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BIRDING ON THE ISLANDS – Jeffrey Hall readies his camera to 
document one of many birds he has photographed. This one is a 
Blue-footed Booby he found on the Galapagos Islands.

Known also as the “Enchanted Islands” at the time of 
Darwin’s visit in 1835, the Galapagos Islands are still a place 
of enchantment for the naturalist today. We will see the islands’ 
wildlife with naturalist Jeffrey Hall at the Three Rivers Birding 
Club meeting on Wednesday, April 5. His program is titled “Blue-
footed, Red-billed, and Magnificent: a Galapagos Adventure.”

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 8:00.

This volcanic archipelago on the Equator was settled by a 
few species of plants and animals. Over the millennia, these took 
advantage of the many available ecological niches to evolve into 
the Galapagos inhabitants that can be seen going about their lives 

today, unafraid of humans, each adapted to its unique setting. This 
program will highlight many Galapagos denizens, from Blue-
footed Boobies and Darwin’s finches to Sally Lightfoot Crabs and 
marine iguanas.  

Jeffrey is president of Bartramian Audubon Society and is 
active in Seneca Rocks Audubon Society. His articles and photos 
have appeared in many publications including Living Bird, NJ 
Audubon, Underwater Naturalist, Cassinia, and the Pennsylvania 
Society for Ornithology’s website.

He has presented more than one hundred programs for 
birding, nature, and photography groups, and is an instructor at the 
Institute for Learning in Retirement at Slippery Rock University. 
A retired biology teacher, he lives in Franklin, PA. John previously 
treated us to a program about Texas coastal birding in 2012.

 One hundred and seventy participants tallied 74 species 
for the Pittsburgh Christmas Count on December 31. The annual 
count is hosted and coordinated by Audubon Society of Western 
Pennsylvania and always occurs on the Saturday after Christmas, 
hence the New Year’s Eve date. Despite the holiday, participants 
spent a combined 278 hours in the field and 121 at feeders.  

Count-day weather was average, with a low of 24 degrees and 
a high of 39 measured at the count’s center in Shaler Township. A 
trace of precipitation was recorded. Stationary water was mostly 
frozen, while flowing water was entirely open. Wind was a factor 
for many observers, as gusts were recorded as high as 30 mph.    

Participants found 74 species, compared to the 10-year 
average of 69.  Most individual species’ numbers were near their 
averages, with a few exceptions.

Our April 5 Program Will Be “A Galapagos Adventure”

Mergansers were well represented, with all three expected 
species reported. Six Red-breasted Mergansers were a high count 
for this CBC. 

A Horned Grebe was only the fourth record for the count.    
Raptors were well represented. Nine Red-shouldered and 120 

Red-tailed Hawks were more than average. The big surprise in 
raptor numbers came with Merlin. This species is found annually; 
an individual is often seen in Schenley Park and by participants 
in one or two other areas. This year, 7 Merlins were counted, 
including 3 in the city. Five Peregrine Falcons tied a previously 
recorded high. Three Bald Eagles continued the relatively new 
annual tradition of this species on the count.

The American Crow roost, whose number has been estimated 
for the past decade or so, moved to Oakland. Numbers this year 

Pittsburgh Christmas Bird Counters Found 74 Species
                 By Brian Shema, Compiler
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President’s Message

A Journey of a Lifetime
(Part 2) 

By Bob VanNewkirk
My wife, Mary Ann, her brother, Bill, and I began our fifth-

day game drive in the Ngorongoro Crater, which is part of the 
Ngorongoro Conservation Area in Tanzania. The crater is basically 
a caldera more than 2,000 feet deep with a floor covering 102 
square miles. This massive conservation area is dubbed the eighth 
wonder of the world, and might be Africa’s most spectacular 
game reserve because of its phenomenal concentration of most of 
Africa’s big game animals.

The attraction to Ngorongoro’s wildlife is the combination 
of its tall-grass areas, short-grass plains, freshwater swamps, 
temperate forest, and lush vegetation in the gullies coming down 
from the rim. Wildebeests, zebras, buffaloes, Thompson’s and 
Grant’s gazelles, impalas, and elephants were the most numerous 
animals spread out over the area. They seemed to be always in 
sight in groups from dozens to hundreds no matter where we 
aimed our binoculars. Small groups of other grazers such as topi, 
hartebeests, and eland were also observed.

Other interesting wildlife sightings were solitary lions resting 
in the tall grass or walking across swatches of hillsides. Once 
our driver pulled off a flat stretch of road so that we could watch 
three black-backed jackal pups cavort near their den. Their mother 
watched them from a short distance away as her pups explored 
their territory, but they always remained close to their den. 
Sightings of spotted hyena were common during the early morning 
hours. Our driver, Fahad, guessed these animals might be returning 
to their shelters following a night of hunting. Later in the day, we 
passed 20 hyenas packed together taking a mud bath.

Although I was always attentive to viewing the mammals, 
it was the birds that I craved to see. As we drove over the dirt 
roads, our Land Rover caused birds to explode around us like 
firecrackers scattering Red-crowned Larks, Crowned Lapwings, 
Capped Wheatears, and many other small birds. The open savanna 
exposed beautiful Gray-crowned Cranes, long-legged and hawk-
like Secretarybirds, flightless Ostriches, and Kori Bustards. Even 
the less interested birdwatchers in the vehicle couldn’t help but be 
drawn to the variety of birdlife.  

Birds of prey included sought-after species. Montagu’s 
Harriers were seen gracefully flying and holding their wings in 
a dihedral. Tawny Eagles were highly visible both in flight and 
perched. A one-time sighting of a Bateleur provided a great look 
from its treetop perch. This small-tailed raptor gets its name from a 
side-to-side rocking motion when it soars. The Augur Buzzard with 
its black back, white underwings, and rufous tail reminded me of a 
Red-tailed Hawk. 

Vultures also fulfill their role in the crater as scavengers. The 
White-backed is the most common, and the Lappet-faced is the 
largest with a wing span of eight to nine feet and weighing about 
14 pounds. It is considered the most powerful and aggressive 
vulture and is capable of tearing apart tough hide. These vultures 
usually hang around a carcass until the carnivores have their fill 
and leave. Elephant is their favorite carrion. 

Perhaps our most memorable wildlife moment was at a well-
known muddy pool known simply as “the hippo pool.” There were 
already lots of safari vehicles on site when we arrived. Eventually, 
Fahad maneuvered his way into a good viewing location. We 

counted 96 hippos wallowing in this pool and packed together 
with hardly any room for moving around. On the edges of the pool 
were many Black-crowned Night-Herons, a few Sacred Ibis, Cattle 
Egrets, Black Crakes, Common Moorhens, a pair of Garganey, and 
some Eurasian Coots. 

Ngorongoro Crater is truly a breathtaking paradise. It has to 
be seen and experienced to get a true sense of its magnificence. 
Following a half-day game drive in the crater the next day, we 
ventured to the Serengeti National Park.

Serengeti National Park is Tanzania’s largest and most famous 
park. It covers about 5,700 square miles and derives its name 
from the Maasai word siringit, meaning “endless plains.” Up to 
28 species of hoofed animals and 530 bird species live here. Its 
various habitats provide a winter home to many migratory birds 
from other countries in Africa, Europe, and Asia. Serengeti also 
plays a vital role in the annual migration of wildebeest and zebra, 
usually between November and July. The scope of this migration 
is difficult to comprehend due to the sheer numbers of animals 
involved: over 1,000,000 wildebeest, 300,000 zebras, 300,000 
Thompson’s gazelles, 300,000 Grant’s gazelles, 20,000 buffalos, 
8,000 giraffes, and 800 elephants. The journey passes through 
southern grass plains, montane areas, dry woodland savanna and 
four major river areas covering about 1,800 miles.

Upon entering the park, no matter where I aimed my 
binoculars, the horizon seemed endless – and so did the animals. 

continued on page 5
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Outings to Come

New and Old Hot Spots 
Are Sure to Thrill Us

By Steve Thomas, Outings Director
Sunday, March 19 – Moraine State Park: This leaderless 

outing will be our first visit of the year to Lake Arthur, a man-made 
lake that is the heart of the park. The lake gets good and sometimes 
spectacular numbers and variety of waterfowl in migration. Meet 
in the Day Use Area (South Shore) in the first major parking lot on 
the right at 8:00 AM. From I-79, take Route 422 east toward Butler 
and exit at the Moraine State Park exit. Turn left at the end of the 
ramp and go straight into the park until you see the lot. Allow one 
hour driving from Pittsburgh.

Wednesdays, March 22, March 29, April 12, and April 
19 – Woodcock Walks in Harmar Township: The woodcock 
walks are back again this spring! Meet leader Tommy Byrnes 
(724-715-7184) at the Ladbrokes (now The Meadows) parking 
lot behind the Primanti Brothers restaurant off the Harmar exit 11 
of Route 28. We will carpool and drive a short distance to a field 
that has produced lots of American Woodcocks in the past several 
years. Be prepared for a muddy walk, and bring a flashlight. Before 
going to the field, we will check the Great Blue Heron nest site 
across the Allegheny River, which has been an exciting sight in 
previous years. March meeting times will be 6:30 PM, and April 
meeting times will be 7:00 PM.

Sunday, March 26 – Pymatuning Area: Meet leader 
Bob Van Newkirk (412-366-1694; van126@comcast.net) at the 
Pymatuning Wildlife Learning Center at 8:00 AM for this all-day 
outing. We will see plenty of waterfowl, Bald Eagles, and possibly 
Rough-legged Hawks. Take I-79 north to Route 6, and go west to 
Linesville. Turn left at the light in Linesville where the sign points 
toward the Pymatuning spillway. The sign for the center will be 
on the left, past the fish hatchery and before the spillway. Join the 
group for lunch at the Spillway Inn at noon if you wish. 

Saturday, April 1 − Yellow Creek State Park: Meet 
Margaret Higbee (724-354-3493) at the park office at 8:00 AM for 
this joint outing of the 3RBC and the Todd Bird Club.  The office is 
on Route 259 just off Route 422 east of Indiana. The park contains 
diverse habitats and a large lake, all attracting a wide variety of 
waterfowl and landbirds. Allow approximately one hour and 45 
minutes to drive from Pittsburgh. 

Saturday, April 22 – Raccoon Creek State Park: This is a 
joint bird, wildflower walk, and picnic with the Brooks Bird Club, 
which is based in West Virginia. Ryan Tomazin (412-220-9726; 
wvwarblers@hotmail.com) will lead the bird walk.  Meet at the 
Roadside Picnic Area West at 9:30 AM. We will drive to the beach 
and around the lake after checking out the picnic parking lot area. 

Potluck lunch will be between 12:30 and 1:00. Please bring 
a dish to feed at least 6-10 people, and bring your own plates, 
cutlery, and drinks. There are ample picnic benches under the giant 
oaks. If there is interest, and if the weather permits, we can bird 
and botanize the Wildflower Reserve. It should be the perfect time 
for wildflowers.

From Pittsburgh take Route 22/30 and exit at Imperial. Take 
Route 30 west to the Raccoon Creek State Park entrance, and 

drive through the park to the Roadside West picnic area. In case 
of inclement weather, we should be able to use the center at the 
Wildflower Reserve.

Friday, April 28 – Sewickley Heights Park: In collaboration 
with the Fern Hollow Nature Center, Bob VanNewkirk (412-366-
1694; van126@comcast.net) will lead this bird walk starting at 
7:30 AM in the upper parking lot. Louisiana Waterthrush, Yellow-
throated Warbler, and Warbling Vireo nest in the area. See the 
3RBC website for directions. Be prepared for muddy trails. It is 
also advisable to bring water and a lunch. 

Saturday, April 29 − Frick Park Environmental Center: 
Jack and Sue Solomon (412-521-3365 will lead this walk starting 
at 8:00 AM. We will meet at the new Frick Environmental Center 
at 2005 Beechwood Boulevard in Squirrel Hill. The park can be 
an excellent migrant trap and, as usual, we’re hoping for lots of 
warblers. 

Sunday, April 30 − Schenley Park: Meet leader Kate St. 
John (kstjohn001@yahoo.com) at 8:00 AM at the Bartlett Shelter 
at the intersection of Panther Hollow Road and Bartlett Street. 
The outing will coincide with Kate’s usual blog-outings schedule 
on the last Sunday of the month (except December, January, and 
February). Here is a link to the Google map for Bartlett Shelter: 
tinyurl.com/Bartlett-Shelter.

Sunday, April 30 − Riding Meadow Park (Fox Chapel): 
Meet Cecelia Hard (412-759-9565) inside the park entrance at 
8:00 AM.  Be prepared for muddy trails and wet grass. Expect 
local birds and a variety of migrants in varied habitat. Directions: 
From Route 28 take Exit 8 for Freeport Road. From the south, 
turn left onto Fox Chapel Road (1.1 miles) and then a slight 
left onto Squaw Run Road (1.1 miles). Turn right onto Squaw Run 
Road East (0.8 mile). Riding Meadow Park is on the left. From 
the north, take Fox Chapel Road, turn right onto Squaw Run Road 
East, go past Shadyside Middle School and the entrance to Christ 
Church. The park will be on the right. Park in the lot directly 
opposite the entrance to the park. GPS coordinates: 40.523676, 
-79.891976.

Wednesday, May 3 – Linbrook Woodlands: Join Bob Van 
Newkirk (412-366-1694; van126@comcast.net) at 8:00 AM. This 
recently purchased 168-acre Allegheny Land Trust property is 
Franklin Park Borough. The features include steep wooded ravines, 
trails, many springs, and frontage along Big Sewickley Creek. 
Warblers, thrushes, flycatchers, and vireos will be targeted. Bring a 
lunch, snack and water. Porta-Johns are available. Directions:

From Pittsburgh − Take I-279 North to the Wexford exit. 
Turn left onto Route 910 and go approximately one mile to a “T” 
intersection. Dragun’s Nursery will be on the left. At intersection 
turn right onto Rochester Road. Take Rochester Road for about 0.5 
mile and turn right onto Big Sewickley Creek Road. Follow Big 
Sewickley Creek Road approximately 0.75 mile and turn left into 
the park where you see the sign. The parking lot is on the right side 
bordering a ball field.

From the north − Take I-279 South to the Wexford exit. 
Turn right onto Route 910 and go approximately one mile to a “T 
intersection. Dragun’s Nursery will be on the left. At intersection 
turn right onto Rochester Road. Follow Rochester Road for about 
0.5 mile and turn right onto Big Sewickley Creek Road. Follow 
Big Sewickley Creek Road approximately 0.75 mile and turn left 
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into the park where you see the sign. The parking lot is on the right 
side bordering a ball field.

From the east − Take Route 910, proceed straight through 
the intersection at I-79, and go approximately one mile to a “T” 
intersection. Dragun’s Nursery will be on the left. At intersection 
turn right onto Rochester Road. Follow Rochester Road for about 
0.5 mile and turn right onto Big Sewickley Creek Road. Follow 
Big Sewickley Creek Road approximately 0.75 mile and turn left 
into the park where you see the sign. The parking lot is on the right 
side bordering a ball field.

Friday, May 5 – Sewickley Heights Park: In collaboration 
with the Fern Hollow Nature Center, Sheree Daugherty 
(shereedaugherty@gmail.com) will lead this walk. Meet at 7:30 
AM in the upper parking lot. Directions are on the 3RBC website.  
Be prepared for muddy trails. It is also advisable to bring water 
and a lunch. Besides birding in the park we will drive and make 
stops along Little Sewickley Creek. Louisiana Waterthrush, 
Yellow-throated Warbler, and Warbling Vireo nest in the area.

Saturday and Sunday, May 6 and 7 – Barking Slopes: 
Todd Hooe (hooe@verizon.net; 412-805-6909) will lead us on 
an outing to Barking Slopes along the Allegheny River above 
Oakmont. Given the difficult terrain and sometimes narrow and 
undeveloped trails in parts of Barking Slopes, as well as limited 
parking, two separate walks are scheduled, each with a target of 
12-15 participants. Please email or text-message Todd with your 
interest in either walk. 

Expect 40-60 species including American Kestrel, Common 
Raven, Yellow-breasted Chat, and a variety of warblers, 
flycatchers, sparrow, thrushes, and vireos, Orchard and Baltimore 
Orioles, Scarlet Tanager, Indigo Bunting, and Rose-breasted 
Grosbeak. 

Saturday (7:00 AM-12:00 PM): This will be an extensive 
exploration (approximately 5 miles of hiking) of the upper portion 
of the property. We will be hiking through potentially difficult 
terrain including narrow paths, steep climbs, loose rock and 
gravel, dirt, grass, and possibly muddy trails. We will bird for up 
to 5 hours depending upon weather and conditions.

Sunday (7:30 AM-11:30 AM): This walk will be an 
exploration (approximately 3 miles of hiking) of the easier trails 
of the upper portion of the property. There will be some uphill 
climbs, but much of the time the trails will be relatively flat, wide, 
and with grass, gravel, or dirt surfaces. Some mud is possible 
depending on rainfall amounts. We will bird for up to 4 hours 
depending upon weather and conditions.

Important reminders: Once we depart from the parking lot, 
we will not return until the end of the walk. There are no public 
restrooms. Bring water and packed food/snack items. There are 
ticks, poison ivy, and plants with thorns, spines, and prickles. 
Dress appropriate for the weather. Long pants and hiking boots/
shoes are necessary.

Parking GPS coordinates: 40.529130, -79.792003 (Coxcomb 
Hill Road)

Sunday, May 7 – Tom’s Run Nature Reserve: David 
Yeany (814-221-4361) will lead us at this nature reserve of 317 
acres in Kilbuck and Ohio Townships acquired by the Western 
Pennsylvania Conservancy in several parcels between 1977 and 

1991. Meet Dave at 6:30 AM, which is earlier than usual for our 
outings. He does not want us to miss the “dawn chorus” of many 
species singing. We should be able to find a variety of migrant 
songbirds – warblers, thrushes, vireos and more. 

The property has some rough trails, which WPC stewardship 
staff are working to improve, and includes some nice oak and 
northern hardwoods forest as well as some forest which has been 
heavily impacted by invasive understory shrubs like multiflora 
rose. Parking is located along Tom’s Run Road, just east of I-79 
and northwest of Emsworth in Allegheny County. See the 3RBC 
website for directions to the meeting place.   

Saturday, May 13 − Harrison Hills Park: Meet leader 
Jim Valimont (412-828-5338) at 8:00 AM at this county park off 
Freeport Road between Natrona Heights and Freeport. As you enter 
the park, bear right and proceed to the parking area at the end (not 
all the way down to the soccer field). The parking lot is near the 
pond. Dress for wet grass and mud. Previous spring outings have 
produced a nice variety of warblers, Philadelphia and Yellow-
throated Vireos, Rose-breasted Grosbeaks, and Scarlet Tanagers. 
See tinyurl.com/HarrisonHills for directions.

Saturday, May 20 – Presque Isle State Park: This trip to 
one of Pennsylvania’s greatest birding locations will be led by Bob 
VanNewkirk (412-366-1694; van126@comcast.net). Meet at 8:00 
AM at the first parking lot on the right after entering the park. From 
Pittsburgh, take I-79 North until it ends. Take the exit for Route 
5 West (also called West 12th Street) and continue for about one 
mile. Turn right onto Route 832, which leads directly into the park. 
Allow 2.5 hours driving time. The migration should still be well 
underway, but you never know what to expect there. Presque Isle 
has produced some of Pennsylvania’s best (and only) records of 
rarities. Please bring a packed lunch.

Saturday, May 20 − Breeding Birds of Crawford County: 
We will visit several of Shawn Collins’s favorite spots around 
Game Lands 213. Directions to the meeting place are below. Meet 
Shawn there at 9:00 AM. These locations have always turned up 
great birds on territory. Our targets will be Virginia Rail, Sora, 
Marsh Wren, Common Gallinule, Red-headed Woodpecker, 
Cerulean Warbler, Prothonotary Warbler, American Redstart, 
Hooded Warbler, Black-throated Green Warbler, Mourning 
Warbler, Blue-winged Warbler, plus various vireos, swallows, 
flycatchers, waterfowl, and Sandhill Cranes. 

A nice picnic area at Ernst Trail (Geneva location) is where 
we will have lunch. Please bring a packed lunch. We will bird 
around the grassland and large pond after lunch. This area hosts 
many sparrows, Wood Ducks, Blue-winged Warblers, and other 
specialties.  After lunch we will continue on the other side of 
the game lands. If anyone wants to visit the Miller Ponds area 
afterwards, we can search for the Upland Sandpipers that call 
Route 285 their home.   

From Pittsburgh, take I-79 North to the Geneva/Cochranton 
exit. After the exit, turn left.  There will be a flashing red light. Go 
straight past the light, and on the left there is a gravel park-and-ride 
lot. We will meet there and carpool. For questions, email Shawn at 
pabirder1974@gmail.com or text/call 412-721-2526.
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UNDER AFRICAN SKIES –Bob VanNewkirk considers these two species among the 
most interesting he saw on his recent safari in Africa. The Lappet-faced Vulture, left, is 
classified as an endangered species by BirdLife International. The African Fish-Eagle 
perched on the back of a Cape Buffalo, above, has a stable population. Karyn Delaney 
photographed these on a recent African safari.

There were herds of wildebeest moving in columns, zebras 
traveling in family units and in lines so long that I could not see 
their beginning or end. Large numbers of buffalo were always 
foraging nearby. In wooded areas of acacia trees, giraffes and 
elephants were frequently found. Fahad nicknamed this habitat 
“Giraffic Park.”

The migration presents a feast for carnivores. We came across 
several lion groups feeding on recently killed wildebeest or buffalo. 
We saw desiccated impala skins hanging from tree branches. 
Leopards often drag their prey up trees to keep them out of sight 
of vultures. Hyenas are known as scavengers, but they are also 
aggressive hunters, and they sometimes drive other predators like 
lions and cheetahs from their kills. 

Vast tracts of forests and plains also provided a treasure trove 
of bird sightings: Ostriches, Secretarybirds, Kori and Hartlaub’s 
Bustards, Helmeted Guineafowl, both Red-necked and Yellow-
necked Spurfowls, and Red-billed Hornbills were standouts. In 
woody and bushy areas Magpie Shrike, Common Fiscal, the aptly 

named Superb Starling, and a variety of weavers and doves were 
always quite conspicuous. 

Eagles, vultures, harriers, and kestrels were hardly ever out of 
sight, either perched or in flight as they fed on carrion or hunted for 
small mammals, lizards, snakes, or game birds.

Freshwater habitats were magnets for waders, lapwings 
(plovers), herons, storks, ibises, and the African Jacana. The 
Saddle-billed Stork features a red and black bill that is truly 
spectacular in sunlight. One of the strangest birds usually found 
near wetlands is the Hamerkop. This brown bird is two feet long 
with a heavy black bill, and a square crest that gave the bird its 
name for “hammerhead” in South Africa’s Afrikaans language. It 
has partially webbed feet, a short tail, and widely rounded wings. 
This bird is especially noted for its huge nest – up to four feet 
across. Owls, snakes, and small mammals live in abandoned nests.

Serengeti’s magic is an experience of the heart and mind, and 
made up of all that you experience with your senses. Our African 
safari was really “The Greatest Show on Earth.”

President’s Message
continued from page 2

Pheasant Surprise
There may be no truly wild Ring-necked Pheasants in our 

state. This Asian native has long been bred in “game farms” and 
released by the Pennsylvania Game Commission each fall for 
hunting. 

Pheasants were observed commonly in the state until the late 
1970s when the population collapsed after two extremely cold and 
deep-snowy winters. Thousands are released, but very few now 
survive even through relatively normal winters.

Birds reared and fed in game farms are not attuned to feeding 
in the wild. Also, loss of cover in decreasing field-edge brush 
habitat leaves them vulnerable to cold weather and predators.

Thousands are released in southwestern Pennsylvania each 
fall, but they disappear quickly. Dave Brooke, a new 3RBC 
member, photographed this unexpected wanderer at Harrison Hills 
Park, Allegheny County, on November 10, 2016. 
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VARIATIONS – The lecucistic American Goldfinch, above, lacks 
its normal black coloration based on melanin pigment, but retains 
its yellow carotenoid pigment based on diet. The American Robin, 
below, lacks black melanin in scattered portions of its plumage. 
Tom Moeller photographed the goldfinch in Wexford and the robin 
in Squirrel Hill.

Observations

Why is that Bird 
All Splotchy? 

By Tom Moeller
Not one, not two, but three times last year I photographed 

different American Robins with splotchy white areas in their 
plumage, a form of leucism. Two had irregular areas of white in 
their feathers, and the third had individual white feathers in its 
wings and tail. Other birds have turned up for me over the years 
with some form of leucism.

What is leucism? And how is it different from albinism?
Leucism is the lack of one or both melanin pigments in 

feathers which color the feathers black or brown. There are 
various reasons for this lack, which are malfunctioning processes 
somewhere in the growth of feathers: 1) the failure of color cells 
to deposit melanin into the growing feathers, 2) the incomplete 
deposit of one or both melanin pigments, which results in irregular 
coloring or dilute coloring, or 3) the melanin does not oxidize 
correctly, also yielding irregular coloring. Leucism is usually 
inherited by a bird from its parents, although the condition can skip 
a generation as a recessive trait.  

The complete lack of melanin results in white feathers 
– sometimes a few here and there; sometimes whole areas of 
feathers, as with the three robins I photographed. I have also 
photographed House Sparrows with leucistic feathers. Robins and 
House Sparrows are ubiquitous birds observed by many people, 
birders and non-birders alike. A leucistic bird stands out to those 
observers; therefore, more of these two species than other birds are 
reported with leucism.

Occasionally, birds may lose tail feathers to a predator (hawk, 
falcon, neighborhood cat) resulting in white feathers growing in 
as replacements. Also, feathers could be lost in accidents, such 
as flying into a window, or in a fight with a rival. Again, the lost 
feathers are often replaced by white feathers. This, however, is 
not a form of leucism. These replacement feathers are usually 
restored by properly colored ones during the bird’s next molt. We 
once observed a Common Grackle that returned to our feeders two 
or three years in a row. The bird had a completely white tail all 
that time. Was it leucism or replacement feathers that were never 
properly restored?        

In 2008, I photographed a leucistic American Goldfinch in 
Wexford, Allegheny County. Leucism affects only the dark melanin 
pigments, but the yellow and red pigments (carotenoids, which are 
processed into feathers from birds’ diet) are not affected. Therefore, 
this goldfinch had a yellow cast to its plumage and was dubbed a 
“Lemon Goldfinch” by the homeowners.

There are drastic cases of leucism where the entire bird seems 
white. In February 2014, a “white” Red-tailed Hawk was known 
to frequent an area along Route 30 near Imperial in Allegheny 
County.  Close inspection of a photograph of this hawk shows 
some colored feathers on its head and in its tail, and its dark eyes. It 
may have been “fully leucistic,” but it was not albino.  

Albinism is caused by a lack of the enzyme tyrosinase in 
pigment cells, which means the individual cannot manufacture 
melanin. Not only are all the feathers white, but the eyes are pink 
because no melanin is present to hide the eyes’ red blood cells). 
Lack of color in the eyes makes the bird sensitive to light.

The term “partial albino” is a misnomer because albinos, 
through their physiology, cannot produce any melanin in their 
bodies. If one lacks the genetic chemical tyrosinase, one cannot be 
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Leucistic Birds
continued from page 6

ARTIFICIALLY WHITE –This true albino homing pigeon was 
released at a wedding. Note the pinkish eye and beak. These birds 
have been genetically bred as albinos from an ancestral stock of 
normally colored birds. Tom Moeller found this one at North Park.

NOT A SNOWY OWL –This beautiful leucistic Red-tailed Hawk 
has been present in southwestern Allegheny County for years 
and has often been misidentified as a Snowy Owl. Tom Moeller 
photographed it along Route 30 near Imperial in February 2014.

partly albino. Albinism does not affect yellow or red carotenoid 
pigments, and albinos may show some yellowish or reddish 
coloring. The “Lemon Goldfinch” mentioned above was not an 
albino because its eyes were pigmented with melanin, not pink, its 
beak was normally colored, and the feathers had some washed-out 
coloring.

Albinos rarely live to adulthood in the wild, often going blind 
from sunlight on their photosensitive eyes or being subject to 
predation because of their conspicuous white appearance. Melanin 
strengthens feathers; consequently, an albino bird’s feathers break 
easily, causing problems with flying and insulation of the body. 
The white feathers reflect sunlight, thereby resulting in loss of heat, 
a danger to the bird especially in colder climates. Other members 
of the species may reject albinos because they do not recognize 
the albinos as peers. Little wonder they do not usually survive in 
nature.

I did photograph an adult albino pigeon in 2008 at North Park. 
It was pure white with a pink beak and eyes. However, this albino 
was probably not natural but an escapee from a wedding held at 
the North Park golf club. Such birds are bred as homing pigeons 
to return to their owners, the company that provided the birds as a 
“dove release” for the wedding. Perhaps this one was tardy or not 
able to return.

Next time you see a bird with odd white feathers, do not use 
the terms “albino” or “partial albino” to describe it; nearly always 
it has some form of leucism.

References:
A Touch Above. “Frequently Asked Questions about Dove 

Releases.”  2016. A Touch Above Doves. January 8, 2017. http://
tinyurl.com/jxmocqx

Andrea Alfano. “How to Tell if a Bird Is Albino.” September 
09, 2015. Audubon.org. December 24, 2016. http://tinyurl.com/
gt72a25

Annenberg Lerner. “Robins of a Different Feather; the 
Leucistic Pigment Condition.” No date. Journey North: American 
Robin. November 27, 2016. http://tinyurl.com/zwxs5e6

British Trust for Ornithology. “Leucism & albinism.” No date. 
BTO: Looking out for Birds. December 23, 2016. http://tinyurl.
com/juffo6q

Esther Inglis-Arkell. “Why Albino Animals Aren’t Always 
White (And Non-Albino Animals Are)” November 3, 2011. io9.
com. January 6, 2017. http://tinyurl.com/jz34ogj

Edward Kendall. “Unusual Birds.” 2012. Project Feeder 
Watch. November 6, 2016. http://tinyurl.com/kvfl5g2

Melissa Mayntz. “Bird Leucism; About Leucistic Birds and 
Abnormal Plumages.” August 29, 2015. About.com. July 24, 2016. 
http://birding.about.com/od/identifyingbirds/a/leucism.htm   

David Sibley. “Abnormal coloration in birds: Melanin 
reduction.” August 5, 2011. Sibley Guides. July 25, 2016. http://
tinyurl.com/ccnwpzu

See More Leucistic Birds 
at 3rbc.com

Leucistic birds come in endless varieties of pale, washed-
out, and pure white plumage abnormalities. Our Three Rivers 
Birding Club website includes a photo gallery of additional 
variations to accompany Tom Moeller’s “Observations.”
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Have Birding Fun in West Virginia

on the Brooks Bird Club Foray
Does Ryan Tomazin’s report of the 2016 Brooks Bird Club Foray, below, entice 

you to share the Foray’s wealth of natural history?
In June 2017 the club will explore Hardy County, West Virginia, home to Barn 

Owls, Blue Grosbeaks, and other regional goodies from this gateway to the state’s 
Eastern Panhandle. For a taste of the grosbeak’s beauty, gaze at the signing male 
at left. Doug Tallamy photographed it in his yard in Chester County, Pennsylvania, 
northeastward from Hardy County.   

For details on how to participate, contact Ryan (wvwarblers@hotmail.com; 
412-220-9726), or see www.brooksbirdclub.org for general information. 

“This is a yearly event for everybody, and we have many members that also 
belong to the 3RBC. Wonderful West Virginia birding is just over the border, and 
what better way is there to spend a few days in June,” Ryan says.

If you subscribe to Bird Watcher’s Digest – and you should -- the new March/
April issue of Bird Watcher’s Digest has an article by Ryan about the Foray’s famous 
history.

By Ryan Tomazin
Every year for the past 76, the Brooks Bird Club of West 

Virginia (BBC) has held a family research project and nature camp 
called the Foray, which covers a specified county or area in West 
Virginia. Last year’s event was in Tucker County and included 
Blackwater Falls and Canaan Valley State Parks, Dolly Sods 
Wilderness Area, and Cheat River Canyon. I would like to share 
some of the natural wonders we found.

 A typical day starts with 5:00 AM breeding bird surveys 
(BBS) and singing male census study plots, followed by breakfast 
and either speakers with programs or field trips to look for birds, 
plants, herps, geological features, and much more.

 Birds were an obvious goal, but we had terrific luck with 
mammals, too. Best was a porcupine in an upland birch-hemlock 
forest. Bears were seen as well, and I spotted one cub at a BBS 
stop, meandering on a hill below two singing Mourning Warblers. 
Other participants saw family groups and singles.

Speakers discussed environmental impacts on our bird 
species. Wil Hershberger, a bird club member, gave a wonderful 
auditory experience utilizing his field work on bird sounds. 

We visited Tucker County many times during the club’s 
history, and the maximum species count was 131 in 2006. In 2016, 
with the wonderful diversity in the West Virginia highlands, we 
quickly hit 100. On the last full day of the Foray, I found the first 
Red-shouldered Hawk, bringing our seven-day total to 132 species.

One great trip was a canoe/kayak float down the Cheat River. 
Two, possibly three, Bald Eagles soared overhead, Green Herons 
fed young, Common Mergansers flew by, and our only Spotted 
Sandpiper was found.

My favorite birding adventure involved two brothers in their 
teens and me. I had run a BBS route a couple of mornings before, 
and on consecutive stops had a Whip-poor-will and an Eastern 
Screech-Owl. We set off in the evening and immediately found 
the Whip calling nearby. Up the road, I began doing my screech-
owl whistles, and the first whistle resulted in a hissing shriek from 
overhead (a baby), and that attracted an adult right away. 

We next headed up Canaan Heights, which overlooks Canaan 
Valley. Northern Saw-whet Owl boxes are there, and I called one 
owl to within 15 feet of us. We called back and forth for over five 
minutes, while an Ovenbird night-sang at 11:00.

We drove into Canaan Valley State Park, hoping for a Barn 
Owl or a marsh bird, but we had to settle for night songs from an 
Alder Flycatcher and a Swamp Sparrow.

On our way out of the park, I stopped at a bog and tried a 
Barred Owl vocalization. More hissing! Two young owls were in 
the trees next to the car, and within moments a parent arrived, first 
flying in to check the young, and then flying across the road in the 
full moon light to call from a tree. As I hooted back and forth with 
her, a second adult showed up, beginning an amazing series of 
those crazy Barred Owl sounds, which attracted a third adult.  

A trip to the National Wildlife Refuge in the valley got us a 
night-singing Henslow’s Sparrow, and another Whip-poor-will 
flew up from the side of the road. Oh, what a night!

Next morning, the group was back at the refuge, and we 
added a Northern Harrier, Red-breasted Nuthatch, Common Raven, 
the continuing Henslow’s Sparrow, Grasshopper Sparrows, and 
Bobolinks. A trip back into the park produced a Merlin that hangs 
out around Canaan Lodge. Everyone got to see it perching.

There was much more to see in the West Virginia mountains. 
On our first BBS route, I stopped in what looked like a prime 
habitat for Golden-winged Warblers. We did not get one there, but 
while descending that mountain, I caught an odd sound out of the 
window that was Cerulean-ish. When we stopped and spent time 
looking, it turned out to be a Golden-winged. A bonus was a Blue-
winged Warbler singing on the other side of the hill.

Woodpeckers were numerous, the most spectacular a single 
Red-headed Woodpecker that flew through camp for all to see. It 
was our first in Tucker County in over 60 years. Yellow-bellied 
Sapsuckers were the most numerous woodpeckers on BBS routes. 

Our 24 warbler species included Worm-eating, Kentucky, 
Cerulean, additional Mournings, Yellow-rumps, Canadas, and a 
Northern Waterthrush. Only a couple of Willow Flycatchers were 
heard, but Alders were in good numbers. Seven flycatcher species, 
six swallow species, five vireo species, five thrush species, seven 
raptor species, and highland specialties such as Golden-crowned 
Kinglets, Purple Finches, and Winter Wrens were seen. The 17-
year cicada outbreak made both cuckoo species numerous, too.

mailto:wvwarblers%40hotmail.com?subject=
http://www.brooksbirdclub.org
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may have been relatively consistent with those in previous years, 
but the ability to estimate the flock is now inconsistent. When they 
stream over areas with poor visibility, as in Oakland with its many 
buildings, the numbers become very difficult to estimate. This 
was the case, with only 14,690 crows reported, down from nearly 
33,000 a few years ago.  

Surprisingly, only 17 Red-breasted Nuthatches were listed. 
Fairly large numbers were arriving from the north early in the 
winter, and good numbers were expected for the count. Perhaps 
poor foraging conditions locally forced them to move south of us. 
Most of these birds were reported by feeder watchers.  

Pileated Woodpeckers were reported at a higher than expected 
number: 48 individuals were a new high count for Pittsburgh.  

White-throated Sparrow continues to be less abundant than 
it formerly was for this count. Many observers reported relative 
difficulty finding them. This year’s total was only 427 individuals, 
compared to 1,200 just 20 years ago.

Although Pittsburgh isn’t far from the usual wintering 
grounds of Chipping Sparrow, we are clearly outside of the 
expected range; however, we continue to find the species in winter.  
One was found in Frick Park, and it reportedly continued to be 
seen at feeders near the education center. This species has been 
found in three of the past five counts, including 5 individuals in 
2011 alone.          

Seven blackbirds, likely Red-winged, were a good find as 
they flew over Pittsburgh.  

The Audubon Society would like to thank each participant, 
with special thanks to the area leaders who help compile bird 
numbers and participant information. Their work made compiling 
the data much, much easier.               

continued from page 1
Pittsburgh Christmas Count

Other CBC Results

Pittsburgh South Hills

By Nancy Page, compiler
The Pittsburgh South Hills Bird Circle had a real weather 

challenge to confront on December 17. We had an excellent crew 
of birders, the best in a long time, and we were so excited about 
this year’s count. 

Mother Nature had other things in mind. It was the Saturday 
the weather changed from midnight warm to freezing and back to 
warm, all in 24 hours. Just when our birders were ready to go, an 
ice storm hit and we were covered in a quarter-inch of ice. Only a 
few birders took the chance and went out − and then not very early. 

What a disappointment! Participants who could not get out 
did do feeder counts, and I am pleased with the participation 
considering what we had to put up with. The birders who did get 
out early said the birds were smarter because they hunkered down 
and didn’t come out until it began to warm up.

I now have an assistant compiler, Gigi Gerben. She was very 
good at getting the word out about the count and finding more 
birders for us. I feel very pleased and happy to have her on board 
because she is so dedicated and selfless when it comes to working 
in the “birding world.” 

We had 55 species including highlights of 2 American Black 
Ducks, 1 Northern Pintail, 124 Wild Turkeys, 3 Pied-billed Grebes, 
1 Killdeer, 2 Eastern Screech-Owls, 1 Barred Owl, 3 Belted 
Kingfishers, 2 Yellow-bellied Sapsuckers, 2 Common Ravens, 4 
Winter Wrens, 1 Hermit Thrush, 3 Brown Thrashers, 20 American 
Tree Sparrows,  Field Sparrows, 2 Swamp Sparrows, 4 Eastern 
Towhees, 68 Red-winged Blackbirds, 4 Common Grackles, 1 
Brown-headed Cowbird, and 1 Purple Finch.

South Butler

By Chris Kubiak, Compiler
Forty-three field observers and 23 feeder counters surveyed 

bird populations January 7. The date fell a day after the official 
CBC count window, but I am still including it our year-to-year 
analysis of the count circle.  

We found 55 species, totaling 7,301 individual birds. This 
was down from the previous year’s high of 58 species and 10,487 
total birds. The most commonly counted species was again the 
European Starling (1,245).

Highlights included a Rusty Blackbird near Connoquenessing 
Creek in Forward Township, a Northern Harrier near Zelienople, a 
Hooded Merganser in the Connoquenessing, 6 Purple Finches, and 
single Yellow-bellied Sapsucker, Mute Swan, and Killdeer.

Raptors continue to do well in this area. We had a record 
number of Red-tailed Hawks (80) up from the previous high of 
56. Record highs were 14 Cooper’s Hawks and 9 Sharp-shinned 
Hawks. Eight American Kestrels, and 5 Red-shouldered Hawks 
were counted, but there were zero Turkey Vultures this year. 

Interestingly, fruit eaters like American Robins and Cedar 
Waxwings numbers dropped substantially, most likely because of 
scarcity of fruit compared to the banner apple/crab apple year in 
2015-16. A meager 195 American Robins were counted, compared 
to 1,350 last year. Only 43 Cedar Waxwings were tallied vs. 363 
versus last year.

Sparrows did well, including record counts of American Tree 
Sparrows (117) and White-throated Sparrows (115), both of which 
I believe are vastly under-counted in the circle, given that prime 
habitat is often on private property. Song Sparrows continue to 
hang steady, while Field Sparrows continue their decline with only 
6 recorded.

Lastly, winter migrants like Golden-crowned Kinglet (22), 
Winter Wren (2), and Brown Creeper (4) were found in steady 
numbers, save for Dark-eyed Juncos (whose numbers rose by 
nearly 300 birds), and Red-breasted Nuthatches (14), which were 
absent on the previous year’s CBC.

Buffalo Creek Valley

By George Reese, Compiler 
The ice storm left many roads impassable and even walking 

trails difficult for much of the day on December 17. Birders who 
normally cover Harrison Hills Park were unable to participate at all 
because the park was closed. Our total of 44 species was not too 
bad, considering the conditions.

Highlights included 1 Pied-billed Grebe, 7 Common 
Mergansers, 1 Hooded Merganser, 1 Great Blue Heron, 2 Northern 
Harriers, 1 Common Loon, 2 Eastern Screech-Owls, 3 Common 
Ravens, 1 Brown Creeper, 14 Golden-crowned Kinglets, 6 Eastern 
Bluebirds, 1 Brown Creeper, 15 American Tree Sparrows, 1 Field 
Sparrow, 2 Swamp Sparrows, and 7 White-crowned Sparrows.
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DISTINGUISHED VISITOR – This elegant Pacific Golden-Plover 
breeds in the Arctic but is common in the Hawaiian Islands in the 
nonbreeding season from August to April.

A New Birding Festival 
Beckons Us to Hawaii

With Many “ABA Birds”
By Jeffrey Cohen

On September 24-25, 2016, I attended the first Hawaiian 
Birding Festival on the Big Island. The festival was organized 
to benefit a new 90-mile-long coast-to-coast birding trail. I had 
visited the area in 2005 and was anxious to get back for some 
photography and maybe pick up a couple of lifers. 

The festival was very well run, especially for a first-time 
event, and I would highly recommend it. This first festival was 
only two days long, so coming from Pittsburgh, I scheduled a 
couple more days of birding.

A month later, the American Birding Association added 
Hawaii to the ABA Checklist for its members’ “countable” species. 
So those of you who use that as the basis for a life list, you have 
just added the potential 85 species in one trip. That ought to create 
havoc with all the field guides out there! Fortunately, the Hawaii 
Audubon Society produces a very nice little guide. The recent 
edition sells for about $15, and it is all you need to take.  

The Big Island has 10 of the 15 major biome types found 
around the world. All this on an island of about 4,000 square miles. 
Hawaii lies about 2,400 miles from the nearest continental mass. It 
has no native reptiles, amphibians, and only one mammal species 
of mammals, the Hawaiian Bat.

This isolated geography explains why so many species are 
endangered or extinct. Roughly 33 species on the ABA list are now 
considered extinct. Even the least endangered species are at best 
stable, having little geographic area to expand their range.

Basically, Hawaiian landbirds can be divided into two groups. 
Most are rare or endangered endemics which have evolved into 
separate species in Hawaii – in some cases on only one of the 
islands. Some are subspecies of species that are found in many 
other regions of the world. These include the Hawaiian Stilt, 
a subspecies of Black-necked Stilt, and the Pueo, which is a 
subspecies of the Short-eared Owl.

The birds include the Omao or Hawaiian Thrush and 
several species of honeycreepers. Because of avian flu, which is 
transmitted via mosquitos, these birds have been forced into cooler 
temperatures above the 3,000-4,000 foot elevation to survive, 
where the dangerous mosquitos cannot live.

Below that elevation are a wider range of exotics. Some were 
imported as game birds, such as Chukar, three species of francolin, 
and Chestnut-bellied Sandgrouse. Others were brought by Asian 
immigrants who longed for a reminder of home. These include 
White-rumped Shamas, bulbuls, parrots, mynas, and small finches.

The third group consists of marine birds. Shorebirds, gulls, 
and waterfowl are in low numbers species-wise. About 22 pelagic 
species including albatrosses, petrels, boobies, and tropicbirds 
occur, but usually not in large numbers.

You may want to avoid winter because it is high tourist 
season and is more expensive, but birding opportunities do not 
change much year-round. There are several guiding options for 
those so inclined. Search Hawaiian bird tours on the Internet for 
information.

Birding at Presque Isle 
The “Festival of the Birds at Presque Isle” is now established 

as one of Pennsylvania’s premier birding experiences, and this 
year’s event promises to be an exciting one. On May 5-7 the 
Presque Isle Audubon Society will offer a weekend of activities for 
birders from expert to beginners.

See tinyurl.com/PI-Bird-Festival for full information and 
registration details. Bird walks led by experts, field trips to bird hot 
spots farther away, educational workshops and much more are on 
the schedule.

A highlight will be a guest program by Scott Weidensaul, a 
Pennslvanian and internationally known ornithological expert. 
Scott will explain “Project SNOWstorm,” a research effort to 
study Snowy Owls’ periodic invasions southward from their Arctic 
breeding range in winter.

For lodging in Erie, see visiterie.com. Activities will be 
centered at the Tom Ridge Environmental Center on Route 832 just 
south of Presque Isle.

  

http://tinyurl.com/PI-Bird-Festival
http://visiterie.com
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Birds in the Three Rivers Area

31 Saw-whets (Wow!)
Led Oct.-Nov. 2016 List

By Mike Fialkovich, Bird Reports Editor
Very mild weather in November may be the reason for only 

one report of Tundra Swan migrants: a flock of 82 over Indiana 
Twp. 11/21 (DY). A small retention pond at Imperial hosted a 
good variety of waterfowl: a Gadwall 10/9 (MV), an American 
Black Duck 10/8-9 (MV), a Green-winged Teal 10/9 (MV), and 
two Blue-winged Teal 10/8-9 (JHa, BMu). Two male Northern 
Pintails were at a small pond at Janoski’s Farm 11/26 (MV).

A Lesser Scaup and 10 Buffleheads were at Duck Hollow on 
the Monongahela River 11/9 (JS, SS). Five Ruddy Ducks were at 
the Moody Road ponds in Findlay Twp. 10/21 (MV). Two Hooded 
Mergansers were at Duck Hollow 11/21 (JS, SS) and 5 were on 
the Allegheny River at Sharpsburg 11/22 (JH).

Two Merlins were at Schenley Park 11/10 through the end of 
the reporting period (JK, KSJ).

A Sora was at Wingfield Pines 10/19 (DW), either a late 
migrant or a bird lingering after being present all summer. Very 
rare here, a Sandhill Crane was heard calling as it flew over 
Hampton Twp. after dark 11/27 (DN). An American Coot was at 
Imperial 11/2 (MV).

Two rather late Solitary Sandpipers were in Findlay Twp. 
10/8 (JHa). Shorebirds at Imperial included a Semipalmated 
Sandpiper 8/13 (MV), 2 Least Sandpipers 10/6 (MV) and 3 
on 10/8 (MF, MV), a late Pectoral Sandpiper 10/6 (MV), and a 
Wilson’s Snipe 11/12 (MV).

A Bonaparte’s Gull was along the Monongahela River at 
Duck Hollow 11/21 (JS, SS). A late Forster’s Tern was at Imperial 
10/8 (MV).

Bob Mulvihill continued his Northern Saw-whet Owl 
banding station at Sewickley Heights Park this fall. He was quite 
successful, banding a total of 31 birds. An adult female Rufous 
Hummingbird appeared at a feeder in Brookline 11/23 (DWa). 
It was banded and confirmed as that species 11/29 (BMu) and 
remained at least into early December.

A Common Raven flying over Pine Twp. 10/20 (PL, SL) 
was new for that location. Ravens were at various locations around 
Frick Park and Squirrel Hill in October (v.o.). One was in Jefferson 
Borough 10/25-26 (JHa). 

Red-breasted Nuthatches moved through the state in good 
numbers, and the season brought the most numerous Marsh Wren 
reports we have ever had in Allegheny County. One discovered 
at Harrison Hills Park in September remained at least to 10/13 
(v.o.), 1 continued from late September at Peters Creek in Jefferson 
Borough to 10/26 (JHa), 1 was near Duck Hollow in Frick Park 
10/1 (MF, MVV), 2 were at Wingfield Pines 10/2-19 (TH, MJ, 
DW), and 1 was nearby at the PennDot Wetlands 10/26 (JM).

A rather late Gray Catbird was in Pine Twp. 11/1 (PL, SL). 
All the expected thrushes were reported in October. The high 
count of Gray-cheeked Thrush was 4 at Sewickley Heights Park 
10/2 (GM); the last was 10/20 at Pine Twp. (PL, SL). This is the 
least common thrush that migrates through here. An extremely 
late Wood Thrush and a Tennessee Warbler were found and 
photographed surprisingly at the same location and same time at 
Carnegie-Mellon University 11/28 (SA).

An Ovenbird was at Frick Park 10/3-6 (JS, SS, DWe), and a 

Black-and-white Warbler was there 10/3 (JS, SS). A Tennessee 
Warbler was at Homewood Cemetery 10/11 (MVV). Single 
Orange-crowned Warblers were at Sewickley Heights Park 10/2 
(GM), Harrison Hills Park 10/3 (SG), and Homewood Cemetery 
10/10 (MVV). A late Canada Warbler was at Sewickley Heights 
Park 10/2 (GM). A Northern Parula was at Frick Park 10/6 
(DWe). Single Wilson’s Warblers were at Homewood Cemetery 
10/7 (MVV) and Frick Park 10/14 (DWe).

A late Indigo Bunting was in Plum Borough 11/19 (AH). 
The first American Tree Sparrow report was from Knob Hill Park 
11/14 (KD). Fox Sparrows included 1 at Barking Slopes 10/29 
(TH) [photo on page 12], at least 2 in Frick Park 10/31(JS, SS), 
1 at Knob Hill Park 11/6 (KD), and up to 3 at Frick Park 11/17 
through the month (JS, SS, DWe, AP, JC). Lincoln’s Sparrow 
reports included single birds at Homewood Cemetery 10/1 (MVV), 
Beechwood Farms 10/19 (BS), and Harrison Hills Park 11/14 (PH, 
JS, SS). A White-crowned Sparrow was at Natrona Heights 10/9 
(PH), 2 were in Harrison Hills Park 10/11 (PH, JS, SS) and 2 were 
in Frick Park 10/14 (DWe).

Seven Eastern Meadowlarks were at Imperial 10/1 (MV). 
Quite a surprise was an Eastern Meadowlark in a large meadow at 
Harrison Hills Park 11/5 (PH, JV, MF), the first in many years at 
that location where they formerly bred, according to Paul Hess.

Up to 3 Purple Finches were present in Pine Twp. for the 
entire period (PL, SL). One or 2 Pine Siskins were at Homewood 
Cemetery 10/15 (MF, MVV) followed by 12 at Jefferson Borough 
(JHa), 1 in Franklin Park 10/3-11/3 (OM), and 1 in Pine Twp. 11/6 
(PL, SL).

Observers: Sameer Apte, Jack Chaillet, Karyn Delaney, 
Mike Fialkovich, Steve Gosser, Jim Hausman (JHa), Amy Henrici, 
Paul Hess, Joyce Hoffmann, Todd Hooe, Matthew Juskowich, Jay 
Kadane, Pat Lynch, Sherron Lynch, Jeff McDonald, Geoff Malosh, 
Oscar Miller, Bob Mulvihill, Dick Nugent, Aidan Place, Kate 
St. John (KSJ), Brian Shema, Jack Solomon, Sue Solomon, Jim 
Valimont, Mark VanderVen (MVV), Mark Vass, Diane Walkowski 
(DWa), Dan Weeks (DWe), Dave Wilton, David Yeany (DY), 
various observers (v.o.).

We’ll See You in May
for “The Biggest Week”

By Jack Solomon
So many Three Rivers Birding Club members are in the 

Magee Marsh area during “The Biggest Week in American 
Birding” that this festival in northwestern Ohio amounts to an 
unofficial club outing. The dates are May 5-14 this year.

For full information on free activities, and registration for 
programs and activities requiring fees, see the official website: 
biggestweekinamericanbirding.com. Last year’s overall list, 
compiled from hundreds of participants’ sightings, totaled 236 
species including 36 warbler species.

I hope to organize a group dinner for members, other 
Pittsburgh region birders, and their friends during the week. Watch 
for future announcements on my and the Three Rivers Birding 
Club’s Facebook pages for location, date, time, and place. 

http://biggestweekinamericanbirding.com
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The Peregrine

A WELCOME SPECIES – Fox Sparrows are always sought-after 
migrants through our area, and Todd Hooe photographed this one 
at the Barking Slopes in Allegheny County on October 29, 2016.

Volunteers Explore Ideas
for a Young Birders’ Club

By Jack Solomon
Thanks to the generosity of the staff at Frick Environmental 

Center (FEC) who facilitated the meeting on their day off, and 
the Pittsburgh Parks Conservancy (PPC), sixteen people met on 
January 8 at the brand new, spacious, and comfortable FEC, to 
consider whether they wanted to be involved in forming a young 
birders group. From the start, it appeared that everyone who spoke 
(and just about everyone present did speak) agreed that the most 
important question was how we would go about forming it. 

Speaking as one who was at the birth and explosive growth 
of the Three Rivers Birding Club (which also came into existence 
via provision of space by the FEC), I know that the challenges are 
of a different character and order of magnitude when working with 
young children and teenagers.

Four of those present were young people who ranged in 
age from about 12 to nearly 18. The others included five PPC 
employees, three of whom are naturalists, an ornithologist from the 
National Aviary, a naturalist/educator from the Audubon Society 
of Western Pennsylvania, an employee of Carnegie Museum of 
Natural History, a parent of two young birders, a teacher, and a 
local birder. (The employers are for identification purposes and do 
not necessarily imply endorsement by any organization.)

Patty Himes, FEC park naturalist, opened the meeting with 
assurances of FEC’s and PPC’s enthusiasm for environmental 
education and related youth activities Next she asked us to 
introduce ourselves. Gabi Hughes, Audubon Society of Western 
Pennsylvania Naturalist, described ASWP’s Master Birder training 
program. It is expected that once trained, these Master Birders 
will volunteer for Audubon in capacities that include working with 
graduates of ASWP’s Junior Birders program. She welcomed the 
possibility of cooperation and coordination with any organization 
that might arise from the meeting.

Other issues discussed included polling youth members who 
might join to determine their interests and locating a contact person 
at each school in the region to spread the news about and help 
organize the youth birding group. 

The challenges of obtaining necessary background clearances 
and liability insurance for adult leaders of youth groups were 
discussed, as was the concept that the students themselves should 
be leaders of the club, with help from adults if needed.

Several ideas came from the students. One was sponsoring 
birding walks to Frick Park during the exciting spring migration in 
May, and to more distant places such as Moraine and Presque Isle 
state parks. Another was that a youth club should have activities 
besides bird outings, such as bird-related movie nights, bird trivia 
games, and similar activities where youngsters could socialize.

At the end of the meeting, I called for someone or someones 
to assume at least temporary responsibility for moving the ideas 
and goals forward into a functioning young birders’ club. Mark 
VanderVen, a local birder, agreed to take this on, but he asked 
for help from at least one other person. Matt Webb, Urban Bird 
Conservation Coordinator for the Carnegie Museum of Natural 
History and veteran bird researcher, accepted that position.

I look forward to watching what Mark and Matt do, helping 
them as much as I can, and reporting the results. For information, 
contact Matt at webbm@carnegiemnh.org or 970-405-7155 or 
Mark at nevrednav@gmail.com.

Trail Council Is Planning
a “Raptors Row Ride”

This year the Steel Valley Trail Council’s annual bicycle ride 
on the Great Allegheny Passage is titled the “Raptors Row Ride.” 
On Saturday, April 29, participants will visit four raptor nest sites 
found last year on a 6.2-mile stretch of the trail: the Hays Bald 
Eagle nest, a Great Horned Owl nest on the Homestead Grays 
Bridge (which is not active this year), a Red- tailed Hawk nest by 
the pump house, and an Osprey nest near Kennywood. 

The ride will start at Town Square in the Waterfront in 
Homestead. For directions, Google “Starbucks Homestead 
Waterfront.”

Roy Bires, a 3RBC and Trail Council member, talked about 
the ride at the February 3RBC meeting and asked for volunteers 
with scopes and binoculars to be stationed at the nest locations 
along the trail. A number of members volunteered, and they will 
also identify any other raptor that might be present in the area.

“We think there will be greater interest in the ride because the 
last stop is the Hays Bald Eagle nest, which has increased in fame 
this year,” Roy says. The nest and first egg were destroyed when 
the nest tree was blown down by a storm. The eagles built a new 
nest within four days, and apparently an egg was quickly laid in it.

See the council’s website steelvalleytrail.org or its Facebook 
for any updates. Roy will also report at the April 3RBC meeting, 
and the 3RBC website and Facebook will also have updates.

mailto:webbm%40carnegiemnh.org?subject=
mailto:nevrednav%40gmail.com?subject=
http://steelvalleytrail.org

