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AUGUST SPEAKER – Kevin Karlson will teach us identification tips.

Learn a New Way to ID
Birds “by Impression”

We’ll take a helpful step forward in bird 
identification at our Three Rivers Birding Club meeting 
on Wednesday, August 5, with a program sponsored for 
us by the Audubon Society of Western Pennsylvania. 

Kevin Karlson, an acclaimed author and expert 
birder, will discuss identification tips that he and his 
wife, Dale Rosselet, suggest in their important new book 
Birding by Impression: A Different Approach to Knowing 
and Identifying Birds. It was published by Houghton 
Mifflin Harcourt as part of the Peterson Reference Guide 
series. 

The meeting will be held at the Phipps Garden 
Center, 1059 Shady Avenue in Shadyside. Doors open 
at 6:30 PM for socializing, a business meeting begins at 
7:30, and the program starts at 8.

The authors’ approach to identification concentrates 
on basic impressions of size, body shape, structural 
features such as bills, legs, motion, and behavior. The 
goal is to form an accurate first impression that will 
progress toward a correct ID.

Kevin will describe the method in a multi-media 
presentation that includes videos and music. “Rather 
than a traditional field guide, this book presents an 
interactive how-to approach to a more complete 
identification process,” he says.

He is an accomplished birder, professional tour leader, and wildlife 
photographer and has published many important bird and nature related articles 
for magazines, books, and journals over the past 20 years. These include, as 
coauthor, one of the most highly regarded and comprehensive field guides of 
the past decade: The Shorebird Guide (Houghton Mifflin Co., 2006).

He spent the summers of 1992-95 as a wildlife biologist in the Alaskan 
Arctic conducting research focusing on birds in that fragile habitat. Some of 
his photos taken during those studies were published as a 1999 calendar titled 
Birds of the Arctic Tundra. See a collection of Kevin’s pictures on his website 
kevintkarlson.com.

 When a warbler speeds past us overhead, we are rarely able 
to study what its wing bars look like in flight. Two of our club’s 
photographers give us a good opportunity in this pair of images.

Steve Gosser photographed the Yellow-throated Warbler on 
April 11, 2015, near Freeport. Geoff Malosh took the Bay-breasted 
Warbler’s portrait on May 17, 2015, at Presque Isle State Park.

The white bars are broad fringes on two sets of wing feathers: 
the median coverts (the row nearer to the front of the wing) and 
the greater coverts (the row just behind). The coverts shield the 
bases of the main flight feathers from damage and help to provide 
smooth air flow across the upper side of the wing. Birds’ wing 
shapes and structures are exquisitely and efficiently aerodynamic. 

Birds’ Wing Bars Are Models of Aerodynamic Efficiency
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President’s Message

Take a Youngster
on a Bird Walk

By Bob VanNewkirk
How can we get young people interested in nature? I have 

heard this question being asked by scout leaders, nature centers, 
bird club members, youth group sponsors, parents, and school 
teachers. According to an article published by the National Wildlife 
Federation, the average American boy or girl spends as little as 30 
minutes in unstructured play each day, and more than seven hours 
each day in front of an electronic screen. Childhood obesity is 
increasing, especially in children ages six to eleven. 

Now that kids are on their summer vacation, wouldn’t it be 
wonderful to spend time with your son, daughter, grandchild, 
niece, nephew, and their friends outdoors in natural settings? Why 
not take them on a bird walk?

There are lots of good reasons for doing so: outside recreation 
helps to reduce stress and asthma, offers enjoyment in looking 
at the beauty of birds, sharpens mental acuity, increases social 
interaction with others, and cultivates a sense of appreciation and 
stewardship for the natural world. 

Getting started isn’t all that hard to do. I often compare 
fishing with bird watching. When my dad took me fishing for the 
first time (I was five), he did not show me pictures of fish we might 
catch, discuss stream structure, or bait selections. He gave me an 
eight-foot bamboo pole, attached a 15-foot line to it with a hook 
at the end and a bobber to let me know when a fish would nibble. 
He then told me to bait up, throw the line in the water, and wait for 
a bite. I will never forget the excitement and pure joy of catching 
my first one that day – a small bluegill. Preparing for a bird walk 
shouldn’t be difficult either. 

Select a pair of binoculars that fits the person who will use it. 
It should feel comfortable in his/her hands and be easy to focus and 
adjust. Demonstrate and practice how to look at a bird: keeping the 
binoculars focused on the subject and not looking at the binoculars 
as they are raised to their eyes. You might want to supply an easy-
to-use beginner’s field guide. But I have discovered when I led 
youngsters on a walk, they really don’t want to be bothered with 
it at first. They are happy having you ID the birds and listening 
to you describe your fascination with each species found. Offer 
them a small notebook and a pen or pencil for note-taking or 
listing the birds. Let them tell you what they like about the birds 
they are finding. Encourage them to dress appropriately and wear 
comfortable shoes and a hat to cut down on sun glare. Bring water 
and some snacks along to enjoy during the walk or afterward.

Depending on the age of the youngster, you may only 
need to go as far as your backyard, around a few blocks in your 
neighborhood, or to the nearest park. If you feel your birding 
buddy is mature enough for a longer first-time experience, travel to 
your favorite patch where you are familiar with the birds expected 
to be found.

The thrill of every walk instantly comes when birds are heard 
or sighted. Compare their colors, bill shapes, or nests. What were 
they doing – flying, perching, chasing, walking, or making a nest? 
What habitat was the bird in? Raising questions and offering 
answers stimulates thoughtful discussion during the walk rather 
than just jotting bird names on a sheet of paper.

Seeing even common birds through the eyes of a beginner 
will rekindle memories of your own first-time encounters with 

those same species. Along the walk, take time to also look for 
squirrels, chipmunks, bees, butterflies, ants, other insects, and 
wildflowers. Nature always puts on a good show for those who 
take the time to be observant.

Leave time afterwards to review your bird walk. Can you 
name all the birds or other things that you found interesting? You 
might even want to write some journal notes or make a drawing or 
two. As a followup, your birding buddy might want to look up the 
observed birds in the field guides, check out library books about 
birds, make a bird feeder, plant flowers to attract hummingbirds or 
butterflies, submit the bird sightings to eBird, watch a nest cam, 
check out the citizen-science projects sponsored by the Cornell 
Lab of Ornithology, or register for a nature camp. The Audubon 
Society of Western Pennsylvania offers two bird-watching camps 
in June for kids. 

Now, go somewhere with your young birding partner to look 
for “good birds.” Who can predict what sightings or experiences 
in nature will make such an impression on the beholder that it may 
lead to a lifetime passion for the great outdoors? 
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Outings to Come

Fall Schedule Promises
Nice Variety of Habitats

By Steve Thomas, Outings Director
Fridays, September 4 and 11 – Sewickley Heights Park: 

In collaboration with the Fern Hollow Nature Center these bird 
walks will be led by Bob VanNewkirk (412-366-1694 or email at 
van126@comcast.net). Meet at 8 AM at the upper parking lot of 
the park. The walk will start at the park, not at the Nature Center. 
For directions to the park, see 3RBC’s website (3rbc.org). Be 
prepared for muddy trails. Bring water and a lunch if you wish. 
We will bird the park and along Little Sewickley Creek Road. 
Warblers, flycatchers, thrushes, and vireos will be our target birds.

Sunday, September 6 – Harrison Hills Park: Meet leader 
Jim Valimont (412-828-5338) at 8 AM at this county park off 
Freeport Road between Natrona Heights and Freeport. We will 
meet at the Rachel Carson parking lot above the pond. Please note 
this is not the soccer field parking lot. As you enter the park, bear 
right and proceed to the parking lot at the end of the main road. 
Dress for wet grass and mud. Previous fall outings have produced a 
nice variety of fall migrants, including warblers and vireos.

Saturday, September 12 – Woodcock Lake: Meet Shawn 
Collins (pabirder1974@gmail.com) at 8 AM for our third 3RBC 
outing to this lake. After birding at the lake, Shawn will take us 
to Conneaut Marsh and then possibly to Pymatuning to see what 
shorebirds are around. Please bring a lunch. We will meet at 
Woodcock Lake Dam Site. 

Directions: Take I-79 north from Pittsburgh. Exit at the 
Meadville exit and take Route 6 east past a Giant Eagle/Home 
Depot on the right. Continue over an overpass. Go straight at the 
light leaving Route 6 onto Park Avenue (a Taco Bell will be on the 
left corner) and continue through town. At the intersection with a 
Burger King on the right, turn right on to North Street (Route 27). 
Take North Street two blocks to North Main Street (Route 86), 
where there is a Country Fair on the left side. Turn left on North 
Main Street and continue past a secondary school on the right 
and past Allegheny College for 3 or 4 miles. You will pass the 
Elks Lodge and Meadville Country Club. After crossing a small 
bridge over Woodcock Creek, turn at the next right onto Route 
198 (where there is a sign for Woodcock Lake). Go up Route 198, 
pass an entrance to the park in the middle of the upgrade, and keep 
going. At the top of the small upgrade, you will see Bossard Nature 
Center on the left. Across the street is a huge parking lot, where 
you will see Woodcock Dam. Turn right and park in the lot. The 
GPS coordinate is 41.702276, -80.10104.

As an alternative, take the next exit on Route 79 north of 
Meadville, exit 154, and go east on Route 198. Continue east 
through Saegertown, eventually crossing Route 86 and continuing 
on 198 to the parking lot at Woodcock Dam.

Saturday, September 19 − Frick Park: Jack and Sue 
Solomon (412-521-3365) will lead this walk. Meet at 8:30 AM 

at the “Blue Slide Park” entrance, at the corner of Beechwood 
Boulevard and Nicholson Street in Squirrel Hill. Frick can be an 
excellent fall migrant trap, and we’re hoping for lots of warblers. 
Follow Beechwood Boulevard south from its intersection with 
Forbes Avenue, and go 1.1 miles to Nicholson. You will need to 
park on the street.

Sunday, September 20 – Presque Isle State Park: Join Bob 
VanNewkirk (412-366-1694 or van126@comcast.net) at one of the 
state’s prime locations for seeing fall migrants. Meet at 8 AM in 
the first parking lot (Vista 1) on the right as you enter the park. The 
park is at the north end of Route 832 just west of the city of Erie. 
Bring a lunch.

Tuesday, September 29 − Knob Hill Community Park: 
Meet Karyn Delaney at 8 AM in the second parking lot on the 
left on Knob Road for this fall trip to Knob Hill Park in Wexford. 
We’ll look for migrating warblers and other fall migrants. Be 
prepared for possible wet grass and muddy trails. We’ll bird until 
approximately noon. In case of inclement weather, the walk will be 
rescheduled for Wednesday, September 30. Contact Karyn Delaney 
at 724-713-9474 with any questions.

Directions: Traveling north from Pittsburgh on I-79: Take 
Warrendale exit 75 (formerly exit 23) on I-79 northbound. At the 
end of the exit ramp, turn left onto Warrendale-Bayne Road. Take 
the first right (approximately 1/8 mile) onto Brush Creek Road. 
Stay on Brush Creek Road for about 1 mile and turn left at the 
second traffic light onto Knob Road. Then travel 1/2 mile to the 
parking lot on your left.

Traveling south from Butler on I-79: Take Cranberry exit 78 
(formerly exit 25) on I-79 southbound. At the end of the exit ramp, 
turn right onto Route 228. At the first traffic light, turn left onto 
Route 19 south. Continue on 19 south to the third traffic light (at 
the entrance to Thorn Hill Industrial Park). Turn right at this light 
and go to the next traffic light. Turn left at this light. Continue 
approximately 1 mile, and turn right at the traffic light onto Knob 
Road. Then travel 1/2 mile to the parking lot on your left.

Sunday, October 11− Pymatuning Area: Meet leader Bob 
VanNewkirk (412-366-1694 or van126@comcast.net) at the 
Pymatuning Wildlife Learning Center (Waterfowl Museum) at 
8 AM for this all-day outing. Plenty of waterfowl, lots of Bald 
Eagles, and migrant songbirds should be around. Arrangements 
will be made to have lunch at the Spillway Inn for those who are 
interested.

Sunday, Oct. 25 – Moraine State Park Picnic: Mark your 
calendar for the annual 3RBC picnic and bird walk. We will meet 
in the park Day Use Area (South Shore) in the first parking lot 
on the right at 8 AM.  After the morning outing, we will have the 
potluck picnic at one of the park pavilions near the McDanel’s boat 
launch. Please bring a dish that will serve 4-6 people. From I-79, 
take Route 422 east toward Butler and exit at the Moraine State 
Park exit. At the end of the ramp, turn left and go straight into the 
park until you see the first major parking area on your right.  Allow 
one hour driving from Pittsburgh.
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Young 3RBC Member
Wins Statewide Award

Aidan Place, one of 3RBC’s most accomplished birders, has 
been honored with the Pennsylvania Society for Ornithology’s 
2015 Young Birder Scholarship. The award sponsored his 
attendance at the PSO’s annual meeting in Chester County. 
PSO Vice President Mike Fialkovich announced the award and 
introduced Aidan at the society’s banquet on May 30 (photo at 
right by Margaret Higbee).  

Anyone who has birded with Aidan knows that his eyes, ears, 
identification skills, and knowledge are among the best we’ve 
encountered. He has led outings for 3RBC, participates in the 
Christmas Bird Count, routinely posts his sightings to eBird online, 
and has volunteered at the Powdermill Banding program. 

Aidan has birded on two continents, in five countries, and in 
many areas of the U.S. and Canada. He has attended two young 
birder camps: Audubon’s at Hog Island Camp in Maine, and 
VENT’s Camp Chiricahua in Arizona.

  Blogging is a major part of his activities. Check out his posts 
on the American Birding Association blog. Two good examples are 
tinyurl.com/bird-walks and tinyurl.com/bird-of-year. Check out his 
fine personal blog, too: tinyurl.com/own-blog.

Outings Revisited

Our Birders Enjoyed 
Another Great Spring

Yellow Creek State Park –April 4: The joint Todd Bird 
Club-3RBC outing attracted 14 birders in the parking lot at the 
Yellow Creek State Park office. The temperature was 29 degrees F, 
and the wind was brisk. The lake was still frozen in places.

Our first stop was below the maintenance building where 
we scoped the lake as the wind whipped our faces driving tears 
from our eyes. Here were 10 Redheads, 34 Ring-necked Ducks, 
a Common Loon, 11 Double-crested Cormorants, 7 Bonaparte’s 
Gulls, and 8 Ring-billed Gulls. Standing on the ice eating what 
appeared to be a fish was an immature Herring Gull. Along 
the north shore were 2 Wood Ducks. Perched on the ice and 
swarming above were at least 120 Tree Swallows. Fifteen Hooded 
Mergansers and 3 Horned Grebes swam into view. Passerines 
were hard to come by, and the only ones listed here were Song 
Sparrows, Red-winged Blackbirds, and crows.  

We continued to the boat launch, where the wind actually 
seemed worse, and we saw 6 Canvasbacks, 3 more Redheads, 
30 additional Ring-necked Ducks, 3 Lesser Scaup, 2 Pied-billed 
Grebes, and 6 American Coots. 

At the main recreation area, the highlight was a very 
cooperative Yellow-bellied Sapsucker. Several of us missed an 
Eastern Meadowlark flying by, spotted by Rich and Jeremy Carlson 
as we were munching chocolate chip cookies. We continued to the 
beach, where we saw several Tundra Swans, 2 Green-winged Teal, 
and a second Herring Gull. We glimpsed a Bald Eagle as it flew 
around the cove and disappeared. A request for a Porta John stop 
yielded a perched Osprey and a Killdeer.

Our next destination was the observatory trail, but before 
we had gone 100 feet, a Common Raven croaked several times. 
We were able to see it through the trees as a few crows began 
harassing it. Along the trail we listened to the beautiful song of a 
Brown Creeper and heard just a few notes from a Black-capped 

Chickadee, the only ones noted on the field trip. We detoured to 
the Wetland Walkway where some of us spotted 2 Gadwalls, 5 
American Wigeons, and 2 Northern Shovelers. The shovelers 
were not very cooperative as they swam back into the vegetation 
moments after they’d been identified.   

We continued walking the trail to the observatory. Besides 
many of the same waterfowl, we added a pair of Common 
Goldeneyes, 6 Red-breasted Mergansers, and 9 Ruddy Ducks. 
We estimated that the flock of Ring-necked Ducks here contained 
about 250 individuals. We also increased our Common Loon count 
to 4 and the Tundra Swan tally to 12, and everyone got to see those 
previously uncooperative shovelers.  

Since it was after noon, we returned to our cars and made 
plans to stop at the Fortune Buffet in Indiana, where eight of us 
enjoyed a leisurely lunch. –by leader Margaret Higbee

Woodcock Walk –April 8: After a very rainy day, complete 
with thunderstorms, 11 people showed up. A few learned about 
the outing from the 3RBC newsletter, and the others from Scott 
Shalaway’s radio show or his newspaper column. It was chillier 
than the last outing, and we needed light jackets. 

There wasn’t much going on at the wetlands, so we headed 
to see the Great Blue Heron rookery. We had some good views 
of herons on the nests, roosting on branches, and flying around. 
A pair of Buffleheads, male and female, were upriver from the 
island, close enough to see them through binoculars. A couple of 
Double-crested Cormorants flew in behind the island. We had three 
Northern Mockingbirds flying around, which seemed to be a pair 
chasing a third one out of their territory. They were very active and 
vocal, flying by us, crossing the road, and going into bushes. 

As we headed to the field, we already could hear the 
woodcocks peeting. We could also hear an Eastern Towhee, Song 
and Field Sparrows, robins and cardinals. The sky cleared a little, 
but a huge cloud mass made it hard to keep track of the woodcocks 
as they climbed into the night. Nonetheless, the peeting, wing-
whistling, and low flyovers were enjoyable. There seemed to be 
fewer birds than on the previous outing, maybe because of the 
damp weather. As we walked out, we could hear American Toads 
calling. At one of the larger water-filled ruts on the trail, we found 
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MARSH DWELLER – This Virginia Rail photographed by Tom 
Moeller at Conneaut Marsh was a life bird for some participants in 
our Pymatuning area outing led by Shawn Collins on April 25.

a large toad. The flashlight didn’t seem to bother it. Overall, it was 
a satisfying night. –by leader Tommy Byrnes 

Woodcock Lake - April 25. Many Pittsburghers traveled 
north to join the local Crawford County birders at Woodcock Lake, 
making a gathering of 32 people. After waiting a bit for latecomers 
and doing introductions, leader Shawn Collins suggested that we 
carpool to the old abandoned road, just down Route 198.

After a long winter, it was lovely to hear a chorus of birdsong 
in the morning! Almost immediately we tallied Red-bellied 
Woodpecker, Black-capped Chickadee, Tufted Titmouse, White-
breasted Nuthatch, American Robin, White-throated Sparrow, 
Dark-eyed Junco, and American Goldfinch. Tree Swallows were 
twittering overhead, and a Turkey Vulture circled in the sky. We 
stopped to watch a Yellow-bellied Sapsucker excavating a hole in a 
tree. Totally intent on its work, it afforded us nice long looks.

An Eastern Phoebe and a pair of Eastern Bluebirds were 
flitting about and some of us caught a glimpse of a Great Blue 
Heron flying through the woods. Nine Wood Ducks exploded into 
the air, and an Eastern Towhee started calling. A Ring-necked 
Pheasant scurried across the road in front of us, and a few people 
walked into the meadow to get a better look before it disappeared. 
Quite a bit of Bloodroot was blooming along the road, as well as 
some Cut-leaf Toothwort and Hairy Bittercress.

A male Common Merganser and his mate flew down into 
a small pool. We began to hear Canada Geese, Song Sparrows, 
and Red-winged Blackbirds. A Hermit Thrush called once or 
twice. At this point, the marsh overflowed into the road, and 
we unfortunately lost several people who decided not to do any 
wading in their sneakers.

A word to beginning birders: spring is a very wet and muddy 
season in western Pennsylvania. If you’re not ready to invest in 
waterproof shoes, you might want to wear garden or rubber boots 
on walks. You never know when you will come across a brand 
new “river” that was not there the day before! I speak, alas, from 
experience and the memory of soggy shoes!

We splashed through the water and a Swamp Sparrow 
rewarded us on the other side with trills and quick glimpses. At 
the end of the road, an Osprey was sitting on its nest. A Double-
crested Cormorant flew low over the marsh, and we heard a 
Yellow-rumped Warbler, Green Heron, and Rusty Blackbird. On 
the way back, we observed several Blue-gray Gnatcatchers and 
Ruby-crowned Kinglets. We added Downy, Hairy, and Pileated 
Woodpeckers, as well as a Northern Flicker to our list.

After a picnic lunch under the trees, Shawn offered to guide 
us to Pymatuning to search for more elusive species. Amazingly, 
our caravan of at least eight cars made it through the town of 
Meadville without losing anyone − great job, Shawn! 

At McMichael Road, we were thrilled to see not one but two 
Virginia Rails and a Sora peeking through the undergrowth. For 
most of the group, one or both were life birds. We also noted Bald 
Eagle, Red-tailed Hawk, Northern Rough-winged Swallow, Yellow 
Warbler, and Swamp Sparrow.

At the Miller Ponds, sharp eyes spied an Upland Sandpiper 
in the grass. A second one also popped up, to the delight of all. A 
multitude of Ring-billed Gulls were in the sky, and at one point, 
actually formed a kettle. A lone Sandhill Crane, rather rusty-
looking, stalked the far field. American Kestrels were on the wires, 
and an Eastern Meadowlark sang its ode to spring. There were at 
least a hundred yellowlegs near the ponds, most of them Greater, 
with some Lesser mixed in. Dunlin, Pectoral Sandpiper, Gadwall, 

Hooded Merganser, and Green-winged Teal completed our list for 
a wonderful day. –by participant Debbie Kalbfleisch

Raccoon Creek State Park –April 25: Snow... really??? 
That is what we woke up to in parts of western Pennsylvania this 
morning, accompanied by a 36-degree temperature. There were 
only eight of us at this joint outing between the Brooks Bird Club 
of West Virginia and 3RBC, and shame on you for six weeks if you 
stayed in bed and missed out, because although we had to work for 
the birds, we got some very good ones. 

The potluck lunch was good, as was the company. Hopefully, 
next year temperatures will crack 60 for the first time. We’ve had a 
string of crummy or cool weather for four years of outings here.

We saw or heard 53 species between 9 AM and 1:30 PM, 
including Yellow-rumped, Yellow, Yellow-throated, and Black-
throated Green Warblers. Two Ospreys flew overhead, a male 
and a female; the male circled for over half an hour with a fish, 
possibly air-drying it. Other species included a Baltimore Oriole; 
Tree, Northern Rough-winged, Bank, and Barn Swallows; Ruby-
crowned Kinglet; 14 Ruddy Ducks; four Solitary Sandpipers; 
two Warbling Vireos and one Blue-headed Vireo; Broad-winged 
Hawks, including three together above the picnic area; one 
Barred Owl calling below the lake; and Rose-breasted Grosbeaks, 
including one at the park office bird feeders. –by leader Ryan 
Tomazin

Knob Hill Park - April 29. It was a beautiful morning when 
nine people, eager for a walk in the spring sunshine, met for our 
outing. We immediately rattled off a dozen species next to the 
parking lot: Downy Woodpecker, Northern Flicker, Blue Jay, 
American Crow, Black-capped Chickadee, Ruby-crowned Kinglet, 
American Robin, Eastern Towhee, Song Sparrow, Northern 
Cardinal, Common Grackle, and Brown-headed Cowbird.

Karyn Delaney led us over the Soggy Sneakers Creek and we 
looked up to see a Cooper’s Hawk flying into the sun. Two Eastern 
Phoebes were busy flycatching near the bridge. There was a lot of 
twittering from American Goldfinches, and Tufted Titmice were 
quite noisy. Red-winged Blackbirds added their voices. As we 
walked up a hill, a couple of us spied a Dark-eyed Junco. In the 
meadow, a pair of Eastern Bluebirds had laid claim to a nestbox, 
but two Tree Swallows also looked interested in the property.

Unfortunately, it was almost deafening here as a new housing 
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SPRING BEAUTY – A Hooded Warbler is always a welcome sight 
(and sound) in the spring, and Beth Hartman photographed this 
one during our outing at Sewickley Heights Park on May 7.

development is going up right next to the park. This particular spot 
was always good for migrants, but with all the trees taken out and 
the houses so close, it will be interesting to see if the birds continue 
to come. In spite of the noise of the earth-moving equipment, we 
heard and then spotted a Rose-breasted Grosbeak, a first of year for 
most of us. A Red-bellied Woodpecker was seen working a tree.

In a much quieter part of the park, we were delighted to hear 
an Ovenbird, and within a few minutes were treated to an excellent 
look as he popped up to look us over. A Wood Thrush added his 
lovely melody, and sharp eyes spotted it just off the trail. An 
American Robin with some white on its back was foraging on the 
ground. A couple of years ago, there was one here with a lot of 
white, and last year, one with less white. Interesting to speculate 
whether it is the same bird or offspring of the original.

We headed up Shadow Wood Trail and began to see Yellow-
rumped Warblers flitting about. Two female Yellow-bellied 
Sapsuckers circled the same tree, perhaps keeping an eye on each 
other. We glimpsed a Red-tailed Hawk as it soared overhead.

At the top of the hill, several Chimney Swifts were chittering 
in the sky. House Wren, Song Sparrow, and American Goldfinch 
darted about in the marsh, and a House Finch was seen. We were 
happy to get a nice look at a Pileated Woodpecker through the 
trees. A silent Swainson’s Thrush could not escape our eyes!

At a vernal pool on the Sean D’Arment Trail, we watched 
four frogs plop into the water. A Chestnut-sided and Black-throated 
Green were the next warblers added to our list. At the top of the 
Summit Trail, we enjoyed Barn Swallows and Yellow Warblers 
while a Northern Mockingbird chattered at us. Up in a clearing, 
four Wild Turkeys took their time walking back into the woods. 

As we were saying our goodbyes in the parking lot, a lone 
Mallard flew over our heads. Knob Hill Park may be small, but it’s 
definitely “birdy!” We had a total of 46 species. –by participant 
Debbie Kalbfleisch

Frick Park − May 3: It was a glorious spring morning when 
30 birders met leaders Sue and Jack Solomon at the Blue Slide 
Playground. Our first exciting bird was a Least Flycatcher. We all 
heard and viewed it. Soon we saw a Nashville Warbler, with very 
good views. Our warbler total for the morning was six: Nashville, 
Magnolia, Blackburnian, Yellow, Yellow-rumped, and Black-
throated Green. Sue said it was the best day at Frick so far.

We also had a fly-over by a Rose-breasted Grosbeak and a 
quick sighting of a Scarlet Tanager, which left us wanting more. 
A Sharp-shinned Hawk was notable for Frick, as were two female 
Purple Finches. A Yellow-bellied Sapsucker was enjoyed by all.

We covered about two miles, mostly along the Riverview 
Trail. The weather was perfect, from the 50s to the low 70s during 
the three-hour outing. At least seven people had lifers, and the most 
popular bird was the Blackburnian Warbler. Many birds were first-
of-the-year sightings. Good birds, good weather, good company. 

After Frick, several people went to Homewood Cemetery in 
search of the Red-headed Woodpecker, but we did not see it. We 
did see a Wild Turkey displaying, and heard a Wood Thrush. Total 
species was 38 (including Homewood Cemetery). Another group 
went to Duck Hollow, but I do not know what they saw. When 
we got home we had a Baltimore Oriole in our McCandless yard. 
Welcome, spring! –by participant Kathy Miller

Sewickley Heights Park - May 7: Lured in by Fern Hollow 
Naturalist April Claus’s promise of some hot ornithological action, 
15 birders flocked to the park. The woods were filled with singing, 
and it was almost overwhelming to pick out individual species, but 

we noted Red-eyed Vireo, Blue Jay, Carolina Chickadee, Tufted 
Titmouse, Blue-gray Gnatcatcher, Eastern Bluebird, American 
Robin, Hooded Warbler, Eastern Towhee, Northern Cardinal, and 
American Goldfinch among the singers.

Bob VanNewkirk led us up the trail to the Wildflower 
Meadow where we soon spotted a beautiful male Indigo Bunting 
teed up on the top of a tree. The “pizza” call of an Acadian 
Flycatcher could be heard in the distance, and Brown Thrasher, 
Ovenbird, and Kentucky Warbler were also calling. At least one 
White-throated Sparrow was bouncing around in the bushes.

We noticed that Poison Ivy was just starting to emerge as 
small maroon leaves. Very soon the shiny leaves would turn 
emerald and blend into the background, but it was nice to have 
a bit of warning first! As we left the meadow for the woods, the 
raspy song of Scarlet Tanagers started to fill the air and we seemed 
to bump into them everywhere. Wood Thrushes, too, were heard 
on every side. A Pileated Woodpecker sounded off, and a Great 
Blue Heron flew above the trees.

A Kentucky Warbler popped out so we could admire his Elvis 
sideburns, and in short order, we got good views of White-eyed 
Vireo, Black-and-white Warbler, American Redstart, and Blue-
winged Warbler. Black-throated Green Warbler, Ovenbird, and 
Gray Catbird added their voices to the chorus around us.

Just off Black Cherry Trail, a large American Toad tried his 
best, but could not hide from us. Far in the distance, a Wild Turkey 
gobbled. Blue-winged Warbler and Black-billed Cuckoo were also 
briefly heard. A few sharp eyes spotted a Great Crested Flycatcher 
and a Magnolia Warbler in the foliage.

Back on the road, we got a special treat as a Cerulean and 
a Blackburnian Warbler foraged at the top of the same sycamore 
tree. A Rose-breasted Grosbeak flashed by, and a Wood Thrush 
ventured onto the road, allowing everyone a good look. Some 
people had a quick glimpse of a Black-throated Blue Warbler.

On the gravel path, more White-eyed Vireos, Black-and-
white, Kentucky, and Hooded Warblers were seen. A large puddle 
in the middle of the path was teeming with perhaps a hundred 
American Toad tadpoles. Of this number, we learned that perhaps 
only 10 will survive to adulthood. Back in the parking lot, a 
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 A DAZZLER − Magnolia Warblers have the most variegated 
plumage colors and patterns of our wood-warblers. This male 
posed nicely for Frank Izaguirre at Magee Marsh, Ohio, in May.

“Meet Me at Magee”:
It’s a 3RBC Tradition

By Sue Solomon
More than 60 Three Rivers Birding Club members visited 

Magee Wildlife Area in May for a day or more during Black 
Swamp Bird Observatory’s (BSBO’s) “Biggest Week in American 
Birding” festival. The visitors also included Matt Webb and the 
Powdermill Nature Reserve banding staff from Westmoreland 
County.

Some, like Matt, spent a day there; others spent a month, like 
Claire Staples’ friend, Kibbie, who helps Claire pull out garlic 
mustard, the invasive and destructive pest plant, in their spare time. 
Small groups of us enjoyed dinners at Mon Ami, the 1812 (at the 
Island House), and Diana’s. A “traveling chef” served delicious 
breakfast sandwiches and hot coffee on the area’s Estuary Trail.

The weather was unusually cool, in the low 40s on most 
mornings, but some days were too hot at 80 degrees. Attendance 
increased this year, and the parking lots overflowed on many days. 
Nearby Ottawa Wildlife Drive is now open dawn to dusk and 
offered free cart tours. BSBO offered free guided walks on Estuary 
Trail and bird banding demonstrations. We avoided crowds during 
the festival by arriving early in the morning.

This year on the Magee boardwalk, species were varied but 
numbers seemed lower than past years. A Connecticut Warbler on 
Estuary Trail, May 16, attracted a large crowd, but many birders 
only heard it. On our last morning, Jack heard a Connecticut on the 
boardwalk, and I enjoyed a brief sighting.

 Away from Magee, Claire Staples saw the only Kirtland’s 
Warbler at Oak Openings Metropark near Toledo, and Jack and 
I saw and heard a Worm-eating Warbler there. Many birders 
observed a Hudsonian Godwit on Corduroy Road in a flooded 
field. Later a White-faced Ibis, a Glossy Ibis, and White-rumped 
and Baird’s Sandpipers appeared in the same field. Several 
Henslow’s Sparrows were at the Bobolink Farm. A highlight at 
Metzger Marsh was a huge flock of American Golden-Plovers, 
which Mike Fialkovich, 3RBC’s bird reports editor, carefully 
counted as 393. 

Jack and I attended 16-year-old Gabriel Mapel’s program 
about his 2011 “junior big year,” in which he tallied over 400 

species when he was 11. Unlike teen birder Kenn Kaufman, who 
hitchhiked for much of his big year and told his famous story in 
Kingbird Highway, Gabe used his dad’s frequent flier miles and ate 
no cat food as Kenn had done.  

Like Kenn, Gabe is a published author. When he was 10 years 
old, Gabe wrote a children’s book about black bears titled “Oh No, 
Gertrude.” He served as an official guide for BSBO at the Magee 
boardwalk and helped me to locate my first Canada Warbler this 
year. We need more people like Kenn and Gabe!

The throngs of birders included more young people than 
in past years. I hope they make birding and bird conservation 
a priority in their futures. Kim Kaufman, executive director of 
BSBO, received the American Birding Association’s Chandler 
Robbins award for both education and conservation.

Magee will be a special area for future generations of birders 
who can relish Cape May Warblers glowing in the sunlight or 
Mourning Warblers skulking in the low, lush greenery. 

3RBC members’ combined total during the month was more 
than 200 species, including 35 warbler species. We always enjoy 
our time at Magee and hope to see everyone next year.

Broad-winged Hawk floated overhead.
Eight of us carpooled to Snead’s, where we were met by 

Yellow Warblers, Chipping and Song Sparrows, and a Red-bellied 
Woodpecker. A Cerulean Warbler was flitting about the trees.

Across the road, we spotted a thrush with an eye ring − 
Swainson’s! A Belted Kingfisher rattled down the creek, and an 
Acadian Flycatcher posed in the sunlight. A Tennessee Warbler 
sang close at hand, but was frustratingly hard to find. A Rose-
breasted Grosbeak and a Scarlet Tanager were more cooperative.

At Walker Park, we enjoyed lunch under the trees before 
going for a walk along Little Sewickley Creek. A Red-tailed Hawk 
and a couple of Turkey Vultures soared overhead, and a White-
crowned Sparrow came out to inspect us. A Golden Retriever 
and eight very cute puppies playing in the creek caused a major 
distraction! The song of a Cerulean eventually called us back 
to birding, and we were able to get good looks at it, as well as a 
Yellow-throated Vireo. We spied two young robins huddled low 
in their nest in a branch over the water. American Redstarts and 
Yellow Warblers were at Pontefract Park, and we added Warbling 

Vireo, Yellow-throated Warbler, Field Sparrow and Brown-
headed Cowbird to our list. A Blue Jay and a Gray Catbird were 
oddly fascinated by the same piece of plastic. Honey bees were 
swarming into a natural cavity of a tree and we watched them 
warily. Two female Red-breasted Mergansers swam quietly in the 
river. There was only one Double-crested Cormorant sitting on 
the buoy above Dashields Dam. Very few swallows were flying, 
but Barn and Northern Rough-winged were among them. A rather 
noisy Northern Mockingbird was our last bird. It was indeed a 
spectacular day, and a good time was had by all! We recorded 71 
species. –by participant Debbie Kalbfleisch

(Editor’s note: More spring outing reports will appear in the 
next issue. One highlight is a new Purple Martin colony found at 
Harrison Hills Park in Allegheny County on the May 17 outing. 
Breeding was finally confirmed in June by Ken Kostka of Natrona 
Heights, whose expert efforts established the colony.) 
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GETTING HELP FROM HUMANS – Volunteers are restoring 
bluebird nest boxes to revive the species’ breeding success at 
Harrison Hills Park in Allegheny County. (photograph by Deborah 
Sillman)

Bluebird Nesting Project
Is Resurrected at Park

By Dr. W. E. Hamilton
Department of Biology

Penn State New Kensington
In 2005, 38 bluebird boxes were established at Harrison Hills 

Park in northeastern Allegheny County. In 2006, 90 bluebirds 
fledged from these boxes! Over the past nine years these boxes 
have continued to serve as nesting sites for a variety of cavity 
nesting bird species, but no detailed observations, counts or 
maintenance were carried out.

This spring, Patrick Kopnicky of the Friends of Harrison Hills 
sent out a request for volunteers to check and repair the boxes and 
conduct a season long observation of their nesting activities. The 
response was overwhelming!

A team of volunteers headed up by Kristi Cihil and her 
husband Justin located and repaired 36 of the original 38 nesting 
boxes. One of the volunteers, Chris Urik, used his GIS expertise to 
construct a GPS map locating all of the boxes. Another volunteer, 
Deborah Sillman, used her expertise to design a Google data form 
that could be accessed in the field via any mobile device. Data 
from the box observations could then be recorded immediately and 
could eventually be exported as a spreadsheet for explorations and 
analysis.

Ten volunteers divided up the boxes and the potential 
sampling weeks through the spring and summer. Staying in 
contact via email and the Google form, the volunteers coordinated 
activities and observations through the first nesting cycle.

Observations and data recording began in the first week of 
April. None of the volunteers had done this type of study before, 
but the quality of our communications systems and our willingness 
to help one another and share information allowed us to rapidly 
gain both confidence and expertise in our work.

We came to call ourselves the “Cavity Nesting Team” because 
of the abundance of not only bluebirds but also Tree Swallows 
that were utilizing our nesting sites. The team has steadily dealt 

with repairs to the poles and boxes, wasps, House Sparrows, and 
most recently explosively growing poison ivy and the specter of 
deer ticks on our access paths. The team also celebrated the first 
hatching of “our” bluebirds with a level of joy usually reserved for 
new additions to one’s family!

Our data so far: four boxes have confirmed bluebird nests 
with eggs. As of mid-May, three of these boxes have nestlings. 
Five boxes have confirmed tree swallow nests, and four of these 
nests contain four to five eggs (no nestlings yet). Two boxes had 
House Sparrow nests, and one box has a wren nest.

Monitoring the nest boxes will continue through August. 
The Cavity Nesting Team will clean out the used boxes after the 
nestlings fledge and continue to fight through the poison ivy and 
deer ticks to watch “our” birds throughout the summer! 

Mergansers Extend Ranges 
into Southwestern Counties

Birders in southwestern Pennsylvania have confirmed first 
county breeding records for two merganser species this spring.

Rob Protz discovered a female Common Merganser and her 
brood of young on the Allegheny River at Tarentum in  
Allegheny County on May 22. The Second Atlas of Breeding Birds 
in Pennsylvania shows no evidence of breeding in the county. This 
species typically nests in tree canopies, but this nest was in a hole 
in the Tarentum-New Kensington bridge structure.

Matt Juskowich discovered a female Hooded Merganser with 
a brood of chicks at State Game Lands 223 in Greene County on 
May 9. The Atlas lists no breeding records for this county. 

Both species have gradually expanded their breeding ranges 
southward in Pennsylvania in recent decades. Protection of 
wetlands and improving quality in rivers, streams, and ponds 
are said to be important factors in the mergansers’ increasing 
populations.  

FACE TO FACE – Jeffrey Cohen stood quietly as this Henslow’s 
Sparrow crept to six feet away from him at the Imperial grasslands 
at the Allegheny−Washington County border on April 19, 2015.
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EXCITING VISITOR – This Gray-crowned Yellowthroat, a rare 
wanderer from Mexico, thrilled birders in the Rio Grande Valley of 
Texas in February 2015. (photograph by Linda Huber)

Birding the Valley:
So Many Birds,
So Many Places

By Patience Fisher
 In his book, The Feather Quest, Pete Dunne refers to 

Bentsen-Rio Grande State Park as the place “where check marks 
grow on trees.”  But for the six of us (Karen Jackson, Mary Lou 
Schreffler, Linda Huber, Linda Baker, Ellie Cochran, and I), they 
grew everywhere we went in the Rio Grande Valley this past 
February. No wonder more than 125,000 birders visit this region 
each year!

Despite that impressive statistic, it was not crowded, and 
we never had to vie for position to see a bird. I couldn’t believe 
how empty it was; it almost felt like our private paradise. This 
tropical ecosystem extends westerly for 140 miles from the Rio 
Grande’s mouth near South Padre Island to Falcon Lake, a fishing 
destination. More than 500 species of birds winter, nest, or migrate 
through this river delta, the most biologically diverse area in the 
continental United States.

And thanks to The World Birding Center, a $20 million 
project, nine distinct birding habitats are protected. We visited 
seven of them in addition to four other birding hot spots. All of 
these birding areas are well-supplied with bird feeders, many 
including hummingbird feeders and peanut butter. Often there are 
blinds between where the birders are to stand and feeders with arm 
rests for stabilizing your arm when taking that close-up photo.

The first life bird was at the airport: a Great-tailed Grackle. 
Flocks of this noisy bird would be seen and heard daily. The 
background birds of Texas were so different from those in 
Pennsylvania. The Green Jay, Orange-crowned Warbler, Plain 
Chachalaca, Golden-fronted Woodpecker, Couch’s or Tropical 
Kingbird, White-tipped Dove, Harris’s Hawk, and Crested 
Caracara were seen on most days. Turkey Vultures and Northern 
Mockingbirds were the only two birds I saw regularly on this trip 
that were regulars back home.

We birded Sabal Palm Sanctuary in the afternoon of our first 
day. It was sunny and warm, and mosquito-ridden. Luckily, the 
sanctuary offered an array of bug spray at the visitor center, located 
in the historic 1892 Rabb Plantation House. As our first stop, 
naturally we garnered many life birds, many of which we would 
see at other locales. The pond gave us our first sighting of the Least 
Grebe, a darling little dark bird blending in with the shoreline 
except for the bright yellow eyes. Neotropic Cormorant was also 
seen. Other species of note were Golden-fronted Woodpecker, 
Olive Sparrow, Altamira Oriole, Green Jay, Black-crested 
Titmouse, White-tipped Dove, and Couch’s or Tropical Kingbird. 
(These last two look very similar and are reliably distinguished 
only by voice.)

That evening, we drove into Brownsville to see the Green 
Parakeets come to roost. About 30 were lined up along a telephone 
wire. We viewed them while standing on the sidewalk.

The next day was hot and humid. We started with a reserved 
tour of Bahia Grande (Big Bay), which is a 21,700-acre portion 
of Laguna Atascosa (Lake Sticky) that is closed to unescorted 

birders due to its use as a recovery area for the ocelot. Ocelots, 
while numbering in the thousands in Mexico, are endangered in 
the United States, with fewer than 80 individuals. Many nearby 
ranchers are also protecting ocelot habitat, as this fits well with 
their land use. The greatest threat to the cat’s recovery is traffic. 
These wide-ranging cats are hit by cars as they cross the highway. 
Texas is installing culverts in the highway barriers, to the tune 
of $5 million, in the hope of helping the cats to cross safely. Our 
guides informed us that in Bahia Grande, the original 12 ocelots 
now number 17. In addition to being few in number, these cats are 
nocturnal and secretive, so we did not see one.

In the tour van on the way to Bahia Grande, we saw 20 
Black-bellied Whistling-Ducks.  These ducks are everywhere! 
We also saw Crested Caracaras, also known as the “Mexican 
Eagle.” We saw them nearly every day, along with the prevalent 
Harris’s Hawks. A rarity was the Chihuahuan Raven, courtesy of 
our intrepid guides. At Bahia Grande we enjoyed the wide span of 
wetlands, which yielded numerous Great Egrets, Snowy Egrets, 
and Northern Pintails, as well as Osprey, Long-billed Curlew, 
Brown Pelican, Caspian Tern, White Ibis, and Sandhill Crane. We 
saw both the reddish and white morphs of the industrious Reddish 
Egret, chasing after fish in their distinctive horizontal way. We also 
saw Cactus Wren, an impressively patterned large wren. And yes, 
there were quite a few cactuses! Cassin’s Sparrow, Loggerhead 
Shrike, the striking White-tailed Hawk, and the dapper Aplomado 
Falcon were added to our list.

We ended our day at Alligator Pond, where there was what 
looked like a big old fallen oak, covered in algae, along the edge 
of the pond. The only problem was, there are no big trees here – 
yikes! It was a massive alligator − and not the last one we would 
see. As far as birds are concerned, we picked up Long-billed 
Thrasher and Verdin, as well as Mottled Duck, Ruddy Duck, and 
Least Grebe. Driving away, we spied our first Greater Roadrunner.

The next day was cold, wet, and windy; it never got out of 
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WANDERER FROM THE WEST – Wilson’s Phalaropes are rare 
visitors to Pennsylvania, and are always a treat for our birders. 
Dave Inman photographed this one at Black Swamp, Lawrence 
County, on May 25, 2015.

the 40s. We birded Harlingen Thickets, where we figured birds 
would hunker down. We saw numerous Orange-crowned Warblers 
and other birds we had picked up on the previous day. On to Hugh 
Ramsey, where we added White-tailed Kite, Curve-billed Thrasher, 
Green Kingfisher, and Cattle Egret to our growing list. We finished 
our day at Resaca de la Palma (Palm Ox-bow Lake). We got our 
first group of Great Kiskadees, a common bird in Texas, as well as 
Inca Dove, a delightfully scaly-looking dove.

On the next day, Wednesday, the weather was fine and in the 
70s. We went to Estero Llano Grande (Big Grassland Estuary), 
a beautiful park with paths and ponds. We arrived early and bee-
lined past fabulous birds and habitat to set up shop where a rare 
visitor from Mexico, the Gray-crowned Yellowthroat, had been 
seen for about an hour each morning for the last few days. Luck 
was with us; we got him! We also got the rare White-throated 
Thrush. At a more leisurely pace, we added Roseate Spoonbill, 
White-faced Ibis, Black-necked Stilt, American Avocet, Yellow-
crowned Night-Heron, Cinnamon Teal, Common Gallinule, Buff-
bellied Hummingbird, Clay-colored Robin, Common Pauraque, 
and many other ducks, herons, egrets, and songbirds.  

Thursday was also sunny with comfortable temperatures. 
We visited Bentsen-Rio Grande Valley State Park, a lovely park 
with a tram car to pick you up and take you to another bird feeder 
location, or back to the visitor center should you require the 
facilities. We began our day stationed for the morning visitor of 
the last few days: a Hook-billed Kite. Right on schedule, it soared 
past us with the sun on it, giving us long, fine views. We also saw 
Black Phoebe, Ringed and Green Kingfishers, Lark Sparrows, 
Gray Hawk, and Black-chinned Hummingbird. We ended our day 
enjoying Roma Bluffs, a Spanish-colonial town steeped in history 
and rich in architectural landmarks, including an old customs 
house. A newly-constructed platform overlooks the Rio Grande 
and Mexico.  

Friday morning was our quest for the White-collared 
Seedeater at San Ignacio, where this secretive bird has been for 
many years. It lurks within the sugar cane. We waited for hours, 
listening to a chorus of Chachalacas and chatting with Everesto, 
who was charged with filling up the many bird feeders. The Border 
Patrol was also there; it was a daily presence as we followed the 
Rio Grande. Everesto was glad to see them; he stated that he felt 
better knowing they had guns to protect him from drug dealers, 
whereas he only had a bucket and bird seed. Finally, the seedeater 
peeked out and afforded some of our group a look. Time to move 
on to Falcon Lake.

Falcon Lake is a popular fishing spot, where fishermen 
come from afar and sometimes to compete. On our way, we saw 
Pyrrhuloxia and Cactus Wren. At Falcon Lake we all got great 
views of the Vermilion Flycatcher and Bewick’s Wren. Ellie was 
treated to a view of a Black-throated Sparrow, and I spied a Zone-
tailed Hawk.

That afternoon we went to Salineño, and were given lawn 
chairs and invited to sit with other birders outside a volunteer’s 
trailer, looking at feeders galore. We saw all three species of oriole: 
Audubon’s, Hooded, and Altamira. A juvenile Cooper’s Hawk kept 

careful watch, and an Eastern Screech-Owl slept in a box.
Saturday found us in Santa Ana on a sunny but windy day. 

This is another lovely park, with hanging Spanish moss along 
charming pathways by hidden ponds. We went on a guided 
walking tour, and saw Broad-winged Hawk, Peregrine Falcon, 
Tree Swallows, Ladder-backed Woodpecker, Wilson’s Snipe, Sora, 
Northern Shoveler, and three species of teal. We even saw yet 
another Common Pauraque sleeping on the ground. My! How they 
do blend in!

After lunch I bowed out, and the group went to visit Mazatlan, 
a historic home built by a Pennsylvanian. I was told it was lovely, 
and Lesser Goldfinch and Rufous Hummingbird were seen.

Our last day brought us to South Padre Island and views of 
birds on the shores and waters of Laguna Madre, the Mother Lake, 
which is actually the bay. This was one of my favorite stops, and 
afforded us ducks, herons, gulls, terns, and shorebirds. I won’t list 
them all, but highlights included great views of Least Bittern and 
Clapper Rail. Long-billed Curlew was seen standing and in flight. 
Not only was there another alligator, but a mother alligator was 
carrying eight (count ‘em, eight!) babies on her back and head.

Our trip list was 140 species. Linda Baker and I got 45 life 
birds. Ellie Cochran got 44, Linda Huber 43, Mary Lou Schreffler 
36, and Karen Jackson 15. Well, I guess I’ve got more traveling 
to do to catch up! What a good problem; so many birds, so many 
places.

(Editor’s note: Lucky birders! Rare Birds of North America 
by Steve Howell, Ian Lewington, and Will Russell (Princeton 
University Press, 2014) says White-throated Thrush was previously 
found in Texas in only four winters since 1990 and Gray-crowned 
Yellowthroat in only seven years since 1988.)
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Duck Hollow
Highlights
Duck Hollow, a site along the 

Monongahela River in Pittsburgh, 
has produced a remarkable variety 
of rare and uncommon birds 
in recent years. Two examples, 
both photographed by Michelle 
Kienholz, are this hybrid offspring 
of a Ring-necked Duck and a 
Redhead (at left), which was seen 
March 25-31 and this Black-
crowned Night-Heron present 
March 27-28.

The location, which is 
the outlet of Nine Mile Run 
from Squirrel Hill to the river, 
likely indicates how reduction 
in pollution is improving the 
aquatic food chain and making our 
waterways more attractive to birds.

Birds in the Three Rivers Area

Waterbirds Were Best 
in February-March 2015

By Mike Fialkovich, Bird Reports Editor
The gull invasion continued. In mid-February, frigid 

temperatures arrived and the rivers iced up quickly. By this 
time there were news reports that the Great Lakes were over 
90% frozen, so the numbers of gulls continued and increased, 
and waterfowl arrived. It was the second coldest February in 
Pittsburgh, according to the weather reports.

Three Cackling Geese at Neville Island continued in the 
area to at least 2/22 moving between Neville Island, Coraopolis, 
and Emsworth. Many observers photographed them. A flock of 
80 Tundra Swans flew over Pine Twp. 3/13 (MD, PL, SL) and 
11 over Imperial 3/20 (MV). Two Mute Swans were on the Ohio 
River at Brunots Island 2/11-22 (PB et al.). One was downriver at 
the Emsworth Dam 2/20 (MV); it was probably one of those two, 
and moved back to Brunots Island through March (DYe et al.).

Waterfowl were numerous, and the variety was excellent this 
winter and early spring. American Wigeons are never present 
in great numbers here, so reports are always notable. Three were 
at Brunots Island 3/9 (KC), 3 were at Boyce-Mayview Park 3/18 
(FK), 5 were in Sharpsburg 3/22 (TH, AH, PM), and 7 were in 
Findlay Twp. 3/29 (MV). Three Gadwalls at Wingfield Pines 
remained to at least 3/1 (ST et al.). Two Northern Pintail were 
at Wingfield Pines from the last period to 3/21 (v.o.). One was on 
the Allegheny River at the Highland Park Bridge 2/22 (TH) and 2 
were at Dashields Dam 3/13 (GM). Two Northern Shovelers were 
at The Point 3/6 (BC), 2 were at Duck Hollow 3/8 (JHa), one was 
at Imperial 3/19 through the month (MJ et al.), and 8 were at Duck 
Hollow 3/31 (JHa).

Canvasbacks were present throughout the season in great 
numbers for the area. The high count was 75 at Emsworth Dam 
2/22 (PLi). Redheads were also present, with a high of 33 at 
Woods Run 3/17 (PB). A hybrid Redhead x Ring-necked Duck 
was an interesting find at Duck Hollow 3/25-3/31 (DP et al.).

 An immature male Surf Scoter was at Duck Hollow 2/13-15 
(MJ, TH et al.). A White-winged Scoter remained at Sharpsburg 
2/23 (STh, SuT), and perhaps the same bird was seen a few 
miles upriver at Oakmont 2/15 (AH, PM) and at Blawnox 2/23 
(STh, SuT). Others on the Allegheny River were 4 at Verona, 2 at 
Oakmont, 2 at the Highland Park Dam area 2/27 (AH, PM), and 5 
at Blawnox 2/28 (GK). On the Ohio River, one was at the McKees 
Rocks Boat Dock 2/17-27 (MJ et al.), one at Dashields Dam on the 
Ohio 2/16-27 (MV) and 7 there 2/28 (MV). One was at The Point 
in Pittsburgh 2/25-26 (BP, MJ), and 3 were at Duck Hollow on the 
Monongahela River 2/28 (DWe). Most of those birds continued 
through March (v.o.). An immature male Black Scoter was at 
Sharpsburg 2/2 through the season (DP et al.), and one was at The 
Point in Pittsburgh 3/6 (DYe). Long-tailed Ducks included 6 at 
Emsworth Dam 2/20 through the month (MV et al.), 4 in Verona 
2/27 (AH, PM), and up to 6 at The Point during the period (v.o.). 
Five Ruddy Ducks were at Duck Hollow 2/9 (BB) and 2 were at 
Sharpsburg 3/17 (BB).

Common Mergansers were all over the rivers in great 
numbers. The high count was 32 at the Braddock Lock and Dam 
2/22 (MJ, JHa). Red-breasted Mergansers were not far behind 
with 23 at Dashields Dam 2/16 (MV) the high count. 

A flock of 59 Wild Turkeys was found in Findlay Twp. 2/28 
(MV).

A Red-throated Loon was a great find at The Point 3/8 
(GK), the ninth county record. It remained until 3/11 (v.o.) and 
was seen downriver at Woods Run 3/12 (MJ). A Common Loon 
was at Tarentum 3/29 (AH, PM). There were a few Red-necked 
Grebes around; surprisingly, with the freezing of the Great Lakes, 

continued on page 12
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Birds in the Three Rivers Area

Resting on the River
Red-throated Loons are seldom seen at 

Pittsburgh. One may be expected only if the Great 
Lakes are almost completely frozen and inland 
rivers provide some open water during the loons’ 
spring migration period. This loon rested at The 
Point where it was first reported and photographed 
by Glenn Koppel on March 8.

In this issue’s bird report, Mike Fialkovich 
analyzes the great variety of rarities we hosted 
during the late winter on Pittsburgh’s rivers.

they were not as widespread as in previous years with similar 
conditions. The first was seen at Dashields Dam 2/13 (GM), one 
was at Duck Hollow 2/17 (JHa, MJ, MVV), one at the Braddock 
Dam 2/20-3/2 (MJ et al.), and 3 there 2/27 (MJ). One was at 
Brunots Island 3/14-15 (TM, NM).

A Black-crowned Night-Heron was a nice discovery at Duck 
Hollow 3/27 (MK) where it remained until 3/28 (KSJ).

A Rough-legged Hawk was at Imperial 2/8 (GM). A Merlin 
was in Schenley Park 2/28 (GM), one was in Fox Chapel 2/15 
(AH, PM) and one at Homewood Cemetery 3/4 (JC). The first 
Osprey report was at Dashields Dam 3/13 (GM). One was at North 
Park 3/29 (AH, PM).

At Imperial a Greater Yellowlegs was seen 3/27 (MV), 4 
Wilson’s Snipe were there 3/13 (MV), and 8 were there 3/18 (MF). 
Three American Woodcock displaying at Imperial 3/11 (GM) 
were the first reported, and reports were regular through March.

The gull invasion continued through February and faded in 
March. An adult Thayer’s Gull was at The Point in Pittsburgh 
2/17 (BC) and 2/20 (GM, ST et al.). Five Iceland Gulls were at 
The Point 2/20 (BC, GM et al.), all first-cycle birds. Five there 
2/26 included 4 first-cycle and one adult (GM). In total there were 
at least five first-cycle birds, at least two second-cycle, and several 
adults. The maximum count of Lesser Black-backed Gull was 5 
at The Point 2/18 (ST) − 2 second-cycle, and 3 either third-cycle 
or adults. Glaucous Gulls continued from the last reporting period 
with a maximum of 6 on 3/6 (GM). Interestingly, the last reports 
of Iceland, Lesser Black-backed, and Glaucous Gulls were all 3/11 
(ST, AH, PM et al.).

Great Black-backed Gulls appeared in unprecedented 
numbers. High counts at The Point included 41 on 2/13-14 (ST, 
DW, m. ob.), 67 on 2/18 (GM), 39 on 2/20 (GM, ST, m. ob.) and 
67 again 2/28 (GM, MF). Numbers of this species also gathered 
on the Allegheny River during the day in the Chapel Harbor and 
Highland Park Dam area. The high count there was 24 on 2/22 
(AH, PM). Also Duck Hollow on the Monongahela River was a 
popular gathering spot during the late afternoon. The high count 
there was 15 on 2/19 (WS, DS). Numbers dropped by early March 
with the last reported 3/28 near Waterworks Mall (AH, PM). An 
interesting bird that was thought to be a hybrid Great Black-
backed x Herring Gull was at The Point 2/26 (GM). Two Little 
Gulls were seen migrating at Dashields Dam 3/16 (GM), only the 
second county record.

A Northern Saw-whet Owl was banded at Sewickley Heights 
Park 3/26 (BMu). The immature Red-headed Woodpecker 

continued from the fall at Homewood Cemetery through March 
(v.o.). A Yellow-bellied Sapsucker was at Duck Hollow 2/1 (TH), 
one visited a yard in Squirrel Hill during February (MVV), and one 
was in Homewood Cemetery 3/4 (JC). The Northern Shrike first 
reported at Imperial in November was last reported 3/18 (MF).

The first Purple Martin of the spring was reported at 
Youghiogheny Country Club 3/31 (MJ), which was early. There 
were scattered reports of Winter Wren, Brown Creeper, and 
Golden-crowned Kinglet from various locations through the 
period (v.o.).

At least one Marsh Wren continued at Wingfield Pines, 
providing the first overwintering record in the county. A very 
interesting observation was made 2/25 when one was observed 
capturing and eating a small fish (ST) − a very rare food item for 
this species.

Rusty Blackbird reports include 3 at Jefferson Hills 3/11 
(JHa), 4 at Wingfield Pines 3/14 (AP), 2 at North Park 3/15 (AH, 
PM), 4 at Imperial 3/15 (GM), and one at Wingfield Pines 3/21 
(DYe).

Two Eastern Towhees were visiting the feeders at Latodomi 
Nature Center in North Park this winter, and one lingered through 
February (v.o.). Chipping Sparrows visited a feeder in Sewickley 
all winter with a maximum of 6 on 2/21 (JT). The first spring 
report was one in O’Hara Twp. 3/20 (DN). Two Field Sparrows 
were at North Park 2/9 (RM). Several Swamp Sparrows were 
at Wingfield Pines for the entire period (v.o.), an uncommon 
wintering species in the county.

Pine Siskins were widespread with numerous reports at 
feeders and in the field. A Common Redpoll that started visiting a 
feeder in Hampton Twp. in December continued to 3/13 (JA, fide 
DYe).

Observers: JoAnne Albert, Bill Brown, Paul Brown, Kyle 
Carlson, Jack Chaillet, Ben Coulter, Michael David, Mike 
Fialkovich, Jim Hausman (JHa), Amy Henrici, Todd Hooe, 
Matthew Juskowich, Fred Kachmarik, Michelle Kienholz, Glenn 
Koppel, Patrick Lister (PLi), Pat Lynch, Sherron Lynch, Ryan 
McDermott, Pat McShea, Geoff Malosh, Nancy Moeller, Tom 
Moeller, Bob Mulvihill (BMu), Dick Nugent, Brad Peroney, Aidan 
Place, David Poortinga, Kate St. John, Dana Shaffer, Walt Shaffer, 
Julia Tebbets, Steve Thomas (STh), Sue Thomas (SuT), Shannon 
Thompson, Mark VanderVen (MVV), Mark Vass, Dan Weeks (DWe), 
Dave Wilton, David Yeany (DYe), various observers (v.o.).


