huge num-
bers of swans. The third and final
group, led by Liam Ragan from BC Na-
ture, started early in Vanderhoof 58 km
to the east of Fraser Lake to see if there
were groupings of swans not picked up
in the count radius aggregating there,
before hurrying on to meet the group.
Post-meet-up, group 3 did a series of

Table 1. Survey results with the total number of swans from each of the surveys locations

# Swans Notes

Vanderhoof 0 Incredibly fogged in; checked known swan spots at river bend north of town
and drove hay fields to north but visibility prevented meaningful detections.

Fraser Lake 61 Good visibility, but lots of wind gusting throughout the morning. The highest
number of birds (over 1300, but mostly a mixed flock of Canada and Cack-
ling Geese) were observed at the outlet of Fraser Lake into the Nautley/
Nechako Rivers.

Eastern Pothole Lakes

Southern Drone Lakes 0 Continuing fog made many lakes impossible to survey by drone, but areas
surveyed showed only small numbers of waterfowl.

Francois Lake 5

Total 69

Page 16




BC Birding

December 2025 Edition 35 (4)

drone surveys on the remote lakes di-
rectly south of Fraser Lake before
checking the near end of Francgois Lake
immediately to the west, and then
linked up with group 1.

Discussion

We have a high degree of confidence
based on coverage that we were able
to detect the majority of Trumpeter
Swans in the region, with the exception
of the Vanderhoof section which was
itself secondary to the survey. The date
for the survey was chosen based on
extensive discussion with local birders
and the Caretaker, with the full
knowledge that peak swan arrival dates
varied from year to year. It seems likely
in this case that this year's survey
proved too early for peak numbers,
resulting in our final tally of 69. This
theory will be born out in the coming
weeks, as we wait to hear from our
Caretaker and others on the lake as
they report on sightings.

Although we came short of our KBA
threshold of swans, the sentiment at
the count up was one of excitement
and anticipation for future opportuni-

ties. With the survey template in place
and keen volunteers identified from
both Prince George and Fraser Lake
itself, we are confident that we’ll be
able to better document migratory
swan numbers on Fraser Lake in the
near future. Information provided by
local experts supports that there is a
high probability that Fraser Lake (and
possibly surrounding areas like the
Vanderhoof Riverside Park) could quali-
fy KBA criteria for Trumpeter Swans
and other species.

This survey laid the groundwork to
analyze swan numbers and other spe-
cies in the broader region. Our col-
league, Zachary Moore of Wildlife Con-
servation Society of Canada (WCS Cana-
da), kindly came all the way from Ham-
ilton, Ontario to join us and has been
working with experts on identifying
KBAs spanning from west of Frangois
Lake to Vanderhoof. Experts identified
that there are unique populations of
Sockeye and Chinook Salmon spawning
in these areas, as well as one of the few
known Endangered White Sturgeon
spawning areas. With the understand-
ing of the broader biological im-

portance of this area from experts and
the community, larger delineations of
KBAs for birds, fish, and other species
are likely to bring even greater national
attention to this spectacular area.

Threat to Swans

In speaking on the needs of swans, we
end this discussion on what lies next.
Firstly, this marks the beginning rather
than the end of our efforts to better
understand swan populations in this
region and designate corresponding
KBAs. In understanding those popula-
tions, we would also like to better un-
derstand potential threats to them.
Although still in early stages, a nearby
windfarm proposal could have massive
impacts on swans and other migratory
waterfowl, as well as other wildlife. BC
Nature is working with local partners to
better understand this issue and plans
to report back in this magazine to in-
form the BC birding community of any
required advocacy.

Special Thanks

As with every survey, this would not
have been possible without the com-
munity partners who
provided insight, time
and energy to making
this possible. These in-
clude Wayne Ray for be-
ing our steadfast Care-
taker and organizing nu-
merous local connec-
tions; Dave Leman, for
liaising with PGNC and
getting out so many vol-
unteers; Nadleh Whut’en
for providing access and
insight; the Town of Fra-
ser Lake; the volunteers
who came from all over;
and last but not least,
BCFO and their members
for providing the funding
to make this possible.

Left: members of the
survey team.
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29-Year Trends of Coastal Waterbirds in BC

Rémi Torrenta, BC Projects Coordinator,
Birds Canada

The BC Coastal Waterbird Survey is one
of the most popular citizen science pro-
grams we offer in British Columbia at
Birds Canada. It's fairly simple: volun-
teer birders are assigned to a specific
beach/shoreline, and every month they
walk their beach/shoreline and count
all the waterbirds and raptors they de-
tect, either inland, nearshore or off-
shore. This program is extremely im-
portant as it allows us to identify wa-
terbird population changes on the BC
coasts, and investigate causes of bird
declines to try to reverse the curve.

Five years ago, we published the
results of the trend analysis using 20
years of data from the BC Coastal Wa-
terbird Survey, in the scientific journal
Avian Conservation and Ecology. This
year we were celebrating the quarter
century anniversary of the BC Coastal
Waterbird Survey! We updated our
population trend models and analyzed
data collected by our amazing volun-
teers between 1999 and 2025. Techni-
cally, this is a 26-year trend analysis,
but with a one-year gap during Covid
we are actually analyzing 25 years of
data.

Long-tailed Duck
BC -6.25 (-7.83, -4.58)"
Combined QOuter Coast -1.43 (-5.04, 2.06)
Greater Vancouver -6.95 (-9.57, -4.52)"
Juan de Fuca -6.48 (-9.14, -3.87)"
Strait of Georgia -6.12 (-8.48, -3.76)"

Annual Index (log)

2000
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Combined Outer Coast ==

Region

2010

Greater Vancouver =#= Juan de Fuca

2015
2020
2025

Year

Stralt of Georgia =#= BC

In this new trend analysis, we are
using slightly different models. Without
being too technical here (hopefully!), in
those new models we are explicitly
modeling spatial dependencies among
survey sites. This is based on the princi-
ple that ecological responses closer in
space are more similar than those fur-
ther distances apart, because the envi-
ronment is spatially structured (e.g.,
habitat, climate). In other words, to
predict bird abundance for a given
year, and population trends, each site

Black Scoter
BC -9 (-12.12, -6.03)"
Combined Outer Coast -4.13 (-9.49, 1.87)
Greater Vancouver -17.31 (-21.99, -12.64)*
Juan de Fuca -13.7 (-18.43, -8.62)*
Strait of Georgia -10.22 (-14.34, -5.69)"
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is “borrowing information” from neigh-
bouring sites. Not only does this lead to
more robust and reliable inference, but
it is also particularly valuable for pre-
dicting local and regional trends in data
-poor areas, which is critical for inform-
ing conservation actions in marine envi-
ronments.

Like the previous analysis, we also
separated trends by guilds or bird
groups based on diet (Benthivores, Her-
bivores, Omnivores, Piscivores) and
migration strategy (Local breeders,
Short-distance migrants, Long-distance
migrants). This year we are separating
trends at a finer spatial scale; we are
comparing population trends between
the four following regions: Greater
Vancouver area, Strait of Georgia, Juan
de Fuca, and combined Outer Coast
(West Coast of Vancouver Island, Cen-
tral and North Coast of BC).

So what did we learn from this new
analysis?

First, some species continue to de-
cline across British Columbia: Western
Grebe (in all regions), Black Scoter
(except on the Outer Coast), Long-
tailed Duck (except on the Outer
Coast), Scaup sp. (except on the Outer
Coast), Harlequin Duck (except on the
Outer Coast), White-winged Scoter
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(except on the Outer Coast), Common
Loon (except on the Outer Coast),
Short-billed Gull (except on the Outer
Coast), large gulls (except on the Outer
Coast), Dunlin (except in Juan de Fuca),
and Great Blue Heron (except Greater
Vancouver).

The species with the sharpest de-
clines over 25 years are: Black Scoter,
Long-tailed Duck, and Western Grebe.
The trend graphs for those three spe-
cies are shown on these pages.

Here are the new things we learnt,
compared to the previous analysis.

e 20 species are suffering from signifi-
cant declines in the Greater Van-
couver area specifically. This in-
cludes the following species that
are overall stable in BC: American
Wigeon, Common Murre, Pigeon
Guillemot, Red-throated Loon, Pa-
cific Loon.

e Surf Scoter is only significantly de-
creasing in the Strait of Georgia,
which may indicate a shift in habitat
use towards the southern waters of
the Salish Sea in Washington State,
as they are increasing or pretty sta-
ble there.

e Brandt’s Cormorant and Double-

crested Cormorant are significantly
decreasing across BC.

Western-Clark's Grebe
BC -5.26 (-6.75, -3.79)*
Combined Outer Coast -4.79 (-7.9, -1.67)"
Greater Vancouver -8.7 (-11.26, -6.03)*
Juan de Fuca -3.11 (-5.65, -0.38)*
Strait of Georgia -2.65 (-5.22, -0.06)*
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e Some species show increasing e Long-distance migrants are overall

trends across BC, such as Black Oys-
tercatcher, Canada Goose, and Kill-
deer (good news?!)

At the guild level, here are the take-
home messages:

e On the Outer Coast only, all bird
guilds are showing a significant in-
crease over 25 years.

e The Strait of Georgia is showing a
notable decrease of benthivore
species and long-distance migrants.

The abundance of Long-tailed Duck has been significantly and consistently de-
creasing everywhere in BC, except on the Outer Coast. © Chantal Jacques

decreasing in BC.

e Population trends at the guild level
are hiding species-specific and local
-scale patterns.

Overall, the key main message is that
Western Grebes, as well as the popula-
tions of several species of sea ducks,
are progressively disappearing from
our coasts. As expected, the Greater
Vancouver area and Strait of Georgia
require particular conservation atten-
tion.

A huge thank you to Danielle Ethier
and Rory Macklin for their help with
the analyses, and to all our BC Coastal
Waterbird Survey volunteers for mak-
ing this work possible. Results of this
25-year trend analysis may be pub-
lished in a future edition of BC Birds.

Uses for the Data

The importance of Coastal Waterbird
Survey data does not stop there, as
they are used in a variety of research
projects, environmental assessments,
and collaborative work. For example,
we are about to publish a similar wa-
terbird population trend study, this
time integrating data from both the
Coastal Waterbird Survey in BC, and
the Puget Sound Seabird Survey in
Washington State. This study delivers
the first multi-scale assessment of
coastal waterbird population trends
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across the transboundary waters of the
Salish Sea of British Columbia and
Washington State.

We also recently assessed the im-
pact of vessel traffic on waterbird pop-
ulations, for 24 overwintering coastal
waterbird species in the Salish Sea,
using data from both programs be-
tween 2011 and 2023. Results highlight
that in all examined families, distribu-
tion overlaps to some degree with are-
as of high vessel density. The majority
of species that are actually declining in
the Salish Sea seem to show more neg-
ative occupancy trends in areas of high
vessel density, perhaps reflecting the
additional pressures faced in these
areas.

For more precise details about
these studies, graphs for all bird spe-
cies, and more coastal waterbird re-
search and conservation updates in BC,
you can have a look at our last News-
letter, British Columbia Coast Bird-
Watch, at this website:

https://www.birdscanada.org/
bccws newsletters

Would You Like to Help?

Finally, if you want to become a volun-
teer for the Coastal Waterbird Survey
and contribute to data collection for
this exciting program, you can email
me at: rtorrenta@birdscanada.org

-

-
E
-

Salish Sea Annual Trend map — Example for
Surf Scoter

On the map below you only see the waters of the Salish Sea. Boundaries rep-
resent different watersheds. Surf Scoter exhibits negative trends in the Strait
of Georgia and Juan de Fuca Strait (significant negative trends specifically in
the northern part of the Salish Sea, southern Vancouver area and Gulf Is-
lands), but shows more positive trends in the Puget Sound portion of the Sa-
lish Sea, possibly indicating a shift in habitat use towards the southern waters
of the Salish Sea in Washington State. The same general pattern is observed in
White-winged Scoter.

50.5°N I
50.0°N
Surf Scoter
49.5°N Significance
X Significant Negative
49.0°N
Annual Trends (%)
0.0
48.5°N 2.5
= -5.0
75
48.0°N

Left: A Hybrid Western Grebe x Clark's Grebe.
Western Grebe populations are in serious
trouble in British Columbia. ©Frank Lin
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The Palaeo-Ornithologist

Charles Helm, Tumbler Ridge

Book Review: BIRDS OF THE MESOZO-
IC, Joan Benito and Roc Olivé, Prince-
ton University Press, 2024, 272 pages.

This intriguing book follows on Matt
Martyniuk’s A Field Guide to Mesozoic
Birds and Other Winged Dinosaurs,
published in 2014. In the acknowledge-
ments the authors mention the im-
portance of the preceding book, while
stressing that numerous discoveries
have been made in the interim, and
that an updated work was therefore
required.

Necessarily, the book begins by ad-
dressing the tough question of what a
bird actually is (i.e., how the earliest
forms are distinguished from non-avian
theropod dinosaurs). Associated with
this are issues like the importance of
wings, feathers and eggs, and why fea-
tures like teeth were present in early
birds but have not survived. Osteology,
plumage, biology and the body fossil
record are given detailed treatment,
before the main section of the book,
the species accounts, begins. No less
than fifteen orders and families occupy
189 pages. At the other end of the
book are a helpful glossary, a lengthy
bibliography, and an index.

We learn that although most living
bird lineages originated during the Ce-
nozoic Era (the “Age of Mammals”) the
last common ancestor of all today’s
birds lived during the Mesozoic Era
(the “Age of Dinosaurs”). Furthermore,
a diversity of bird-like dinosaurs existed
in the Mesozoic, some of which could
fly and were similar to modern birds.
However, many of these species, alt-
hough they were related to living birds,
were not their direct ancestors. They
represented instead a substantial di-
versification parallel to that of living
species. And although Archaeopteryx is
globally famous as a prototypic early
bird-like creature, the Canadian rec-
ords of Hesperornis arguably deserve

equal fame.

The Mesozoic has deservedly be-
come famous as an acme of diversity
on our planet, before so many species
went extinct at the end of the Creta-
ceous. This is largely due to the endless

PRINCETON FIELD GUIDES

BIRDS OF THE

MESOZOIC

NITO

\ND ROC OLIV

fascination we have with dinosaurs.
Only the Neornithes survived the end-
Cretaceous mass-extinction event, but
survive they did, and have since radiat-
ed and evolved to the current total of
more than 11,000 species, although
the rate of recent extinctions is clearly
of grave concern due to the likelihood
of anthropogenic causes. The fact that
all our avian friends are descended
from dinosaurs begs a question. Why
don’t we have a book on “Birds of the
Cenozoic”, that would cover the inter-
vening 65 million years? The final chap-
ter of such a book could deal with Hol-
ocene (and Anthropocene) extinctions.
Hopefully the authors will respond to
this challenge and create a companion
book.

Published by Princeton University
Press, the book is labelled a “Princeton
Field Guide”. To me, the term “field

guide” implies that the book needs to
be compact and light so that it can be
taken into the field as an aid to identifi-
cation. Compact and light it certainly is,
but the problem, of course, is that no
such option is available to us, and bird
fossils are rare and challenging to inter-
pret.

A major flaw of this book (and its
predecessor) is that there is no men-
tion at all of Mesozoic avian tracks,
how to distinguish them from the
tracks of non-avian theropods, and the
controversies that result. For example,
the ichnogenera Saurexallopus and
Magnoavipes have at times been
thought to be of avian origin, and at
other times have been attributed to
ornithomimids and  oviraptosaurs.
Tracks have the capacity to indicate
behaviour, group size, anatomical fea-
tures (e.g., webbing), etc. Ideally, the
body fossil record and the trace fossil
record are used to complement each
other, to yield a trove of knowledge
that is greater than either can produce
on its own. However, read this book (or
its predecessor) from cover to cover
and you would remain blissfully igno-
rant of the potential of the Mesozoic
avian track record. In other words,
much of the available evidence is not
touched on.

Another gripe is the font size. It is
legible but tiny. If one heaves a sigh of
relief at the end of a page of text at
having made it through, and feels the
need to take a break before attempting
the next page, that is a bad sign. Other
than matters of economics, there
should have been no need to compress
the book into a small format (because,
as discussed above, it is not a “field
guide”). Increasing the font size even
slightly would have made a difference
to the ease with which this important
book could be read.

These problems notwithstanding,
this is a good book to have on one’s
shelf. For me, the greatest joy lay in
leafing through it, lapping up the more
than 250 colour illustrations, being
transported to a different time, and
enjoying a surfeit of very weird-looking
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have gone birding, why not take things
into a different dimension and add a
guide from the Mesozoic to the collec-

True, | may be biased. Yet | think
that a copy of Birds of the Mesozoic
should be acquired by any serious BC

birds (including those with teeth and
spectacular tails). If we enjoy accumu-
lating field guides from diverse corners

of the world as mementos of where we

tion?

birder.

Gone Pishing - National Geographic’s Bird
Books, Part One

Chris Siddle, Vernon

The Book of Birds (1) 1914~
1921 and The Book of Birds
(2) 1932-1937

The National Geographic Society,
based in Washington D.C., has been
publishing bird books and articles for
at least 110 years. The first “Nat.Geo.”
bird book | am aware of is The Book of
Birds: Common Birds of Town and
Country and American Game Birds. It's
a compilation of bird articles that first
appeared in the National Geographic
magazine between 1914-1927, when
the society’s president, Gilbert

Grosvenor first became interested in

birds and concerned about
their conservation. BB1, as |
will now refer to it, is a charm-
ing hard cover that repays
close study and tells us much
about aspects of the state of
American and Canadian bird
study and conservation in the .
first decades of the twentieth
century.

The National Geographic
Society was founded in 1888 as
an educational nonprofit socie-
ty “organized for “the increase
and the diffusion of geographic
knowledge”. The society was a
serious endeavour. Its board of
trustees in 1927 included Wal-

ter Gifford, presi-
" dent of American
Telephone and
' Telegraph,
Charles Evans
Hughes, Chief
Justice of the
United States,

:
!

BOOK O]

Above: The two-volume The Book of Birds (2).
Left: lllustration by Louis Agassiz Fuertes.

John “Black Jack” Per-
shing, a general in the US
army, O.H. Tittmann, Su-
perintendent of the US
Coast and Geodetic Sur-
vey, and Gilbert
Grosvenor, editor of the
magazine and president
of the society. This was
an organization of im-
portant people with per-
sonal connections to
some of the most power-
ful and forward-thinking
people in America. In an
age before television and
the internet, National

Geographic magazine played a large
and important role in educating Ameri-
cans about nature as well as geogra-
phy. With the magazine’s emphasis on
photography, the American public was
exposed to early attempts at nature
photography.

The lead article of BB1 is “Common
Birds of Town and Country” with text
by Henry W. Henshaw (1850-1930),
ornithologist and ethnologist. Gilbert
Grosvenor asked Henshaw to include a
new version of Henshaw’s “50 Com-
mon Birds” in the National Geographic,
and later in BB1. Henshaw expanded
the article for the book to include 105
common species. He selected birds
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that were easily recognized from illus-
trations that accompanied each spe-
cies’ account. Henshaw’s first theme
expressed throughout his article was
“economic ornithology” as it was called
during the formation of the federal
government’s Biological Survey. Some
birds were pests and cost farmers and
by extension, consumers, money. Oth-
er birds were neutral, neither helpful
to the farmer nor costly to him. The
third type was beneficial, eating weed
seeds, insect pests or grain-guzzling
rodents.

Farming in the first two decades of
the nineteenth century was at a histor-
ic peak in the USA. In 1910, for exam-
ple, 44% of Americans lived on farms.
People grew and raised their own food
and the new widespread railway net-
work allowed farmers to ship their
products to American’s growing cities.
In an age of agriculture without mod-
ern pesticides, farmers needed to
know which birds were “friends” and
which were “foes” to crops and live-
stock, which to encourage and which
to control. Henshaw was their guide.
As a former director of the federal gov-
ernment’s Biological Survey, Henshaw
had led a team of biologists in the ex-
amination of the contents of wild birds’
stomachs. For example, the survey
examined the stomach contents of 410
America Kestrels [then called Sparrow
Hawk] sacrificed for science:

“In agricultural districts when new
ground is broken by the plow,
[Kestrels] sometimes become very
tame, even alighting for an instant un-
der the horses in their endeavor to
seize a worm or insect. Out of 410
stomachs examined, 314 were found
to contain insects; 129, small mam-
mals, and 70, small birds. This little
falcon renders good service in destroy-
ing noxious insects and rodents and
should be encouraged and protected.”

Henshaw’s second theme was con-
servation. He advised everyone that
useful or neutral species should be
encouraged around the farm and not
willfully sacrificed on false assumptions
like all sparrows were grain-eating

pests or all hawks were “chicken
hawks” and should be killed on sight.
He suggested that hedgerows should
be preserved as cover for birds, special
plants can be grown to attract and sus-
tain birds, and nesting boxes can be
built for others. He suggested that
hawks are usually valuable pest con-
trollers. Only some individual hawks
are troublesome. A farmer should take
time to single out the repeat offenders

and deal with them individually. Con-
servation was further promoted by
“Encouraging Birds around the Home”
by Frederick Kennard, the sixth article
in The Book of Birds (1).

“Common Birds...” was illustrated
with colour portraits by Louis Agassiz
Fuertes (1874-1927), still considered
one of the best North American bird
artists ever to put brush to canvas. His
professional career ran from about

Below: illustrations by Allan Brooks.
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1897 to 1927 when it was cut short by
a tragic accident at a railway crossing.

The remaining main chapters of
BB1 were “Friends of Our Forests — the
Warblers” and “American Game Birds”,
both illustrated by the great Fuertes,
as well as “Encouraging Birds Around
the Home” and “Our Greatest Travel-
ers — Birds Migrations”.

The BB1 was not intended to be a
field guide in the classic Roger Tory
Peterson sense of the words. It repre-
sents an early example of a genre that
the National Geographic Society ex-
celled at, the general reference book
written in everyday language accessi-
ble to everyone with moderate reading
skills. Parents and librarians recognized
the importance of such basic texts im-
mediately. As the National Geographic
Society grew and expanded its list of
publications, comprehensive basic
texts such as Wild Animals of North
America, The Book of Fishes, and The
Book of Wild Flowers were published
by the Society to critical acclaim.

You can occasionally find The Book
of Birds (1) (1914-21) at second hand
bookstores for a reasonable price (I
paid $25 at The Book Store, Penticton,
many years ago) or you can view the
entire book online at HathiTrust Digital
Library (babel.hathitrust.org).

In 1937 the National Geographic
Society released a much expanded The

Book of Birds (2) in two volumes total-
ing 730 pages. (BB1 was a mere 195
pages). BB2 followed the same plan as
BB1 in that it re-ran bird articles from
the past few years of National Geo-
graphic, but was different in that it
contained short species accounts and
colour illustrations of almost all the
birds of North America except for casu-
al and accidental species. Each article
acted as an introduction to a related
group like, waterfowl, pelicans, owls,
etc. and was followed by a profusely
illustrated selection of species found in
the United States and Canada. Each
volume followed the American Orni-
thologists Union current taxonomic
order more or less with basic infor-
mation about species’ breeding and
winter habitats, nesting, predation,
diet, and alternative common names.
On the title page was the bold procla-
mation “The First Work Presenting in
Full Color All the Major Species of the
United States and Canada”. Occasion-
ally a more general article was includ-
ed like “Astonishing Capacity of Birds’
Stomachs”, “Interesting Recoveries of
Banded Birds”, “Our State Birds” and
perhaps most interesting of all, an es-
say on the newly emerging practice of
recording birds’ vocalizations. Such
articles were sandwiched between
taxonomically related bird groups.

In the seventeen years between the

appearance of BB1 and the two vol-
ume BB2 photography had progressed
enormously. So it’'s no surprise that
Birds (2) contains hundreds of black-
and-white photographs by pioneers of
nature photography like Arthur A. Al-
len and William L. Finlay. The realistic
art of Louis Agassiz Fuertes in BB1 was
largely replaced following his acci-
dental death in 1927 by the art work of
his friend, Canadian bird artist Allan
Brooks (1869-1946).

Between 1932 and 1939 Brooks
painted hundreds of full-colour plates
for the magazine and for BB2, some
showing several species per plate, as
well as many single species portraits. If
you’re a Brooks fan, BB2 is a set you
must have. As with The Book of Birds
(1), The Book of Birds (2) still can be
found in some second-hand
bookstores or online book companies.
Because of the set’s artwork and pho-
tographs, expect to pay more for The
Book of Birds (2).

In the next issue of BC Birding | will
describe National Geographic’s next
steps in publishing books for birders,
including the 1964 slipcased set, Wa-
ter, Prey, and Game Birds of North
America and Song and Garden Birds of
North America, as well the 1983-2025
editions of the Society’s first field
guide.

This Rough-legged Hawk paused its
journey south to refuel near the
Prince George airport, Nov 10, 2025.

Photos like these are always needed

for this magazine. Don’t hesitate to

send in your best bird photographs
for possible inclusion.
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Bird
Photographers’
Corner

Clive Keen, Prince George

Manipulating Photographs -
What is Acceptable?

At a meeting of my local photography
club, | sheepishly admitted that I'd
modified the bird photograph | was
showing: I'd “opened” a closed eye by
pasting from a slightly earlier photo-
graph of the same bird. I'd expected
admonition: corruption of the medium
and all that.

To my surprise | heard no com-
plaints at all, but | nevertheless ex-
plained that | was very uneasy about
this use of copy-and-paste: though it
greatly improved the picture, | was not
sure if I'd use it again. Once more to my
surprise, my fellow photographers did
not understand my qualms. They point-
ed out that | was perfectly comfortable
with removing background distractions,
and I'd even been showing them how
to extend backgrounds to improve
composition. Why, then, should | worry
about “opening” an eye, when it was
just copying from a shot of the same
bird, taken at the same time, and doing
it seamlessly?

It’s true that | have no qualms about
removing background distractions from
bird photographs, and indeed I'll happi-
ly extend backgrounds to improve com-
position. But these changes do not
amend the subject, which I've treated
as sacrosanct. It has seemed to me that
the background is not crucial to the
“truth” of such shots: the photograph is
all about the bird, and it this that must
not be falsified. Are my scruples mis-
placed?

Having been given absolution by my
photography club, I've been reviewing
my stance. I'm reminded of Borges’
argument against Plato’s view that art
falsifies since it takes us a step away
from reality. Borges argues that in an

December 2025 Edition 35 (4)

Was the eye of this Purple Finch pasted in from another shot of the same bird?
If so, was it a sensible improvement well worth making, or a crime?

important sense, art can be more true
to reality, getting closer to its essence.
A novel, for instance, can get to the
heart of things that would be missed in
a whole lifetime of everyday experi-
ence. Picasso called art the lie that
helps us realize the truth. And indeed,
my manipulated photographs can tell a
better and truer story about birds than
the unamended files.

I've always striven to respect the
birds. | automatically delete photo-
graphs which make birds look dishev-
eled or foolish. Why should | not wish
to make them appear at their truest,
finest and best, and why should | be
troubled about doing so?

But my qualms persist. | suspect it is
because | can see, beckoning seductive-
ly before me, a slippery slope. Opening
the bird’s eye proved to be extremely
quick and simple. Why should | not do
it as a matter of course? But come to
think of it, only a few of my bird photo-
graphs in a series ever show the eye
with an attractive catchlight. Why don’t
I, again as a matter of course, harvest
the eyes with the best catchlights, and

put them on the other images? It will
only take a few seconds.... And while
I'm about it, Al could surely do great
things to those tatty feathers....

Is this the road to higher standards,
or to damnation?

Save & Recall Focus Distance

An advanced-camera feature I'd previ-
ously ignored is the ability to save, and
then instantly recall, a specific point of
focus. It didn’t seem all that useful, and
worse, it would normally take up two
programmable buttons, which are hard
to spare on a properly set-up camera:
one button would be needed to lock
the distance in memory, and another
button would be needed to recall it.

On my 800mm lens, though, there is
a dedicated Memory Set button, and it
is not too problematic to program one
other button to act as the recall. Having
done so, and played with it, I've found
the feature far more useful than ex-
pected.

The chief occasion | use it is when
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I'm staking out a particular spot,
waiting for a bird to return to a fa-
voured branch. | know that the bird will
reappear at some point, so I'll focus on
the branch and wait. And wait.

Distractions inevitably occur, so |
take whatever other photo opportuni-
ties crop up while I'm waiting. But Sod’s
Law means that my target bird will ap-
pear just as I'm working on a distrac-
tion — and | have to switch my atten-
tion back in a screaming hurry. A press
of the “Recall Focus Distance” button,
fortunately, gets me instantly back on
target. Without it, my autofocus would
still be hunting as the bird flies away. It
is a trick that can prevent many a flow
of rude words.

Another Distraction

Just as this edition was being complet-
ed (15 November), an extraordinary
fifteen Short-eared Owls were reported
in a field near the Prince George air-
port. It was far too good an opportunity
to miss, so editing duties were paused.

Technical details: Nikon Z8 and Nikkor
800mm lens, handheld, with the cam-
era set (via a single press of a pre-
programmed Recall Settings button) to
6.3, 1/3200 second, 20 FPS burst, zone
focus, and auto ISO. The images were
then processed using Photoshop Ele-
ments, Topaz Al and ON1 Raw Plus.
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The Poet’s
Alcove

There are many reasons to go birding.
For most of us, one of the strongest
reasons is the opportunity, as Wendell
Berry so evocatively puts it, to rest in
the grace of the world. Poets have an
unmatched ability to convey this spir-
itual truth.

Wordsworth, perhaps, conveyed
this ability more openly than any other
poet. My Heart Leaps up, though not
specifically about birds, expresses a
theme that will be deeply meaningful
to many readers of this magazine.
“Natural piety” refers to a kind of in-
nate reverence for nature: a deep, in-
stinctive connection to the natural
world. “Natural piety” was a central
concept in Wordsworth’s worldview:
the belief that nature can restore, ele-
vate and sanctify the human spirit.

If you have a favourite poem that
speaks to you, send it along so it can
speak to others.

The Peace of Wild Things
Wendell Berry

‘When despair for the world grows in me

and I wake in the night at the least sound

in fear at what my life and my children’s life may be,
I go and lie down where the wood drake

rests in his beauty on the water, and the great heron feeds.
I come mto the peace of wild things

who do not tax their lives with forethought

of grief. I come into the presence of still water.

And I feel about me the day-blind stars

‘Waiting with their light. For a time

I rest in the grace of the world, and I am free.

My Heart Leaps Up
William Wordsworth

My heart leaps up when I behold

A rambow in the sky.

So was 1t when my life began;

So 1s it now I am a man;

So be it when I shall grow old,

Or let me die!

The Child is father of the Man;

And I could wish my days to be
Bound each to each by natural piety.

Kate Farrell (Nanaimo)
scored this fine shot of
the Acorn Woodpecker
that had been causing
excitement around
Victoria over the
summer.

She offers thanks to the
enlightened homeown-
ers who had been
welcoming to birders,
even supplying chairs
for those needing to

} wait for a sighting.
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