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BALANCING ACT – This Ruby-throated Hummingbird’s portrait 
shows the artistry we regularly see from our club’s photographers. 
Such quality will be abundant at our December 10 meeting. Steve 
Gosser took this portrait in Indiana County on July 6, 2014.   

Come on December 10
for a Great Photo Show

      Here comes the Three Rivers Birding Club’s annual 
December “Slide Slam,” the old-fashioned name for the 
extravaganza of our photographers’ favorite pictures. Nowadays, of 
course, we see them not on slides but in dazzling digital format. 

Note that the December meeting is always on the second 
Wednesday of the month – this year on the 10th – instead of the 
usual first Wednesday during the rest of the year.

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

Pittsburgh Christmas Count 
Will Be Held December 27

By Brian Shema, Pittsburgh CBC Compiler
The Audubon Society of Western Pennsylvania hosts the 

Pittsburgh Christmas Bird Count (CBC) annually, and it will be 
held on Saturday, December 27, this year. 

Participants in the count join a group of area birdwatchers to 
tally all the birds they find during a single day. The Pittsburgh CBC 
is divided into 13 groups based on geo-political boundaries. 

Participation in all CBCs is free, and participants need not be 
experienced birdwatchers. 

By participating, you will support Audubon’s work to 
understand bird populations in our region. Scientists use the trend 
data of the CBC to measure changes in bird populations. Scientists 
rely on the data provided by volunteers like you!    

Everyone (including those who do not participate in the 
count) is invited to the compilation dinner scheduled for 6 PM on 
Sunday, December 28, at Beechwood Farms Nature Reserve in 
Fox Chapel.  Bring a covered dish, salad, or dessert that feeds 10, 
or make a donation to cover costs of the dinner. Immediately after 
dinner, the area leaders will announce their results. 

To participate, contact one of the following area leaders, who 
will welcome your help:
Fox Chapel – Brian Shema, 412-963-6100; bshema@aswp.org
Franklin Park/Ohio Twp. (N) – Stacey Widenhofer, 

412-741-7536; stacey.fhnc@gmail.com
Hampton Twp. – Al Werling, 412-487-8581; (no e-mail)   
Indiana Twp. – Steve Gosser, 412-855-5220; 

smgosser@verizon.net
Kilbuck Twp. & Ohio Twp. (S) – Paul Brown, 412-963-1979;

pmbrown1944@gmail.com
North Park – Sheree Daugherty, 412-322-5371;

shereedaugherty@gmail.com
Oakmont & Harmar Twp. – David Yeany, 814-221-4361;

dyeany@gmail.com
O’Hara Twp. – Steve Thomas, 412-782-4696;

thomassj@comcast.net
Penn Hills & Verona – Mike Smith, 412-526-8360; 

skeetor72@yahoo.com
Frick & Highland Parks – Mark VanderVen, 425-273-1786; 

nevrednav@gmail.com
Pittsburgh (rest of city) – Mike Fialkovich, 412-731-3581;

mpfial@verizon.net
Ross & McCandless Twps. – Bob Machesney, 412-366-7869; 

remach@aol.com
Shaler Twp. – Joyce Hoffmann, 412-487-0921; ibird@juno.com

      Many other CBCs are conducted in western Pennsylvania, 
and we are encouraging participation. One or two more participants 
can make a huge difference in the success of some counts. In 
addition, participating can introduce you to new birding areas. See 
page 3 for a list of the counts, dates, and contact information.
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President’s Message

What Makes a Bird
Sighting Memorable?

 
By Bob VanNewkirk

I am reading Sean Dooley’s book called The Big Twitch. 
Sean’s dedication toward his “Big Twitch” year was a lifelong 
dream to see more than 700 Australian birds and break that 
country’s twitching record. A twitcher is basically a birder who 
travels around searching for birds to tick off on his or her life list. 
A “tick” is an addition to any kind of personal list.

Obviously, careful and timely planning would be paramount. 
On a nighttime foray in park in South Australia, Sean searched 
diligently for a White-throated Nightjar. When his spotlight picked 
up the reflected two plum-colored eyes of the nightjar, he realized 
he had his best ever look at this species. To celebrate the occasion, 
Sean fist-pumped the air and let out a holler. This sighting was his 
first lifer of the year and became bird number 174 on his tick list. 

The sentence that came after Sean’s description of this special 
sighting resonated with me, and provided me with the idea for this 
article – “These are the bird watching moments you treasure.” I 
started to think about my own life list, and I wondered how many 
of my sightings I would consider truly special and memorable.

To answer my own question, I came up with many ideas but 
chose to write about five. They represent some of my favorite and 
memorable sightings. They appear in chronological order.

1. Serendipity – Connecticut Warbler (May 1992). This 
serendipitous moment occurred when I was walking the Black 
Cherry Trail in Sewickley Heights Park. The trail is bounded 
by deciduous trees and good ground cover. Near the trail’s end, 
I noticed that something caused the tall grass off to my side to 
move. As I stared, suddenly a Connecticut Warbler popped up 
and landed on a broken branch hanging over a shrub. What luck! 
I instinctively reached for my binoculars, but realized the bird 
was only six feet away. I froze. I may even have tried to hold my 
breath. This warbler stood motionless except for moving its head 
to check out its surroundings. Just as quickly as it appeared, it 
flew into the bush. I cautiously approached this spot, but could not 
relocate the secretive skulker.   

2. Finding a Life Bird – Ross’s Goose (January 2008). 
All first-time sightings are called “lifers,” but some provide more 
cause for celebration than others. While watching a boring football 
game on TV, I got a phone call from bird club member, Pat Lynch, 
telling me that a group of birders were looking at three Ross’s 
Geese in a North Park field on Wildwood Road. This goose is a 
rare vagrant east of the Mississippi River, and I was very happy 
to have sped out to the park to observe this species in my favorite 
neighborhood park.

3. Mass Numbers – Snow Geese (November 2013). A 
dream come true was provided by an Audubon Society of Western 
Pennsylvania trip guided by Brian Shema to attend the Festival 
of Cranes at Bosque del Apache National Wildlife Refuge in New 
Mexico. Large numbers of overwintering Sandhill Cranes are the 
special attraction. From their calls, we surmised that many more 
cranes were present but were hidden by cattails, tall grasses, and 
trees. During our only morning at a Bosque observation deck, we 
witnessed a beautiful sunrise and fly-out of hundreds of cranes. 
We took a daylong tour searching for other birds, but it eventually 
became the Snow Geese that took my breath away. On our way 
out of the refuge to have lunch, we passed a large rectangular pond 
that looked like it was filled with cotton. It didn’t seem to have 

Letter from the Editor
By Paul Hess

      Correction: In the caption for Tom Moeller’s photo of 
flying murres and auklets in Alaska in the last issue, I mistakenly 
identified the auklets as the Parakeet species. They were Crested 
Auklets. Thanks to Tom for calling my attention to the error.

      Addition: In Sheree Daugherty’s reminiscence of the 
Alaska trip, I should have included an editor’s note that three other 
3RBC members took the trip: Tom and Nancy Moeller and Donna 
Foyle.

      Two reminders: I haven’t been using summaries of Pat 
and Sherron Lynches’ meeting minutes in the print version of The 
Peregrine. Look for the complete minutes on the 3RBC website 
to see what you missed if you didn’t attend. And, as I’ve urged 
many times, always look at the color version of The Peregrine on 
our website. The black-and-white print issue does no justice to the 
photographers’ fine work. In this issue, a particularly important 
case is Tom’s photo of Common Mergansers on page 12. The 
photo’s point cannot be seen in black and white.
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mailto:thosjmoel%40gmail.com?subject=Three%20Rivers%20Birding%20Club%20Treasurer
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OUT IN THE OPEN – We rarely get such a good look at a Winter 
Wren as Geoff Malosh did when he photographed this one on 
September 27, 2014, at Sewickley Heights Park. Typically, these 
are skulkers, popping up suddenly and quickly disappearing.

space for one more goose. Within minutes, something prompted 
the geese to take flight. As if on cue, they lifted off one horizontal 
row at a time, and passed directly over us. Their whirring wings 
were distinctly heard. Underneath this display, I felt like I was part 
of this large flock and could feel their energy. For rest of our time 
in the refuge, whenever I looked up, I would see large numbers 
of formation-flying snowies, all moving in the same direction as 
if guided by a magical force. With the sun positioned overhead, 
from the side, or behind, their wings turned silver or pure white. 
The Snow Geese on this day easily surpassed the Sandhill Crane 
numbers by a wide margin. 

4. Unique Behavior – Western Grebe (June 2014). On an 
ASWP trip to Minnesota, we headed to a lake where grebes were 
known to nest. Western Grebes seemed to be everywhere on this 
lake. One pair immediately grabbed our attention. Two grebes 
faced each other, then turned side-by-side. Suddenly they lunged 
forward in synchronicity, their feet paddling the surface as they 
raced across the water with their necks curved gracefully forward. 
Another pair soon repeated the behavior. I had watched this on 
nature programs, but never in person. The “dance of the grebes” 
mating ritual lasted less than 30 seconds, but it will last a lifetime 
in my memory. 

5. Location – Great Gray Owl (June 2014). This was on the 
same tour through Minnesota, but this time our group of birders 
ventured into the unique ecosystem of Sax-Zim Bog in Duluth, 
looking for boreal species. I had wanted to travel there since I 
read The Big Year. It was my opportunity to maybe find North 
America’s largest owl, the bird I wanted to see more than any other. 
We found many wonderful species such as Boreal Chickadee, 
Golden-winged Warbler, Gray Jay, and Black-backed Woodpecker, 
but on our third day, we finally found a very cooperative Great 
Gray perched on a snag. What a great, unhurried look at this 
beautiful raptor! I experienced such relief and joy at the same time. 
It will always be one of my absolute favorites as a birder.

Birdwatching is fun. It gets me outdoors, has led me to know 
many like-minded people who also enjoy looking for birds, and has 
provided me with opportunities to share my passion for birds in 
ways I never could have predicted. I hope that you will share your 
memorable sightings with others, and I hope you have your own 
serendipitous moment soon. I’d love to hear you tell that story. 

President’s Message

Outings to Come

These Are the Walks
for Late Fall Migrants

By Steve Thomas, Outings Director
Saturday, November 1 – Yellow Creek State Park:  This 

will be a joint outing of the Three Rivers Birding Club and the 
Todd Bird Club. Meet Margaret Higbee (724-354-3493) at the 
park office at 8 AM. The office is located on Route 259 just off 
Route 422 east of Indiana. Allow an hour and 30 minutes to drive 
from Pittsburgh. The park has been the prime outing location for 
the Todd Bird Club since the club was created. The park has many 
different habitats and a large lake that attracts a wide variety of 
waterfowl and sometimes exciting rarities.

Sunday, November 16 – Montour Woods Conservation 
Area:  Sean Brady, Executive Director of the Hollow Oak Land 
Trust (412-417-5825), will lead our club’s first outing at this prime 
wildlife area in western Allegheny County. Meet Sean at 8 AM and 
spend the morning birding and hiking the wooded trails through 
the conservation area. We will explore the stream valley of Meeks 
Run, one of the cleanest streams in Allegheny County. Note that 
the trails have uneven surfaces and some hills. 

We will meet at the conservation area located at 1901 Hassam 
Road, Moon Township.  Directions: From I-79, head north on 
Route 51 into Coraopolis and turn left onto Montour Street, which 
becomes Montour Street Extension. The extension ends at Hassam 
Road. Turn left onto Hassam Road, go about 1/2 mile, and look 
for the parking lot on the right as you go downhill. If you reach the 
Montour Trail at the bottom of the hill, turn around and go back 
100 yards.

Sunday, November 23 – Moraine State Park: We will 
gather at 8 AM in the park Day Use Area (South Shore) in the first 
parking lot on the right. This will be a leaderless outing. From I-79, 
take Route 422 east toward Butler and exit at the Moraine State 
Park exit.  When you reach the end of the ramp, turn left and travel 
straight into the park until you see the first major parking area on 
your right. Waterfowl and late fall migrants make this outing a 
highlight of the season. Allow one hour driving from Pittsburgh.

 

Other CBCs in Our Region
Pittsburgh South Hills, December 20:

   Nancy Page, 412-221-4795
Buffalo Creek Valley (Butler County), December 20:  

   George Reese, 724-353-9649
Buffalo Creek (Washington County), December 14

   Larry Helgerman, 412-508-0321    
Butler, December 20: Suzanne Butcher, 330-759-1945
South Butler, January 4: Chris Kubiak, 412-963-6100
Beaver, December 20: Rick Mason, 724-847-0909
Bushy Run State Park, December 28:  

   Dick Byers, 724-593-3543
Clarksville, December 27: Terry Dayton, 724-627-9665
Washington, December 20: Tom Contreras, 724-223-6118
Ryerson, December 20:      Marjorie Howard, 724-852-3155
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HOW LONG CAN IT LAST? – The dazzling Military Macaw is 
classified internationally as vulnerable to extinction because of its 
declining population. It is a species appropriate for Nikki Becich’s 
report on illegal trafficking of tropical birds. (photograph courtesy 
of Seng Kang/Wikimedia Commons)

Tropical Birds’ Beauty
Is a Death Sentence

Because of Traffickers
By Nikki Becich

Ecuador is a country about twice the size of Pennsylvania. 
Within it, there are nearly 1,700 documented bird species living in 
Amazonian, Andean, Coastal, and Island ecosystems. About 122 
of those are boreal migrants we may recognize; I once spotted an 
American Redstart with a metal band on its left leg in the cloud 
forest of Mindo, Ecuador. 

For that small wonder and many more, I credit Ecuador with 
much of my passion for avian conservation and medicine, from 
both the standpoint of a blossoming birder and a participant in the 
fight against animal trafficking activity. This past year, I had the 
honor as the Field Associate of the National Aviary to travel to 
five countries in Latin America. I got to see firsthand how tropical 
ecosystems and their residents are affected by human activities, 
and what people are doing to counteract the damage being done.

Beyond the sheer wonder of being able to bring my 
childhood National Geographic fantasies to life, I learned valuable 
lessons about how urgently conservation efforts are needed in the 
tropics. I hope I can share a few of them with you. 

Threats facing the tropical birds we so admire are complex. 
Financial pressures stemming from large class divides and 
developing economies make the black market trade of protected 
animals and plants a very attractive option. According to the U.S. 
State Department’s estimates, after weaponry and drug trade, 
wildlife trafficking is the third most lucrative form of illegal 
commerce in the world, worth an estimated $10 billion a year. 
And that figure only accounts for trade at the international level. 
The impact of wildlife trafficking within many tropical and 
developing countries is hazily defined. It’s harder to document 
trafficking inside those countries due to the lack of governmental 
resources, effective law enforcement, and support and awareness 
of conservation efforts. 

Beyond trafficking, the bigger issue is rapid habitat 
destruction: International and national companies are exploiting 
natural resources at the blistering pace of a consumerist global 
society, and a lack of support for education about environmental 
issues perpetuates ignorance of the threat. As temperate-zone 
dwellers, we often don’t realize just how closely connected we 
are to all of these threats to the tropics: the palm oil, petroleum, 
hardwoods, and produce coming from these countries are 
ubiquitous in our daily routines.  Production of these goods 
is slowly but surely erasing many irreplaceable bird species. 
Fundación de Conservación Jocotoco and other Ecuadorian 
organizations are working against the clock to acquire land before 
it’s gone, but they lack the financial and judicial power to do so on 
a scale that can ensure the protection of the birds within. 

This year, I got to work with the leaders of those 
organizations. They were environmental ministry members, 
conservation biologists, ornithologists, zoo directors and rescue 
centers involved in projects ranging from monitoring of Andean 
Cock-of-the-Rock leks, to educating previous wildlife traffickers 
about breeding domesticated species for an alternative lifestyle.

They took me to see Andean Condors nesting below the 

volcano Antisana, and to places like the floating market in Iquitos, 
Peru, or the border town of Huaquillas at the Ecuador-Peru border. 
I saw Pumas tied up as pets, Tapirs and turtles butchered for their 
meat, and cages or bags of the saddest parrots you can imagine.

My main boss in Ecuador, Ernesto Arbeláez of Bioparque 
Amaru Zoo in Cuenca, would take me to monitor Andean Condor 
nests and rescue Red Brocket Deer from the bus depot in one 
single afternoon, and our work wouldn’t stop there. Bioparque 
Amaru can receive anywhere from 20 to 100 confiscated animals 
a month. With our limited resources, we were always improvising 
care plans to do the best we could for each animal that came 
in the door. This could mean scavenging sheets of wire from 
construction dump sites to create makeshift flight cages, and 
attaching fluid-drips to nearby trees in lieu of space in a hospital 
setup. Whatever it took. 

These realities of trafficking are heartbreaking. In Cuenca 
alone, 30 species of raptors, toucans, ground-birds, and parrots 
are regularly confiscated from illegal trafficking activities. The 
sale of one of these birds, at a national level, wins the buyer the 
equivalent of a few months’ small wages – or up to an entire year’s 
worth at the international level. These traffickers will go into 
forests and cut down nesting trees for the chicks, aim machetes at 
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YOUNG EXPLORER – Nikki Becich canoes along a river in 
Ecuador, one of the regions where she studied conservation of 
tropical birds. (photograph by Eduardo Guzman, national tourism 
guide in Ecuador) 

roosting juveniles, or use nets at night to catch raptors.
In the case of hunted wildlife sales for trophies and folk 

remedies, traffickers shoot or snare rare animals for the payoff. In 
the last month, the Tueri Wildlife Fund in Quito, Ecuador rescued 
a Harpy Eagle, a bird thought to be largely extirpated in the 
country. Its captors, poor farmers in the western subtropics with 
large families, had thrown a machete at one of its wings, rendering 
it unable to fly so they could cage it and bring it to market. 
Wildlife authorities were alerted, and the bird was confiscated and 
taken to the Tueri clinic. 

International laws such as the Convention on International 
Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Flora and Fauna (CITES), 
and national laws such as Ecuador’s Endangered Species 
Protection Act make trafficking any native species illegal − but 
the laws go largely unenforced. The sheer volume of trafficked 
animals in many cities results in a general acceptance of the 
activity by the public.

Pair that with the desperation of many poorer citizens of 
these countries, and trafficking becomes almost as great a threat 
as habitat destruction (the two often go hand-in-hand). Death, 
or worse, is still the reality faced by hundreds of thousands of 
trafficked birds a year in many Latin American countries, and 
the populations can’t sustain the losses forever. Over 30 percent 
of the Americas’ 144 parrot species were thought to be at risk 
of extinction in 2011, according to the World Parrot Trust. That 
percentage is on the rise.  
      When thinking about how our actions and inactions affect 
the natural world, I find an appropriate quote in Chris Jordan’s 
recent film Midway. The film describes how thousands of Laysan 
Albatross chicks die each year when their parents stuff then with 
pieces of discarded plastic floating in the Pacific Ocean, believing 
that these are edible. Jordan’s message is, “Do we have the 
courage to face the realities of our time, and allow ourselves to 
feel deeply enough that it transforms us, and our future?”

That banded American Redstart I saw in Mindo was a 
traveler, just as I was, pausing between the continents. It could 
have been banded at Powdermill Nature Reserve in Westmoreland 
County – a connection that is mind-blowing and moving in the 
same breath. The world is so much more connected than we 

can conceive when sitting with our binoculars on summer back 
porches.

After all I was able to learn and do within this one year, 
I’ve found that we have more power than we know to change the 
course of our future. I hope this article will inspire some of you 
to pursue further education about tropical conservation and learn 
how you can help. 

                                           ***
(Editor’s note: Wexford native Nikki Becich, 23, headed to vet 

school this fall to focus on Wildlife and Conservation Medicine at 
Tufts Veterinary School in Massachusetts. She spent parts of 2013 
and 2014 in Costa Rica, Guatemala, Peru, Brazil, and Ecuador 
as a Field Associate of the National Aviary working with zoos, 
rescue centers, and field biologists to make connections for the 
Aviary and learn about the state of conservation in Latin America. 
She also worked alongside Bob Mulvihill in the Neighborhood 
Nestwatch projects of 2013 and 2014. Nikki began birding at 
Pomona College in January 2012 and has added 1,255 species to 
her life list since then.)  

Tropical Birds

CLOSE RELATIVES – The Marsh 
Wren (left) at Wingfield Pines in 
Allegheny County on September 
29, 2014, and the Sedge Wren 
at Black Swamp in Lawrence 
County on October 10, 2014, 
are species that diverged from 
a shared evolutionary ancestor. 
The two wrens now prefer slightly 
different habitats. Geoff Malosh 
was fortunate to photograph both 
this fall – especially the Sedge 
Wren, which is seldom seen in 
our area.
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Outings Revisited

This Fall Brought Us
a Long List of Migrants

Sewickley Heights Park – September 5:  It was a cloudy 
and overcast morning as 10 people gathered to search for warblers 
and other fall migrants. A flock of Common Grackles passed by, 
followed a bit later by a flock of Cedar Waxwings. While we 
waited for late stragglers, we noted American Goldfinches, Blue 
Jays, a White-breasted Nuthatch, a Carolina Wren, and a Downy 
Woodpecker.   
     Accessing a connector trail from the parking lot, Bob 
VanNewkirk led the way to a small wildflower patch. Cup 
plants still held water from the last rain, and it was observed 
that Bittersweet seemed late this year, perhaps because of the 
cool summer. A Hooded Warbler sang right over our heads but 
remained invisible in the top canopy. A Hairy Woodpecker proved 
more cooperative. We spotted a female Rose-breasted Grosbeak 
and a Scarlet Tanager in a dead tree. While we watched, a Brown 
Thrasher suddenly popped up, dislodging the tanager from his 
branch. 
     We ambled up the Butterfly Trail and found more goldfinches 
twittering in the large wildflower meadow.  A Ruby-throated 
Hummingbird zipped past, and a lone Chimney Swift flew high in 
the sky. 
     Walking up to the horse meadows, we saw and then heard a 
Red-bellied Woodpecker. A couple of Song Sparrows were spotted, 
as well as a Northern Mockingbird. We heard an Eastern Bluebird 
and went farther up the hill to find a line of trees filled with 
bluebirds. Among them were an Eastern Phoebe and a Northern 
Flicker. We caught brief glimpses of smaller birds, but they were 
too flighty and the light was too bad to make a positive ID. Off in 
the distance, an unidentified raptor disappeared over the hill. 
     We made our way down Waterthrush Way and heard a White-
breasted Nuthatch and Red-bellied and Hairy Woodpeckers.  
A little farther down the hill, we heard the call of an Acadian 
Flycatcher, a nice surprise for early September.    
     Some people heard a distant tooting that stopped us in our 
tracks. There was some discussion before it was determined that it 
was not a wished-for Saw-whet Owl, but a Barred Owl. The woods 
were becoming quieter, but we heard the call note of a Wood 
Thrush just before we found ourselves back at the road leading to 
the parking lot. We crossed over to the Pipeline Trail and suddenly 
had a flurry of activity with brief sightings of a Hooded and a 
Blackburnian Warbler mixed in with chickadees, titmice, and a 
Downy Woodpecker, as well as a Scarlet Tanager and a Red-eyed 
Vireo. An Eastern Towhee was heard but not seen. 
     Back at the parking lot, another Chimney Swift put in an 
appearance, and a Turkey Vulture circled high.  Four of us 
continued to Walker Park where we found a couple of Red-tailed 
Hawks and a Red-shouldered Hawk passing overhead, as well as 
more vultures. A Yellow-throated Vireo called from the woods. 
     At Pontefract Park, a Hairy Woodpecker was our first bird. A 
young Red-tailed Hawk perched awkwardly on a sign before 
taking off and landing in a tree even closer to us. At the Edgeworth 
Dump, we added Great Blue Heron and several Mallards, as 
well as the usual group of Double-crested Cormorants above the 
dam. We were pleased to catch sight of a noisy Belted Kingfisher, 
and we caught a brief glimpse of a Broad-winged Hawk. An 
Eastern Wood-Pewee posed obligingly for us on a bare branch.  
A rustling sound in an overgrown bush turned out to be a young 

mockingbird scrambling through the branches.   
     Fall warblers proved elusive, but any day spent looking for 
birds is a good day in my book! We recorded 44 species. –by 
participant Debbie Kalbfleisch 

Sewickley Heights Park – September 12: Overnight the 
weather had changed abruptly from summer heat to the first cool, 
fall-like day of the year – perfect weather for pushing through 
migrants! Outing leader Bob Van Newkirk greeted 11 birders, 
all eager to take advantage of this brief opportunity to see those 
southbound travelers.  

The warbler count started in the parking lot with a beautifully 
colored male Blackburnian, several Magnolias, a Chestnut-sided, 
a Bay-breasted, and a Black-throated Green. Several year-round 
residents were also spotted: Hairy and Downy Woodpeckers, 
Carolina Wrens, chickadees, and White-breasted Nuthatches. 

The “whit, whit” calls of a newly arrived Swainson’s Thrush 
were heard along Bridle Trail, the first of many for the day.

The corner of Butterfly Field has been a warbler hot spot in 
the past, and it did not disappoint. At times, a half-dozen warbler 
species were present: Blackpoll, Common Yellowthroat, Hooded, 
Wilson’s, Black-throated Green, Black-throated Blue, and the star 
of the show − a Brewster’s! This uncommon hybrid of a Blue-
winged and Golden-winged Warbler posed in a tangle of vines so 
that everyone got good looks. A Philadelphia Vireo and a Brown 
Thrasher added to the mix. If you were able to take your eyes away 
from the wave of warblers along the tree line, you noticed that the 
field was alive with Indigo Buntings, now in drab plumage, and a 
whirlwind of American Goldfinches.

We spent so much time watching warblers that we never made 
it to the horse pastures and decided to forgo the woodland trails to 
concentrate on migrants.

Back at the parking lot, we took a short break at the picnic 
tables to go over our list of species. A flurry of bird activity 
had us on our feet and we added two warblers to the day’s 
tally, a Tennessee and an American Redstart. A Ruby-throated 
Hummingbird zipped by, too.

Five birders went on to Walker Park, where we added 
Red-tailed Hawk and Eastern Phoebe. A Wood Thrush perched 
on a downed branch long enough for us all to enjoy its beautiful 
markings. 

Pontefract Park was quiet on our way to the Edgeworth 
Dump. There were no waterfowl nor gulls on the Ohio River, but 
we did have a Belted Kingfisher, Double-crested Cormorants, and 
a Great Blue Heron. Along the river trail, we ran into a small wave 
of warblers that included our second Philadelphia Vireo of the day 
and a Warbling Vireo. Close to a hundred Cedar Waxwings were 
feasting on various wild fruits in the treetops.

We tallied 57 species for the day, including 13 warbler 
species. –by participant Sheree Daugherty

Crawford County – September 14: We had 28 people show 
up for this outing and had many good birds as well. As we met 
at the Woodcock Lake parking lot, a birder spotted a Tennessee 
Warbler in the trees next to us. Great Blue Herons and swallows 
were around the dam site. A Bay-breasted Warbler appeared there. 
     We headed for Abandoned Road Trail where we encountered 12 
species of warblers and other great migrants including Magnolia 
Warbler, Ovenbird, Black-throated Green Warbler, Common 
Yellowthroat, Tennessee Warbler, Black-and-white Warbler, 
Nashville Warbler, Blackpoll Warbler, American Redstart, Cape 
May Warblers, Chestnut-sided Warblers, and an Orange-crowned 
Warbler.
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OUTING HIGHLIGHT –This Yellow-billed Cuckoo with a plump 
snack in its bill was just about everyone’s favorite bird during the 
3RBC outing in Frick Park on September 20, 2014. Donna Foyle 
photographed it nicely.

After much debate, looking at all our photos and comparing 
them to many field guides at lunch, we all came to the conclusion 
that we had an Orange-crowned Warbler. In the field, many had 
thought female Black-throated Blue, and we also compared 
Blackburnian, Blackpoll, and Tennessee Warblers – but the best 
match was the Orange-crowned. 

Our many other species there included Green Heron, Wood 
Duck, Double-crested Cormorant, Turkey Vulture, Bald Eagle, 
Red-shouldered Hawk, Ring-billed Gull, Eastern Wood-Pewee, 
Yellow-throated Vireo, Blue-headed Vireo, Red-eyed Vireo, 
Scarlet Tanager, and Rose-breasted Grosbeak. 

We then went to Conneaut Marsh, where we had great looks 
at a juvenile and an adult Sora. Other species included Marsh 
Wren and huge flocks of Red-winged Blackbirds. 
     The Miller Ponds produced Bald Eagle, Northern Harrier, 
Sandhill Cranes calling from the corn behind us, Semipalmated 
Plover, Lesser Yellowlegs, Semipalmated Sandpiper, and Wilson’s 
Snipe. On the water were Northern Pintails, and the ponds were 
a huge staging area for Tree, Rough-winged, Bank, and Barn 
Swallows. –by leader Shawn Collins

Allegheny Front Hawk Watch – September 19: My wife, 
Sue, and I, along with Pauline Petrucci, George Bercik, and Janet 
Kuehl, were among 3RBC members present at Allegheny Front 
Hawk Watch outing. Chilly breezes and a good bit of cloud cover 
kept most of us in sweaters and windbreakers. 

 The weather report of east winds was one that usually 
promises a good day for a hawk flight at this location, and we were 
not disappointed. We saw several modest-sized kettles of 15 to 20 
Broad-winged Hawks pass through.

I found it exciting whenever a hawk, usually a Red-tail, 
would dive to make a pass at the fake owl set up on a pole 40 feet 
in front of us.

Bald Eagles and Ospreys caused a stir among the crowd 

whenever they passed over. Cooper’s and Sharp-shinned Hawks, 
alone or in groups of 2 or 3, came over now and then. Many of the 
birds were distant, but I could always get close enough to someone 
with good ID skills and either overhear or ask what I had seen 
when they were too obscure for my eyes.

The picnic table held the official counter’s clipboard and 
a few books in one corner.  As usual, the rest was covered with 
snacks. Cookies, pretzels, and candies brought by various visitors 
were available for anyone, adding to the party atmosphere. 

The day’s raptor counts, as reported on the HMANA website 
were: 6 Ospreys, 5 Bald Eagles, 1 Northern Harrier, 13 Sharp-
shinned Hawks, 4 Cooper’s Hawks, 185 Broad-winged Hawks, 
29 Red-tailed Hawks, 7 American Kestrels, and 1 Merlin. –by 
participant Jack Solomon

Presque Isle State Park – September 20: On a beautiful 
near end-of-summer day, 11 birders met at the South Shore parking 
lot with the anticipation of finding a good diversity of resident and 
migratory birds. Early arrivers sighted a flyover adult Bald Eagle 
while Pied-billed Grebes, Mallards, and a few Wood Ducks were 
observed in the bay. Lots of Ring-billed Gulls flew overhead, while 
many bobbed up and down in the bay. A non-bird surprise was an 
eight-point buck foraging along the shoreline

To stretch our legs a bit after the drive to Erie, we walked 
around Leo’s Landing. Using our scopes, we zeroed in on a Belted 
Kingfisher and a Red-bellied Woodpecker that were perched near 
the tops of two separate snags. A Green Heron was spotted as 
it flew out of the marsh and out of view. Movement in a willow 
eventually led us to see the first warbler of the day – a Yellow-
rumped.

From there, we made a brief stop to check out the feeders and 
area around the Ranger Station. Red-winged Blackbirds, Mourning 
Doves, and House Sparrows competed for seeds scattered on the 
ground. American Goldfinches and a White-breasted Nuthatch 
shared the tube feeders. While walking around the pond, we 
discovered an immature Bald Eagle soaring overhead.

Our first extensive walk brought us to the western entrance 
of Long Pond Trail. This half-mile trail has wonderful habitat 
beginning with a meadow filled with willows and snags. 
Eventually this gives way to a mature forest. About halfway into 
the trail, the long pond comes into view, providing a good wide-
open vista. The potential for finding warblers, thrushes, flycatchers, 
woodpeckers, waterfowl, and raptor species all come together 
while walking the trail.

From a snag near the start of the woods, Northern Flickers 
flew like winged pinballs from tree to tree. Perhaps the reason 
for their erratic flight may have been a Broad-winged Hawk 
flying over these same trees. From the cattails, a Marsh Wren was 
singing. An Eastern Towhee and a Gray Catbird gave away their 
presence from dense shrub cover near the trail’s end.

Much to our surprise, the woods and pond seemed deserted 
of birds. However, while retracing the path back, the birds 
suddenly seemed to become more active. We heard the soft chip 
of a Swainson’s Thrush, but we could not locate it. In the willows, 
three Magnolia Warblers, two American Redstarts, and a Common 
Yellowthroat were added to our warbler list. A Cedar Waxwing, 
an Eastern Wood-Pewee, and an Eastern Phoebe were caught in 
the act of flycatching. A  Red-eyed Vireo, flitting about in a grape 
vine, became our only vireo sighting for the day. For a short while, 
a Dark-eyed Junco appeared on and off the trail and walked ahead 
of us.

As we broke for lunch near the Perry Monument, a raucous 
group of Ring-billed Gulls decided to join us. These gulls no doubt 
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DISTINCTIVE DUO – The Black-throated Blue Warbler is a species known 
as highly dimorphic, meaning that the female (left) and the male (right) differ 
greatly in their plumage. Steve Gosser photographed both plumages during 
3RBC’s September 27 outing at Harrison Hills Park. 

beg food from picnickers. The gulls mingled about and stared at 
us as we ate. Eventually one of the birders gave in and decided to 
see if the gulls ate pretzel sticks. They do. Another birder wanted 
to see if a gull would take a small piece of bread directly from a 
thumb and fingertip. As two gulls casually approached the offering, 
a third gull flew low to the ground and snatched the bread directly. 
The birder made another discovery. Gulls have very sharp bills. 

A walk at Fry’s Landing provided us with lots of warbler 
activity among the pines and birches. Good looks, multiple 
sightings, and photographic moments of warblers were provided 
by Blackpoll, Black-throated Green, Chestnut-sided, Bay-breasted, 
a Black-throated Blue, and a Black-and-white. Hairy and Downy 
Woodpeckers were in good numbers here as well. A Yellow-bellied 
Sapsucker was observed several times while foraging along tree 
trunks. A very active Ruby-crowned Kinglet paused only long 
enough to be identified before disappearing. 

Scopes were utilized at Thompson Bay to check out bird 
activity along a small part of the Gull Point shoreline. Hundreds of 
Double-crested Cormorants and Ring-billed Gulls were observed 
in flight or resting. A few Herring Gulls and Great Black-backed 
Gulls were also flying among the clouds of gulls stirred to flight 
from fishermen passing too close to the Point.

Because it was getting late in the afternoon, our last stop 
led us to Pine Tree Trail. This aptly named trail is filled with 
cottonwoods, birches, willows, and pines. Together they attract 
a good variety of migratory songbirds. At first the bird action 
was slow, but midway through the trail, we picked up a wave of 
warblers bouncing through the low to the mid-canopy of the pines. 
At the beginning, only Magnolia Warblers were found, and then 
two new warblers for the day were identified – a Cape May and a 
Tennessee.  With these sightings, our warbler total for the day was 
a dozen and our total species numbered 58.

I have an autographed copy of A Ride Around Presque 
Isle: Natural History along the Roadsides written by Linda 
McWilliams. She included a quote from Wordsworth, “Nature 
never did betray the heart that loved her.” For the birders who 
rode around the peninsula on this outing and made many roadside 
stops, we delighted in the pleasant weather, the scenery, our time 

together, and the ever present joy of watching birds in action. –by 
leader Bob VanNewkirk

Frick Park – September 20: At least 30 people showed up 
for the outing, so leaders Jack and Sue Solomon split the large 
number into two groups. Each had a report of the outing. 

     Jack’s group: I will just highlight the birds that had an 
impact on me. The first was a huge and hungry Yellow-billed 
Cuckoo high in the foliage above us, with a caterpillar dangling 
from its long, down-turned bill. I felt joy at seeing this big bird, 
and I couldn’t stop looking at its bright white breast and long 
black-and-white spotted tail. I wanted to see it fly, to see its 
wingspan, but it sat still for a long time. I never did get to see it 
gobble down its meal before our group was on to the next gem of 
a bird. 

    One interesting bird after another was spotted: Northern 
Parula, Blackpoll Warbler, Chimney Swift, Mourning Dove, 
Swainson’s Thrush, Tufted Titmouse, White-breasted Nuthatch, 
Eastern Towhee, and Cedar Waxwings. To me, it seemed that 
there were more birds here in this city park than in the suburban 
parks. We also saw Magnolia Warbler, American Redstart, Scarlet 
Tanager, Northern Flicker, Downy Woodpecker, Carolina Wren, 
Carolina Chickadee, Indigo Bunting, Wilson’s Warbler, and 
Black-throated Green Warbler. Then, of course, the “old regulars,” 
Northern Cardinal, Blue Jay, and American Robin were seen.

     The best moments of the day occurred when The Advanced 
Birder [Mike Fialkovich] helped us out at the exact moment when 
we most needed his help. Just when those male Rose-breasted 
Grosbeaks flew from treetop to treetop, he told us to observe the 
undersides of the wings. Ahhh, our surprise at the most amazing 
pink/rose underwing linings in flight! 

     The sunlight was just catching the beautiful iridescent 
purple heads and yellow eyes of the big-billed Common Grackles 
foraging on the ground as we came back toward the grassy field.

     The last and best bird of the day (in my opinion) was seen 
in the hedges as we walked out of the park. At first, we couldn’t 
identify it because it kept going into the hedge, peering out and 
hopping about, so we could see only parts of it at a time. It was 

continued on page 9
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like a jigsaw puzzle that we novice birders were struggling to 
put together. This piece had a gray head, this piece had a striking 
white eye-ring, there is a bright yellow underside and throat, and 
the last piece is the olive-green upperparts. “What is it?” I asked. 
The Advanced Birder’s voice was, fortunately, again in our ears. 
“It’s a Nashville Warbler,” he said helpfully.

     It was a day of mystery, camaraderie, challenge, 
adventure, and stunning birds of artistic design. –by participant 
Lynne Jeffries

Sue’s group: We made our way into the park and were 
delighted with views of several migrating species including 
Nashville Warbler, Hooded Warbler, American Redstart, Wilson’s 
Warbler, Black-throated Green Warbler, and Blackpoll Warbler.

Throughout our walk we could hear Chipping Sparrows, 
Northern Flickers, Chimney Swifts, and American Goldfinches. 
Near the dog run area, we spotted a Red-Eyed Vireo, Philadelphia 
Vireo, Magnolia Warbler and Chestnut-sided Warbler. The 
Philadelphia Vireo was a life bird for several participants and was 
by far the best bird of the outing. 

Although we did not see the Northern Parulas and Yellow-
billed Cuckoo that the other group saw, we ended the day with 
a total of eight warbler species and several happy birders. –by 
participant Eleanor Kwik

Harrison Hills Park – September 27: It was a beautiful 
morning as we started the outing by hiking to the pond at this 
county park. A Pileated Woodpecker called as we entered the 
woods, and a very cooperative Hooded Warbler allowed good 

views for most of the group. Gray Catbirds, Carolina Wrens, 
Eastern Towhees, Red-bellied Woodpeckers, and American 
Robins were added to our quickly expanding list.

At the pond we had our first migrant, a Palm Warbler. 
Eastern Phoebes were hawking insects and an uncooperative 
Empidonax flycatcher stayed low among the shrubs. Soon, we 
had more migrant warblers, including Black-throated Green, 
Magnolia, Black-throated Blue, Bay-breasted, and Blackpoll.

As we climbed the hill, a Red-shouldered Hawk flew over 
the field to the far tree line. Two Yellow-bellied Sapsuckers 
eventually gave everyone a good show. One lucky observer 
found a Winter Wren and a Great Crested Flycatcher.   

The streamside trail had few birds, but a Hairy Woodpecker 
called from the hillside. The cliff trail was slow at first, but soon 
we added Swainson’s Thrush and Wood Thrush, along with a 
very shy Winter Wren that quickly disappeared.

At the first intersection of trails, we found a group of 
migrants, including a Northern Parula, Rose-breasted Grosbeaks, 
and a Philadelphia Vireo. A few people saw Blue-headed 
Vireos. On the walk back to the cars, we encountered a nice 
flock of thrushes, including Swainson’s and Wood. Two Hooded 
Warblers called from both sides of the trail. Northern Flickers 
worked the decaying trees.  

At the nature center we walked along the road, adding 
Indigo Bunting, Eastern Bluebird, Turkey Vulture, and Scarlet 
Tanager. The display of goldenrod in the fields was spectacular!  
Eight Turkey Vultures circled and moved along the ridge, 
perhaps migrating. We decided to call it a day and head to Eat’n 
Park for lunch. Our 23 participants totaled 47 species, much 
better than the 40 species on last September’s outing at the park. 
–by leader Jim Valimont

Work Begins at Frick Park’s
New Environmental Center

By Jack Solomon
     Construction began this summer in Pittsburgh on a 

replacement for the old Frick Environmental Center. Located at 
Frick Park’s Beechwood Boulevard entrance, the former center 
was ruined by a fire in 2003. Completion is expected in two years.

It’s a meaningful location to the Three Rivers Birding Club 
because the organizational meeting that led to our founding was 
held there in 2001. The center’s staff allowed us to meet there free 
of charge and to continue to meet free for our first year.

I’m definitely looking forward to it. I wrote in these pages 
in September 2012 that the Pittsburgh Parks Conservancy (PPC) 
thought construction could begin in the spring of 2013. However, 
it took years of negotiations between PPC and the city of 
Pittsburgh before an operating agreement was finally signed late 
last year. 

Public hearings, one of which I spoke at, followed before city 
council. That step finally cleared the way for PPC to proceed with 
letting out bids for the new building. The first bids came in much 
higher than expected, so the contract was renegotiated with the  
low bidder.

 The time was used to vet materials for health, safety, and 
environmental concerns. Mercury, lead, PVC, and other issues 
were scrutinized for nine months in ways that even exceed the 
strict LEED Platinum standards for “green” building certification. 

Center staff members were transferred to employment with 
the PPC. The center’s programs were expanded to 20 schools from 
the former 14, and 400 children were included in summer camps, 
heightening the need for more space to handle the expansion. 
      The new building will cover the same area as the old one, but 
will be configured more efficiently to contain more usable space. 
The overall project will consist of the center, a barn across from it, 
restoration of the gatehouses, geothermal heating, on-lot sewage 
treatment, an amphitheater, and a re-engineered parking lot to 
capture rainwater for reuse.  

Solar panels over much of the parking area will also capture 
rain for use at the center. Some of the parking lot will be designed 
to reduce rain runoff. The lot will not be enlarged, but more parking 
space will be provided in the driveway. Two hundred native trees 
(black gum, serviceberry, and others) and about 7,000 native plants 
will be added.

PPC estimates that the unusual level of environmental 
considerations will add about 20% to the project’s cost. Originally 
planned at $15.9 million, the final project is now estimated to cost 
$17.9 million. It is 50% funded at this stage, and PPC is confident 
that the remainder can be raised. 
      About 90 to 95 existing trees will have to be removed. About a 
quarter of them are alien species, mainly Norway maple – a species 
I will not miss.  Others include black locust, a fast-growing, early-
successional tree. Most of the trees to be removed are near the old 
building.

There has been vandalism of cars in the parking lot, so the 
small bushy trees that screen the lot on the side facing the building 
are among those to be removed for safety concerns.

continued on page 10
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COMING FAST – Arctic Terns were a 
prominent feature of the trip to Alaska 
described by Pat and Sherron Lynch. Donna 
Foyle photographed this one flying toward 
her dramatically on a previous Alaska tour.

The primary impact site contains five acres, from Beechwood 
Boulevard up to and including the old fountain (now evidenced 
by a broken concrete ring).  Much of this area is the existing 
parking lot and includes a lot of space that is already open lawn. 
An additional 4.8 acres, from which no trees are scheduled for 
removal, is within what is called the limit of disturbance, including 
trail improvements and installation of a drip field.  
      The existing observation deck will remain. During 
construction, the deck and the area known to birders as “The 
Meadow” atop Clayton Hill will be accessible from Beechwood  
Boulevard a short distance toward Shaw Avenue from the 
driveway.  
      The center has meant a lot to 3RBC and to me, personally, 
since I was a kid. Located in the middle of a major urban area, it 
can introduce a lot of people to natural history and conservation. 
Many of these people, as I was, are quite divorced from the 
outdoors, and desperately need such an introduction.

Read more about the project, and answers to frequently 
asked questions at pittsburghparks.org/environmentalcenter, and 
pittsburghparks.org/frick.

continued from page 9
Work Begins

Birding Away

Pelagic Excitement                  
Without Dramamine

By Pat and Sherron Lynch
After hearing stories from 3RBC members of woes and near 

disasters that occurred during pelagic birding from small boats, we 
tried something different – birding while on a cruise ship. 

Recently, Paul Lehman, a leader for the Wings birding tour 
company, has led small groups of up to eight birders on Princess 
or Holland America cruise ships from San Diego or San Francisco 
to Alaska or Vancouver. The trips vary in length from 4 days to 11 
days. Our round trip was on the Star Princess from San Francisco 
to the Inside Passage of Alaska from July 6 to July 17.

Our room was quite comfortable with a nice balcony to 
provide plenty of light and air. The large amount of storage space 
surprised us. The food, of course, was good and plentiful – much 
better than on a small pelagic boat. The service was also excellent, 
as expected. But that’s enough about the non-birding aspects of the 
voyage! We were there to see birds.

At first, using scopes on a pelagic trip seemed very unusual 
and it took some time to adjust to using them, but we quickly 
appreciated the benefit of having the scopes. Paul would call out 
locations of various birds often based on clock positions in relation 
to the ship. Sometimes it was difficult to locate distant birds; for 
example, Pat missed seeing distant Hawaiian Petrels. 

Paul’s daily plan of action was to grab a quick breakfast and 
to begin birding at early light, ranging from about 5 to 5:30 AM. 
Lunch would also be a quick meal. Dinner usually was longer and 
was often followed by additional birding. Two of Paul’s birding 
friends joined him through fog, rain, etc., for almost the entire day. 
We weren’t as hardcore as these two, but we usually birded the 
whole morning, took a short afternoon nap, and then birded before 
and after dinner. Fortunately, we brought comfortable chairs but did 
not use them frequently on the deck. Of course, whether or not the 
group was in a hot birding area affected viewing habits. The other 
four birders in the group did less birding than we did. 

Seeing several species at the same time helped us to 
distinguish storm-petrels, shearwaters, and albatrosses by their 
sizes, color patterns, and flight behaviors. There were dull 
moments, but one needed to be alert to watch puffins struggling to 
avoid the oncoming ship, shearwaters swiftly gliding from the stern 
past the bow, a South Polar Skua flying over the ship, as well as the 
rafts of auklets, murrelets, and other seabirds.

Dall’s Porpoises and White-sided Dolphins streaked by us. 
Numerous Blue Whale and Humpback Whale sightings excited us 
as well as the passengers enjoying the promenade deck.

Spectacular Glacier Bay provided us not only breathtaking 
views of the glaciers, but also a bountiful array of pelagic birds 
including 350 Red-necked Phalaropes, 1,500 Black-legged 
Kittiwakes, 4,000 Marbled Murrelets, and the highlight of the day, 
150 Kittlitz’s Murrelets.

Sherron added five life birds: Black-footed Albatross, Fork-
tailed Storm-Petrel, Leach’s Storm-Petrel, South Polar Skua, 
and Hawaiian Petrel. Pat added three life birds: the albatross, the 
skua, and Fork-tailed Storm-Petrel. Both of us also listed Buller’s 
Shearwater and Sky Lark (airport at Victoria) as new species for 
the American Birding Association Checklist area.

Among other birds seen were Surf and White-winged Scoters; 
Red-throated, Pacific, and Common Loons; Northern Fulmar; Pink-
footed and Sooty Shearwaters; Brandt’s and Pelagic Cormorants; 
Red-necked Phalarope; many gulls including Sabine’s; Arctic 
Tern; Parasitic and Long-tailed Jaegers; Common Murre; Pigeon 
Guillemot; Ancient Murrelet; Cassin’s and Rhinoceros Auklets; and 
Tufted Puffin. 

We had hoped to see some more lifers and new ABA birds, 
but exceptionally long periods of fog and calm air in key birding 
areas lessened our opportunities. (Many pelagic birds tend to sit 
during calm periods, which makes them hard to see unless they are 
very close to the boat.) Sometimes you get lucky with conditions, 
sometimes you don’t. That’s why one can always look forward to 
another pelagic cruise. 

http://pittsburghparks.org/environmentalcenter
http://www.pittsburghparks.org/frick
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SUPER-RARITY – Bob and Dianne Machesney were 
extremely fortunate to see this Whiskered Tern during 
a trip to New Jersey in September 2014. There had 
been only two previous U.S. records. Word of the bird 
was passed along from one birder to another. This 
portrait of the visitor from the Old World was taken 
by Mike Crewe, a prominent staffer at the Cape May 
Bird Observatory.

By Bob Machesney
For the past seven years or so, Dianne and I have been 

going to southern New Jersey in mid-September. This year we 
went for 10 days. Besides getting a tan on the beach, we also do 
a tour of Stone Harbor, Sea Isle City, Belleplain State Forest, 
Higbee Beach, Cape May Meadows, and Cape May Point State 
Park. Who can resist the lowering of the flag ceremony at Cape 
May Point by the concrete ship at sundown?

On Monday, September 15, we were going to do our usual 
trip to Cape May Meadows, then down to Cape May Point State 
Park’s boardwalk, an hour or so at the hawk watch platform, and 
then soak up some rays on the beach.

At the pavilion’s bulletin board at the Meadows parking lot 
is a list of the most recent sightings. Besides the Stilt Sandpipers 
we had seen a few days ago, it listed Whiskered Tern. Never 
heard of it, and thought it was long gone. As we started walking 
down the path, we met a lady looking at warblers. She asked if 
I had seen the tern yet and said it had been on the beach at Cape 
May Point State Park that morning. 

Pass it on.
As we walked down the path toward the beach, we saw Sea 

Pink in bloom, American Kestrels overhead, Buckeye butterflies 
and Swamp Darners flying around. At the beach, no Piping 
Plovers were seen. But looking down the beach toward the 
lighthouse, I could see 10 birders tightly clustered, looking at 
something. Could it be the tern? At the observation deck I asked 
an elderly man if he had seen the tern yet. “Negative,” he said, 
“but it was just seen 15 minutes ago.”

      Pass it on.
By the time we got to the Bunker at Cape May Point State 

Park, 40 birders were there with $100,000 worth of spotting 
scopes and cameras. Since my third edition of the National 
Geographic Birds of North America doesn’t show this species, 
I asked out loud, “Does anybody know the field marks of this 
bird?” A fellow next to me whipped out two books from his 
backpack showing the bird with its distinct white cheek patch 
and mottled breast.

      Pass it on
Within a short time the tern was seen in a large group 

of Common Terns and Laughing Gulls on the beach. Several 

people allowed me to look through their scopes at the tern about 
50 yards away.

      Pass it on
We then went over by the hawk watch platform and saw 

the Whiskered Tern feeding in the fresh water pond with 
its distinctive roller-coaster feeding habit. After doing the 
boardwalk loop, we grabbed our beach chairs and hit the beach 
where we had seen the tern two hours before. Not a birder was 
on the beach.

By this time, about 30 sunbathers were there, and a large 
group of terns and gulls were among them. So, with my toes in 
the sand, I was able to relocate the Whiskered Tern not 20 feet 
in front of me. It really is a spectacular tern. 

As I was walking back to my chair, I noticed a young 
birder coming over the dune with camera in tow. So I walked up 
to him and asked if he was looking for “the tern.” He had just 
moved to South Jersey the previous day and was elated to see 
Laughing Gulls! So I took him to where I saw the tern, and in 
a minute or so got him on it. He was so elated to get a life bird, 
and so easily!

      Pass it on
This was only the third North American sighting of this 

tern from the Eastern Hemisphere species. All three sightings 
were from New Jersey.

                                    ***
      (Editor’s note: I have wondered why this tern is called 

“whiskered.” Well, the adjective arose from Dutch zoologist 
C. J.Temminck, who named the species Hirondelle-de-Mer 
Moustac (“Whiskered Sea-Swallow”) in his massive 1820 
compendium, Manuel d’ornithologie.

      Oddly, the name does not refer to the thin, dark, pointed 
extensions of the bill onto the face. Instead, Temminck meant the 
entire white cheek, which contrasts with the gray beneath it. 

      If my interpretation of Temminck’s French is correct, he 
referred to a pure white stripe extending backward beneath the 
eyes as a wide moustache, which covers the ear openings. The 
word “moustache” is also used for the whiskers of animals.

      Thanks to Rick Wright, review editor of Birding 
magazine, for pointing to Temminck as the name’s source.)

       
       

Pass It On, or: 
How I Got and Gave
the Whiskered Tern
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The Peregrine

RARELY SEEN MOLT – You’ll need to see The Peregrine online to 
get the point of Tom Moeller’s photo of these Common Mergansers 
at Duck Hollow along the Monongahela River on July 20, 2014. 
Noticeable in color will be a cluster of reddish feathers among 
the dark green feathers where the neck meets the back of the 
head. Tom recognized this as the start of a molt into post-breeding 
eclipse plumage, when a male’s coloration resembles a female’s.  

Birds in the Three Rivers Area

Breeding Season Brought
Success in June-July 2014

By Mike Fialkovich, Bird Reports Editor
The summer report is short, as usual, as breeding birds settle 

in to nest and birders recover from the rush of spring migration. 
June is one of my favorite months for birding, a time to enjoy birds 
in full song and breeding plumage.

The American Wigeon at Janoski’s Farm from last season 
just made it into the summer reporting period on 6/1 (MV). Two 
Common Mergansers were at Dashields Dam 6/9 (MV) and 4 
were seen during the season at Duck Hollow (v.o.). Perhaps nesting 
will be confirmed in the future.

An unusual number of Northern Bobwhites were reported in 
scattered locations, so there may have been numerous releases this 
year. One was along the Ohio River near Pittsburgh at Woods Run 
6/6 (PB), one was in the city near the Consol Energy Center 6/6 
(SG), one was near the Carnegie Science Center 6/15 (fide KSJ), 
and one was in Natrona Heights 6/16 (fide PH). A Ruffed Grouse 
was at Dead Man’s Hollow 6/18 (LF, JF).

Two Double-crested Cormorants were at Duck Hollow 7/11 
(JC, AP) and one was along the Allegheny River at the Highland 
Park Bridge 7/31 (MJ). A Great Egret was at Wingfield Pines 
7/27-30 (RK, DW, ST).

The Osprey nest at Leetsdale contained one chick (MV) and 
the nest on Neville Island contained two chicks 7/6 (MV). All three 
Bald Eagle chicks fledged from the nest in Hays, which was easily 
monitored by the camera streaming live images online. A first-year 
Bald Eagle flew over Wingfield Pines 7/25 (ST). Activity at all 
three nests in Allegheny County continued during the season.

Two adult Laughing Gulls were at Dashields Dam 7/12 

(MV), perhaps displaced by the Hurricane Arthur that moved up 
the east coast 7/1-5. They provided the fourth county record.

A late Semipalmated Plover was at Duck Hollow 6/2 
(BB) and an early fall migrant was there 7/24 (MJ). Six Solitary 
Sandpipers were at Imperial 7/20 (MV), and singles were at Duck 
Hollow 7/24 (MJ), Wingfield Pines 7/25 (ST), and Imperial 7/26 
(MV). Two Least Sandpipers were at Duck Hollow 7/11 (JC, AP), 
and two Pectoral Sandpipers were at Imperial 7/26 (MV).

Herring Gulls continue to breed in the county, 19 years after 
the first nesting was discovered 19 years ago! Two chicks were in a 
nest at Dashields Dam 6/3 and three chicks were at Emsworth Dam 
6/23 (MV). A total of 77 were counted at the Highland Park Bridge 
6/23 including 15 birds on nests (MV).

There were only three reports of Common Nighthawk: 3 in 
Greenfield 6/19 (KSJ), one at Swissvale 6/19 (BMa), and one in 
Lawrenceville 6/20 (BMa).

Willow Flycatchers moved into the recovering hillside 
habitat near Duck Hollow (v.o.), a welcome sight in this former 
slag dump area that is now regenerating with small trees, shrubs, 
and grasses. The area is now part of Frick Park. Though it is a 
breeding species in the county, I receive few reports of Great 
Crested Flycatcher. This summer there were only two: one in 
Pine Township 6/14 (PL, SL), and one at Dead Man’s Hollow 6/18 
(LF, JF).

Two fledgling Barred Owls were seen at Deer Lakes Park 
6/18 (PB). A Red-headed Woodpecker was a rare find in Pine 
Township 6/14 (PL, SL).

Fish Crows were heard regularly during the season at Duck 
Hollow (v.o.). A Common Raven was at Woods Run 6/6 (PB).

Veeries were singing at North Park 6/6 (MF) and they were 
present in nearby Pine Township 6/21 (PL, SL). This is the only 
area in the county that I know of where they breed. A Wood 
Thrush pair was observed feeding a juvenile Brown-headed 
Cowbird at Knob Hill Park 6/23 (KD).

A Louisiana Waterthrush was at Dead Man’s Hollow 6/18 
(LF, JF). Black-and-white Warbler is a local breeder in the 
county. A male was observed carrying food at Dead Man’s Hollow 
6/14 (AK), one was at Dashields Dam 6/17 (MV), and several were 
at Harrison Hills Park 6/28 (PH, MK). Hooded Warbler, American 
Redstart, Yellow Warbler, and Yellow-throated Warbler were 
reported. A Yellow-throated Warbler was viewed feeding a 
juvenile cowbird at Wingfield Pines 7/30 (DW, ST). A Northern 
Parula was an unusual find for the breeding season at Frick Park 
6/8-10 (JS, SS).

Savannah and Grasshopper Sparrows were in a grassy field 
near the Greater Pittsburgh International Airport all summer (GM). 
Both species along with Henslow’s Sparrow and Vesper Sparrow 
continue to breed at the Imperial Grasslands.

A Purple Finch was in Pine Township 6/1-14 (PL, SL), one 
was singing in Harmar Township 6/5 through the month (JV), one 
was singing in Penn Hills 6/16-17 (MF), one visited a feeder in 
Pleasant Hills 6/4 (MH), and two females and a male were in Pine 
Township in July (PL, SL).

Observers: Bill Brown, Paul Brown, Jack Chaillet, Karyn 
Delaney, Leslee Ferree, Mike Fialkovich, John Flannigan, Steve 
Gosser, Malcolm Harter, Paul Hess, Matthew Juskowich, Alyssa 
Karmen, Ron Kean, Michelle Kienholz, Pat Lynch, Sherron Lynch, 
Barb Madaus (BMa), Geoff Malosh, Kate St. John, Aidan Place, 
Jack Solomon, Sue Solomon, Shannon Thompson, Jim Valimont, 
Mark Vass, Dave Wilton, various observers (v.o.).


